
Parish Homily – 20/21st August 2022 

Written and preached by Fr Joe Wheat. Parish Priest 

 

This weekend is unusual – and I am not going to particularly comment on the readings 

today – because of the change in Mass times this and next weekend, I want to try and think 

about the situation we are in as a parish and diocese. Also, this is the first time in a year or so 

that I have been able to speak to all the parish over the same weekend.  

 

One the surface of it, we are all experiencing a change in Mass times for two weekends – 

partly because both Frs Liam and Marcus are unavailable, but it is also because I have been 

unable to get any ‘supply’ cover – there is simply no ‘spare’ priest available to help out.  

 

This situation is part of a bigger picture 

 

We are going through a re-structuring process across the diocese that will result in the next 

year or so of a reduction in the number of parishes from 105 to 52. This is accompanied by a 

reduction of priests available for parish ministry from 87 to 67. This summer alone, 10 

priests are retiring or leaving ministry …. That’s 12 % of the ‘workforce’  

 

The reduction in parishes has been achieved by merging parishes into bigger units – much 

like we have done here - and in some places, it means that some churches will close, but 

only 11 out of 130.  

 

This tinkering and restructuring leaves us in a situation in which fewer priests are being 

asked to look after more places of worship – bigger parishes – over wider areas.  

Throw into the mix having more schools, hospitals etc in each bigger parish – this is a 

significant increase in workload and responsibility. Come September, 6 of our remaining 

parish priests are 75 years old or above.  A further 10 are over the age of 70.  

 

At the same time as this drop in numbers of active priests available to serve our parishes, we 

have seen a drop in congregation  numbers in the past two years – after the pandemic, about 

2/3 of our previous numbers have returned – so there are fewer people in our churches and 

fewer people to volunteer for various jobs and ministries.  

 

There is an immediate situation to deal with – the fact that we have roughly the same 

number of churches and buildings that we had in the mid 1980s,  but fewer people using 

them and fewer priests and people to maintain parish life, means that we can’t carry on.   

 

In our parish, we have 9 buildings across three sites and not all of the buildings are needed 

or fit for purpose. These take time, energy and money to maintain all of which are in shorter 

supply than they were 15 years ago.  

 



We maintain – roughly – the same timetable for Mass and other things that we did 5 – 10 

years ago. This has changed this weekend and will change further in the coming year. We 

are fortunate to have Fr Philip coming to replace Fr Liam, but it is highly unlikely that he 

will be with us beyond a year. In the space of just three years, we will have gone down from 

5 priests serving the parish to one.  

 

In order to move into the future – we need to step back from the inherited routine and 

activity of parish life. We need to create space and time and energy so that we can re-focus 

on why we are here, what we are able to do and how to best use our resources in the future.  

 

And what does that future hold?  

 

It certainly means that we will not maintain our current parish life for much longer.  

• The number of Masses across the parish will be reduced – both weekend and 

weekdays 

• Our ability to respond to what people want and need will be reduced - - - already we 

are seeing that families asking for a particular date and time for a baptism or a 

funeral are being told that either the church or the priest is unavailable at that 

particular time. They often seem shocked to learn that the priest might already have 

a funeral at that time or is trying to have his first day off in three weeks! 

• With some of our buildings, difficult decisions will need to be made about their use 

and to see if they can generate income for us.  

• Some of the things that in the past were done or led by the priest will need to be 

taken forward by others 

 

In some ways we are ahead of the game 

• We have already merged three parishes into one 

• We already employ someone to co-ordinate adult faith formation and to support 

catechists  

• we have a full-time Community Coordinator to oversee the day-to-day running of 

the parish.  

• We are looking into employing a youth worker in the area with other parishes.  

 

There is much we can do in the parish – and we will look at the issues and take the difficult 

decisions.  

 

BUT there is no silver bullet for any of this 

Much of what we are experiencing is a diocesan and national problem – and some of the 

solutions go far deeper than us simply restructuring what we do.  

 

The situation calls for a fundamental shift in how the church lives and works, much of 

which was identified in our discussions and comments through the Synod process in the 

parish.  



• The issue of married clergy – the removal of compulsory celibacy would be a 

significant move and long overdue 

• The same could be said for the priesthood no longer being restricted to men 

• The issue of who leads the church at different levels needs to be addressed. It can’t 

just be clerics and we need to take the need for lay leadership seriously and actually 

do something to bring it about.  

• We need to make sure that the focus of our church is not simply maintaining age old 

structures, but looking to the margins and being an open church that is truly present 

in the area and serves the needs ……  

 

Pope Francis gets this  

 

He has identified that the church is stuck in clericalism, still keeping a structure going where 

only people who wear a collar have any authority or leadership. We are still focussed on the 

church that may have existed 40 – 50 years ago, but doesn’t exist now and won’t do in 40 

years time.  

 

Some people resist what he is trying to do, and try to recapture a past where Father was in 

charge and what he said goes. This Father has no interest in simply keeping things going for 

the sake of keeping things going. I will not simply preside over a managed decline.  

 

So this is the moment – there is no thinking that all of this is in the future - - - - the time for 

change is now  

 

And it needs everyone in the parish to take a deep breath – put aside a desire to hark back to 

how things used to be - - - to listen to the Holy Spirit - - - and have courage.  

 

We can emerge out of this a better parish – more attuned to the needs of those around us, 

less focussed on maintaining buildings and routines that no longer serve us well, open to 

each person being called to ministry, creating space for people to lead and have authority.  

 

But make no mistake – we live in interesting times but there is no need to be worried or 

anxious. Our psalm this weekend is short but powerful. The need for us to go out to the 

whole world and proclaim the good news has never been greater. We know why we are 

here and what we offer is still relevant - - - and the strength and courage we need is 

promised in the psalm – strong is the Lord’s love for us – he is faithful forever.  

 

So in the next year, we will come to know what we have to do - - - and we already know that 

the Lord is with us.  

 

 

 

 



Parish Homily – 27/28th August 2022 

Written and preached by Fr Joe Wheat. Parish Priest 

 

Last week, I spoke at all Masses about the situation we face now and in the future in our 

parish – if you weren’t here, the text is on the parish website and you can still watch it on 

youtube on our live streams.  

 

I spoke about the need for us to step back and look at the routines and life of the parish and 

be realistic about what we as a parish can do and offer.  

 

I spoke about Pope Francis’ message that the church needs to leave behind a focus on clerics 

as the only leaders and authority in the church 

 

And I suggested that last and this weekend are the wake up call we all need to re-examine 

why we are here and what we are called to do as a parish.  

 

This weekend, I want to share just two ideas which might help us move forward – two ways 

of thinking about us as a parish that could shape and frame every conversation, every 

change, every difficult decision now and in the future.  

 

What we are about as a parish is Communion and Mission 

 

Communion can be understood on many different levels.  

 

We might first think about the communion we receive – Holy Communion – the Eucharist.  

We need to remind ourselves that this is never a reward for being good – that we have to be 

holy to receive communion – but communion helps us to become holy.  

 

Pope Francis puts it this way ; The Eucharist, although it is the fullness of sacramental life, is not a prize for 

the perfect but a powerful medicine and nourishment for the weak. 

 

So as a parish, we are about celebrating the Eucharist, so we can receive communion and 

grow in holiness 

 

And we should always invite people into our celebrations, make sure that we are welcoming 

people open to those who come seeking that powerful medicine and nourishment.  

 

So now and in the future, one of our primary purposes as a parish is to celebrate the 

Eucharist, to celebrate Holy Communion. This is what we are about – this is our wedding 

feast.  

 

We can also understand Communion on other levels. It is about community, being a body. 

In a sense, we receive the body so that we can become the body.  

https://www.azquotes.com/quote/843921
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/843921


 

Our receiving holy communion is never just an individual encounter with Jesus present in 

the Eucharist. it is a profoundly communal act. We unite in faith and in solidarity with all 

who are part of our community – both within the walls of the church and outside too.  

 

So now and in the future, how open we are and how we engage with the community around 

us is vital for the life of the parish; vital for our communion and community.  

 

It is vital because in many ways our communities are fragmented. The things that used to 

bind people together in a local community are not so present as they were.  

 

One example is that 30, 40 years ago, we would have spoken about going for a drink to our 

‘local’. A place to socialise and gather in community with neighbours, friends …….  

 

Not anymore. In St Ann’s there are only two licensed premises; Greyfriars and the 

Gladstone Liberal club. Every other pub that there used to be has gone.  

 

We are here to create and sustain community. Not just gathering in church to pray, but 

gathering to build a sense of community and solidarity; to be here for people, whatever their 

needs and to be one place that is still here when everything else has gone. We are here to be 

the ‘local’ 

 

So we need to speak with confidence and say that if you are Catholic, but haven’t practised 

for a while, you are welcome. If you are a person who is seeking God and looking for a 

home, you are welcome. If you are black, white, rich or poor, gay or straight ….. whether 

you have lived here all your life or have just arrived in the country or area - - - -you are 

welcome; this place and this community is here for you.  

 

What is the Gospel about this weekend if not this? 

 

So we will ask ourselves in the next year - - - - as we receive Holy Communion to nourish us 

and strengthen us - - - - how do we then build communion outside of the few minutes each 

week when we are receiving communion?  

 

Does our presence build community in this area, in our parish? What do we do – what can 

we do?  

 

And our communion inevitably leads us to Mission – Pope Francis again 

Every Christian is called to be a missionary and witness to Christ.  And the Church, the community of Christ’s 

disciples, has no other mission than that of bringing the Gospel to the entire world by bearing witness to 

Christ.  To evangelize is the very identity of the Church. 

 

This mission is simply to bear witness to love; to live a life of faith and for this faith to lead 

us to prayer and service; to be people who are profoundly aware of the relationship we have 



with God and with each other, that we are knitted together as children of God and brothers 

and sisters of each other. 

 

So we are here simply to share what we have 

• The joy of the Gospel 

• Our understanding of God’s love and mercy for everyone 

• Our sense of solidarity; that we stand with those who are rejected by society, 

exploited and used 

 

Mission is about us as individuals and as a parish community making the world around us 

better for other people; making it fairer, less broken, more hopeful 

 

And mission always leads back to community - to an invitation to people to come and see, 

find a home here, be part of something – for our community to be a place for the lonely to 

live in.  

 

So last week, I Suggested we take a step back and think about who we are and what we are 

about. 

 

I am not suggesting that what I have spoken about this weekend is the definitive answer or 

the full story. But it could be a way in which we can discover together who we are as a 

parish and what we are called to.  

 

So in the next few weeks, I will work with the Pastoral Leadership Team and Parish Council 

to look at how we approach these next few months – how we discern the right direction and 

decisions 

 

So that now and in the future, we will live our communion, reach out in mission and build 

up the body of Christ in our parish.  

 

 


