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Introduction – Special Characteristics of the Parish 

St Mary & St Michael’s, Llanarth is a small rural church, set in the grounds of a psychi-
atric hospital. It is served by Fr Matthew Carney OSB, priest of Our Lady & St Mi-
chael’s, Abergavenny. The parish community draws from the local neighbourhood but 
also from a much wider geographical area. The demographic of the parish community 
is older (50s to 90s). It has a tradition of faith-sharing activities. Before Covid the com-
munity had access to facilities in the hospital for meeting, but due to the risk of infec-
tion, this has not been possible, posing logistical challenges for the synodal process. 

Methodology  

Having completed two sessions of training from the Archdiocese as well as conducting 
our own research, a decision was made to attempt to involve people in person rather 
than use a questionnaire. We felt this was more in the spirit of the synodal process and 
also hoped to develop a sense of renewal in the parish as we emerged from the restric-
tions and isolation of the pandemic. This approach was endorsed by a further training 
day attended by the parish representatives at Belmont Abbey. 

This report is a synthesis of a variety of meetings (10 in total), held in person and via 
the internet: parishioners were invited to participate in two whole parish meetings in 
the village hall  and there were smaller  group meetings in homes and over Zoom/
Skype. Parishioners were also invited to submit written responses if preferred and two 
people did this in addition to attending the whole parish meetings. There were 24 par-
ticipants in total which represent about half the parish community. Most of the meet-
ings followed a structured approach with prayer and silence between individual con-
tributions, encouraging deep listening to one another as we tried to discern how the 
Holy Spirit was guiding our path.  
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Communion  

There were many positive comments about the parish community: described as wel-
coming, caring, supportive through difficult times, and a source of friendship. 

However, it could also be rather ‘cosy’ and we need to grow in our mission. Also, we 
need to be vigilant that in making strong connections in some groupings we don’t in-
advertently cause others to feel excluded. Inviting people to participate creates a great-
er sense of community and belonging, and a shared purpose.

There had been positive experiences of faith-sharing groups which have continued to 
bear fruit (e.g. reading together St Paul and Vatican 2 documents), social activity (al-
though very disrupted by Covid), and gathering together around a common project. 
There is a desire for more shared activities as we come out of Covid restrictions.

Smaller  faith-sharing  groups  allow  deeper  connections  to  be  made.  Sharing  our 
brokenness and our vulnerability brings us closer to God and to one another. "Behind 
every crucifix is resurrection" was one memorable observation. Our brokenness enables 
us to become one body with Christ in the Eucharist.

There was a desire for the Church to be less parochial and to develop deeper connec-
tions with other local churches and with people of other faiths, and none. One person 
commented that in many ways he had more in common with anyone who had faith in 
God, whatever their religion, than in a purely secular, materialistic mindset.

Experience of learning from other Christian denominations, e.g. inspiration of prayer 
teams. Dismay about outdated attitudes of Catholics being in some way ‘superior’ to 
other  Christians.  Anglicans  not  being able  to  receive  Communion in  one another’s 
churches was an ongoing source of pain and division and this was felt deeply by sever-
al participants. 
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Many people commented that they would like the Church to be more inclusive - to be 
more welcoming to people on the margins (e.g. divorced and remarried, LGBT com-
munity). It was felt that we haven’t listened well enough as a Church to other perspect-
ives and to the complexities of people’s lives. At a time when the Church should be 
supporting people, they were often rejected.

One person expressed concerns about online Masses becoming a permanent form of 
worship for some people, meaning that they didn’t participate in a Eucharistic com-
munity where they share physically and develop bonds of fellowship through commu-
nion. However, it was recognised that for some people online Masses had been a life-
line, nurturing them spiritually and keeping them connected to the Church.

There was a concern for the welfare of priests, with overwork and isolation serious 
dangers. With fewer priests,  parishes need to be run differently and we all  need to 
support one another, with priests, religious and lay people working more collaborat-
ively.

Participation  

Where does the Church stand in the world? Is it standing apart? We seem to lose so 
many of our young people because the Church seems irrelevant to their lives in a fast 
changing world.

How can Church rules be examined and updated where necessary? The current struc-
tures and the 1984 provisions of Canon Law may need revisiting in the light of the con-
temporary world. We can take inspiration from earlier models of the Church that were 
current in situations similar to today.

We have a parish tradition of more intimate settings for groups, prayer services of the 
Word and Holy Communion. People find these settings nourishing. Our parish reading 
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& discussion of the letters of St Paul over several months remains a formative experi-
ence.

We seek to be a community where everyone's gifts are recognised, in a spirit of inclusiv-
ity. We would like to follow a process where these gifts can be recognised, and released. 
Women in particular have a sense of not being seen or encouraged to be co-responsible 
in the wider Church. Men, too, notice women’s effective marginalisation, and would 
like to change this situation. For some this was also an issue of injustice and discrimina-
tion, as well as the disregarding of many gifts that would greatly enrich the Church.

  

Mission 

Mission can be distorted and narrowed and lack integrity when women are not given 
equal participation. Something is out of balance. We thrive better with diversity.

We need to find a sense of being Church as a whole community, not just individuals.

There is a lack of confidence in leaders speaking about God and faith; we would appre-
ciate stronger leadership in the public arena promoting the Gospel message. We would 
also like to become more confident ourselves in speaking about God and faith in ways 
which are sensitive to the context and audience.

We can do more in using our building as an asset to mission: keeping it open for regular 
periods; for personal prayer and for lay led services of music or scripture.

We would like to have a continuing project we can support in the developing world for 
the longer term.

We are aware of our rural, secluded location. We are possibly the only parish church in 
the grounds of a forensic psychiatric hospital, so our situation is distinctive. Our rela-
tionships with patients and staff have potential; we seek guidance in prayer.
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Some people felt that the Church's mission is undermined by the prominence of rules 
above Gospel values. A perception that the church has changed from an inward looking 
institution, but has not yet changed enough.

We value our connections with local organisations both inside and outside the Catholic 
Church. St Vincent de Paul Society is flourishing, and the Sanctuary Refugee project in 
Newport is a continuing link to which parishioners contribute time and resources.

Any other matters that do not fit under the three thematic headings 
of Communion, Participation & Mission  

The synod process - There were issues of trust about the process, a wariness about mo-
tivation and reception. Is this a top down process? Can we speak honestly? We are the 
roots and without the roots the tree will not bear fruit and it will die. 

However, working through the synodal process and learning to listen more carefully to 
one another has been an experience of renewal in our parish and one we intend to con-
tinue as we see there is great potential in it for the ongoing life of the church.

There were concerns about the Church as an institution. It was thought that for many, 
‘Church’ has become a dirty word because of how some members have behaved. 

Also the Church has moved a long way in many of its attitudes but there was a general 
yearning for the Church to have the Gospel and a spirit of loving kindness at its heart so 
its mission in proclaiming the Kingdom of God might be more authentic and not just 
empty words. 

The Church was seen as evolving and dynamic rather than static, something that ought 
to stay the same. To be faithful to the Gospel, it must have the edge of mission, not the 
cosy complacency of maintenance.
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The world has changed. How is the Church responding? Aspects of the hierarchical 
structure and the use of power (both consciously and unconsciously) were discussed 
along with the lack of involvement of the laity, e.g. the decision by our bishops for the 
new translation for the liturgy.

In some circles 'church' has become a dirty word because of how church leaders and 
members have behaved. We need to acknowledge, repent collectively and learn from 
the mistakes, misjudgments and sins that made the catalogue of abuse possible.

To be a local church calls for a reconciled diversity. We are drawn together by Jesus, not 
by natural similarities. With the wounds we all carry, we are fractured and fragmented 
people but held together and reconciled in our diversity.

It is good to remember we are part of a much bigger story that gives meaning to life.

One respondent submitted ideas on the shortage of priests, suggesting that more use 
could be made of Eucharistic Ministers taking services of Word and Communion. He 
also suggested a revival of the medieval role of the chantry priest, supported by suitable 
discernment and training, working in an area with a shortage of priests but supported 
by the local deanery. Another submission from the same respondent discussed the idea 
of lay cardinals, men and women who would provide younger and possibly more ener-
getic advisers to the Pope.
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Sign Off  

This Report is submitted to the Diocesan Synodal Team on behalf of the 
Parish community of: 

St Mary & St Michael, Llanarth 

It is an honest reflection of the work undertaken over the last six 
months and has been endorsed by the Parish Advisory Council  

(We don’t have a formal Parish Advisory Council but the report is pub-
lished in the parish) 

Signed…………………………………………………   Parish Priest  

Signed - Julie Lunt and Michael Woodward   

Parish Representatives  

Once complete please forward to: 

madeleine.walters@rcadc.org  

The Diocesan Synodal Team wishes to convey its appreciation for all 
the work undertaken in the preparation of this Report  
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