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Introduction 
 

In response to the invitation of the Synod on Synodality, members of the Catholic Network for 
Women’s Equality from across Canada met virtually in March 2022 to consider the questions 
posed by the Synod’s Preparatory Document. We engaged in prayerful reflection and 
conversation and the following is a summary report of our communal discernment.  

 

The Catholic Network for Women’s Equality (CNWE) is a Canadian grassroots movement 
founded in 1981. We advocate for:  

i) equality for women in an inclusive, accountable, and renewing Catholic church 
ii) justice for women in the world   
iii) and the care of all creation.  
 

We meet locally and nationally to advocate for women in the Catholic church and society, and 
to learn from each other and from the work of feminist and ecological theologians. We engage 
in inclusive and creative ritual and prayer, and we celebrate the gifts of faith and friendship 
among us. We use a network model of collaborative leadership to ‘be the change we seek’ in 
the church and in the world and we network internationally with organizations that seek 
gender equality in the Catholic Church.  
 

The Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops does not have a process for receiving submissions 
from national Catholic movements, so we are sending this report directly to the Synod Office. 
We are also sending a copy to Sr. Nathalie Becquart, Undersecretary of the General Secretariat 
of the Synod of Bishops because as we understand it, Sr. Nathalie is the only woman who will 
be permitted to vote during the deliberative portion of the Synod on Synodality. 

 

The questions raised in the Synod Preparatory Document are important to us. This summary is 
our collective understanding of how the Spirit is calling the Church to be ‘synodal’ in these 
challenging times. We invite you to receive the fruits of our discernment with hearts and minds 
open to bold renewal in the Church.   

 

1. A Synodal Church Lifts Up Voices Yet to be Heard   
 

To become a synodal Church, we believe that persons who are currently marginalized need to 
be welcomed into the centre of the Church where they can take an active part in shaping the 
Catholic church of the future. When as a church we are making decisions, the people affected 
by those decisions need to be represented. Our members named the following as voices who 
need to be heard in the Church:  
i) Women 
ii) Youth 
iii) Members of LGBTQ2S+ communities 
iv) Members of Black, Indigenous, and racialized communities 
v) People experiencing poverty, homelessness, mental health challenges, or who are 

differently-abled 
vi) People who have been hurt by any form of abuse, including abuse by clergy/church staff  
vii) Catholics who are divorced and divorced persons hoping to remarry in the Catholic Church  
viii) Individuals who faithfully dissent from Catholic teaching, priests who have left the 

priesthood to marry, and those who feel (spiritually, intellectually and/or morally) that 
they have no choice but to leave the Catholic church. 

(We recognize that the God-given splendour and complexity of a person cannot be contained in a label 
and that in the lived reality of persons, these categories are not mutually exclusive and often intersect.) 
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2. A Synodal Church Recognizes the Inherent Dignity and Equality of Women as Equal 
Disciples in Ministry and Leadership 
 

CNWE’s work over 41 years has been founded on the belief that the Church’s mission is best 
served by a ‘discipleship of equals’ - women and men co-responsible in all forms of ministry and 
leadership in the Church. With gratitude for the work of feminist biblical scholars and 
archaeologists, we have learned that co-responsibility is not a new idea. Jesus had women 
disciples and there also were prominent women in ministry and leadership in the early Church. 
This evidence has been obscured however by patriarchal systems, and both sexist and 
misogynist ideologies throughout church history. Remnants of these harmful ideologies remain 
embedded in current Catholic teaching and practice. 

 

We are heartened that Pope Francis has recently appointed women to a few senior positions at 
the Vatican, yet it remains that women primarily serve the Church at the behest of male clergy. 
Televised coverage of the Papal Mass in Edmonton during the Pope’s recent penitential 
pilgrimage to Canada was a painful visual reminder for many Catholics of the preponderance of 
male power and the persistent culture of clericalism in the Church.   

 

We look forward to the day when women and men, according to their gifts, will collaborate in 
preaching, presiding, and administering sacraments in parishes, when Catholic women and men 
will work cooperatively in leadership roles at diocesan, national and international levels, and 
when women and men together will shape Catholic teaching and structures of governance in a 
synodal Church.  

 

Effects of Women’s Inequality in the Church  
 

We have seen over our lifetimes how excluding women from ordained ministry and leadership 
has negative effects that ripple through the Church and out into the world. If the baseless 
prohibition against women’s ordination were to be lifted, the whole Church would benefit from 
the gifts and service of qualified women called by God to serve their communities with love. 
Catholic women would also see themselves reflected in ordained women ministers in their 
parishes and throughout the leadership of the Church. In the years following Vatican II, one 
woman religious among us was permitted to preach in her parish and she was very well 
received. But eventually a bishop put a stop to it, much to the disappointment of the 
parishioners. Currently, only a small number of communities worldwide benefit from the 
ministry of Roman Catholic WomenPriests (RCWP) who have risked ‘excommunication’ to 
respond to God’s call to serve as Catholic priests in their communities. 

 

Discrimination against women in the hierarchy of the Catholic Church is also the reason that 
many of the young people we know have left the church. Living in Canada, they see gender 
equality promoted as a human right in society and protected under Canadian law. While they 
have learned in Catholic teaching that all persons are made in the image of God, they see that 
the Church does not uphold this teaching in practice – it does not ‘walk the talk’. We find it 
heartbreaking, as CNWE members with beloved young people in our lives, that the sin of sexism 
in the Church has done so much damage to the Church’s credibility and vitality.  
 

We are also dismayed by the effect that gender inequality in the Catholic Church has in 
developing countries. While we believe that Pope Francis has great personal compassion for 
those living in poverty, we feel concerned that by discriminating against women, the Church 
contributes to perpetuating a root cause of poverty. There is overwhelming evidence that in 
communities where women have equal access to education, resources, job opportunities, 
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health care, and substantive input into socio-economic and political policy, the standard of 
living for the whole community rises.  
 

If sexism were to be dismantled in the Catholic Church, it would be a huge global signal to any 
group or government that women can no longer be treated as second-class citizens. We must 
be doing everything we can to model gender equality so that our condemnation of domestic 
violence, human trafficking, and rape as a weapon of war will have greater credibility.   
 

Having women, who comprise more than half the membership of the Catholic Church, in 
ministry and leadership is surely part of God’s plan for a flourishing Catholic Church. As one of 
our members said: “The Spirit is inviting the Church to replace patriarchy with mutuality and 
equality.” 

 

3. A Synodal Church Is Welcoming  
 

We imagine that a truly synodal church would embody the hospitality and humility of Jesus. 
Local parishes would be places where people would find deep belonging in a non-judgmental, 
compassionate, and safe community. We envision that a vital aspect of such a community, 
would be that all are welcome to share in communion, in the same way that when we invite 
guests into our homes for a meal, there is a seat at the table, and all partake in eating. Eucharist 
is a gift freely given by Christ and for all.  
 

Catholic parishes that ‘journey with’ the people in their communities soon find that there are 
needs to be met for those who are poor, homeless, aged and/or lonely, refugees, migrant 
workers, those experiencing mental health challenges and those who are differently-abled. In 
this time when every nation is struggling to meet the healthcare and social services of its 
citizens (in part due to the cascading fallout from the pandemic) Catholic parishes, with 
creative, compassionate, and generous discernment, can become hubs of community support.   
 

4. A Synodal Church is Inclusive in Prayer and Action 
 

Since the founding of CNWE, our organization has been calling for the use of inclusive language 
in the Church. Scripture has gifted us with many names and ways of imaging God, yet we find in 
the New Roman Missal, almost exclusively male images of God.  We hope that the Synodal 
process will open opportunities for dialogue regarding revising the New Roman Missal to 
include a greater variety of names and images for God. As Catholic feminist theologian 
Elizabeth A. Johnson states: “The symbol of God functions” and she goes on to say: 

 

“Women’s scholarship on this subject has made it piercingly clear that naming God 
almost exclusively in the image of a powerful ruling man has at least three pernicious 
effects. 1) By literalizing this image, it reduces the living God to something much less, 
indeed, to an idol. 2) It legitimates structures of male authority in civil and ecclesial 
communities: in the name of the Father God who rules over all, men have the duty to 
command and control, on earth as it is in heaven. 3) It robs women of their dignity by 
distancing their human nature made in the image and likeness of God from their own 
concrete, bodily identity.” “Female Symbols for God” International Journal for Orthodox 
Theology 1:2 (2010), 42.   

 

The New Roman Missal also needs to be revised to use inclusive language for humanity and 
humankind. “Man” and “mankind” are not considered inclusive of women in English vernacular.  
 

Many of our members also find that the language of the New Roman Missal has an 
overemphasis on portraying the relationship between God and humanity as that of ‘a sinful 
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humanity before a monarchical God’. We believe that a healthier emphasis in prayer and faith 
formation is to remind people that they have been made in the image of God and encouraging 
them to ‘live into’ that goodness. As one member remarked, “If I said to my child 12 times over 
the course of an hour that they had ‘gravely sinned’ and were unworthy before God, (which is 
on average the number of times we express this at Sunday Mass), one would consider this 
verbal abuse.” We believe that the language of prayer at Mass should call us to goodness more 
than it batters us with often disproportionate guilt and shame.  

 

5. A Synodal Church Listens to Those Who Have Been Harmed by the Church and Those Who 
Have Left. A Synodal Church Takes Responsibility for Reform 
 

A second reason why many people we know have left the Catholic Church, especially young 
people, is because of current Catholic teaching that names sexual expression in same-sex 
relationships as “intrinsically disordered” and forbids the blessing or conferring of the 
sacrament of marriage on loving, committed, same-sex relationships. We feel that this 
offensively negative language in our teaching and our current practice contributes to 
discrimination against persons who identify as LGBTQ2S+. We hope that the Synodal process 
allows for deep listening of the experience of LGBTQ2S+ persons in the Church and that this. 
listening will also expand the Church’s understanding of issues related to gender and sexuality.  

 

Similarly, a synodal church must listen to the pain and anguish of divorced Catholics, most of 
whom have left their unhealthy marriages for good reason. If they are fortunate enough to find 
someone who they love and wish to remarry, we should rejoice and spare them the humiliating 
and patronizing process of an annulment tribunal. We have been shocked to learn for example 
that one of our members has had rightful alimony (owed to her by her former husband in 
Lebanon) unconscionably stalled in the labyrinth of Vatican marriage tribunals for 19 years, 
despite her constant pleas for resolution. In listening to the pain of these experiences, a synodal 
church must walk with compassion and understanding, and not ‘carry the stick’ of judgement 
and sanction. As one member commented, to do otherwise is to continue to “infantilize the 
laity”. 

 

For many Catholics, and particularly survivors of clergy sexual abuse, the global scope of the 
clergy sexual abuse scandal and cover up by bishops (that is still coming to light), has severed 
the bond of trust that people had placed in priests and bishops. Any hope of regaining that trust 
will require clear protocols of thorough investigation of each case, employing non-clerical 
experts in the field of sexual abuse disclosures, and ensuring lay oversight to prevent conflicts 
of interest. The hierarchy recommends just, swift, and fair settlements for survivors in theory 
but this is often not born out in practice in dioceses. It has been shocking for us to learn that 
the Diocese of London, Ontario appealed to the Supreme Court of Canada to evade fair 
compensation in a decades long case of sexual abuse of a minor by a priest who had admitted 
to dozens of counts of sexual abuse.  
 

Like many Canadians, we have been slow to hear what First Nations, Metis and Inuit peoples 
have been trying to tell us for years about the genocide of Indigenous Peoples that occurred in 
the Indian Residential School system, run by governments and Christian churches in Canada. 
We hope that synodality in the Catholic Church will mean continuing the work of truth and 
reconciliation. We also hope that for their part, the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops 
will promptly fulfill the promises they made in the Indian Residential Schools Settlement 
Agreement in 2006.  
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Regarding the voices of those who faithfully dissent in the church, and those who, in good 
conscience, have left, we need to continually offer forums for dialogue among all the ‘People of 
God’ that have the capacity to discern and effect change at local, regional and/or national 
levels. Just as creation flourishes, not with a monoculture, but with biodiversity, so the Church 
will flourish more fully when it embraces a model of ‘unity in diversity’ that allows for some 
regional and cultural variation rather than insisting on a repressive ‘uniformity’ of thought and 
practice. 

 

6. A Synodal Church’s Leadership is Collegial, Transparent and Accountable  
 

Many of us remember the joy and hope that we felt during and just after the Second Vatican 
Council as the Church shifted in important ways to engage the modern world and envision 
models of collegial leadership. We hope as Pope Francis has indicated, this Synod will help us to 
embrace more fully and broaden the synodal vision of Vatican II.  
 

As we considered questions of transparency and accountability in our Church, several members 
raised concerns about the process of the Synod on Synodality itself. While there has been a 
desire and some good effort in certain Canadian parishes and dioceses to listen to the voices of 
the ‘People of God’ in this process, the overall result to date has been uneven.  We researched 
a sampling of the CCCB website and 20 Canadian diocesan websites between March and May 
2022 (Appendix A) and the degree of participation in the Synodal Process ranged from nothing 
at all, to online surveys (which varied in length, accessibility, and duration of time available to 
parishioners), to some diocesan websites with extensive resources, planned virtual and in-
person listening sessions that included lay leadership. We are disappointed that our national 
bishops’ conference did not ensure that all dioceses were engaging the consultation process in 
a meaningful way. Unfortunately, this means that the input of Canadian Catholics will not be as 
fulsome as it might have been.  

 

Secondly, we are wary because while many Catholics gave input to diocesan surveys where 
available, the aggregate data is not, to our knowledge being made public, nor are the summary 
diocesan reports. Furthermore, only bishops and Sr. Becquart will ultimately vote at the Synod. 
This next segment of the synodal process, therefore, offers little transparency or accountability 
to the Catholics around the world who have given input to the consultation process.  
 

We are also wary of this process because over our 41 years as an organization, we have written 
many respectful letters to bishops asking for dialogue on matters which “concern the good of 
the church” (Lumen Gentium, 37) with little response. As one CNWE member commented: “It 
feels like an olive branch extended in what has become an abusive relationship.”   
 

Some of us are also skeptical about the sincerity of the hierarchy to listen because we  
still have copies of the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops study kit entitled “Women in 
the Church” from 1985. The kit consisted of parish discussion sessions with titles such as 
“Equality of Women and Men in the Church”. Our members recall the post Vatican II hope they 
had for women’s equality in the Church at that time, yet here we are in 2022 and despite our 
constant work for reform, (over half a lifetime for many of us), little progress has been made. 
We might be forgiven for only having as one member said, “a glimmer of hope” for the 
outcome of the synodal process.  
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7. A Synodal Church Listens and Responds to the Voices of Creation 
 

We have been inspired by Pope Francis’ encyclical letter, Laudato Si’ and the wisdom of 
Indigenous Peoples that remind us to hear the voices of creation and recognize the 
interconnectedness and oneness of all beings. Evolving scientific understandings of our 
expanding universe are also sparking a renewed spirituality that sees all creation as a source of 
grace – something that mystics in our tradition have long understood.  
 

We are hopeful that an urgent priority arising from the Synodal process will be leadership at 
every level of the church for environmental action, in collaboration with ecological partners and 
especially the prophetic youth of the world.  We see that the overconsumption of resources in 
affluent nations such as Canada is wreaking havoc with climate change and environmental 
degradation, primarily in the poorest nations of the world. Such crises also exacerbate armed 
conflict in many regions. As CNWE members, we are committed to living more simply and 
ecologically so that generations to come will be able to live sustainably and delight in the 
beauty of God’s Spirit flowing through creation.  

 

8. A Synodal Church is Open to the Spirit’s Call for Bold Renewal  
 

We believe that the status quo of the Catholic Church can no longer remain if we hope to be a 
credible and relevant witness to the Gospel in these challenging times. We also cannot retreat 
into the past with false illusions of a glorified pre-Vatican II church as seminaries seem to be 
inclining many young priests to impose on parishes. Hearing the ‘People of God’ in these 
consultations must call forth on the part of church leaders in particular, humility and rigorous 
critique.  As one of our members sums up:  

“Amid the ‘signs of our times’, which at present seem very dire, I think the Spirit is 
calling us to a radically new way of being Church. Relearning the gospel values that Jesus 
proclaimed and modelled involves much less reliance on rules, restrictions and fossilized 
structures, and a much greater openness to listen humbly and attentively to the voices 
of marginalized communities, with a willingness to embrace positive change.”  

 

We close this summary with a poetic message of hope that we find inspiring from human rights 
activist and author Arundhati Roy: “Another world is not only possible, she is on her way. On a 
quiet day, I can hear her breathing.”  
 

With the gift of the Holy Spirit guiding the Catholic Church, may it be so.  
 


