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Introduction - Special Characteristics of the Parish 

 Bromyard is a small rural town in north eastern Herefordshire, at the furthest 

extreme of the Archdiocese of Cardiff. It is a very traditional English farming 

community, overwhelmingly Christian and conservative, and minimally diverse, 

although the Catholic community, especially, includes a significant proportion of 

people from outside the area, and whose forebears are from outside the country, such 

as eastern Europe and the Indian subcontinent. 

 The total population of the area of the Catholic parish is about 10,000, of 

whom fewer than 3000 live within walking distance of the church. It is difficult to 

estimate the number of Catholics in the parish - if about 5% of the population that 

would be 500, of whom fewer than fifty are regular ‘parishioners.’ Most of the 

regular attendees at Sunday mass are single (or at least unaccompanied), female and 

over 50 years old. 

 Until 2018, the parish was served by Belmont Abbey, and its parish priests 

were Belmont monks. Since then it has been looked after directly by the Archdiocese 

of Cardiff, together with the neighbouring parish of Leominster. 
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Methodology - How we researched the Views of the Parish 

 Although the parish priest first called for volunteers to act as parish 

representatives at the beginning of Advent 2021, it was close to Christmas before two 

had offered to take the job on and attended the associated training courses. In the new 

year, parish consultation was introduced on 23 January, and for six successive weeks 

(30 January to 6 March 2022), the parish representatives made themselves available 

for discussion for an unlimited time after Sunday mass, and, for those who did not 

want to be identified, a questionnaire was prepared using the headings suggested in 

the official documentation. A simpler, ‘child-friendly’ questionnaire was prepared for 

the younger members of the parish - the prophet Ezra’s “children old enough to 

understand.” Parish representatives also spoke informally to people who were not 

Catholics, or who were Catholics but did not attend church. Notes were taken of oral 

comments, and the returned questionnaires collated. Together these represented the 

views of about twenty individuals, perhaps 40% of the active members of the parish. 

Many of the questionnaires carried statements to the effect that the respondents were 

grateful for the chance to be anonymous, as they would not otherwise feel free to 

express their true feelings. Sadly, although several were given out, no children’s 

questionnaires were returned. 

 In the seventh week (6 March), a résumé of the response so far was issued in 

draft form, and the parish invited to respond further as part of their continued 

involvement, or to become involved for the first time. The final comments were 

received on 13 March, and the report prepared for dispatch to the Archdiocese before 

the deadline of 21 March. 
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REPORT 

1) Communion. How does our church function in our local area? 

 The Parish is small, so regular attendees at mass can be said to form a Catholic 
community. Coffee and refreshments are often made available after mass for people 
to meet informally, and all attendees, even if they can’t stay, are greeted and 
welcomed. There is a small but active choir, and a few people assist in the 
organisation of the liturgy, arranging the altar, lists of readers, and the offertory 
procession. Respondents who commented on why they go to mass mentioned a 
tranquil period of reflection and a sense of peace and communion, although some 
also mentioned a sense of guilt in not going, derived from their Catholic education as 
a child.  

 The received views were that although everybody who came to the church was 
welcomed by the parish, there was little outreach to those who didn’t attend, either 
because they couldn’t, or because they didn’t want to. One respondent suggested that 
an SVP group would facilitate outreach to the sick and/or elderly, and many thought 
that a parish meeting room would both encourage people to stay behind after mass, 
and perhaps draw people to church events who might not otherwise come at all. 
Several respondents recalled that a Parish Room had in the past had “widespread 
support and the funds to achieve it,” but that the idea had been vetoed in Cardiff. 
Although it was recognised that some of their grievances referred to previous 
administrations, they hoped that this Synod’s local response to the Pope’s call for 
openness could be an opportunity to encourage better communication between the 
parish and the diocese. Some people felt that although the ‘parish’ was welcoming, 
the ‘Church’ was not, especially as regarded divorcees and LGBT. On the other hand 
two respondents had married non-Catholics without feeling that the Church had 
obstructed them in any way. 

 Those few who commented on the sacraments had found that their, and their 
families’, experience of them was joyful and fulfilling, but that Confession, in 
particular, felt awkward, perhaps because with increasingly fewer priests and 
correspondingly less time, there was less of an anonymous relationship between 
confessor and penitent, which sometimes obscured the presence of the Holy Spirit. In 
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this and other respects sympathy was felt for our parish priest, who is at full stretch 
coping with two parishes some half an hour apart simultaneously. Some respondents 
suggested that a local deacon, married or not, would enable the parish to hold more 
liturgical celebrations, such as Benediction, or even Eucharistic Services using 
previously consecrated hosts. One parishioner felt that papal encyclicals were 
important teaching documents and should be fully expounded in Sunday sermons as 
they appear. They regretted not learning about Laudato Si or Fratelli Tutti from the 
pulpit. 

 Communication among the parishioners is almost entirely by physical meeting, 
such as at mass or sporadic parish events. However, the Parish Newsletter is now 
available by email, and perhaps the use of social media, text messages and a parish 
website could enhance communication with those who don’t come as well as those 
who do. Zooming had worked well during the Covid Lockdown. 

2) Participation. How do we work with others in supporting our local area? 

 This was invariably addressed mostly at ‘parish’ level, and almost all 
respondents lamented the lack of a Parish Advisory Council, the lack of any lay 
involvement in decision-making, and the lack of opportunity to inspect and comment 
on, let alone direct the use of, parish finances. Considerable resentment was shown 
regarding a former Vicar General’s giving the impression that our parish “was surplus 
to requirements and should be shut down,” and the way a former Parish Advisory 
Council had been summarily dissolved, and three parishioners wanted the Archbishop 
to “right the wrongs” which had occurred. Although this was recognised as hardly a 
matter for the Church as a whole, it seemed to represent what many people felt was 
the attitude of the Universal Church, which was described as authoritative and hide-
bound, unwilling to engage with the laity and exclusive of “sinners and women.” Two 
parishioners thought that the Pope’s initiative in calling this synod was a waste of 
time, because the views of the laity would be ignored. 

 Some people felt that by referring to this synod as ‘of the people,’ distancing 
itself from previous synods in that respect, the Pope is implicitly marginalising the 
role of his bishops as representatives of their flock. Indeed, the synod logo, with the 
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bishop trudging along at the back, his crosier reduced to nothing more than an 
identifier, seems to emphasise this point of view. This was regretted. 

 It was felt that the participation of children could be encouraged by more child-
friendly services, and the provision of children’s mass-books. Some felt that the 
liturgy changed too often for stability and assurance, and some that a choir sometimes 
discouraged musical participation by the congregation rather than enhance it. Others 
very much enjoyed the musical content and wished to learn more about how it related 
to the liturgy. Some felt that the scripture readings lacked contemporary relevance, 
especially as regards their attitude to women. 

 Given the demographic of our active parish, it was inevitable that the majority 
of responses were from women, and almost universally they thought that the Church 
was still misogynistic, and called for the greater participation of women. Women 
priests, married priests, and a more tolerant attitude to divorcees were all requested. 
One parishioner said they did not understand the theological difference between 
priests who were converted Anglican vicars, who were allowed to be married, and 
priests who were not, who weren’t. Three respondents thought that the enforced 
celibacy of priests was “dangerous.” The saddest of all the comments was, “I am a 
woman and elderly, so have no right to have opinions.” 

  

3) Mission. How do we take the Gospel message out from our parish 
community? 

 In our parish, there is small outreach by the Catholic Church to lapsed 
Catholics, non-Catholic Christians, and non-Christians. ‘Churches Together in 
Bromyard’ has a certain local prominence, and is appreciated by the wider 
community, and it was recognised that the churches are significant contributors to 
Christian Relief and the local food bank. 

  One respondent thought that ecumenism could be encouraged if the 
Church permitted non-Catholics to take the eucharist. 

 To the public in general, the Catholic Church is still significantly tainted by the 
paedophilia scandals, whose mismanagement may take a very long time to pass into 
history, regardless of the excellence of recent changes of attitude, policy, and action. 
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Similarly, although there is some respect for the Catholic Church’s theoretically 
uncompromising stand on matters such as sexual activity and attendance at church, it 
is widely felt that this has forced a huge majority of its adherents into blatant 
hypocrisy, as so much of this social teaching is more or less ignored. One parishioner 
was told by a (non-Catholic) friend that as a Catholic they “could not believe in the 
bible and science,” again reflecting a widespread belief that the Church is out of 
touch with scientific and technical progress, and the social evolution of an 
increasingly over-populated world.  

 Two respondents to the survey were no longer church-goers, but had been 
brought up Catholics. They explained their rejection of Catholicism on two principal 
grounds, one more factual and one more emotional. 

 The first rejected both God and the Church’s “illogical attitude,” in claiming 
that God was benign when both biblical literature and historical events demonstrated 
the opposite. They also rejected the very un-Christian behaviour of their own teachers 
and publicly shamed clergy, and the Church’s unwillingness to accept scientific 
progress. They suggested that the Church should concentrate on being a powerful 
charitable organisation, and drop its ritual, liturgy and emphasis on the supernatural. 

 The second had suffered a brutal education - or “indoctrination” - at the hands 
of Catholic teachers, and felt that what had been instilled was mostly a combination 
of fear and guilt. As they grew up (now being over 50) they increasingly realised that 
the ‘facts’ they had been taught were no such thing, and that the behaviour of those in 
religious authority was largely hypocritical. They were unable to suggest a way out of 
the mire into which they felt the church had fallen. 

 On the basis of all the responses received, it does not seem that the 
parishioners of Bromyard feel willing or able to take the Gospel message anywhere, 
except by their own example of a Christian lifestyle and adherence to Catholic 
instruction. Even if they were once confident, they no longer seem sure what the 
‘message of the Gospel’ actually is, and do not currently feel that reference to the 
hierarchy is likely to make it any clearer. The parishioners of Bromyard sense a latent 
hostility between His Holiness Pope Francis and his clergy, at least in our 
Archdiocese, and suspect that the parish’s views, as expressed in this report, are 
unlikely to have any attention paid to them. The authors of the report fervently hope 
that is not so. 
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4) Conclusion. 

 Firstly, it must be said that in any consultation of this kind, most responses are 

likely to be from those who want change - and therefore are dissatisfied with the 

status quo - while those who are content with the way things are less likely to 

contribute. Our regular parishioners heard, for several weeks, our appeal for 

participation, and were given opportunities to meet and talk, to complete anonymous 

questionnaires, to express their views freely, and to email the parish representatives 

for more information and clarification, and two thirds of them were not moved by the 

Holy Spirit to respond. It could be argued that most of the parish of Bromyard seem 

quite satisfied with how the Holy Spirit is moving in this place, and that their, and 

their parish’s, response to the call to communion, participation and mission is 

progressing as it should. It may also be that the invitation to personal reflection on 

these aspects of the Church was received and acted upon personally, without the need 

for public response, even anonymously. 

 It is however quite clear that for at least a large minority, being a Catholic in 

Bromyard does not inspire joyful enthusiasm to ‘go out and spread the good news.’ 

Although our little Catholic community is welcoming and nurturing within itself, it 

lacks confidence in its knowledge, and in its leadership. This general unease was 

expressed at two levels, the parish, and the Church as a whole, and sometimes it was 

felt that the two were contradictory together. Being mostly over fifty, our respondents 

feel that although it may have served them well in the past, the Church has become 

increasingly out-of-date and hidebound, and that there is little they can do to affect 

improvement. It is to be hoped, and earnestly prayed for, that the outcome of this 

synod will prove them wrong before it is too late. 

        13 March 2022 

        Margaret Bradbury  

        Hugh Farey 

        (Parish Representatives)
8


