e Hexham & Newcastle Diocesan
Pastoral Strategy
Mission Discernment
Toolkit

In 2025 we launched our Diocesan Vision; it came from a shared journey of prayer
and listening. Across the Diocese, we have sought as communities to hear God'’s
call and the voices of our people. | have listened to your hopes, your challenges, and
your sense of what the Lord is asking us to be and to do. From this discernment, our
vision has emerged - a vision that shapes the task set out before us today.

| invite all parishes to reflect on their mission using this Toolkit. This begins phase 1
of implementation of our vision. Parish responses will then be shared with local
Communities (parishes/Partnerships) and then with Deaneries. This process will
directly contribute to the overall Diocesan Pastoral Action Plan.

+Bishop Stephen
HOW TO USE THIS TOOLKIT

This process is intended to support prayerful, honest, and forward-looking
discernment across our diocesan family. It is not an exercise in producing lengthy
reports. What matters most is clarity, openness, and a shared desire to respond
faithfully to what God is asking of us now. Parishes will naturally discern different
paths depending on their context.

As you work through the Toolkit, we encourage you to approach it in the following
spirit:
e Begin with prayer. Create space to listen to the Holy Spirit and to one another
before drawing conclusions.

o Reflect honestly. Speak truthfully about both strengths and challenges,
trusting that clarity helps us plan wisely for the future.

e Focus on Mission. Allow the question of how we proclaim the Gospel and
sustain vibrant communities to guide every conversation.

e Think beyond personal preference. Discernment is not about preserving
everything as it is, nor choosing what feels most comfortable, but about
seeking what will help future generations thrive.

e Share responsibility. Involve clergy and lay faithful in meaningful dialogue
wherever possible, recognising that discernment is the work of the whole
People of God.

e Look ahead with hope. Avoid framing decisions only around present
pressures; consider what will be needed in the years to come.



o Keep it practical. You are not expected to solve every challenge locally or
produce extensive documentation — thoughtful, realistic reflections are far
more valuable than lengthy responses.

Most parishes will find that this work is best undertaken through well-prepared
conversations rather than extensive meetings. The Pastoral Council is likely a good
group to support this process. Move at a pace that allows prayerful listening while
keeping a clear sense of purpose.

Above all, approach this process with courage and trust. The Lord who has guided
the Church through every age continues to lead us today.

A guidance webinar is planned online on the 37 March at 7pm to answer
questions and support the beginning of this process. Details about the
webinar can be found at: https://diocesehn.org.uk/whats-on/event/pastoral-
strategy-webinar/

What This Process Is — and Is Not
What this process is:

e A spiritual journey. An invitation to listen — to the Holy Spirit, to the Word of
God, and to one another — as we seek the Lord’s direction for our diocesan
family.

e Mission-led. Our guiding question is how best to proclaim the Gospel and
sustain vibrant communities for future generations.

e Honest about reality. We are called to look with clarity at the opportunities
and challenges before us. Facing reality is an expression of responsible
stewardship and faith.

e Shared responsibility. Clergy and laity together bring essential wisdom as
we consider the future of the Church in our Diocese.

What this process is not:

« Itis not an inspection. Parishes are not being graded; each community is
simply invited to reflect honestly on its own context.

« Itis not a predetermined programme of closures or reductions. While
change will be part of our future, this process seeks genuine discernment
rather than automatic outcomes.

« Itis not about assigning blame. The circumstances we face arise from
many interconnected factors affecting the Church across the western world.
Our focus is not on the past, but on the faithful response to which we are now
called.

« Itis not a burden to carry alone. We move forward as one diocesan family,
sharing responsibility for the wider mission of the Church.

Moving Forward Together

Moments of transition are part of the Church’s history. The Holy Spirit continues to
guide God'’s people toward renewal and new life. Let us enter this process with
openness, courage, and trust — confident that the Lord who has begun good work
among us will bring it to fulfilment.


https://diocesehn.org.uk/?post_type=event&p=30470&preview=true
https://diocesehn.org.uk/?post_type=event&p=30470&preview=true

WHAT IS IN THE TOOLKIT?

Part A — An introduction to the Pastoral Strategy Mission Discernment Toolkit

Part B — The Diocesan Framework: Our pastoral priorities and principles for
change

Part C — The Diocesan Context: An overview of the communities which make up
our Diocese

Part D — The Pastoral Strategy Planning Process: How this work fits into the
overall planning process

Part E — Local Mission Discernment: Guidance for Parishes on how to reflect on
the Mission of the Church in their own area, focussing on how we serve, worship,
teach and build community

Part F — Stewardship Review: Guidance for parishes about reflecting on how
Parish resources — people, buildings, finances — serve the Mission

Part G — Snapshot Summary and Parish Conclusions: Guidance for Parishes on
summarising their conclusions.

Part H — Step A — The Parish Return Form

Part I — Step B — Combined Local Communities (Parishes/ Partnerships)
Return Form

WHAT ACCOMPANIES THIS MISSION DISCERNMENT TOOLKIT?
Every parish priest also has a personalised parish data pack

There are separate resources to guide reflection to be found here and further
information appendices available on the diocesan website, www.diocesehn.org.uk.

The template forms are designed to capture the outputs of Parish discussions.

Part H is to be completed by the Parish and returned to
discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk by 237 April 2026

Part I is a return by a number of parishes in an area and is to be returned to
discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk by 4t June 2026
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Hexham & Newcastle Diocesan Mission Discernment Toolkit
Parish Use — Phase 1, 2026

Part A — An introduction to the Pastoral Strategy Mission
Discernment Toolkit

A1. Setting the Scene

We stand on the spiritual legacy of the Northern Saints — missionary in spirit, rooted
in faith, and attentive to the changing needs of each generation. As a Diocese, we
have been asking: What is the Lord calling us to be and to do now? This document is
offered to support that discernment and guide us toward faithful action.

Our present realities are signs of the times, inviting us to renew both our Mission and
the structures that sustain it so that the Church may continue to grow in vitality and
purpose. Synodality calls us to listen deeply — to one another, to the Holy Spirit, and
to the communities we serve — trusting that God is already at work among us.

This journey will ask something of us all. It invites honesty about where we are,
courage to embrace necessary change, and hope rooted not in what we preserve,
but in the Lord who continues to lead His Church forward.

A2. The purpose of this Toolkit — Fewer Hands Carrying a Shared Mission

Across our Diocese — and in many parts of the Church in the western world — we
are living through a period of great change. Fewer priests and fewer parishioners
have reshaped parish life over recent decades, and this trend continues. We cannot
ignore this reality. To remain fit for Mission, we must reorganise how we serve our
communities, knowing that change will involve real loss, including fewer resident
Priests and fewer buildings.

Yet this reality does not diminish our hope. The Mission entrusted to us has never
depended on numbers or structures alone. Every baptised person shares the call to
hand on the faith, nurture disciples, and strengthen the Church’s presence through
prayer, service, and witness. Co-responsibility invites clergy and laity alike to face
our situation together and to discern how best to steward the resources we have —
our people, finances, and buildings — so that they support Mission today and remain
sustainable for the future.

This Mission Discernment Toolkit supports that work. As part of Phase 1 of the
Diocesan Pastoral Strategy Planning process, it is intended to help Parish
communities reflect honestly, prayerfully, and practically on their present reality and
future Mission. Through this process, Parishes and Deaneries are invited to:

« listen to the Holy Spirit and to one another
e understand their local Mission, strengths, and challenges

« reflect on resources, buildings, and sustainability



« discern how Parish life can serve the next generation
« contribute to Diocesan Pastoral Strategy planning

This is not a formality or simply an administrative task. It is a spiritual and communal
process that will help us build flourishing communities rooted in worship, service,
formation, and belonging.

Holding fast and letting go.

As we enter this time of discernment, it is important to hold together two spiritual
truths: there are gifts we must safeguard with gratitude, and there are realities we
must release with trust. Change can stir uncertainty, yet the deepest foundations of
our life in Christ remain secure.

The Mission of the Church does not change.
We remain called to proclaim the Gospel, celebrate the sacraments, serve those in
need, and form communities where people encounter the living God.

Our identity as the People of God does not change.
The Church is not defined primarily by buildings, structures, or numbers, but by our
communion in Christ and our participation in His saving work.

The centrality of the Eucharist does not change.
The celebration of the Mass will always remain the source and summit of our shared
life.

Our commitment to care for one another does not change.

We honour the faithful service of our priests, deacons, religious, lay leaders, and
volunteers, and we remain dedicated to supporting healthy, sustainable ministry for
the future.

Our hope does not change.
We move forward not from fear, but from trust in the Holy Spirit who continues to
guide and renew the Church in every age.

At the same time, faithful discernment asks us to look honestly at the realities before
us. The circumstances we face today have not arisen from a single decision, group,
or moment in time. They are the result of many converging factors — cultural shifts,
demographic change, evolving patterns of belief and belonging, economic pressures,
and wider societal transformation. These influences have touched the whole Church
across the western world, and our Diocese is not immune to them.

For this reason, our task is not to search for causes in order to assign responsibility.
Nor is it helpful to look backwards with regret or towards one another with blame.
Discernment invites something more fruitful: a shared readiness to respond to the
present moment with faith, courage, and unity.

We begin from the conviction that this is our reality together, and therefore it is also
our shared calling to shape the path ahead. In doing so, we may discover that we



are being asked to let go of certain things — not as an act of defeat, but as an
expression of trust in God’s providence. We may need the courage to release
patterns of ministry that are no longer sustainable, even when they have served
communities well for many years.

We may be called to reconsider how buildings and resources are used, recognising
that what supported Mission in the past may require adaptation to serve it effectively
today. We may need to gently loosen expectations formed in a different era of Parish
life — particularly assumptions about the availability of clergy, the number of Mass
centres, or the scale at which local provision can continue.

We may even be invited to let go of the understandable desire to preserve
everything exactly as it has been, allowing instead for the missionary imagination
that the Spirit awakens in every generation. It is about focusing our energy where it
will bear the greatest fruit.

Letting go is never easy. Many of the realities we may be called to reconsider hold
deep memories and significance. Where change brings a sense of loss, that
experience should be met with compassion and pastoral care. Grief is not a sign of
weak faith; it is often the expression of love.

Yet the Gospel reminds us that fruitfulness often requires pruning:
“Every branch that bears fruit he prunes, to make it bear more fruit.” (John 15:2)

When undertaken prayerfully and wisely, releasing what is no longer sustainable
creates space for renewal. The Church has never been sustained by buildings alone,
nor by familiar structures. She is sustained by the grace of God and the faithful
witness of His people. Throughout history, the Church has adapted her pastoral life
in response to changing realities while remaining steadfast in her Mission. What is
being asked of us now is part of that same living tradition. Therefore, this moment is
not simply about managing change. It is about discerning what the Lord is asking of
us so that the Church entrusted to our care may remain vibrant, missionary, and
capable of serving future generations.

This is a shared invitation — to clergy and laity alike — to deepen our trust:
o Trust that God is already at work ahead of us.
o Trust that the Holy Spirit continues to guide the Church.
o Trust that what is entrusted to God is never lost, but transformed.

We are not called to preserve the Church exactly as we received it.

We are called to hand it on — living, faithful, and missionary — to those who will
come after us. Let us therefore move forward together, holding fast to what endures,
releasing what no longer serves the Mission, and placing our confidence in the Lord
who makes all things new.



A3. Our Vision and Mission
Our Vision - What is the Lord calling us to be?

A flourishing Diocese alive in the Holy Spirit, where people encounter Jesus Christ,
live with justice and compassion, grow as one family of faith, and are formed and
sent as missionary disciples for the life of the world.

See appendix 1 for fuller text.

Our Mission - What is the Lord calling us to do?

We have four commitments included in our Vision that expand how we will work with
Christ and together to achieve our Mission.

The Four Commitments

1. Walking with Jesus and Enabling Encounters with Him

2. Living Justly and Caring for Our Common Home

3. Growing as One Diocesan Family

4. Being Formed by Christ for Mission
These commitments shape every reflection and decision in this Toolkit.
See appendix 2 for the commitments in full.

Part B — The Diocesan Framework

B1. Diocesan Pastoral Priorities

Walking with Jesus and Enabling Encounters with Him
e Renewing sacramental preparation as a journey of accompaniment and
encounter.
e Deepening our communities as places of welcome, safety and belonging —
sharing God'’s love with all.
e Creating opportunities to walk with Christ throughout our entire lives.

Living Justly and Caring for Our Common Home
e Stewarding our resources wisely — building a safe and sustainable future.
e Being a Church that goes out to the margins.

Growing as One Diocesan Family
e Growing as a synodal Church — learning to listen, discern, and walk together.
e Clergy: sustaining priestly ministry with care and collaboration.
e Growing the gifts and vocations of all the baptised.

Bring Formed by Christ for Mission
e Educating for Mission — forming hearts and minds in Christ.

o Walking with our young people — forming faith, hope, and leadership.
« Growing our discipleship through lifelong, Spirit-filled formation.

See appendix 3 for further details.
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https://diocesehn.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Pastoral-Strategy-Toolkit-Appendix-3-FINAL.pdf

B2. Principles for Change
1. Mission first, structures second

2. Honest discernment of our Reality
3. People-centred, we are a Church of relationships and accompaniment
4

. Walking together in co-responsibility; listening to one another, living out our
God-given vocations as a synodal Church

. We build from current strengths (“Beacons of Mission”)

. Stewardship with courage and compassion

5
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7. Care for clergy and lay leaders
8. A posture of hope, not survival
9

. Discernment as a way of proceeding
10. Always outward-looking
These guide all local and diocesan decisions.

See appendix 4 for more details on these principles.

Part C — The Diocesan Context

C1. Our Current Diocesan Reality — A Community of Communities

This section supports parishes in reflecting on their local reality within the wider
diocesan picture. The accompanying data pack for your parish is provided to
encourage honest, prayerful, and well-informed discernment within the larger
diocesan family.

The Diocese of Hexham and Newcastle serves the North-East of England. Many of
these communities experience significant social and economic challenge. In several
areas, deprivation is high, earnings fall below the national average, and levels of
debt, child poverty, and ill health remain deeply concerning. These realities shape
the pastoral landscape in which the Church is called to proclaim the Gospel.

We Plan from Reality

Participation in the life of the Church has declined markedly over recent decades.
Mass attendance has fallen significantly, and the number of baptisms, confirmations,
marriages, and receptions has reduced. The number of active lay faithful involved in
ministries and volunteering has also decreased, leaving fewer hands to sustain local
Mission.

The number of diocesan priests has fallen dramatically over the past seventy years
and is projected to decline further in the coming decade. At the same time, the
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number of retired clergy continues to grow, and more than half of those currently in
ministry are over the age of sixty. This emerging picture is not simply about numbers;
it invites us to develop new patterns of collaboration, shared responsibility, and lay
leadership so that priestly ministry may remain sustainable and life-giving.

Alongside these changes, the Diocesan family faces increasing pressure in
maintaining buildings, supporting ministry, and meeting growing regulatory and
safeguarding responsibilities. Yet, this is not a story of decline alone. Across the
Diocese we see clear signs of grace: the faithful witness of our priests, deacons and
people, the dedication of volunteers, vibrant parish communities, and the remarkable
contribution of our Catholic schools — which are often the Church’s most visible
presence in many areas. We therefore begin not from nostalgia, but from clarity.

Reading Our Reality in Faith — Christian hope is rooted in truth.

To see our situation clearly is not pessimism but an act of faith — for it enables wise
decisions, courageous leadership, and deeper trust in the Lord who continues to
guide His Church. The Church has always adapted her pastoral life in response to
changing circumstances while remaining faithful to her Mission, this moment is no
exception. That same faithfulness is asked of us now.

What this Reality Now Asks of Us

Responsible stewardship calls us to ensure that the resources entrusted to us —
people, buildings, and finances — are aligned with the Mission of the Church both
now and for future generations.

One Diocesan Family

From both a canonical and financial perspective, the Diocese is one family in which
parish and central resources are closely interconnected; what affects one part
ultimately affects the whole. Recognising this co-responsibility is essential if we are
to plan wisely and act together.

Clergy and Sustainable Ministry

With fewer priests available for parish ministry and increasing demands on their time,
there is a growing concern for the health and wellbeing of our clergy — their care is a
diocesan priority. Sustainable patterns of leadership — marked by co-responsibility
— will be vital if our communities are to flourish.

Property and Mission

Our diocesan estate was largely built for a different era — one characterised by
larger congregations and greater clergy presence. Many rightly feel deep attachment
to the buildings that have served communities faithfully across generations. Yet
attempting to maintain the full number of diocesan properties can become a
distraction from the Church’s primary purpose. Future generations will not thank us
for inaction. We must therefore ask with honesty: Do our buildings strengthen our
Mission, or do they increasingly limit our ability to resource it? Stewardship is not



measured by preservation alone, but by whether what we sustain truly serves the
proclamation of the Gospel. Buildings exist for Mission — not Mission for buildings.

Financial Sustainability

Across the Church, traditional sources of income are under pressure while costs
continue to rise. Although reserves provide stability in the short term, they are not
inexhaustible. Wise leadership calls us to act while we still have the capacity to plan
thoughtfully rather than respond in crisis. Now is the time for careful, prayerful, and
realistic planning so that our communities may remain vibrant and sustainable into
the future. The decisions we face are not about managing decline, but about
releasing future mission.

The Invitation Before Us

This discernment is not primarily about preserving structures, but about shaping a
Church that is missionary, resilient, and capable of serving future generations. We
are not simply asking: How do we preserve what we have inherited? We are asking:
What must we become so that the Gospel may continue to flourish in our
communities?

Discernment therefore calls us to:

« face our reality with honesty

* release what is no longer sustainable
* strengthen what is life-giving

* plan courageously for the future

If we listen deeply, act wisely, and walk together, this time of transition can become a
moment of renewal — helping to shape a more missionary Church. Discernment
begins not from fear, but from trust. Christ remains the head of His Church. The Holy
Spirit continues to guide us. Let us move forward with clarity, courage, and hope.

Our Diocesan Reality — At a Glance
e Mass attendance | 77% between 1985 and 2024
e 170 churches
« 156 Catholic schools
o Diocesan Priests projected by 2035: ~42
« High levels of deprivation across the diocese
e Rising compliance
e Income declining
« Financial reserves are finite

See appendix 5 for further details on the diocesan context.
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Part D — The Pastoral Strategy Planning Process

Parish
discernment

a N

Diocesan Loca‘l L
plan communities
synthesis
Councils & Area.
Consulters synthesis &
plans

D1. Phase 1 — Parish Discernment (Spring 2026)

Parishes are at different stages of development. Some have only recently been
created, while others remain in more established patterns. Because of this, some
communities will recognise their emerging reality quickly, while others may find it
harder to understand or accept. What matters most in this Phase 1 is that each
Parish reflects honestly on its Mission and contributes to the wider Diocesan plan.
This shared work will directly support the implementation of synodality in our Diocese
and is intended to lead to growth.

Step A: At the end of this Mission Discernment Toolkit there is a Template form
(Part H) designed to capture the outputs of Parish discussions. This is to be
completed by the Parish and returned to discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk by
23 April 2026.

Step B: Parishes will then share insights with their local communities to shape
shared Mission and structural recommendations. Where Partnerships are working
this would be an appropriate forum. This step (Part 1) is to be completed by a group

of parishes working together and returned to discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk
by 4 June 2026.

D2. Phase 2 — Area (Deanery) Synthesis (Summer 2026)

Phase 2 will focus on deepening our sense of Mission, identifying examples of good
practice, and taking concrete steps to future-proof our properties and communities.
This phase will be shaped at Deanery level, guided by the agreed set of principles
from part B2 of this document, and it will be supported through ongoing
accompaniment and dialogue from Diocesan clergy, staff and volunteers.

11
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D3. Phase 3 — Diocesan Pastoral Action Strategy Plan and Implementation
(Autumn 2026)

The Bishop, with input from his Board of Trustees, will synthesise all reflections into
a Diocesan Pastoral Strategy Action Plan with clear support structures.

D4. Ongoing Support and Review

e Accompaniment from a Diocesan Support Team.
e Annual review of progress.

e Continued prayer and discernment.

THE TIMELINE

Phase 1(Step A) Spring 2026
Parish discernment

Form H returned by 23rd April 2026

Phase 1(Step B) Local Communities
(parishes/partnerships) discerning
together

Form I returned by 4th June 2026 ]

Larger area (Deanery) synthesis
Plans returned by 15 July 2026

Phase 3 Autumn 2026 Diocesan
Pastoral Action Plan and begin
implementation

[ Phase 2 Summer 2026

12



A Question to Guide Our Discernment:

What courageous decisions today will allow future
disciples to thrive here tomorrow?

Let this question shape every conversation that
follows.

13



Part E — Local Mission Discernment

What are we called to do?

The Church reminds us that the Parish is not an outdated structure. It can take many
shapes depending on the missionary creativity of its Priest and people. It is meant to
be a sign of the risen presence of Christ and a house among houses, bringing the
Gospel into every part of daily life (Pastoral Conversion of the Parish, 5-7).

The Catechism summarises the Mission of every Parish in four essential tasks (CCC
2179):

o Worship — celebrating the Eucharist and the sacraments.
o Teach — handing on the faith.

e Serve - living Christ’s love in concrete action.

o Community — gathering and forming the People of God.

A parish that lives these four purposes becomes a living cell of the Church: a place
where the Word is proclaimed, faith is nourished, charity is lived, and hope is
renewed.

In light of this vision of what a Parish is and what it is called to do, we are invited to
look with honesty at the Church in our own area. Our Mission, worship, teaching,
service, and community life unfold in real places, with real resources, and in a
changing context. Care for our Priests is essential, as sustainable priestly ministry
depends on realistic patterns of worship and shared responsibilities. Deacons also
play a vital role in supporting Mission and service across our communities. Catholic
schools enrich this Mission by forming young people in faith and equipping them to
live as disciples in the world.

To sustain our Mission, we must consider how our resources—especially our Parish
buildings—serve it. Buildings can strengthen or weaken our ability to worship, teach,
and serve, so we are asked to reflect on both Mission and buildings together, with

faith, clarity, and courage, so that our communities can adapt to the emerging future.

Please reflect on each dimension of Parish Mission and Stewardship using the
questions and prompts provided in Parts E, F and G. Consider what is true
now, and what may be true in the next 5-8 years.

Your Parish Data pack includes local data to be used for reflection in light of
the diocesan context and to help steer your thinking.

Following from this local communities will be asked to produce a short, shared
proposal outlining local patterns of Mission, worship, collaboration, and the use of
buildings. A template is provided at the end of this pack see Part T .
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Mission Discernment

E1. WORSHIP — Celebrating the Sacraments as Places of Encounter

What is going well?
Where are the challenges?

Prompts:

How do people experience our Masses and sacramental celebrations?

How might this change in the next 5-8 years?

How do we support families before and after sacraments?

What helps people stay connected after moments of encounter?

What prayer opportunities exist beyond the Mass?

What will it look like if there were three or two or even one priest in your area?
Where would they live?

What three Sunday Masses could be offered by each Priest?

How might worship continue if we had no resident Priest?

Are we burying more parishioners than we baptise?

E2. TEACH — Handing on the Faith

What is going well?
Where are the challenges?

Prompts:

How are people of all ages in the community growing in faith and
understanding?

How might this look in 5-8 years?

How are young people learning, leading, and serving today, and how might
we strengthen this over the next few years?

How are we working with our Catholic schools now, and how might that
partnership develop in the years ahead?

How sustainable are our catechetical programmes?
How are we preparing future leaders and catechists?

E3. SERVE — Sharing Christ’s Love in Action

What is going well?
Where are the challenges?

Prompts:

What needs in the community do we currently respond to?

How do we work with other groups to respond to the needs in the area?
What might these needs look like in 5-8 years?

What concrete social action does your community provide for the area?
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Even with fewer clergy and volunteers, how could we maintain and develop
our social action?

How well do we include younger generations in service?

How well is lay leadership supporting our outreach now, and what will be
needed for long-term sustainability?

E4. COMMUNITY — Building a Family of Faith

What is going well?
Where are the challenges?

Prompts:

How do people experience welcome and belonging?
How do we support the vulnerable and isolated?
What strengthens our resilience and joy?

What might threaten our future vitality?

How are decisions and responsibilities shared today, and what patterns of
leadership will we need for the future?

How well do we support Priests, Deacons, volunteers, and staff today, and
what support will be needed for a healthy community in the future?

In what ways do we embrace the differences we see in our community?
In what ways are we building community ecumenically and with interfaiths?
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Part F — Stewardship Review

Reflect on how Parish resources—people, buildings, finances—serve the Mission.
F1. FINANCES

e Are finances transparent and understood?

e Are we sustainable over the next 5 years?

e Are our finances regularly monitored and reviewed?

o What major costs are expected?

o Are we using money wisely to support Mission?
F2. BUILDINGS

e Do our buildings strengthen or drain Mission?

o How well used are they?

e How do the running and maintenance costs impact on Mission?

« Are buildings accessible, safe, and fit for purpose?

« Could we collaborate with neighbouring parishes and schools?

e What opportunities exist to reduce carbon impacts from our buildings?
F3. PEOPLE

« Do we have enough volunteers?

e Isleadership sustainable?

o Are we developing future leaders and Vocations?

« Are the places of worship conveniently located to serve the existing centres of
population and are there any expected changes e.g. significant local house
building?

« Are there parishioners who for reasons of poverty or disability would find it
impossible to travel to another church?

e Is there a need in the local community (e.g. deprivation/poverty) that means
the site is particularly important for outreach work? (Most Local Authorities
have information on levels of deprivation in their communities.)

F4. SUSTAINABILITY QUESTIONS
« What is essential for Mission?
o What is no longer sustainable?
e What could be shared, merged, or released?

« Are there any other sources of income that could be utilised? E.g. expanding
the use of the parish hall.

o If we had no buildings to maintain, how might we redirect that energy toward
evangelisation, service, or formation?

« What opportunities exist to reduce carbon impacts from clergy and parishioner
travel?
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« Are we willing to consider alternative arrangements — shared sites, mergers,
releasing buildings — if they would strengthen our ability to worship, teach,
serve, and build community?

Final Discernment Question

What courageous decisions today will allow future disciples to thrive here
tomorrow?

Part G — Snapshot Summary and Local Conclusions

Summarise the key insights from Parts E and F. This summary will be used in your
next stage of planning. We are reflecting on where communities are flourishing and
can be held up as beacons of light to guide others. We are also reflecting on what
needs to change.

G1. What is thriving and must be strengthened?

G2. What should be adjusted?

G3. What drains Mission and may need to be released?
G4. Where is the Holy Spirit prompting bold steps?

G5. What are our next steps as a parish?

Provide clear, honest, and prayerful conclusions that name what the Spirit seems to
be asking of us now. Briefly describe how this discernment was reached e.g who
was involved and how decisions were made.

It is strongly recommended that there is a lead person responsible for this
submission. Their responsibility is to collate the input, ensure consistency and
to check the actions are actionable.
NEXT STEPS
Once the following reflections have taken place:

. The Mission Discernment form (Part E),

. The Stewardship Review form (Part F),

. Summary and Parish conclusions (Part G)

Parishes should complete the return form (Part H) and return to
discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk by 23" April 2026.

These Parish submissions are then to be prayerfully brought together with local
communities (neighbouring parishes/ Partnerships) to prepare a local area plan.
(Part I) This is to be returned to discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk by 4th
June 2026.

These local area plans will by synthesised into larger area levels and will form the
foundation for the next stage of the journey: the Deanery Conversations and a
Diocesan wide plan, as described in Part D.
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Part H — Step A — The Parish Return Form
Sections 1-5 to be completed and returned
by 23" April 2026

Section 1: Introduction

In dialogue with your community, especially young people (in line with synod
guidance) reflect on your local data sheets alongside the diocesan context. Please
summarise your reflections from Part E, F and G by completing this template and
returning it by 23 April 2026 to discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk

PARISH NAME:

PARISH TOWN:

DEANERY:

What was the process followed to reach these conclusions? E.g. clergy & laity
involved, young people’s voices considered, prayer & listening shaped decisions:

Beacons of Mission: Practices that either show signs of hope others could learn
from, or faithful responses uniquely shaped by your local context:
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Section 2: Mission Discernment

Please use the suggested prompts at Part E of The Mission Discernment Toolkit
to guide your conversations and complete the following section.

Mission: WORSHIP - Celebrating the Sacraments as Places of Encounter

Reflection and conclusions:

1. What are we proposing to do? Concrete actions: (Distinguish what you

will do now, next, over a longer journey and who is responsible for leading
it.)

2. Why are we proposing this? (Link to Mission.)

3. Dependencies: (What will be needed to make this happen? (E.g. people,
formation, finances, property decisions, Bishop approval, other parishes co-
operating.)

4. What will be the outcome if this action cannot happen?

5. How will worship be organised in the area if there are less priests and
less worshippers?

Mission: TEACH - Handing on the Faith

Reflection and conclusions:

1. What are we proposing to do? Concrete actions: (Distinguish what you

will do now, next, over a longer journey and who is responsible for leading
it.)
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2. Why are we proposing this? (Link to Mission.)

3. Dependencies: (What will be needed to make this happen? (E.g. people,
formation, finances, property decisions, Bishop approval, other parishes co-
operating.)

4. What will be the outcome if this action cannot happen?

Mission: SERVE - Sharing Christ’s Love in Action

Reflection and conclusions:

1. What are we proposing to do? Concrete actions: (Distinguish what you

will do now, next, over a longer journey and who is responsible for leading
it.)

2. Why are we proposing this? (Link to Mission.)

3. Dependencies: (What will be needed to make this happen? (E.g. people,
formation, finances, property decisions, Bishop approval, other parishes co-
operating.)

4. What will be the outcome if this action cannot happen?
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Mission: COMMUNITY - Building a Family of Faith

Reflection and conclusions:

1. What are we proposing to do? Concrete actions: (Distinguish what you

will do now, next, over a longer journey and who is responsible for leading
it.)

2. Why are we proposing this? (Link to Mission.)

3. Dependencies: What will be needed to make this happen? (E.g. people,
formation, finances, property decisions, Bishop approval, other parishes co-
operating.)

4. What will be the outcome if this action cannot happen?
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Section 3 - Stewardship and Our Common Home (Property)

Accessibility (to be completed by Parish)

Site Building | Estimated | Estimated | Estimated | Level Accessibl | % of Describe local public
Name Name Occupancy | hours of number of | access into | e WC people transport links
Capacity use per car and within | within the | travelling
week parking the building by car
spaces building (Yes/No)
(Yes/No)

Notes: Estimated occupancy capacity — This is simply intended to be a reasonable estimate of the capacity of our churches, halls and meeting spaces. In
the future it may be necessary to check these capacity figures against the site Fire Risk Assessment the survey programme for which is currently underway
across our Diocese.

Existing and potential future uses (to be completed by Parish)

Site Name: Building Name | Existing uses Potential future uses
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Section 4: Stewardship Review Discernment

Please use the suggested prompts at Part F of The Mission Discernment Toolkit
to guide your conversations and complete the following section.

Stewardship: FINANCES

Please summarise your conclusions based on F1. discussions

Stewardship: BUILDINGS

Please summarise your conclusions based on F2. discussions

Stewardship: PEOPLE

Please summarise your conclusions based on F3. discussions and the following
questions:

How does your parish benefit from its Parish Finance Council and Parish Pastoral
Council?

Does your parish have active representation on the Partnership Development
Group?

Are there potential lay leaders in the parish and would they be willing to be trained?

Stewardship: SUSTAINABILITY

Please summarise your conclusions based on F4. discussions

What is your assessment on sustaining current mission provision over the
next 10 years?
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Section 5: Snapshot Summary and Parish Conclusions

Please refer to Part G of The Mission Discernment Toolkit to guide your
conversations and complete the following section. Provide clear, honest, and
prayerful conclusions.

What is thriving and must be strengthened?

What should be adjusted?

What drains Mission, is unsustainable, and needs to be released?

Where is the Holy Spirit prompting bold steps?

What are our next steps as a parish?

A REMINDER OF NEXT STEPS

Once completed, the parish should submit this Part H which is a summary of
findings from The Local Mission Discernment (Part E), The Stewardship Review
(Part F), and The Parish Snapshot Summary and Conclusions (Part G) to
discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk by 237 April 2026.
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To follow after Part H has been submitted

Part I is to be completed by a number of neighbouring
parishes working together and returned by 4t June 2026

Part I- Step B — Combined Local Communities
(Parishes/Partnerships) Return Form

Guidance on completing the template

Working with neighbouring communities and/or within a Partnership reflect on your
local conclusions build up the picture of what a broader plan for our future Mission
could look like. This larger plan needs to ensure it is specific and orientated to
actions that will lead to flourishing.

Considering actions:

When moving from discerned priorities to action, it helps to work in three clear
stages: goals, objectives, and concrete steps.

e Start with a shared goal that expresses the direction you want to travel e.g We
want to have more young people in our community. This requires more
specific thinking, for the purpose of this explanation | am going to compare
this to the goal ‘| want to be healthier.’

e You have a goall/ priority now move to defining the objectives that describe
what would need to change to achieve that goal e.g To be healthier | am
going to exercise regularly and eat better.

e Finally, agree concrete steps that are specific, realistic actions that the parish
can actually take, with named responsibility and a timescale. e.g | am going to
book a health check, walk twice a week, eat high fibre and high protein
breakfasts.

The following action plan will need to be returned to
discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk by 4t June 2026
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Part I Neighbouring Parishes: From Mission Discernment to Faithful Action

Name of Partnership or Parishes involved:

Name of contact/ lead:

Fill in one row per action. Duplicate the table as needed.

Who will

Goal and Key When we hope What/ Who lead this

A . N How this serves to begin each . and who
rea of Parish Objective . will be .

Life our Mission Concrete steps step needed we will .
work with
to move
forward

Is this
parish/

What we sense ‘ Timejine - . Partnership-
the Spirit is asking - immediate 3-12 Dependencies: led PL,

Pointers: us to change the_specllflcl months. 1-3 years. | people, prayer, | Deanery-

(create a new line actions it will take 3-10 years. What support, dependent
o must happen first resource DD,
per priority) for this to work? or Diocesan
enabled
actions DE

E1 Worship

E2 Teach

E3 Serve

E4 Community
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F1 Stewardship-
Finances for
Mission

F2 Stewardship
— Buildings for
Mission

F3 Stewardship-
People for
Mission

F4 Stewardship
— sustainability
of Mission

A REMINDER OF NEXT STEPS
Once completed, the group of parishes should submit this plan to discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk by 4" June 2026.

These plans will be prayerfully brought together at Deanery level and will form the foundation for the next stage of the journey: The
Diocesan plan.
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	In 2025 we launched our Diocesan Vision; it came from a shared journey of prayer and listening. Across the Diocese, we have sought as communities to hear God’s call and the voices of our people. I have listened to your hopes, your challenges, and your...
	I invite all parishes to reflect on their mission using this Toolkit. This begins phase 1 of implementation of our vision. Parish responses will then be shared with local Communities (parishes/Partnerships) and then with Deaneries. This process will d...
	+Bishop Stephen
	HOW TO USE THIS TOOLKIT
	This process is intended to support prayerful, honest, and forward-looking discernment across our diocesan family. It is not an exercise in producing lengthy reports. What matters most is clarity, openness, and a shared desire to respond faithfully to...
	As you work through the Toolkit, we encourage you to approach it in the following spirit:
	 Begin with prayer. Create space to listen to the Holy Spirit and to one another before drawing conclusions.
	 Reflect honestly. Speak truthfully about both strengths and challenges, trusting that clarity helps us plan wisely for the future.
	 Focus on Mission. Allow the question of how we proclaim the Gospel and sustain vibrant communities to guide every conversation.
	 Think beyond personal preference. Discernment is not about preserving everything as it is, nor choosing what feels most comfortable, but about seeking what will help future generations thrive.
	 Share responsibility. Involve clergy and lay faithful in meaningful dialogue wherever possible, recognising that discernment is the work of the whole People of God.
	 Look ahead with hope. Avoid framing decisions only around present pressures; consider what will be needed in the years to come.
	 Keep it practical. You are not expected to solve every challenge locally or produce extensive documentation — thoughtful, realistic reflections are far more valuable than lengthy responses.
	Most parishes will find that this work is best undertaken through well-prepared conversations rather than extensive meetings. The Pastoral Council is likely a good group to support this process. Move at a pace that allows prayerful listening while kee...
	Above all, approach this process with courage and trust. The Lord who has guided the Church through every age continues to lead us today.
	A guidance webinar is planned online on the 3rd March at 7pm to answer questions and support the beginning of this process. Details about the webinar can be found at:  https://diocesehn.org.uk/whats-on/event/pastoral-strategy-webinar/
	WHAT IS IN THE TOOLKIT?
	Part A – An introduction to the Pastoral Strategy Mission Discernment Toolkit
	Part B – The Diocesan Framework:  Our pastoral priorities and principles for change
	Part C – The Diocesan Context:  An overview of the communities which make up our Diocese
	Part D – The Pastoral Strategy Planning Process:  How this work fits into the overall planning process
	Part E – Local Mission Discernment:  Guidance for Parishes on how to reflect on the Mission of the Church in their own area, focussing on how we serve, worship, teach and build community
	Part F – Stewardship Review:  Guidance for parishes about reflecting on how Parish resources – people, buildings, finances – serve the Mission
	Part G – Snapshot Summary and Parish Conclusions: Guidance for Parishes on summarising their conclusions.
	Part H – Step A – The Parish Return Form
	Part I – Step B – Combined Local Communities (Parishes/ Partnerships) Return Form
	WHAT ACCOMPANIES THIS MISSION DISCERNMENT TOOLKIT?
	Every parish priest also has a personalised parish data pack
	There are separate resources to guide reflection to be found here and further information appendices available on the diocesan website, www.diocesehn.org.uk.
	The template forms are designed to capture the outputs of Parish discussions.
	Part H is to be completed by the Parish and returned to discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk by 23rd  April 2026
	Part I is a return by a number of parishes in an area and is to be returned to discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk by 4th June 2026
	Hexham & Newcastle Diocesan Mission Discernment Toolkit
	Parish Use – Phase 1, 2026
	A2. The purpose of this Toolkit – Fewer Hands Carrying a Shared Mission
	Across our Diocese — and in many parts of the Church in the western world — we are living through a period of great change. Fewer priests and fewer parishioners have reshaped parish life over recent decades, and this trend continues. We cannot ignore ...
	Yet this reality does not diminish our hope. The Mission entrusted to us has never depended on numbers or structures alone. Every baptised person shares the call to hand on the faith, nurture disciples, and strengthen the Church’s presence through pra...
	This Mission Discernment Toolkit supports that work. As part of Phase 1 of the Diocesan Pastoral Strategy Planning process, it is intended to help Parish communities reflect honestly, prayerfully, and practically on their present reality and future Mi...
	 listen to the Holy Spirit and to one another
	 understand their local Mission, strengths, and challenges
	 reflect on resources, buildings, and sustainability
	 discern how Parish life can serve the next generation
	 contribute to Diocesan Pastoral Strategy planning
	This is not a formality or simply an administrative task. It is a spiritual and communal process that will help us build flourishing communities rooted in worship, service, formation, and belonging.
	Holding fast and letting go.
	As we enter this time of discernment, it is important to hold together two spiritual truths: there are gifts we must safeguard with gratitude, and there are realities we must release with trust. Change can stir uncertainty, yet the deepest foundations...
	The Mission of the Church does not change. We remain called to proclaim the Gospel, celebrate the sacraments, serve those in need, and form communities where people encounter the living God.
	Our identity as the People of God does not change. The Church is not defined primarily by buildings, structures, or numbers, but by our communion in Christ and our participation in His saving work.
	The centrality of the Eucharist does not change. The celebration of the Mass will always remain the source and summit of our shared life.
	Our commitment to care for one another does not change. We honour the faithful service of our priests, deacons, religious, lay leaders, and volunteers, and we remain dedicated to supporting healthy, sustainable ministry for the future.
	Our hope does not change. We move forward not from fear, but from trust in the Holy Spirit who continues to guide and renew the Church in every age.
	At the same time, faithful discernment asks us to look honestly at the realities before us. The circumstances we face today have not arisen from a single decision, group, or moment in time. They are the result of many converging factors — cultural shi...
	For this reason, our task is not to search for causes in order to assign responsibility. Nor is it helpful to look backwards with regret or towards one another with blame. Discernment invites something more fruitful: a shared readiness to respond to t...
	We begin from the conviction that this is our reality together, and therefore it is also our shared calling to shape the path ahead. In doing so, we may discover that we are being asked to let go of certain things — not as an act of defeat, but as an ...
	We may be called to reconsider how buildings and resources are used, recognising that what supported Mission in the past may require adaptation to serve it effectively today. We may need to gently loosen expectations formed in a different era of Paris...
	We may even be invited to let go of the understandable desire to preserve everything exactly as it has been, allowing instead for the missionary imagination that the Spirit awakens in every generation. It is about focusing our energy where it will bea...
	Letting go is never easy. Many of the realities we may be called to reconsider hold deep memories and significance. Where change brings a sense of loss, that experience should be met with compassion and pastoral care. Grief is not a sign of weak faith...
	Yet the Gospel reminds us that fruitfulness often requires pruning:
	“Every branch that bears fruit he prunes, to make it bear more fruit.” (John 15:2)
	When undertaken prayerfully and wisely, releasing what is no longer sustainable creates space for renewal. The Church has never been sustained by buildings alone, nor by familiar structures. She is sustained by the grace of God and the faithful witnes...
	This is a shared invitation — to clergy and laity alike — to deepen our trust:
	 Trust that God is already at work ahead of us.
	 Trust that the Holy Spirit continues to guide the Church.
	 Trust that what is entrusted to God is never lost, but transformed.
	We are not called to preserve the Church exactly as we received it. We are called to hand it on — living, faithful, and missionary — to those who will come after us. Let us therefore move forward together, holding fast to what endures, releasing what ...
	A3. Our Vision and Mission
	Our Vision - What is the Lord calling us to be?
	A flourishing Diocese alive in the Holy Spirit, where people encounter Jesus Christ, live with justice and compassion, grow as one family of faith, and are formed and sent as missionary disciples for the life of the world.
	Our Mission - What is the Lord calling us to do?

	We have four commitments included in our Vision that expand how we will work with Christ and together to achieve our Mission.
	The Four Commitments

	Part B – The Diocesan Framework
	B1. Diocesan Pastoral Priorities
	B2. Principles for Change

	Part C – The Diocesan Context
	C1. Our Current Diocesan Reality — A Community of Communities
	This section supports parishes in reflecting on their local reality within the wider diocesan picture. The accompanying data pack for your parish is provided to encourage honest, prayerful, and well-informed discernment within the larger diocesan family.
	The Diocese of Hexham and Newcastle serves the North-East of England. Many of these communities experience significant social and economic challenge. In several areas, deprivation is high, earnings fall below the national average, and levels of debt, ...
	We Plan from Reality
	Participation in the life of the Church has declined markedly over recent decades. Mass attendance has fallen significantly, and the number of baptisms, confirmations, marriages, and receptions has reduced. The number of active lay faithful involved i...
	The number of diocesan priests has fallen dramatically over the past seventy years and is projected to decline further in the coming decade. At the same time, the number of retired clergy continues to grow, and more than half of those currently in min...
	Alongside these changes, the Diocesan family faces increasing pressure in maintaining buildings, supporting ministry, and meeting growing regulatory and safeguarding responsibilities. Yet, this is not a story of decline alone. Across the Diocese we se...
	Reading Our Reality in Faith – Christian hope is rooted in truth.
	To see our situation clearly is not pessimism but an act of faith — for it enables wise decisions, courageous leadership, and deeper trust in the Lord who continues to guide His Church. The Church has always adapted her pastoral life in response to ch...
	What this Reality Now Asks of Us
	Responsible stewardship calls us to ensure that the resources entrusted to us — people, buildings, and finances — are aligned with the Mission of the Church both now and for future generations.
	One Diocesan Family
	From both a canonical and financial perspective, the Diocese is one family in which parish and central resources are closely interconnected; what affects one part ultimately affects the whole. Recognising this co-responsibility is essential if we are ...
	Clergy and Sustainable Ministry
	With fewer priests available for parish ministry and increasing demands on their time, there is a growing concern for the health and wellbeing of our clergy – their care is a diocesan priority. Sustainable patterns of leadership — marked by co-respons...
	Property and Mission
	Our diocesan estate was largely built for a different era — one characterised by larger congregations and greater clergy presence. Many rightly feel deep attachment to the buildings that have served communities faithfully across generations. Yet attem...
	Financial Sustainability
	Across the Church, traditional sources of income are under pressure while costs continue to rise. Although reserves provide stability in the short term, they are not inexhaustible. Wise leadership calls us to act while we still have the capacity to pl...
	The Invitation Before Us
	This discernment is not primarily about preserving structures, but about shaping a Church that is missionary, resilient, and capable of serving future generations. We are not simply asking: How do we preserve what we have inherited? We are asking: Wha...
	Discernment therefore calls us to:
	• face our reality with honesty
	• release what is no longer sustainable
	• strengthen what is life-giving
	• plan courageously for the future
	If we listen deeply, act wisely, and walk together, this time of transition can become a moment of renewal — helping to shape a more missionary Church. Discernment begins not from fear, but from trust. Christ remains the head of His Church. The Holy S...
	 Mass attendance ↓ 77% between 1985 and 2024
	 170 churches
	 156 Catholic schools
	 Diocesan Priests projected by 2035: ~42
	 High levels of deprivation across the diocese
	 Rising compliance
	 Income declining
	 Financial reserves are finite
	Part D – The Pastoral Strategy Planning Process
	D1. Phase 1 — Parish Discernment (Spring 2026)
	Parishes are at different stages of development. Some have only recently been created, while others remain in more established patterns. Because of this, some communities will recognise their emerging reality quickly, while others may find it harder t...
	Step A: At the end of this Mission Discernment Toolkit there is a Template form (Part H) designed to capture the outputs of Parish discussions.  This is to be completed by the Parish and returned to discernment.returns@diocesehn.org.uk by 23 April 2026.
	Step B: Parishes will then share insights with their local communities to shape shared Mission and structural recommendations. Where Partnerships are working this would be an appropriate forum.  This step (Part I) is to be completed by a group of pari...
	D2. Phase 2 — Area (Deanery) Synthesis (Summer 2026)
	Phase 2 will focus on deepening our sense of Mission, identifying examples of good practice, and taking concrete steps to future-proof our properties and communities. This phase will be shaped at Deanery level, guided by the agreed set of principles f...
	Parish discernment
	Local communities’ synthesis
	Area synthesis & plans
	Councils & Consulters
	Diocesan plan
	D3. Phase 3 — Diocesan Pastoral Action Strategy Plan and Implementation (Autumn 2026)
	The Bishop, with input from his Board of Trustees, will synthesise all reflections into a Diocesan Pastoral Strategy Action Plan with clear support structures.
	D4. Ongoing Support and Review
	 Accompaniment from a Diocesan Support Team.
	 Annual review of progress.
	 Continued prayer and discernment.
	THE TIMELINE
	A Question to Guide Our Discernment:
	What courageous decisions today will allow future disciples to thrive here tomorrow?
	Let this question shape every conversation that follows.
	Part E — Local Mission Discernment
	Mission Discernment
	E1. WORSHIP — Celebrating the Sacraments as Places of Encounter
	E2. TEACH — Handing on the Faith
	E3. SERVE — Sharing Christ’s Love in Action
	E4. COMMUNITY — Building a Family of Faith

	Part F — Stewardship Review
	F1. FINANCES
	F2. BUILDINGS
	F3. PEOPLE
	F4.  SUSTAINABILITY QUESTIONS

	Part G — Snapshot Summary and Local Conclusions
	G1. What is thriving and must be strengthened?
	G2. What should be adjusted?
	G3. What drains Mission and may need to be released?
	G4. Where is the Holy Spirit prompting bold steps?
	G5. What are our next steps as a parish?

	To follow after Part H has been submitted
	Part I is to be completed by a number of neighbouring parishes working together and returned by 4th June 2026
	Part I– Step B – Combined Local Communities (Parishes/Partnerships) Return Form
	Guidance on completing the template

