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For a Synodal Church: Communion, Participation, and Mission 

Diocesan Phase Synthesis Report 
 

Introduction 

The Roman Catholic Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux was formed out of the 

Archdiocese of New Orleans on June 5, 1977.  The diocese includes 38 Church Parishes, 

6 Mission Communities of Faith, 12 Catholic schools, and several Diocesan Offices 

(including Catholic Charities) that serve and support our churches, schools, and the 

local community. Following Jesus’ instruction presented in Matthew 28:19, the mission 

of the Diocese of Houma-Thibodaux, simply put, is to form missionary disciples of 

Jesus Christ.  

In the diocese, our synod initiatives were mainly focused on the parish level and 

using online formats.  Because of the recent diocesan Strategic Planning process, 

which included multiple diocesan and parish-based listening sessions comprising of 

almost 1000 participants, as well as the ongoing devastating impact due to Hurricane 

Ida, which impacted our area greatly, then-Bishop Fabre discerned that the timing of 

this synod didn’t lend itself well to a large-scale diocesan-wide initiative.  However, 

recognizing the importance of this process for the local and universal Church, we 

provided all parishes with resources to facilitate their own listening sessions, as well 

as provided an online medium for those who were unable to participate in their 

parish’s initiatives. 
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The questions that were asked were focused on a few main areas.  First, what 

was one’s experience of being a part of the Church in Houma-Thibodaux, their sense 

of feeling welcomed in their parish community, and their experience of knowing the 

presence of the Holy Spirit in their community?  Second, what was their hope for the 

Church?  Where do they see that God is calling the Church to grow in her mission of 

making disciples?  And finally, what are the particular challenges that we as a local 

Church should be attentive to as we move forward in realizing these hopes, and what 

particular strengths should be lifted up that can assist us in this process?   

We were also attentive to those who may not practice or have been hurt by 

members of the Church, and we wanted to hear those experiences as well.  While 

most of the responses were from people who were either actively involved or 

neutrally indifferent, we did receive several thought-provoking responses from 

individuals who, though away from the Church, desire her to continue to grow and 

learn from those experiences. 

We received feedback from approximately 10% of the Mass-going population 

of the Diocese, as well as from individuals who are not Catholic or stopped practicing 

their faith for whatever reason.  13% of our responses were from those who did not 

regularly attend Mass.  We received feedback from a widespread diversity of ages 

and locations.  More specific graphs detailing this information can be found in the 

appendix of this document. 
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Key Themes That Emerged 
 
Particular struggles of Houma-Thibodaux – COVID and Ida 

 Perhaps one of the most frequently heard themes is the ongoing difficulties in 

maintaining an ongoing practice of the faith, both personally and as an institutional 

church.  Since the onset of the COVID pandemic in March 2020 and the devastating 

impacts of Hurricane Ida in August 2021, the people of Houma-Thibodaux have 

undergone much hardship and suffering in virtually every aspect of life.  While this has 

created an opportunity for spiritual renewal for some, many lament the disruption of 

their normal life of faith.  People have found it difficult to “restart” after the hiatus that 

accompanied both the COVID lockdowns and the aftermath of Hurricane Ida.  

Parishes have struggled to respond given the adverse and fluid situations of the last 

two years, and while there is a movement of rebuilding underway, lasting progress 

always comes slowly.  Damage to people’s homes has forced them to move, and 

many people are still not living in their own homes.  Several churches and parish 

buildings in the diocese remain unusable, and the time frame for rebuilding remains 

unclear. 

 A silver lining to the recognition of the difficulties is the deep desire to move 

forward.  There was a recognition that we cannot remain in this state, but rather we 

must continue to rebuild the Church in all senses of the phrase: physically rebuild the 

lives of the people, the structures of the parishes, and spiritually rebuild relationships 

with Jesus.  The near-unanimous desire to move forward in the face of such hardship 

shows that the movements of the Spirit cannot be stopped by storm or sickness. 
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Desire to dive deeper into the faith 

 One of the clear hopes and desires of the people of Houma-Thibodaux is the 

desire for “more.”  The respondents expressed a desire to learn more about their faith, 

the teachings of the Church, and the traditions that we espouse as Catholics.  There is 

a sense that, although many faithful frequent the sacraments, they desire to go 

deeper, to encounter the Lord more deeply, and to learn more about the faith they 

profess.  The respondents specifically mentioned a desire to learn more about the 

liturgy so that they could enter more deeply into their experience of the Mass, as well 

as a desire to better recognize the great importance of the Eucharist in the life of the 

Church.  Respondents who spoke about their spiritual renewal in recent years often 

referenced opportunities to grow deeper in their spiritual life and opportunities to 

learn more about the content of the faith – small group faith formation resources and 

opportunities, Bible studies, online resources, etc. 

 Many respondents also spoke about the intersection of the life of the Church 

with the political life of our country.  They recognize the importance of the voice of the 

Church in contemporary society and expressed the desire for the Church to always 

speak from a deep rootedness in the Christian worldview and the tradition that she 

professes.  Now more than ever, the world is in need of the Gospel message, and this 

reality was seen and recognized in the responses that we received. 

 In both of the above categories, the importance of the voice of the priest was 

lifted up.  God speaking to respondents through homilies or talks from the priest have 
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often brought clarity and deeper conversion, and they expressed a desire to continue 

to hear from the priest as they navigate the varied experiences of their life and the 

world today.  Bishop Fabre strove to support the priests of the diocese through the 

Good Leaders Good Shepherds program from Catholic Leadership Institute, and he 

also instituted an Office of Parish Support, comprised of liaisons that work to provide 

individualized support to each pastor to support them in this work. 

 

Desire for renewed outreach and evangelization 

 Another frequently expressed hope of the respondents was a renewed effort 

of outreach and evangelization, particularly to those who are hurt, marginalized, and 

most in need of the Gospel message.  They recognize that the local Church has not 

always done a great job in evangelizing and catechizing the people, and a renewed 

effort to proclaim the faith in all aspects of daily life is needed in our area.  In 

particular, outreach to the youth of the diocese was the most frequently mentioned 

desire, recognizing how easy it is for them to get swept away in the cacophony of 

voices in the current culture and the need to help them to more deeply come to know 

the Lord Jesus.  This was identified as an urgent area of focus by Bishop Fabre as part 

of our strategic planning process, and parishes were beginning to respond creatively 

to this need.  However, Covid and Hurricane Ida greatly impeded many of these 

efforts.  Respondents recognize that the Church has an important responsibility to 

engage the youth in a particular way that helps them to see the relevance of the faith 

and the Church community in their daily lives. 
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 The desire was also expressed to intentionally reach out to young families and 

women, two audiences who often feel excluded or left out by parish initiatives.  This 

lifted up the reality that people desire to experience the presence of God in their 

particular life situations and to live the faith with people who face similar struggles 

and challenges, which reveals the importance of intentional methods of outreach and 

evangelization.  For the Church to be effective, she has to know who she is talking to 

so that she can connect the Gospel to their particular situations.  Respondents 

frequently expressed the desire for increased attendance in Sunday Mass in their 

parishes and to see the growth of their parish communities. 

 

Desire for a welcoming experience in the Church 

 Coupled with the desire for a renewed and more intentional effort of outreach 

was the desire to make the Church a place where everyone feels welcomed and 

accepted.  Some respondents said that they did not feel welcomed in their parishes, 

and many recognized the need for the Church to renew her commitment to be a 

space where no one should be excluded or turned away.  There was a particular 

reference to those who feel excluded because of their status in life – those who have 

been divorced and remarried outside the Church, as well as those who experience 

same-sex attraction or are in a relationship with someone of the same gender often 

felt excluded and rejected by the Church.  Respondents recognized the need for the 

Church to minister to these people, to help them to see and know that they are loved, 

respected, and cared for – both by God and the local parish community.  Some 
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respondents expressed the hurt they personally experienced in their Church parishes 

that drove them away from actively participating and a desire for reconciliation.  All 

Christians should have a renewed commitment to making sure that all feel welcome, 

regardless of their demographic or beliefs. 

 Connected to the theme of inclusivity is the theme of unity.  There was a clear 

desire for the Church to be united as one family and one Body of Christ.  Respondents 

are wearied by the frequent experiences of division in contemporary culture and 

desire a true unity among all Christians.  They recognize that division doesn’t help the 

Church’s mission of outreach but is perhaps its greatest hindrance. 

 

Role of Church leadership 

 Respondents also spoke of their desire for strong and charitable leadership 

within the Church – both from the clergy as well as from lay leaders at the diocesan 

and the parish level.  While some respondents were grateful for the leadership they 

have experienced in their parishes, others recognized a lack of strong leadership as a 

great difficulty in moving forward effectively and boldly.  People have felt taken 

advantage of and not cared for by Church leadership.  Scandal or a negative 

experience with their pastor was a prominent factor in people’s experience of leaving 

the Church.  There was a common recognition that the leadership of the Church will 

be a major factor in the fruit of this synodal process as we move forward in the mission 

of making disciples.  They recognize that the leader, particularly the pastor, sets the 
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tone for the entire mission.  Respondents desire to follow and collaborate with a loving 

and capable leader. 

 Numerous references were made to the fact that our diocese is currently 

without a bishop.  Bishop Fabre, beloved by the people of our diocese for his wisdom 

and collaboration, was transferred to the Archdiocese of Louisville midway through 

our synod process.  Responses that were submitted after his departure recognized the 

important role of the bishop in the life of the local church here, and they expressed the 

desire for a holy, prayerful, and Spirit-filled bishop to lead our diocese. 

 Respondents also spoke of the distrust they have in some levels of Church 

leadership, particularly at the level of the bishops.  They don’t often feel heard by 

Church hierarchy and desire a renewal in the leadership of the Church.  There is a 

worry that there is too great a focus on politics and not enough focus on 

evangelization and catechesis in the faith.  Respondents also cited the sexual abuse 

scandal and continued cover-ups by various bishops as a reason to distrust the 

Catholic Church and desire to see greater repentance and more explicit change. 

 

Positive themes that emerged 

 While it is important to recognize the areas where our Church community can 

grow, it is also important to recognize the graces of what God has been doing and to 

lift those up for focus.  While the challenges have certainly been plentiful, many 

respondents recognized ways that the Church has supported them well, has brought 

them to a deeper encounter with Jesus, and has walked with them through their 
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journey of life.  Respondents recognized the many ways their parishes and pastors 

intentionally reached out to them in new ways through the COVID pandemic as well 

as through the recovery process of Hurricane Ida.  Many people spoke of the 

increased presence of online ministry, as well as the efforts to provide the basic 

material needs to those who didn’t have it.  After Ida, food and supply drives were 

plentiful, and efforts of outreach certainly increased.  Many parish churches became 

the de facto drop off and distribution centers for supplies to assist the many people in 

need.  There was also a recognition that the fruits of many of these efforts was 

dependent upon the strength of the leadership of the parish. 

 Many respondents also felt at home as a part of their parish communities and 

were grateful for the formation and community opportunities that were available to 

them.  Being a member of a small group has been a consistent gift to those who 

expressed being involved in one.  These efforts were a distinct part of our strategic 

planning process. 

 
Conclusion 
 
 The listening process of this synod certainly lifted up areas of focus for our 

diocese moving forward: a desire for greater efforts of outreach and evangelization, 

particular for those who feel marginalized or outcast, a desire for a deeper formation 

in the truths of the faith, a desire for a more fruitful experience of the liturgy, a desire 

for a welcoming and vibrant community that includes all people.  However, the 

common desire for accompaniment underlies many of the specific desires that were 

seen throughout our listening process.  People want to be journeyed with and to know 
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that someone is with them in every step of their lives.  They want to know the Church 

sees them and cares for them.   

This process has offered us an opportunity to renew our efforts to truly 

accompany those around us.  It’s critically important that the Diocese of Houma-

Thibodaux – clergy and lay faithful, leaders and parishioners, staff and volunteers – 

pay attention to the movements of the Spirit as we all continue to carry out the mission 

entrusted to us by Jesus.  Some respondents expressed their feeling of “listening 

burnout,” where the Church asks for feedback and hosts listening sessions such as this 

process, but then does nothing as a result.  As one faith community, we recommit to 

placing particular focus on these areas lifted up in this diocesan phase of the Synod of 

Bishops. 

 We recognize, as well, that the process does not end here; rather, this is only 

the first step.  As we continue to reflect on the fruits of this phase, as well as move into 

a time of Eucharistic Revival as an American church, we will continue to formulate a 

plan and resources to support pastors and parishes in their work of evangelization 

and accompaniment – walking with people in their own walk with the Lord. 

 Fr PJ Madden, diocesan administrator, expresses his sincere gratitude for all 

who participated in this synod process in our diocese.  Sharing their voices allows us 

to respond to the movements of the Holy Spirit in a unique way. 
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Appendix – Demographic Information 
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15%
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Age of Respondent
20s

30s

40s

50s

60s

70s

80s

90s

29%

71%

Gender of Respondent

Male

Female

90%

1%

2% 5% 2%

Ethnicity of 
Respondent

White

Asian

Black

Hispanic

Native American

29%

12%
9%

37%

6%

5% 2%

Location of Respondent

North Lafourche

Central Lafourche

South Lafourche

Terrebonne

South Terrebonne

Morgan City area

Outside area

3%
3%

7%

55%

32%

Mass Attendance of 
Respondent

Never

C/E Catholic

Monthly

Weekly

Daily


