
 

ARCHDIOCESE OF CARDIFF 

SYNOD 2021-23 

SAINT HELEN’S PARISH REPORT  
 

 

 

Introduction – Special Characteristics of the Parish 

 

The Parish of St Helen’s serves Caerphilly town itself together with the neighbouring towns 
and villages of Llanbradach, Abertridw, Senghenydd, Bedwas, Trethomas and Machen. The 
Parish falls within the catchment area of St Helen’s Catholic Primary School and Cardinal New 
High School, Pontypridd and serves Ysbyty Ystrad Fawr in Ystrad Mynach. The present parish of 
Caerphilly includes the two previous church communities of All Souls, Senghenydd, and St 
Vincent, Trethomas. 

Our parish was first established at Pwll-y-Pant on the outskirts of Caerphilly in 1916. It moved 
in 1934 to the current church site in the centre of Caerphilly near the castle. The Present 
Church was built in the 1964 in an original and modern style to the design of the Architect, 
Tom Price MC, who worked over many years with Archbishop Murphy.  

Our former Parish Priest, Canon John Griffiths, oversaw the re-ordering of the church interior. 
The decision to re-order the church coincided with the approach of the new millennium. The 
first plans were made in 1999.  It took three years for these ideas to be realised and the end 
result is the church interior you see today. 

Our Community Hall is a great asset. It provides an extremely useful facility for our parish and 
the wider community in Caerphilly and is used by many different organisations. 

There are many active ministries, charitable and social groups within our parish and we are 
engaged with wider community activities and charities in the Caerphilly area. Our parish is 
made up of members from many different ethnic backgrounds and this is a major strength. 

Shortly before the pandemic the retirement of some members of the aging Parish Council 
brought on its closure. In 2021 a ‘Parish development’ group was formed to discern the impact 
of the Pandemic, and the way forward after. When one member of this group was asked to be 
the Parish Synod Representative, the other Representative was co=o[ted, and the group 
morphed into a Synod Discernment Group, now working to take the process forward in the 
Parish. 

The current Parish Priest, Canon John Kelly, is also temporarily serving the neighbouring Parish 
of St Peter’s, Bargoed. 

 



Methodology  

Nov 2021 Action 

Training  

Comment  

Two members of the Parish Discernment Group undertook 
diocesan training and reported back to the parish. 

Dec 2021 Action 

Discernment group 
meeting 

Comment  

Meeting held to discuss the best ways to engage with the 
parish and with members of our parish community who no 
longer attend church. A series of methods, outlined below, 
were chosen. 

 

Jan 2022 Actions 

Discernment group 
meeting 

Listening wall put up in 
church and parishioners 
asked to stick post-its on 
the wall. 

 

Leaflet issued  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discernment group 
members undertook 
telephone conversations 
and visits to housebound 
parishioners and a number 
of identified non-mass 
attenders. 

 

Comment  

 

 

Listening wall questions:  

What do you like about the Parish and the church?  

What would you like to change in the Parish or the Church?  

 

Leaflet questions:  

1. Why have people stopped coming to Church even before 

the pandemic?  

2. What do you think needs to change? How could we be 

more welcoming as a church?  

3. What has been the impact of Covid 19 on your family 
and neighbours and has it changed your attitude 
towards the church?  

4. The parish is trying to help as many people as possible. 
Are there other areas where help is needed? 

 

 

The above 4 questions were used to stimulate discussion. 

 

 

 

 

 



Sunday afternoon walk-in 
meeting focused on the  
listening wall comments 

Members of the discernment group met with members of the 
parish after Sunday mass and over an ‘open afternoon’ held on 
the same Sunday. 

Feb 2022 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Actions 

Parish meeting 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Parish musicians’ meeting 

 

School survey 

 

Online survey 

 

 

 

Discernment group 
meeting 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Comment  

Following questions discussed at a well-attended meeting of 90 
minutes duration: 

1. Why have people stopped coming to Church even before 

the pandemic?  

2. What do you think needs to change? How could we be 

more welcoming as a church?  

3. What has been the impact of Covid 19 on your family 
and neighbours and has it changed your attitude 
towards the church?  

4. The parish is trying to help as many people as possible. 
Are there other areas where help is needed? 

 

Above questions discussed 

 

Carried out by St Helen’s Primary School. Children’s drawings and 
written answers received by the parish. 

 

The four questions asked on the leaflet and at the parish meeting 
were used as survey questions  

 

 

All responses were analysed and organised firstly into categories 
and then into six wider themes which reflected the comments 
received: 

1. Liturgy 

2. Mission and Social Responsibility 

3. Church Building and Environment 

4. Education and Parish Development 

5. Church Teachings 

6. Wider Church Organisation. 

Themes 1-4 concentrate on what we feel we already do or should 
do within our parish; 5-6 look at wider issues for the global 
Catholic Church. 



 

 

These have been used to complete the three response headings 
which make up the body of this report. 

March 2022 Action 

Report drafted and shared 
with parish. 

Comment  

Summary bullet points have been arranged under each of the 
three response headings of this report. Comments selected 
reflect the range of views. Where larger numbers of respondents 
have expressed similar views they have been indicated in the text 
and expressed in the key points at the end of each section.  

 

April 2022 Action 

Meeting to devise parish 
action plan to address 
parish mission.  

Comment  

A parish action plan will be devised in a user-friendly manner. It 
will identify short, medium and long term objectives. It is hoped 
it will act as catalyst to renew our sense of mission and social 
inclusion as a parish and to engage parishioners in our collective 
ministry. 

 

May 2022 and 
on-going 

Action 

Engagement with and 
realization of our action 
plan. 

 

Comment  

This will involve non-bureaucratic practices and a sense of active 
and inclusive ministry and responsibility. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



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

This section concentrates on activities within our parish community at St Helen’s. 

• Generally, parishioners considered St Helen’s to be a welcoming, friendly community.  The 
number of ministries and social groups were appreciated. 

• Parishioners highly valued the presence, support and guidance offered by Canon John Kelly. 

• During the covid pandemic there was a general appreciation of the online masses and other 
liturgical services. One parishioner commented, “during the pandemic I was really surprised 
to discover how taking part in online masses became a very spiritual experience.” Another 
said, “I felt connected with a far bigger, wider and more diverse community for a time, 
which I loved.”  

• Parish online masses and zoom social sessions such as the Lockdown Diaries series and the 
Online Book Club, helped parishioners keep in contact. For many housebound and 
vulnerable parishioners the online facilities made them feel more connected with the 
parish than they had been prior to the pandemic. We must ensure as many housebound 
and vulnerable parishioners have access to the internet as possible and maintain online 
coverage of mass. 

• Some respondents requested sessions for adults which explained Catholic beliefs and 
liturgical practices: “the liturgy is a mystery to many…. we need to explain it, step by step.” 

• One respondent commented that the church generally needs to address “the missing 
demographic of 12-30 year olds.” A considerable number of other respondents felt that as 
a parish we could work harder at making mass welcoming for children, adolescents and 
young families. For these groups mass was often too long and the music solemn or old 
fashioned rather than uplifting.  

• Masses needed to engage and actively involve more children, adolescents and young 
families: “While the Mass is a rich and beautiful celebration, it is deeply rooted in a 
historical context and this does not appeal to the younger elements of our society. We can 
use the Mass as our central celebration but we could provide worship in a non-Mass setting 
where younger people could lead and take an active role. We benefit from a beautiful 
external environment at St. Helen’s and we should make greater use of this in our 
celebration taking our worship out of doors.” 

• While the music group was appreciated there was a general request for “more uplifting 
hymns that are easier for everyone to sing.”  

• We should “engage the gifts and experiences of all the ethnic groups that make up our 
parish”. 

• The church building, parish hall and grounds were very much appreciated but there were 
requests to improve the broken light at the front of the church and to improve the sound 
system. The grounds should be opened up more to the parish. 

 
Key points: 

• As well as all the other positive things about our parish, continue with online 
coverage of mass and generally improve the sound system. 



• Explore ways of engaging children, young people and families, e.g.  regular ‘relaxed 
and shortened masses’, reinstate children’s liturgy, introduce ‘messy church’ events, 
bring back the youth club, teach fun hymns, form of a youth choir, reintroduce family 
and ‘home’ groups. 

• Hold sessions, in addition to RCIA, to explain our beliefs and liturgy. 

• Regular engagement of all our ethnic groups in the liturgy and other aspects of church 
life. 

• Make more use of the church grounds and facilities as part of our liturgical and social 
activities. 

 

 

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

This section considers church engagement with the wider community in Caerphilly and with those 
Catholics who choose no longer to attend church. 

• Prior to the Covid pandemic parishioners felt we actively participated in charitable activities, e.g. 
CAFOD, SVP and other fundraising events. We also worked as part of wider community action and 
voluntary groups, such as the Caerphilly Night Shelter and Caerphilly Council of Churches. It is 
essential that this continues post-Covid. 

• During lockdown many appreciated the contact groups set up within the parish. However, some felt 
that unless they had a particular physical need nobody engaged with them. Communication is 
important and “reaching out through diverse methods of communication would be better than the 
usual ways which can just preach to the converted.” 

• If the church’s presence is to be felt in its own community and in the wider community of 
Caerphilly, we must improve our communication systems. Suggestions included greater use of 
social media platforms, online communities and improvement of the church website. Important 
messages and notices could also be shared through the various online communication systems 
employed by St Helen’s School and Cardinal Newman High School. 

• Some respondents felt we needed to do more to publicise our faith and to inform the general 
public of our charitable and social activities. In fact, several parishioners commented that they were 
unaware of the range of ministries and activities undertaken at St Helen’s. “Social media has a 
tremendous influence on people’s lives, therefore we should use it to our advantage.” 

• We need to understand why Catholics stop attending church (mass). One parishioner wrote: “many 
people no longer feel the need to have faith in God. They don’t understand our belief in the real 
presence of Our Lord. If one doesn't feel that connection, our religion could be seen by some as an 
outdated activity." Lots of young people have so many activities in their lives they have no time for 
church. Young people often succumb to peer pressure not to attend church. 

• A large number of post-its and comments stated that divorcees who had remarried felt the church 
was unwelcoming and consequently stopped attending. Often their children do not attend and this 
non-attendance then continues down the generations.  

• Many felt that the church’s teaching on divorce, remarriage and birth-control needed to be updated 
to reflect the views of other Christian denominations. 

• The church was felt to be unwelcoming to gay and LGBT+ people. A number of post-its and online 
respondents thought that gay marriages should be allowed in church. 



• We should welcome members of other churches at communion, just as their churches welcome us. 

• We need a parish action plan. We should include in that plan activities aimed at welcoming back 
non-attending members of our community, initially through social activities. 

Key points: 

• Improve our communication networks and messaging. 

• Continue to grow our engagement in charitable activities and with the wider community. 

• Revisit our attitude to divorce, remarriage and receiving Christians of other denominations at 
communion. 

• Be more welcoming to divorced people and members of the LGBT+ community. 

• Plan a range of activities to welcome back non-attending members and attract new members. 

• Set in place a parish action plan. 

 

 

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

This section addresses issues not just for our parish but for the wider Catholic church. 

• Given the shortage of vocations to the priesthood, it was felt that several parishes would have to 
share clergy in the near future. Mass would probably be celebrated less frequently and on some 
Sundays be replaced by communion services. Members of parishes would need to step up to 
undertake many liturgical, pastoral and administrative duties.  If the church is to survive the laity 
will need to take ownership of these duties.  

• Training needs to be set up for lay ministries at diocesan, deanery and parish levels. The setting up 
of ministry support groups “will help people feel more confident to share the responsibility.” We can 
no longer hold the view that “father should do this or father should do that.” 

• Some respondents reported that “our traditions and stances on morality are correct. Do not 
change 2,000 years of success due to issues of perception within pop culture.” Others stated, “I am 
proud of our Catholic teaching.” One respondent felt that “the Christian message gets lost through 
the emphasis both inside the church and outside being placed on the wrong things.” There are 
fashions like mindfulness that distract us from prayerfulness. 

• However, many more (in terms of online responses, discussion and post-its) considered that 
women should be much more engaged in the liturgical life of the church at all levels, including 
ordination as priests.  

• There were also comments that priests should be allowed to marry and calls for married deacons, 
both male and female, to be appointed. “The Church globally will hopefully move towards a time 
when there is less distinction between clergy and laity. An all-male, mainly celibate clergy will 
become less and less relevant or disappear entirely.” 

• Others called for the church to reconsider its views on contraception: “the evidence is clear that 
Catholics overwhelmingly reject the official teaching but the hierarchy ignore this. It is left to the 
parish priests again to keep this show on the road by working around it. I suspect we lose the best, 
idealistic people because they are not prepared to pretend that they are observing the teaching.” 

• As stated above a number of respondents felt LGBT+ parishioners should be welcomed and 
allowed to celebrate marriage under the same conditions as heterosexual Catholics. 



• Several respondents pointed out that the church is perceived as being very wealthy and could 
deploy that wealth to support the needy. Another stated that the church has allowed itself to 
become “a gloomy, miserable tyrant obsessed with sexual and gender issues.” 

• A few people shared the view that there are child abuse scandals in the church still being revealed 
and there is “lack of accountability and lack of leadership in dealing with [them]. We need to put 
our hand up and say we got it wrong, a touch of honesty is some areas is seriously needed.”  

• Finally, an online respondent considered that the call for a synod across the whole world was 
exciting. “Once this way of working is embedded across the church, I feel we will see great changes 
if only everyone is open to embrace it.” Another said, “we cannot lose this opportunity to emerge as 
the Church of the Modern World.” 

Key points: 

• Greater involvement in lay ministries founded on appropriate training and on-going support. 

• More involvement of women in the liturgy, including ordination of women priests. 

• Consider allowing priests to marry and introduce male and female deacons. 

• Revisit the church’s teaching on contraception. 

• Consider LGBT+ marriage. 

• Embed the synodal way of thinking. 

 

 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


