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The Catholic Church is not always the fastest to embrace change, but the Vatican's questionnaire for the 2014 Bishop's Synod hints that that the
Church might be changing its approach to social issues if not its teachings.

Pope wants to hear from each Catholic about church doctrine on social issues
by PATRICK ROTH
Nov 19, 2013
The Roman Catholic Church is not an institution that is necessarily quick to embrace change.

After all, it wasn’t until 1992 that the church formally endorsed a heliocentric universe and removed the edict
of the Inquisition against Galileo. So if the church is going to change any of its teachings, it is going to do so
on its own schedule. 

Having said that, there are some signs that the Vatican might be, at the very least, reassessing some of its
teachings in advance of the 2014 Synod of Bishops in October.

A synod is effectively a council of bishops from dioceses all over the world that reflects on and makes
changes to various Church teachings. 

What makes the 2014 synod different is that the Vatican is seeking the input of priests and of lay people at
the parish level rather than just bishops at the diocese level by releasing a questionnaire to every parish in
the world.

“They have an opportunity to surface something in a striking way that we aren’t aware of or focused on,” said
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the Rev. Glenn Phillips of St. Peter’s Church in downtown Chicago. “We as a church, with all these
members, engage really in this opportunity, something can come up we just didn’t think about.”

A part of the questionnaire focuses on the role that same sex couples play within the church. Many
theologians point to these questions as an example of the way the church is re-examining its approach to
some of these issues, though they are quick to point out that this may not necessarily mean a change in
church doctrine.

The fact that these questions are even being asked is significant. Under the leadership of the more
conservative-leaning Benedict XVI, the church appeared to be unwilling to even consider reexamining its
teachings on these issues.

Many priests and theologians see this new approach as being part of Pope Francis’ efforts to build a more
humble and welcoming Church. 

“I think mostly what it is impacting is the style of how the church governs and the style of how the church
engages the contemporary world,” said the Rev. Mark Bosco, SJ, the director of the center for Catholic
Intellectual Heritage at Loyola University. “I think the style is much more open and an engaged way of trying
to be transparent with the issues of today.”

For many Catholics, this is a welcomed change in style.

“There is a portion of people in the church for whom Pope Francis is like oxygen and I would put myself in
that camp,” said Terry Nelson-Johnson, the resident theologian presenter at Old St. Pat’s in Chicago. “I was
like, ‘Oh, man! I’ve been waiting for this for a long time!’”

While the formal doctrine of the church might not change as a result of this synod, historically there has been
a gap between the church’s doctrines and the practices of the faithful that can take a long time to bridge. 

Just ask Galileo.
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