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Summary of recurring themes, frequency, notable ideas, beacons and pressure points 

Prepared from Parish Return Form themes collated into 17 partnership summaries and related summary 

documents 

Executive summary 
The parish return forms point to a consistent direction of travel: parishes are seeking a more sustainable, lay-led, 

family-facing and missionary model of parish life. The dominant concern is not simply the continuation of existing 

activity, but the formation of people, structures and habits that can sustain mission with fewer clergy and more 

shared responsibility. 

• Lay leadership and lay ministry appear in every partnership summary and remain the strongest common 

theme. 

• Family engagement, sacramental preparation and post-sacramental follow-up are recurring priorities, 

especially around Baptism, First Holy Communion and Confirmation. 

• School links, youth leadership and provision for children not closely connected to Catholic schools are 

repeatedly raised. 

• Many partnerships want practical systems for identifying gifts, recruiting volunteers and forming catechists, 

ministers and pastoral council members. 

• There is a growing emphasis on welcome, inclusion, communication, digital reach and care for the sick, 

housebound, bereaved and isolated. 

• There is a request for the Curia to provide a small number of shared tools and pathways rather than many 

separate local initiatives. 

Scope and method 
This document is compiled from Partnership summaries created by Amy Cameron having read all parish return 

forms. 

Theme frequency is counted by presence in a partnership summary: a theme is counted once per partnership 

even when local documents contain repeated references such as “x3” or “x5”. Where internal repetition is 

especially significant, this is noted separately. 

Theme frequency summary 
Theme cluster Frequency What it includes 
Lay leadership, lay ministry, lay-led services 
and lay formation 

17 of 17 Lay leaders, lay-led prayer and services, lay-led funeral 
services, lay-led RCIA, wider formation for lay responsibility. 

Families, parents, children and young families 14 of 17 Parent support, young families, family-friendly Masses, 
children’s liturgy, school-gate engagement, family prayer 

groups. 
Sacramental preparation and follow-up 12 of 17 Baptism, First Holy Communion, Confirmation, marriage 

preparation, Confession formation and post-sacramental 
support. 

School links and Catholic school relationships 12 of 17 Primary and secondary school links, parish-school policies, 
chaplaincy and children not in Catholic schools. 

Catechist recruitment and formation 11 of 17 Recruiting, training and forming catechists; strengthening 
children’s liturgy and sacramental teams. 
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Volunteer recruitment, gifts surveys, skills 
audits and parish databases 

11 of 17 Census of gifts, skills audits, Called & Gifted, parish 
databases, young volunteers and broader volunteer 
recruitment. 

Youth ministry, youth leadership and young 
adults 

10 of 17 Parish youth councils, youth Masses, young adult groups, 
youth leadership and resources for young people. 

Adult faith formation, prayer formation and 
evangelisation formation 

10 of 17 Adult formation, faith-sharing groups, Catholic Social 
Teaching, prayer formation and local formation requests. 

Welcome, inclusion and community life 10 of 17 Welcomers, welcome ministry, social development, ethnic 
diversity, international communities, LGBTQ+ inclusion and 
disability support. 

Pastoral councils and renewed parish 
structures 

9 of 17 Renewed pastoral councils, parish councils, action groups, 
mission teams and submission groups. 

Care for sick, housebound, bereaved, isolated 

or vulnerable people 
8 of 17 Care home outreach, housebound provision, bereavement 

care, dementia-friendly status, transport and healing 
Masses. 

Digital communication, livestreaming, IT, 
websites and WhatsApp 

8 of 17 Livestreaming, parish WhatsApp, websites, IT support, social 
media and renewed communication tools. 

Women deacons, women priests or married 
priests 

7 of 17 References to women deacons, female priests, women’s 
ordination and married priests/men. 

Music, liturgy and worship development 6 of 17 Music ministry, children’s liturgy, new musicians, praise and 
worship, family-friendly Masses and benediction. 

Transport and access 4 of 17 Transport for parishioners, transport for sick and 
housebound, and transport to another church. 

New housing estates and geographic outreach 3 of 17 Outreach to new housing estates and new geographic 
communities. 

Main findings 

1. Lay leadership is the clearest and most universal priority 
Every partnership summary contains some reference to lay leadership, lay ministry, lay-led services, lay formation 

or shared lay responsibility. This includes formal lay leadership training, lay-led Eucharistic or prayer services, lay-

led funeral services, lay-led RCIA, pastoral council development and broader formation for lay involvement. This 

is the most urgent strategic theme because it connects directly with sustainability, mission, clergy deployment and 

succession planning. 

2. Sacramental preparation needs to become a route into ongoing parish life 
Many partnerships/ groups of parishes are concerned that families appear at sacramental moments but do not 

always remain connected afterwards. The repeated ideas include family catechesis, Baptismal welcome, post-

sacramental support groups, extended First Holy Communion programmes, parents’ formation, renewed 

Confirmation, Confession formation and invitation into adult formation or RCIA. 

3. Families and young families are a major mission priority 
The summaries repeatedly ask how parishes can reach parents, children and young families more effectively. 

Practical ideas include opportunities after school drop-off, families taking part in the offertory procession, family-

friendly Masses, small family prayer groups, children’s liturgy, children’s choirs and sustained family contact after 

Baptism and First Holy Communion. 

4. Schools are a key bridge to parish life 
A strong thread runs through the summaries about primary and secondary school links. Some partnerships 

describe strong parish-school relationships, while others ask for closer links, especially with secondary schools. 

John Ingram includes especially practical ideas such as a parish/school “journeying together” policy and a priest 

welcoming at the school gate. 

5. Recruitment and formation of catechists, volunteers and ministers is a major concern 
Many partnerships/ parishes want more catechists, welcomers, extraordinary ministers, readers, musicians, 

children’s liturgy leaders, youth leaders and general volunteers. The repeated references to skills audits, gifts 
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surveys, parish databases and Called & Gifted suggest a need for a standard method of identifying and inviting 

people into service. 

6. Parish structures need renewal 
Repeated references to renewed pastoral councils, parish councils, action groups and mission teams suggest that 

parishes want more robust local structures. These structures are not merely administrative; they are being linked 

with mission, succession planning, decision-making and lay leadership. 

7. Welcome, inclusion and belonging are becoming more explicit 
The summaries speak not only about programmes but about culture: welcome, social life, international 

communities, diversity, LGBTQ+ inclusion, disability support, immigrant family involvement and community 

belonging. This suggests that retention and growth are being connected with how people experience parish life. 

8. Practical outreach remains a strong sign of mission 
Care for sick, housebound, bereaved, isolated and vulnerable people appears in many summaries. Examples 

include care home outreach, housebound provision, healing Masses, bereavement groups, transport, dementia-

friendly status, parish welfare funds and use of premises for refugees or young people’s care. 

Interesting ideas pulled out separately 
Idea Why it is interesting 
Parish/school “journeying together” policy A practical framework for making school links intentional rather than dependent on 

individual relationships. 
Priest at the school gate welcoming 
families 

Simple, visible and relational; could strengthen parish-school-family connection. 

Families doing the offertory procession 
together 

A small liturgical action that visibly includes families and children. 

Small groups of families for connection 

and prayer 
Could help retain families after sacramental preparation and build peer support. 

Census of skills, Called & Gifted and 
parish database 

A recurring practical tool for identifying gifts, succession planning and inviting people 
into ministry. 

Anchor house of prayer A distinctive prayer-focused parish hub idea from Bede. 
Early morning service with breakfast Accessible for workers and families, and potentially useful as an entry-point activity. 
Dementia-friendly status A concrete pastoral and community-facing action. 
Lay-led funeral services A significant development in lay ministry and pastoral care. 
Livestreaming leading people to join the 

Church 
Shows digital communication as evangelisation, not only convenience. 

Our Lady of Fatima statue on a family rota A strong example of domestic church, family prayer and long-term devotional 
continuity. 

Weekly peace vigils Simple, visible Justice and Peace expression of parish mission. 
Parish transport to another church A practical response to reduced local provision or changing Mass patterns. 
Possibility of a school becoming a parish Unusual and strategic, but would need careful exploration. 
Pets Mass A low-pressure outreach event that may reach people not normally engaged. 
Young people leading Services of Word 
and Communion 

Moves young people from recipients of ministry to visible leaders. 

Priests sharing a parochial house A practical idea around priestly support and future deployment. 
Quarterly Healing Mass for the sick and 
housebound 

Combines liturgy, pastoral care and outreach. 

Parish welfare fund A concrete local sign of mission, care and solidarity. 
 

Beacons and examples worth sharing 
• A number of places show growth in Mass attendance, a strong welcome and community life 

• Many report livestreaming and include how this brings people to Church, there is an increased website reach 

• A couple of parishes report annual programmes of talks 
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• There are accounts of successful parish mergers, mission teams, and one return mentioned around 1,200 

people attending Easter Masses  

• One parish for Christmas outreach fed around 180 people, delivering a further 180 meals, and sustaining a 

cleaning team of more than 70 volunteers.  

• Some parishes talked about the Parish and school journeying together with visible priestly presence, family 

offertory processions, strong links with schools, and active social outreach.  

• One parish desired to create an anchor house of prayer, others reported early morning services with 

breakfast, parishes with a healing and prayer focus, lay-led services, an action group, and gaining dementia-

friendly status.  

• Suggestions included a named parishioner acting as school link, follow-up contact with families after Baptism, 

a family prayer statue rota, peace vigils, and increased volunteer involvement.  

• Other beacons included a dedicated environmental group, chaplaincy links, strong music and liturgy, a 

financial support fund, parents’ peer-support group, and a vibrant social life.  

• Finally, there was an account of a parish welfare fund and experience of long-term ministry without a resident 

priest. 

 

These are just a selection and many parishes had others to note. Overall it gives a picture of a vibrant 

diocese alive and active. 

Headline conclusion 
The partnership summaries point to a Church that recognises the need to move from clergy-centred maintenance 

towards formed lay leadership, family-centred evangelisation, stronger parish structures, practical outreach and 

more intentional welcome. The most promising next step is to translate repeated local requests into shared 

diocesan tools: a lay formation pathway, a gifts audit template, a parish-school engagement framework, a 

sacramental follow-up model, and practical guidance for renewing pastoral councils and parish action groups. 

 


