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The process leading up to the Plenary Council has emphasised the value of discerning the ‘signs of
the times’ and how the Church should response. The initial large-scale and widespread
consultations produced some 17,000 individual and about 4,000 group submissions. A second stage
of consultations sought considered feedback from group discussions about the key issues. This
discernment process has continued with the work of publicly identified writing groups focused on
six broad themes, said to be distilled from the early consultations.

The result of the last step in the consultation has been six thoughtful papers and a host of
recommendations. This discernment process has been limited in one respect, however. It is difficult
to compare the recommendations across the papers due to the absence of a common format for the
recommendations. These have been expressed in varying ways, some easily delineated but other
recommendations embedded in the text. With some effort, it has been possible to identify the
specific recommendations in the thematic papers and to compare them across papers (see the
attached spreadsheet). As each of the writing groups underwent a deep process of discernment to
produce their collective report, we thought it is crucial to identify the key issues which are common
to the recommendations that these committed writing groups produced.

Identifying the key issues

The following analysis of the recommendations of the thematic discernment papers starts from an
earlier discernment process began in Melbourne in March 2019. A group from five parishes, formed
at the initiative of parishioners at St Kevin’s Templestowe, sought to identify the common themes
from 15 parish group submissions that were publicly available.1 In discussions across parishes in
Melbourne, it became clear that there were strong views held in common in many parishes about
the nature and urgency of the changes required.

To explore this commonality, five parishes came together to convene a meeting on 13 April 2019
attended by 62 representatives of 32 parishes. At that meeting, attendees were asked to rank the top
priorities for the Plenary Council based on a list of issues identified from the parish group
submissions. The meeting established a drafting group of three women and three men to prepare a
joint statement, based on those identified priorities.

This draft statement was circulated to the representatives of the 32 parishes who took part in the
discernment process. Parishes were asked to convene a group of interested parishioners to discuss
the common themes identified from the parish group submissions and the ranking of priorities by
the 62 parish representatives. They were then asked to decide whether to endorse the statement or
not. In response, interested parishioners from 24 parishes endorsed the draft statement and the final
statement was circulated to the participating parishes at the end of May 2019.

Parishioners from the five parishes, with the support of their parishes, took a further step to
encourage further discussions between parishes by setting up the Sense of the Faithful website.

! A joint initiative between St Kevin’s Parish, Templestowe; Nazareth Catholic Parish, Grovedale, Torquay & Anglesea;
St Patrick’s Parish, Kilmore; St Carthage’s University Parish, Parkville; Our Lady of the Assumption, Cheltenham.
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The Plenary Council 2020: Joint Parish Statement identified nine key issues. These are: address the
sexual abuse crisis; change the nature of the plenary council; encourage an open and inclusive
church; promote servant leadership for a humble church; change the composition of the priesthood;
implement new governance changes; make the liturgy more relevant; renew our focus on the poor
and marginalised and protect and restore the earth. The full statement is available here on the Sense
of the Faithful website.

How the recommendations have been categorised against the key issues

The accompanying spreadsheet lists 159 recommendations made by the writing groups of the six
thematic discernment papers. As noted above, the recommendations in each paper did not follow a
common format, so the recommendations are sometimes numbered clearly but often are embedded
within a text and may be signified by words such as ‘it is proposed that’.

It is important to note that not all recommendations have equal weight. Recommendations can refer
to the need for major changes while other recommendations can be narrow and refer to minor
issues, often related to a larger issue. So the quantitative analysis showing the number of
recommendations an issue is referred to is not the only way to show the importance of the issue.

The significance of the issue as important increases with its appearance in more than one thematic
paper. As noted above, the themes that the writing groups were given were more general than
specific, so each writing was largely free to raise any issues they thought were important, arising
from their process of collective discernment.

The process of allocating the recommendations to a specific issue was based on an assessment of
the main thrust of the recommendation. So a recommendation that mainly referred to the need for a
change to governance arrangements, despite also referring to the position of women in the Church,
was put into the key issue of ‘Implement new governance arrangements’(see the example below).

that the Plenary Council mandates the following for all levels of Church governance
that the full range of consultative bodies and assemblies recognised in canon law be
permanently established and convoked; as frequently as the law recommends taking into
consideration local needs and resources; with the maximum participation of lay women
and men, religious women and men, and clergy; and, to the greatest extent possible,
equitable participation of women (recommendation from Thematic Paper 5).

However, it needs to be kept in mind that the above recommendation could have been categorised
under the key issue of ‘Promote role of women in the Church’. So another coder could allocate the
recommendations differently. However, the differences are likely to be small. The purpose of
providing the attached spreadsheet is to allow others to produce their own analysis, based on the
key issues they think are important, and hopefully based on a similar extended discernment
exercise, described above.?

2 The spreadsheet worksheet has been locked to make it more stable between computers. However, applying the
password SoF will enable a user to gain access to the unlocked cells.
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Analysis

Table 1 shows the relative importance of specific issues. This rating is based on the product of the
number of discrete references in the overall listing of recommendations and the number of thematic
papers with a recommendation referring to that issue. The content of these recommendations can be
found in the accompanying spreadsheet.

Table 1: Number of recommendations categorised by key issues, the thematic discernment
papers with the relevant recommendation, and a rating of importance, based on number
of references by references in the thematic papers

Recom- q
Rank order of key issue mendations Thema;ll ¢ DO Rating
o) paper No | papers
1. Implement new governance 20 12.3.4.5.6 6 120
changes
2. Humble leadership,
changes to the priesthood 17 1,2,3.4.5.6 6 102
3. Prompte mission & 10 12346 5 50
evangelisation
fl. Encpurage an open and 1 1245 4 44
inclusive Church
5. Personal faith formation 21 35 42
6. Promote role of women in
the Church 8 1,2,4,5,6 5 40
7. Fopus on poor and 9 1235 4 36
marginalised
8. Build stronger parishes 11 3,5,6 3 33
9. Make the liturgy more 1 234 3 33
relevant
10. Promote the family 12 1,2 2 24
11. Recognise and support
indigenous communities in 6 1,2,4,6 4 24
Church life
1;. Address the sexual abuse 7 456 3 71
crisis
13. Celebrate and support the
service organisations of the 6 2,5 2 12
Church
14. Protect and restore the 4 1.6 ) ]
carth
15. Promqte interfaith 4 | 1 4
collaboration
16. Support for Catholic 4 1 1 4
education
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The six key issues ranked in order of importance

1.

10.

I1.

The need to ‘implement new governance changes’ is the most important issue. This issue is
referred to 20 times in the recommendations in each of the six thematic papers.

‘Humble leadership, changes to the priesthood’ comes second in importance, based on being
referred to 17 times in the recommendations of the six thematic papers. These first two issues
in terms of their rating scores stand out far ahead of the other issues listed.

The call to ‘Promote mission & evangelisation’ received 10 references but gained its third
place rating score due to its mention in five thematic papers.

‘Encourage an open and inclusive Church is ranked fourth, due to receiving 11 references
with mentions in four thematic papers.

‘Personal faith formation’ receives the highest number of references at 21 but its importance
rating is lowered to fifth place by the fact that only two thematic papers refer to the issue.

‘Promote role of women in the Church’ has only eight direct references but its importance is
highlighted by the fact that the the place of women in the Church is raised in the
recommendations of five thematic papers. As noted above, the need to give women a more
prominent place in the Church is also mentioned in other recommendations. Five references
to women are also made in the recommendations on governance, the renewal of the liturgy
(two references), promote the family and ‘humble leadership, changes to the priesthood’. It
is also important to note that Thematic Paper Six: Prayer and Eucharistic has considerable
emphasis on the role of women, but has no specific recommendation on the issue. If this
paper was included in the rating for this issue, the score would be 48, placing this issue in
fourth place.

‘Focus on poor and marginalised’ occupies seventh place in the importance rating with nine
references in four thematic discernment papers.

‘Build stronger parishes’ and ‘make the liturgy more relevant’ are both in eighth place, with
the same number of references and mentions across the papers.

‘Promote the family’ and ‘recognise and support indigenous communities in Church life’
both have the same rating at tenth position but with different counts for references and
mentions in the papers.

‘Address the sexual abuse crisis’ is in twelfth place with seven mentions in three papers.

The last four issues are in order of importance: ‘celebrate and support the service

organisations of the Church’, ‘protect and restore the earth’, ‘promote interfaith
collaboration’ and ‘support for Catholic education’.
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Conclusion

We found in our close reading of and commentary on the six papers that the sheer welter of
recommendations masked the urgency of the challenges they are meant to address. The proposals
for change have been listed in each paper without any reference to their priority. Nor has any
writing group suggested any sequencing of their proposals to indicate whether action on one may be
a condition for successfully addressing another.

Our effort at distilling the cross references or overlaps in the recommendations of the six papers
shows the key issues the writing groups identified in common. The fact that a number of writing
groups referred to a common issue shows that they collectively discerned it as a priority issue.
Further analysis of the recommendations, reproduced in the spreadsheet, could help reveal what
sequencing of actions is needed and at what level within the Church it is appropriate to initiate the
changes proposed.

We believe that the above ranking of the importance of the underlying key issues of the

recommendations of the thematic discernment papers serves as a valuable reference point for the
Plenary Council’s statement of intent in its working document (Instrumentum Laboris).

Page 5 of 5



