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Facilitators’ Guide for Listening Sessions 
 

Thank you for being a facilitator! 

The role of the facilitator is essential to lead a group and to ensure full participation of all in attendance.  

We offer these suggestions to help you facilitate your listening sessions whether in a parish, campus 

ministry, religious congregation, youth setting or other ways that you are gathering people to join in the 

Synod on Synodality listening process. 

Each Listening Session needs two types of facilitators and a scribe: 

1. MAIN FACILITATOR or CO-FACILITATORS 
to guide the entire group in the prayer, reflection and conversations that will be summarized and 

sent to the Bishops’ Conference (USCCB) and eventually to the Vatican synod coordinators.  These 

facilitators should be experienced in running meetings such as these which require feedback and 

synthesizing collected answers. 

2. SMALL GROUP FACILITATOR 
Each discussion group needs a facilitator.  The facilitator’s role is simple: to ensure that the group has 

what it needs to pray and reflect during the Listening Session. The facilitator does not need to be the 

expert in the group, but rather one who keeps the group focused and moving.  At the same time, 

the facilitator is a participant but must take care to engage people in conversation, not dominate. 

3. TABLE SCRIBE 

The tables scribe will take notes on the conversations and work with the participants to present a 

synthesized list of the key points of the discussion on the questions.  Following the Listening Sessions, 

the scribes will work with the Listening Session coordinators to present a common document that will 

be sent to the Archdiocese of Newark coordinating team. 

Inviting Facilitators 

Facilitating is a great opportunity to invite people to lead others in these synodal conversations and 
discernment.  It is important to invite facilitators ahead of time so that they have an idea about the goals 
of the Listening Sessions.  The qualities you want to look for in a facilitator are:  

• creates a welcoming and prayerful atmosphere 

• leads a group without dominating 

• has the ability to draw out others  

• keeps people on the topic 

• possesses a genuine concern to build community among the members 
 

Background - Being a Synodal Church 

Pope Francis has asked the whole world to engage in prayer, attentive listening and reflection, and 
conversation on how the Holy Spirit is calling the Church of the 21st Century to proclaim the Gospel and 
mission of Jesus in today’s world.  He believes that this can be a way to be creative and renewed 
through this Synod on Synodality, just as the Church has done over the centuries.   
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Synod is a combination of two Greek words meaning, walking or journeying the same road together.  
We know from experience in our families, ministries, religious communities, businesses, etc., that if we 
are not walking together, we don’t achieve harmony, creativity, and the goals we set out to accomplish. 
 
To Pope Francis, the practice of living as a synodal Church means three things: 
• Communion 

Prayer, attentive listening and reflection, and conversation lead to conversion to Christ and 
commitment to active participation as disciples in the mission of Christ. 

 

• Participation 
The people of God speak with one another and listen to one another about questions and 
experiences that matter in their living as disciples in the Church – and sometimes the conversations 
can be affirming and sometimes difficult.  

 

• Mission 
The communion of Jesus exists for a common purpose.  Mission flows naturally from the 
experience of communion through collaborative ministry, recognizing our baptismal call as 
disciples of Christ. 

 
Through these listening sessions, Pope Francis hopes that we will take a “long, loving, look” at our reality 
in the Universal Church, our parishes, religious congregations, ministries, among the young, the voices 
and needs of those on the margins and socially excluded – all of God’s people.  The focus is on renewal 
and outreach to all.  But first we must confront the difficult topics.  Some of those topics may be parish 
leadership, roles of women, outreach to the poor and the marginalized, inward looking rather than 
outward looking, clericalism, the role of the Church in contemporary society, the divorced and 
remarried, persons with disabilities, and more.  We are to be a listening Church – to each other and the 
Holy Spirit at work in our world to meet the needs of our time. 
 
That is why this Synod on Synodality is so important today.  It is the opportunity for all people to speak 
frankly and listen carefully to each other and to what the Holy Spirt is asking of us.  A tall order and a 
wonderful opportunity! 
 

Goals of the Synod on Synodality 
 

The Goals of the synod: 

• To engage as many people as possible in conversation and discernment on what the Holy Spirit 
is asking of the Church of the 21st Century. 

• To give prayerful input on the needs of the Church today and the way to speak about the 
mission of Christ to all people in the world we live in today. 

 

Practical Arrangements 
 

Room Preparation by the parish, ministry, or organization 

• If possible, the meeting room should be set with tables for 5-6 (including table facilitator and 

scribe.) 

• On tables, please have pens and the listening sessions questions.  They can also be projected on 

a screen with PowerPoint. 
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• Set a liturgical focus in the front of the room such as a tablecloth, candle, bible, seasonal flowers 

or other decoration. 

• If possible, choose table facilitators and scribes ahead of time and meet with them for 30 

minutes before the sessions to brief them on their task. 

Choosing Facilitators 
 

Good facilitation has participants engaging with one another in meaningful dialogue on the given topic 
or question.  The facilitator is not the center of conversation but rather a guide for the conversation.  It 
is important to select and train excellent facilitators for this listening process.  Strong facilitators are 
people who: 

• Are at home with their Catholic faith 

• Are prayerful and reflective 

• Have strong interpersonal skills 

• Have effective communication skills 

• Are willing participants in the synodal process 

• Are able to maintain a big picture view without injecting their personal agenda 

• Can focus a conversation 

• Can connect participants with each other without becoming the center of the conversation. 

Dialogue, Discussion and Discernment for Facilitators 
 

Dialogue is the foundation of all synodal consultations.  Dialogue does not happen when there is 

arguing or diatribe.  However, conflicting perspectives may be presented.  We may not all agree upon 

what is discussed in the synodal consultation, but we all acknowledge that what we discern through this 

process has the potential to be the will of God for the Church in the future. It is helpful to distinguish 

between the different types of exchanges: 

Dialogue is two way, cooperative, and its purpose is to build relationship and exchange perspectives 
between participants 

Discussion is a process of talking about something, in order to reach a decision or to exchange ideas 

Debate is two way and competitive, where the purpose is to convince another 

Diatribe is one way, and its purpose is to browbeat, inspire, shame, or emote 
 

• Dialogue comes before discussion in synodal exchanges. These two activities can lead to true 

discernment of what the Holy Spirit is saying and leading. 

• Dialogue expands possibilities and insight into possibilities 

• Discussion holds those possibilities against one another, helping to reflect upon them, and 

narrowing toward realistic, doable solutions, and steps forward 
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Table Discussion Set-Up 
 

Participants should be assigned to diverse small groups of approximately five to six members using a 
random method.  Each group should have an assigned table facilitator and scribe who are also invited to 
enter the discussion.  If possible, the group should be seated at a table together for the small group 
facilitated conversation. 
 

At the Meeting 
 

Welcome Participants by Parish Volunteers 
• Have registration hosts who will welcome and check people in 

• Provide name tags for participants 

• If feasible, assign people to groups to allow for more people to get to know each other 

• Ask participants to turn off and put away cell phones in order to fully concentrate on the 

synodal process 

• Provide simple refreshments in case people are coming directly from work 

Main Facilitator(s) for Listening Sessions 
For each listening session there should be a main facilitator or co-facilitators.  The facilitator will explain 

each step of the process and make groups aware of the length of discussion time.  The facilitator will 

give a five-minute warning as the groups move toward the next steps. 

Welcome by Pastor or Leader 
The pastor or pastoral leader welcomes the participants and introduces the main facilitator(s). 

The main facilitator gives a welcome to the whole group and asks the table facilitators and scribes to 

introduce themselves and then have table members introduce themselves. 

Gathering Prayer 
• Choose a prayer leader and a reader for the scripture 

• After the prayer, state the faith sharing questions 

• Allow 5 minutes for sharing by twos or threes at the tables 

• After the final prayer, lead the participants into the listening session 

Facilitating a Synodal Consultation  
As facilitator you will be asked to:  

• Encourage, affirm, support, challenge.  Create an open atmosphere where the Lord’s presence 

can be felt. 

• Establish clear boundaries of time for each topic and discussion for table sharing. 

• Gently interrupt a speaker who talks disproportionately more than others, for example,  

“You’ve really thought about that - let’s hear what others have to add…” 

• Keep the members on the topic.  Gently re-focus a speaker who is preoccupied with an issue 

that is not pertinent to the topic or inhibits the participation of others in the group: 

“Let’s look at the question (or topic) again to see if we are really getting to the heart of the matter.” 
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• The table facilitator and scribe are participants as well as group leaders.  You might need to lead off 

with input to a question but do not dominate and make sure that all have the opportunity to speak. 

Practical Suggestions for Successful Facilitation 
1. It helps to set ground rules and expectations at the start of the listening session by emphasizing 

the need for participation of all and that this is a safe place to speak.   
 

2. A facilitator can help stimulate discussion by offering to synthesize the comments made from 
time to time, when participants are not quite sure of the question, or when the flow of 
conversation seems to be stalled. 
 

3. If it is necessary to interrupt a speaker, it helps to acknowledge their contribution by providing a 
brief synthesis of what you heard them say, thank them for their contribution and move on 
through the discussion. 

 

Ground Rules for Synodal Consultations – Group Etiquette 
1. Discernment is a key part of the process.  Discernment means speaking, listening, and 

prayerfully reflecting, so pausing in silence between speakers to consider what is said is helpful. 
2. This consultation is a safe place to talk — we will treat each other and what anyone says with  

reverence and respect. 

3. One person speaks at a time and each person limits how long he/she speaks so that everyone 

has time to share. 

4. We all will listen with an open mind – listening for understanding rather than listening to make a 

response. 

5. We may pause the conversation at certain intervals to reflect and pray. 

6. Our primary mode is dialogue: When we speak, our purpose is to have a robust conversation 

that leads to ways to move forward. 

7. Avoid arguing or comments that seek to advance a personal agenda. 

8. We only speak once until everyone has had an opportunity to share. 

9. We will be reporting our themes and discussion to the Archdiocese, who will forward to the 

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB).  

10. No names of individual participants or groups will be shared in a document. 

11. As participants, when we tell others of our experience of the consultation, we will not attribute 

anything we share to particular people or groups. 

Synthesizing the Discussion 
Table facilitators and scribes, along with the participants, identify the major themes which arose from 
the discussion questions.  Topics need to be categorized under the two core questions from the Synod:  

1. How is this “journeying together” happening today in your parish community, campus ministry, 
university, school, youth group, religious congregation or other? 
 

2. How are we “walking together” as a Church, and what steps does the Holy Spirit invite us to take 
in order to grow in our journeying together? 

 
Some examples of topics may be youth and young adults, faith formation, need for more participation in 

parish life, roles of women in leadership and governance of parish and larger church, ability to give input 
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in parish planning, caring for and inclusion of the poor and marginalized, the elderly, etc.  The synthesis 

from each table will be given to the Synod Committee to further synthesize, collate and send to the 

Archdiocesan Synod coordinating team via an electronic document. 

Using the Recalling of Our Experiences Approach 
The main facilitator can give the instruction to recall the key points of the discussion at each table. The 
table facilitator and scribe will focus the recalling. The following questions may serve as a guide: 

• What are our experiences of journeying together in communion, participation, mission 
(Synodality) in our local Church? 

• What joys did those experiences bring? 
• What difficulties and obstacles have we encountered? 
• What wounds did those experiences reveal? 
• What insights have those experiences elicited? 
 
Gather the key topics the table participants want to share: 
• What paths forward are opening up for our local Church? 
• Where in these experiences does the voice of the Holy Spirit resound? 
• What are the areas for change for our Church and what steps can be taken? 

 

After the Synodal Consultation 

Reporting the fruits of your synodal consultations 
Reporting is both horizontal reporting to the participants and community and vertical reporting to the 

diocese, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops and to the Holy Father and Synod of Bishops 

in Rome.  It would be helpful if the main facilitator could work with others to pull out some themes from 

the consultation and report that information back to participants, pastoral councils, pastoral staff, and 

the faith community as a whole.  Table reporting is sent to the diocese for inclusion in the diocesan 

report using a standardized format or template provided by the diocese.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you to the Leadership Roundtable for sharing facilitator ideas with RCAN. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Road to Emmaus by Gisele Bausch 
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SYNOD LISTENING SESSIONS 
An Example for an Evening Session 
7:00 PM to 9:30 PM or can be adapted to a 3 hour Morning Session 

 

7:00pm  Welcome by Pastor or Leader 
Introductions in the table groups 
 

7:10pm  Opening Song 
All Are Welcome (or other appropriate song) 

 

Gathering Prayer 
Leader  Come Holy Spirit 
 

All   fill the hearts of your faithful and kindle in them the fire of your love. 
 

Leader  Send forth your Spirit and they shall be re-created. 
And You shall renew the face of the earth. 

 

All   O God, who by the light of the Holy Spirit, 
did instruct the hearts of the faithful, 
grant that by the same Spirit 
we may be truly wise and ever rejoice in His consolation, 
through Christ Our Lord, Amen. 

 

The Word of God  Acts 2: 1-11, 14-19 
A reading from the Acts of the Apostles 

When the time for Pentecost was fulfilled, they were all in one place together 
And suddenly there came from the sky a noise like a strong driving wind, 
and it filled the entire house in which they were. 
 

Then there appeared to them tongues as of fire, 
which parted and came to rest on each one of them. 
And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit 
and began to speak in different tongues, as the Spirit enabled them to proclaim. 
 

Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven staying in Jerusalem. 
At this sound, they gathered in a large crowd, but they were confused 
because each one heard them speaking in his own language. 

 

They were astounded, and in amazement they asked, 
“Are not all these people who are speaking Galileans 
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Then how does each of us hear them in his native language? 
We are Parthians, Medes, and Elamites, 
inhabitants of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, 
Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, 
Egypt and the districts of Libya near Cyrene, as well as travelers from Rome, 
both Jews and converts to Judaism, Cretans and Arabs, 
yet we hear them speaking in our own tongues of the mighty acts of God.” 
 

They were all astounded and bewildered, and said to one another, 
“What does this mean?” 
 

Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice, and proclaimed to them, 
Let this be known to you, and listen to my words. 
This is what was spoken through the prophet Joel: 

‘It will come to pass in the last days,’ God says, 
‘that I will pour out a portion of my spirit upon all flesh. 
Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
your young men shall see visions, 
your old men shall dream dreams… 
And I will work wonders in the heavens above 
and signs on the earth below… 

The Word of the Lord 
Thanks be to God 

 

Scripture Reflection Question 

• How have I experienced the power of the Holy Spirit in my life? 

• In what ways do I see the Holy Spirit working in my parish? 

 

Prayer 
Leader  Come Holy Spirit, 

as we move into our reflection session 
All   Be with us as a discerning guide to speak what is in our heart, 

our experience of Church, our joys and sorrows, hopes and dreams. 
May we listen carefully to each other 
so that we may discern how you, Holy Spirit, 
are calling us be church at this time in our history. 

Leader  We ask this through Christ, our Lord. 
All   Amen. 
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7:40pm Listening Session Process 
Video by Cardinal Tobin – What is the Synod on Synodality - why it is important 

Explanation of the process by Main Facilitator 
• Table Facilitator 

The table facilitator ensures that all participants have the opportunity to 
dialogue about the questions, taking care to focus on the dynamics of group 
sharing and listening. 

• Table Scribe 
The table scribe records key points of the conversations 
and all discern what are the key themes to present to the Holy Father 
through the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. (USCCB)  

• Feedback 

 A few groups may give feedback toward the end of the session. 
 

 

Focus of the Synod on Synodality 
How is the Holy Spirit calling us as a Church in the 21st Century? 

 

A Synodal Church, in announcing the Gospel, “journeys together.” 
The word “synod” traces its roots to the first centuries of the Church. Coming from Greek words 
meaning the “same road,” synod and synodality are expressions of the fundamental mystery of 
the Church: people who are gathered from every corner of the earth to be “a chosen race, a 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people of his own, so that you may announce the praises” of 
him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light (1 Peter 2,9). 

---- Cardinal Joseph W. Tobin, CSsR 

As we begin our listening and sharing, all are invited to consider what the Holy Spirit is calling us 
to, what paths are being opened, and what our "inner spiritual movements" are: joy or sadness, 
confidence or anxiety, hope or no hope, or other. 
 

Table Process Suggestions to Help Participants Focus 

• Facilitator asks all to reflect silently for five minutes, preparing their thoughts on each question. 

• Each person can share his/her ideas for a maximum of three minutes. 

• All reflect silently again, then sharing for a few minutes what enlightened or resonated 

with them. 
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7:40pm Core Question ONE – 45 Minutes 
How is this “journeying together” happening today in your parish community, 
campus ministry, university, school, youth group, religious congregation, or 
other area of Church life that you might participate in? 
 

 

Table Discussion 
 

• Share a few examples of ways that you have experienced this “walking together” in your 

parish.  What is challenging about participating fully in your parish? 
For example: 

• How are authority or governance, teamwork and co-responsibility put into practice in 

your local parish? 

• How do you as a parish use the methods of listening and speaking (consultation) to 

make decisions about pastoral and financial needs? 

• In what ways do you as a parish invite all baptized Catholics.  All the baptized include 

ethnic and cultural communities, youth, families, persons with disabilities and 
their families, those living in poverty or social exclusion, and more into the active 
life of the parish, especially Sunday Mass? 

• What prevents us from “walking together?”  What hinders you from being a part of the 

parish and/or speaking up courageously, candidly, and responsibly? 

• Pope Francis encourages us to reach out beyond our active parish community and observe 

who is in our local area.  It is essential to look at who “used to be at our parish,” and 
who is not here, and those who might feel left out or on the margins. 

• Do we as a parish, reach out collectively or individually to those who 

are no longer participating in church?  What helps or hinders us? 

• What are some ways to find out why they are not participating? 

• What do we have to offer and attract those who are not participating? 

• As a result of our discussion, what are three steps we can take in our parish to grow in 

“walking together”? 
1. ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3._______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Pope Francis talks about “journeying together” or “walking together” down the same road.  This means that 
we collaborate together and share responsibility for the building up of the whole Church and our parish or 
other ministry through evangelization, participation in worship, social justice, councils, and governance. As 
you reflect on the questions below, describe about how you have or have not experienced “walking together.” 
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• Where in these shared experiences do you hear the voice of the Holy Spirit calling us to 

move forward?  
 
8:35 pm Core Question TWO – 30 Minutes 
How are we “walking together” as a Church, and what steps does the Holy 
Spirit invite us to take in order to grow in our journeying together? 

 
Table Discussion 

• By our deep listening today, what actions do you hear the Holy Spirit asking our parish and the 

universal Church to take? 
 
PARISH 
 
 
 
UNIVERSAL CHURCH 
 
 

• What practical steps are needed to include people in the areas of leadership, governance, 

and inclusion in the universal Church? 
 
 
 

9:05 Local Questions – 10 Minutes 
How are we “walking together” as a Church, and what steps does the Holy Spirit 
invite us to take in order to grow in our journeying together? 
 

Table Discussion 

• How can the Archdiocese of Newark support you in your local parish? 

 
 
 

• What are three steps we can take in our Archdiocese to grow more collaboratively for the 

future? 
1. ____________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ____________________________________________________________________________ 

3.____________________________________________________________________________ 
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The table scribe records key points of the conversations and all discern what are the key themes 
to present to the Holy Father through the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. (USCCB)  

 
9:15pm Feedback from a few groups 

Ask two or three groups to give a flavor of their discussions 
 

9:20 pm  Evaluation of the Time spent together 

• How has this discussion given you the opportunity to listen and express 

and share your own experience of your parish and the universal Church? 

• What is one hope you have for the Church as we continue to grow and 

listen to the Holy Spirit? 

 
9:30 pm  Sending Prayer 
Leader  Let us take a moment of quiet as we reflect on what we have done here today… 
 
Reader  A reading from the Letter of Saint James  Jas 1:21-22 

Dearest brothers and sisters: 
Humbly welcome the word that has been planted in you… 
[and] Be doers of the word and not hearers only. 

 
Leader  Come Holy Spirit, 

we ask you, that by your inspiration, 
all of our prayers and actions always begin from you 
and inspire others to know you more deeply. 
We ask this through Christ our Lord. 

 

All  Amen 
 

Leader  Let us go forth sharing a sign of peace. 
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