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Catholic Diocese of Cleveland
Middle or High School Lesson Plan for Catholic Schools & 
Parish Faith Formation Programs
Learning Outcomes
The students will be able to

· Identify the Synod of Bishops as a gift to the universal Church by the Second Vatican Council.

· Learn about the Synod 2021 – 2023:  For a Synodal Church:  Communion, Participation and Mission
· Learn a form of prayer called The Examen 
· Participate in the synod process prayerfully focusing on the fundamental question from the Preparatory Document For A Synodal Church:  Communion, Participation and Mission
Key Terms
Pope Francis has called the entire People of God to journey together. This Synod is a process of journeying together by listening, dialoguing, praying, discerning and making decisions together for the purpose of proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
What is the Synod of Bishops?

It is a meeting of bishops from all over the world established by Pope Paul VI, 15 September 1965, in response to the desire of the Fathers of the Second Vatican Council to discuss doctrinal or pastoral matters. 
A helpful short definition of the Synod of Bishops is a gathering of bishops that:
1)  fosters closer unity between the bishops and Pope.

2)  provides counsel to the Pope on matters of faith and morals, and discipline of the Church.
3) studies questions concerning the Church in the world (c.f. Code of Canon Law c. 342).

Synods offer suggestions to the pope, which may or may not become official teachings at a later time.  Literally speaking the word “synod”, derived from two Greek words syn meaning “together” and hodos meaning “road” or “way or journey”, means a “coming together”.   

Voting in the Synod of Bishops is limited to bishops present at the synod gathering. However, clergy, men and women religious, theologians, catechists, canon lawyers, and lay experts all participate in the synod gathering with bishops by providing their counsel.
What is Synodality?

Synodality and the synodal process are not a gathering or meeting of bishops, nor are they the administrative arm of the Church. Rather, synodality is the path and process of the Church as communion. It is the communion of all the baptized who are listening to each other, dialoguing with each other and praying together to hear the voice of Holy Spirit as we all seek holiness and proclaim the Gospel. Synodality involves clergy, religious and laity listening and speaking, praying and discerning together, and placing the hopes and concerns of the People of God at the foot of the bishops, who, united with the Pope, decide matters of faith and morals in order to preserve the faith and strengthen the Church throughout the world.

What is different about this Synod?

This Synod is unique for two reasons.  One, the Holy Father is asking that the entire Church participate in this Synod.  The faithful, clergy and religious are invited to pray, listen, and talk together with the Bishops before the 2023 gathering of Bishops in Rome.  In our Diocese, we will pray, listen and talk with one another through parish and school listening sessions and Diocesan listening sessions.

Second, this Synod is a unique gift for our local Church. It is a gift of time – a chance to take a step back and reconnect with our family of faith. It is an opportunity to invite people not only back to Sunday Mass but also to parish life. This invitation to parish life starts with listening – listening to each other’s joys, hopes, sorrows and anxieties. Listening to each other is the basis of dialogue, friendship and community life. This Synod is not about changing doctrine or church structures, but rather encountering each other as brothers and sisters in Christ in post-pandemic world.

Materials
· Preparatory Document: For a Synodal Church:  Communion, Participation, Mission https://www.synod.va/en/news/preparatory-document.html 
Explanation of the Synod Logo:  https://www.synod.va/en/news/synod-official-logo2.html 
· YouTube Video Resources 

What is the Synod of Bishops?
By Rome Reports in English (1 minute 50 seconds)
https://youtu.be/fvLjDmCh6Sk
What is a Synod?  - The basics
by The Vatican in preparation for the Synod of Bishops on the Family in 2014-15 (5 minutes 9 seconds)
https://youtu.be/_Z8h7ap2jrQ 

Prayer
You may like to say together the prayer provided below or just speak to God from your heart.
(PowerPoint) 
Holy Spirit Prayer of Saint Augustine 
Breathe in me, O Holy Spirit, 
That my thoughts may all be holy. 
Act in me, O Holy Spirit, 
That my work, too, may be holy. 
Draw my heart, O Holy Spirit, 
That I love but what is holy. 
Strengthen me, O Holy Spirit, 
To defend all that is holy. 
Guard me, then, O Holy Spirit, 
That I always may be holy. 
Participation in the Classroom – Prayer, Reflection, Speaking and Listening
One task of catechesis is Teaching Prayer.  The Synodal process is an opportunity to share a prayer experience, reflect, listen and share about our experience of the Catholic Church.  All students in Catholic schools and parish faith formation programs (PSR) are encouraged to participate.  
“It is like God is here,” said a 15-year-old teen as she finished the powerfully simple prayer of awareness developed by St. Ignatius of Loyola: the Examen. With five basic movements, the Examen maps out God moments, freeing people from the unknown while raising awareness of God’s accompaniment. 
Examen (you may want to play soft instrumental music in the background)
Take some time now and find a place of comfort and peace.   Relax…there is no agenda but God’s right now and God simply wants you to be here in this moment. 
 
There are many distractions---thoughts often drift into our heads.   We want to make God the centerpiece of our attention right now.   So, to do so, it may help to close your eyes or to find a spot on the floor to look at and focus your attention on.  You may also wish to use your breathing to center your attention.  Notice your breath as you inhale and then exhale out—don’t change the rhythm—just notice it.   Should you become distracted in this time…simply return to paying attention to the rhythm of your breathing and focus your attention on that.  You can also use a sacred word as a mantra to keep focused.  As an example:  Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.  Let the words fade away as you become more focused on the God who is waiting for you. 
 
I will guide you through this process—but at any time if you wish to stay with an image or experience that you are having…feel free to stay with that and simply tune me out and tune in to what is capturing your attention and what God has for you in that moment.   
 
So, let’s spend about a minute in quiet. Start by again focusing your attention on your breathing, your word, whatever you use to center your attention on God.  Ask the Holy Spirit to be here with you as we invite God to speak to us today. I will have more for you in just a bit.  (Wait 60 seconds) 
 
We’re going to look back today on our experience of Church.   To begin, I’d like you to now bring to mind your favorite experience of your church community.   Whatever that is for you.  Let it come immediately to you.  Where have you had the best experience in your life in the church?  Savor it for a moment and notice it again in your imagination.  Keep it in mind…for the remainder of this period.  Stay with your favorite experience looking at it for some time. 
 
(PAUSE for about 30 seconds) 
 
Slowly now let your memory fade away offering your gratitude to God for that experience. 
We’re now going to change the imaginative scenery that you are experiencing...but to do so we need to first ask for God’s help.   We ask the Holy Spirit to give us eyes to really see….to see even things that we might not wish to see….to see things that have brought us immense joy….and even immense sorrow.   To see the truth of our lives in the church… the truth of our experiences in our church community.  So, we pray to be able to be honest about our past. We pray that we can see the truth, to see things as they are and not how we would like them to be. To look at our moments where we were true disciples of Jesus and the moments where both we and others fell short of that.  Take some time now to ask for this gift of seeing things as they are from the Holy Spirit, the giver of truth. 
 
(pause for about 20 seconds) 
 
Now we are ready to look back on our lives:    
 
I want you now to think back to your first memory of being involved in the Church, going to Catholic School or PSR.  Whatever it was….and do not judge these moments…just observe the moments that you have chosen.  When do you first remember coming to church?  And ask yourself:  How am I being?  What feelings do I have?  How do I look?  Am I happy or sad? Excited or bored?  What are my feelings in these moments?   Stay with those first moments now for some time. 
 
(Pause for 60 seconds) 
 
Jesus prayed that we all may be one.   To be in communion with one another.  When have you truly felt connected to the Church?  When have you most felt like you were a member of the body of Christ?  Who were you with that most helped you feel connected to the Church?  Who was a mentor or guide?  What friends or family members accompanied you on this journey together? What have been the highlights of your life in your Church community?  How did you get involved? 
 
Stay with these moments for some time now…and notice your feelings.  (Pause for 30-60 seconds) 
 
Let these moments of being in communion fade away slowly now.   Christ calls us to participate in his Church.   To be Christ’s hands, Christ’s feet, to go where God needs us to be.  Where in your life has God called you to be most present, to be most alive, to be your best self.   Perhaps you serve those experiencing poverty in a soup kitchen,  maybe you make the word of God come alive as a lector, or help as an altar server, or make others feel comfortable as they walk through our doors as a hospitality minister, or welcome a new students to your school, PSR or neighborhood? Whatever the case…where have you participated in bringing Christ’s life and love to the Church?  Note any changes in your relationships, or any shifts in your prayer life as you watch the ways you have participated in Church life—maybe as a child, or young person today? 
 
(pause for 30-60 seconds) 
 
Finally, is there any disappointment or hurt in your experience?  Being part of the Church is a human experience and Jesus shared in our humanity.   When didn’t you feel welcome in our Church community? Who in the Church may have disappointed you with their actions or their failures to act?  How did you feel in those moments?  Look gently on these moments, but notice your feelings at that time. 
 
(pause for 30 seconds) 
 
Now, look at the truth of your life and allow yourself to see the times you regret.  The times when you failed to live as Christ called you to live.  The times you didn’t make a welcome space for others? When did you fail to step up when you were needed? When your sin led you away from being the person you were called to be...look carefully at how you and others felt and looked in these moments.   
 
(pause for no more than 30 seconds) 
 
Allow these moments to fade away now gently.  And ask yourself how am I feeling?   Do I feel more gratitude or resentment?   Eagerness or anxiety?  Whatever it is right now…offer those feelings to God.  We can imagine that the one who loves us is here now with us. Sit and converse with Jesus about your feelings about this life you have spent in this Church. Imagine what he might say in respond?  Speak and listen.   Offer him your proudest moments and listen to what he says in response.  Express gratitude for all that has been given to you. Ask for healing for the wound you carry and forgiveness for where we have fallen short and receive His gentle care and His boundless mercy.  Speak and listen to Jesus now for some time. 
 
(Pause for at least 60 seconds) 
 
Let your conversation with Jesus begin to come to a close now.   And now we ask ourselves, how are we feeling?  Where might we feel God is calling us now?  What experiences have stayed with us, changed us, inspired us, moved us to the point of action?  What is our mission now, Lord?   What one action might we want to move towards tomorrow?  Make a firm but gentle resolution to do so.  Where does God most need you in his Church today? 
 
(Pause for 30-60 seconds) 
 
And as we bring our time of Examen to a close… .we notice that we are breathing….in and out… .we are alive and in this room… .slowly we begin to notice our gratitude for this time. 
What are you most grateful for?   And as we close our time…. 
 
We end now with our prayer to our loving God. 
 
Our Father…. 
Let’s Share & Listen (Spiritual Conversations)
Create small groups of 4 – 6 teens. This process may take about 30 to 45 minutes to complete. You will help to facilitate the time for each small group.  Usually each small group will have a note-taker who will capture the fruit of the process to be shared with your pastor, parish contact and the Diocese of Cleveland.  The final classroom document should be shared with your parish contact and may also be emailed to Alicia Breeden at abreeden@dioceseofcleveland.org.  Time permitting, have a spokesperson report back to the class.  You may adapt any part of this lesson for your students and community setting.  You may consider using two sessions for part of the process.
LET’S SHARE AND LISTEN (SPIRITUAL CONVERSATIONS) (30 - 45 minutes) 
*Spiritual Conversation process adapted from Plenary Council 2020, Australian Catholic Bishops Conference. Retrieved on October 22, 2020 from https://plenarycouncil.catholic.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Final-Draft-Listen-Discern_2-Bleed.pdf  

This practice of Spiritual Conversations is taken from the Ignatian tradition. It is a part of the Communal discernment process and provides a way for groups of people to listen to God, by listening to one another. It is a way for us to listen for the voice of the Spirit. 


Share and listen, round 1 

Each person in the group or circle takes 2-3 minutes to share aloud with the group the fruits of your individual prayer, and say how you are feeling using these lead-in statements: 

Anyone in the group can begin, and the person on their left is the next person to share. If that person is not ready to share, move on to the next person but remember to come back around. Continue clockwise around the circle, until each person in the group has had their turn. When others are speaking, remember to listen with an open and humble heart. 


Reflect  


Once everybody has shared, the whole group reflects in silence for 2 minutes. During this time, think about what you have heard the people in your group say, and ask yourself: 

You may wish to journal, to draw or simply sit quietly with your thoughts. 

Share and listen, round 2  

Each person in the circle takes 2 minutes to share with the group from their reflection. What have you heard the Spirit saying in the voices of the group? Use these lead-in statements: “Listening to the Holy Spirit through the voices of this group, I have heard... And it leaves me feeling...” This time when sharing, do not add anything new to the conversation – just your response to what you have heard already shared. 

Reflect 

Once everybody has shared, the whole group reflects in silence for 2 minutes. During this time, think about how you are feeling and about your experience of prayer and listening today. 

Share and listen, round 3  

This third round of sharing and listening is open, less structured than the previous two rounds. The purpose of open conversation is to reflect on what seems to be resonating in the conversation and what the Spirit is asking of us. Any person who wants to speak is invited to share. During this time, remember to listen deeply when someone else is speaking, and to respond to the conversation with an open and kind heart. In light of all you have experienced today, share your thoughts and feelings with the group. When sharing, you might like to begin with these words: 

When the time is right, close the conversation by saying thank you to one another for sharing and invite everyone to enjoy a short break. Remember to note the time to get back together after the break. 

Possible break 
LET’S THINK LOCALLY (20 minutes) 

Reflect  

The whole group reflects in silence for 2 minutes. During this time, think about the concrete, practical steps which could be taken to move forward as a Synodal Church that journeys together.  

Share and Listen 

Each person in the circle takes 2-3 minutes to share their ideas with the group. If you are using post-it notes, place these in the center of the group as you speak about them. Anyone in the group can begin, and the person on their left is the next person to share. If that person is not ready to share, move on to the next person but remember to come back around. Continue clockwise around the circle, until each person in the group has had their turn. When others are sharing their ideas, remember to listen with an open and humble heart. You can ask the person sharing about their idea for understanding, and be sure to resist critique. 

Group discussion, towards decision  

Once everyone has shared their ideas for action, your group’s task is to identify 2 or 3 emerging actions that can form the group’s submission to the Synod contact person for your parish, school or organization.  

Below are some questions to guide your group’s discernment: 

· What feelings and/or experiences did we all resonate with? 

· What actions do we feel strongly called towards? In our personal life? In our parish, PSR or school community? As a diocese? 

· In our group, what are concrete practical steps we can take to journey together as church?  
· What is the most loving response that the Spirit is calling us to? 

 

Remember, these actions need to be: 

· clear  

· stated as a positive  

· as specific as possible  

· a real action (practical, achievable and measurable)  

 

Write down the 2 or 3 emerging actions that have been drawn from the discussions.  

Reflect 

An important part of discernment is listening to the voice of God within each one of us. This means we need to take notice of how we are feeling. Before submitting your group’s response, take some time to reflect and pray individually on the emerging actions the group has identified. Ask God for a feeling of consolation– a feeling of peace or fullness of your heart about your decision. 

“How do I feel about our proposed actions, our group decision?” 

 

LET’S GIVE THANKS (5 minutes) 

You may like to say together the prayer provided below or just speak to God from your heart. 
Holy Spirit Prayer 
of Saint Augustine 

Breathe in me, O Holy Spirit, 
That my thoughts may all be holy. 
Act in me, O Holy Spirit, 
That my work, too, may be holy. 
Draw my heart, O Holy Spirit, 
That I love but what is holy. 
Strengthen me, O Holy Spirit, 
To defend all that is holy. 
Guard me, then, O Holy Spirit, 
That I always may be holy. 
 

LET’S RESPOND 

The class teacher/catechist is asked to compile the input from the small groups and their whole class and provide a completed Report Form. The information gathered should be shared with your pastor, parish contact (for the Synod), and the Diocese of Cleveland.  To submit to the Diocese, a school or parish contact or Parish Catechetical Leader may complete an online form here:  https://forms.gle/AAa5BRi4GDA41v5u9 

You may choose instead to complete the classroom Report Form in this document and email it to Alicia Breeden at abreeden@dioceseofcleveland.org - please use Synod Report Form in the subject line.  

Respectful Communication Guidelines 

R: take RESPONSIBILITY for what you say and feel, and speak with words others can hear and understand 
E: use EMPATHETIC listening, not just words but also feelings being expressed, non-verbal language including silence 
S: be SENSITIVE to differences in communication styles 
P: PONDER on what you hear and feel before you speak 
E: EXAMINE your own assumptions and perceptions 
C: keep CONFIDENTIALITY 
T: TRUST the process because we are not here to debate who is right or wrong but to experience true dialogue 

The Invitation Method is a way to include all people in the conversation in a very respectful atmosphere. While each person is speaking, the others listen. No one may interrupt the speaker or jump in to speak without being invited by name.  USCCB, Building Intercultural Competence for Ministers: Bilingual edition. Washington, D.C., 2014 accessible at: https://www.usccb.org/committees/cultural-diversity-church/bicm-appendices
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CATHOLIC SCHOOL OR FAITH FORMATION REPORT FORM 

1. What was particularly significant, surprising or unexpected from your reflections? Which stories or experiences were especially moving and why? What new perspectives opened up? What tensions or disagreements emerged? 






2. What are the 2 or 3 emerging actions we are being called to take to grow as a community of faith or in synodality?  






Demographic Information

Grade __________ and age range of students  ____________________________

Gender:  Number of Boys ___________  Number of Girls  ______________

Cultural self-identification of students:  __________________________________________

Name of Catholic School or Parish:  _____________________________________________

Number of Catholic Students __________  Number of Non-Catholic Students  ____________
�“In my prayer today... And I feel...”  








“What am I hearing the Holy Spirit saying to us?”





“From our prayer and conversation today, and thinking about how God is calling us to be a Church that journeys together...”








Catechetical Formation (1404 East Ninth Street, Cleveland, OH 44114  (  www.dioceseofcleveland.org
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