
                                                                     

ARCHDIOCESE OF CARDIFF 
SYNOD 2021-23

PARISH REPORT 
The Parish of St. Frances of Rome, Ross-on-Wye

Introduction – Special Characteristics of the Parish

Ross-on-Wye retains its traditional character as a market town and the 
congregation of St Frances of Rome draws from the town itself, the surrounding 
villages and the rural areas in the south-eastern part of the county. St. Frances 
shares its priest with St. Mary’s Church, Monmouth.

There is a Community Hospital and there are approximately five Nursing and 
Residential Care Homes within the Parish boundaries. 

There is a primary school, St Joseph’s, about half a mile from the Church. About 
30% of the pupil roll of 120 are Catholics. Some of those children regularly 
attend Mass with their parents.

The parish demographic can be described as ‘ageing’, with a large proportion 
beyond retirement. The congregation regularly numbers between 60-80 (during 
non-Covid restrictions times). It is principally white, British born, with very small 
numbers belonging to ethnic minorities. It is a stable population, occasionally 
supplemented by very small numbers of seasonal agricultural, migrant workers. 
There are some family groups with children under 11 years and babies. There 
are practically no teenagers in regular attendance.
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____________________________

Methodology 

November/December 2021

Participation in two Diocesan training sessions by one of the two Parish 
Diocesan representatives (PDR).

Dissemination of information regarding the Synodal initiative to three other 
members of the Parish Synodal team (PST).

Discussions with Parish Priest, Fr. Nicholas James, regarding our interpretation 
of the initiative and plans for proceeding under the headings: Communion, 
Participation, Mission. 

January 2022

The first part of the plan, announced in advance in the parish on-line bulletin, 
was to deliver a short address to the congregation at the end of Mass on the 
Feast of the Holy Family, 2 January, 2022. This address was postponed in the 
light of the onset of the omicron variant, the fact that an evening meeting to be 
held during some of the longest nights of the year would deter some elderly 
parishioners from attending and the announcement that the date of submission 
of the report had been put back by several months. Subsequently the address 
was given on 30 January following further discussions with Fr. Nick the previous 
week and Diocesan Training on 26 January.

February 2022

The first parish meeting was on 9 February; all parishioners were invited to 
attend. Beforehand, the meeting was ‘advertised’ in the online bulletin and from 
the pulpit. It was stressed at each stage that there were several ways in which 
parishioners were invited to participate and to forward their views: by attending 
the meetings, by writing and using the comments box in the church, by email, 
verbally to the PDR. Synodal prayer cards with the Adsumus Sancte Spiritus 
printed were professionally produced and made available to all. A white board 
with information about the Synod and containing relevant comments and 
questions was displayed in the Parish Room. 

Just under 40 parishioners attended the meeting. Following prayers, a bible 
reading and a blessing given by Fr. Nick (who subsequently left), there was a 20 
minute whole group discussion on ‘the joys’ of attending St Frances. After that, 
four break-out groups were formed and each considered the difficulties and 
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concerns that were felt about the future of the parish and how as parishioners 
we could seek to enrich participation in the life of the church. A whole group 
plenary session followed where each break-out group reported on what had 
been discussed. Practically all those in attendance took some part in the whole 
group and/or the break-out discussions. (The substance of each of the above 
sessions is summarized in the next section of the report).

A meeting was held on 12 February with PST in order to discuss the first meeting 
and to plan the way forward.

Key points from the 9 February meeting were published in the online bulletin 
the following week. 

A flyer was distributed to parishioners at the midweek Masses w/b 14 February 
aimed at those who, owing to Covid, do not attend Sunday Mass. Subsequently 
another flyer was distributed aimed at those who knew Catholics who no longer 
attended the church.

A meeting with Fr. Nick and the Monmouth PDR took place on 16 February to 
share ideas and thoughts regarding the Synod.

A second Parish meeting was held on 23 February. As before, it had been 
advertised. This time just over 20 were in attendance. It was explained that the 
first meeting had constituted the Communion and Participation parts of the 
initiative and we were moving towards our Mission for the Parish.

The key issues discussed, which had arisen from the feedback we had gathered, 
had indicated that the Parish saw it mission as:

• Raising our profile in the local area and our own awareness of 
environmental issues;

• Reaching out to and catering for all in our parish;

• Strengthening our link with the parish school.

Practically all those in attendance took some part in the discussions. (Again, the 
substance of the ensuing discussion is summarized in the next section of the 
report).

March 2022

A meeting was held on 2 March with the PST in order to discuss the first meeting 
and to plan the way forward. It was decided that a further, focused meeting 
would be held on 15 March to discuss the first two of the issues discussed at the 
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23 February meeting in order to plan in more detail the Mission for our Parish. It 
was decided that the planning for strengthening our link with the parish school 
would be better served by forming a separate, specialist group tasked with 
carrying this matter further. This has been done.

Third Parish meeting to be held on 15 March.

Deanery Synod Meeting date tbc. PDR in attendance with Fr. Nick.

Draft of Diocesan report to be sent to Fr. Nick and the PST during w/b 14 March. 
Agreed and signed report to be sent to the Diocese by 21 March.

Review of 3rd Meeting and future planning with PST, date tbc. Further 
discussions with Fr. Nick regarding the way forward.

_______________

Communion- How does our Church function in our local area?

The Church on a day to day basis

St. Frances has one Sunday Mass and two weekday Masses in normal times as 
well as opportunities for receiving the Sacrament of Reconciliation and Stations 
of the Cross at other times. 

There are regular altar servers, readers and steward/greeters in attendance at 
each service.

Pre-Covid, Eucharistic Ministers assisted at Mass and there was a Children’s 
Liturgy. Some Eucharistic Ministers also took the Sacrament to the sick and those 
unable to attend Mass.

Drinks and refreshments are available after Mass in the Parish Room with a rota 
of helpers.

A small team takes care of the fabric of the Church, undertakes church cleaning, 
the arrangement of flowers and the upkeep of the surrounding grounds. Masses 
have been live-streamed during Covid and this service is currently still being used 
by up to 30 people at a time although not all of them are regular members of the 
St. Frances congregation.

In non-Covid times, weekly Lenten lunches were served in the Parish Room. 
These were advertised in the Ross area and attracted some non-Parish members.

In non-Covid times, there were regular meetings of the Parish Social and Fund-
Raising Committee. The committee organised a calendar of events such as the 
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Summer Fair, an Advent Evening of Music and Readings, outings to places of 
interest and talks with a Catholic focus/theme.

In non-Covid times, there was a Padre Pio prayer group. Other social meetings 
included a sewing and a book group.

St Frances Church is an active member of the local Churches Together 
organisation.

An Open Day is held every year where visitors are shown around the church and 
can learn about its function and history.

At the 9 February meeting those in attendance reflected on the joys they felt at 
coming to St Frances for Mass. This is a brief summary of what was said, in no 
particular order:

 Entering this beautiful building. 
 Fr. Nick saying Mass; Fr. Nick’s influence on our spiritual lives; his 

explanations which are erudite, thoughtful but never condescending; his 
knowledge of church history to place the scriptures in context.

 The sense of fellowship; sense of community; the importance of coming to 
church, being welcomed, feeling part of a community. 

 The music: violin and the choir.
 Watching online during Covid: still being part of the community; 

geographically distant friends of the parish being able to take part.
 The importance of Masses during these difficult times, of being physically 

present in the church to receive the Eucharist.
 Those who maintain the church and its grounds to such a high standard 

and ensure the smooth running of the day to day life of our church; in 
normal times the groups who support such as children’s liturgy, lenten 
lunches, sewing group, finance, social and fundraising and many more.

_____________

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

A digest of the ‘listening phase’ of our Synodal journey is below. It is divided into 
three parts. 

1. General comments made at the 9 February meeting under the following 
headings:

Consideration of the difficulties and concerns that we might feel about the future 
of the parish;
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How can we enrich participation in the life of this church? 

 Concern about the average age of priests and parishioners, and 
commensurately, fears for the future;

 many expressions of nostalgia, generally by older members attending, for 
a return to times past;

 the urgent need for vocations to the priesthood; issues that arise from the 
restricted nature of the priesthood: issues to do with married priests, 
women priests and deacons;

 the lack of young children and teenagers in the congregation, how to 
attract them, how to keep them, how to make them feel part of the 
community; our interactions with St. Joseph’s School;

 the ‘competition’ with the demands of a secular society, the pressures to 
conform to secular society views, the ‘voice’ of the church not heard or 
regarded in society; the pressures of changed work patterns on 
attendance at Mass;

 that we are too insular as a parish: we do not reach out to others – the 
lonely, sick and isolated, those from other countries, those who are losing 
or have lost their faith; we need to ‘advertise’ church services, let the local 
community know what we are doing;

 St Frances needs to be physically open for private prayer during the week; 
we need to be prepared to evangelise within our local area;

 the abuse scandals which have shaken our faith; contentious debates in 
society which also divide opinion within the church such as same sex 
marriage, attitudes to and acceptance of divorced people and those in 
second unions; 

 we have lost touch with the scriptures and the Holy Spirit in our daily lives;
 the absence of faith groups and social gatherings for all ages at our church 

(realisation that this has been partially affected by the pandemic);
 our attitude to environmental issues and awareness of the effects of 

climate change is lacking; the effect of the pandemic needs to be 
discussed and analysed;

 a need to offer both ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ forms of worship in 
recognition of the diverse nature and age-profile of the congregation we 
seek to attract.

(Although the comments above do not reflect a consensus in each case, they 
were topics raised in most or all of the ‘break-out’ groups and therefore should 
be considered as ‘majority’ or commonly held views).



06012022 Parish Report Template   F Callus 7

2. Other minority or individually held views expressed at the 9 February 
meeting 

 The sanctity of marriage is a great concern, the acceptance in society of 
same sex marriage is wrong. Christian love should be between a male and 
female. The older generation should be examples to younger generations 
of this. The media promotes same sex relationships, it is taught in schools 
and widely accepted. The church has a role to play in promoting m/f 
marriage.

 There is a danger that we are losing Catholics to Islam.

3. General and minority held views expressed at the 2nd Parish Meeting on 23 
February

Themes under discussion at the meeting:

Raising our profile in the local area and our own awareness of environmental 
issues;

Reaching out and catering for all in our parish;

Strengthening our link with the parish school.

 There was strong support, post-Covid, for the re-starting of groups which 
supported both the religious and the social life of the parish and to 
encourage the formation of new ones, such as a Bible Study Group.

 There was support for reaching out to the wider Ross community though 
the formation of a Parish Outreach Group. This would seek to develop and 
to build on existing support for such initiatives as food banks, Christians 
Against Poverty, free-cycling, the Ross Community Garden, Envirobility, 
Churches Together. A minority view objected to liaising with a specific 
faith group.

 There was support for reviving the SVP group in the parish, recognising its 
importance in working with the lonely, the homeless and those 
marginalized in our society.

 There was support for improving the links with St Joseph’s School and to 
raise the profile of the school in the parish. Ideas for proving opportunities 
for the young people to participate in Church services were made; the fact 
that 24 pupils from the school were due to receive their First Holy 
Communion in 2022 was seen as an ideal opportunity for enhancing 
school/church liaison.
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 There was support for the church building to be open for private prayer 
more often during the week. It was noted that the times of St Frances’ 
church services were no longer listed in the Ross Gazette. It was felt, by 
some, that the parish newsletter, both online and in hard copy form, could 
be developed further in order to promote the spiritual and social aspects 
of the life of the parish and to provide an essential conduit for 
church/school liaison. 

 There was general support for the continuation of the stewarding 
arrangements started during the pandemic.

3. Views collected from individuals who were not present at the meetings on 9 
and 23 February.

A view from someone who has left the church: (key points)

• The Church has lost its sense of mission because it has focused too much 
on participation and communion.

• We should be able to go to Mass to sit quietly, pray, sing, listen, receive 
Holy Communion.

• Too many lay people involved in the mass – readers, prayers, offertory.

• Too many parish activities outside of the Mass, led to complication, 
duplication and bad feelings. This led to Catholics becoming inward looking, not 
supporting the community

• Put the emphasis back on the spiritual rather than the secular.

• Fund raising through tithing, and one or two events in the year.

• Wind down purely social events, parishioners encouraged to join in local 
community events instead.

• Church would then become more spiritual, less secular, and a visible part 
of the local community.

A view from a young person, who is a parishioner:

• Education today can often be contradicting to belief, many young people 
choose to accept reality.

• Many people believe that the church is not accepting of some of their 
opinions.
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• There are changing views about the relationship between morality and 
religion.

• Sometimes the allure of the world is too big and people too busy to even 
think about it.

• Sometimes people just decide to pull away from faith and choose not to 
attend.

• Some young people think that if they don’t agree with everything in the 
religion they are unable to join.

Other individual parishioner views, verbally, by email and letter (key points)

• Young people feel negatively judged by parishioners: young people are 
often compassionate and kind but are more inclusive than the church: is there a 
place for listening to young people on difficult issues, removing barriers and 
building better relations: Loneliness is an issue, especially post covid: would 
welcome more opportunity for private prayer.

• My dream for the church - any Christian church - is for it to make some 
connection and speak to the younger generations.  Without this, it seems to me 
that the church is dying, as our generation dies out.

• The last two Popes before this one and many Bishops have been 
instrumental in smothering the voice and inspiration of Vatican II. There needs 
to be a reform of Canon Law: the Church today as an institution is not fit for 
purpose in the 21st century: Our priest is an inspiration and spiritual guide.

• There should be more visiting of homes by parish priests; an evening Mass. 
How do we get a more personal relationship with God; how can we 
communicate with our Parish priest?

• We need to prioritise activities that we as a Catholic community will 
commit to: Some behaviours and attitudes of other Christian faiths may not be 
compatible with those of our faith.

• Given the age profile of the parish perhaps its mission is to reach out to 
older people, the Catholic Church has always focused on youth. There is a lot in 
later life which provides an opportunity for spiritual enrichment.  

___________________

Mission: How do we take the Gospel message out from our parish community?
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The 3rd Meeting is scheduled to take place on 15 March. As before, it has been 
advertised both at Mass and online. As noted above, following the meeting of 
the Parish Team on 4 March it was decided that the following two topics would 
be discussed at this meeting to form the focus of St Frances’ Mission as part of 
the Global Synodal Intiative:

Outreach to the local community and beyond;
Deepening our commitment to the faith and enhancing the life of the parish.

A separate group comprising parishioners with links to St Joseph’s School has 
been tasked to work on aspects of the relationship between the Church and the 
school. They will report back in due course.

_____________

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

Over-dependency on the clergy throughout the church will soon result in a crisis. 
There are too few priests and deacons to go round, and even if changes are 
made to allow married and/or female priests to enter the priesthood the road to 
ordination is a long and testing one. In the meantime there will be no option 
other than to devolve increasing responsibility onto the laity. It seems sensible 
to recognise this as an inevitable outcome, and to start making provision for it.

Sign Off 

This Report is submitted to the Diocesan Synodal Team on behalf of the Parish 
community of St Frances of Rome, Ross-on-Wye, Herefordshire

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

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

Signed …………………………………………….   Parish Representative 


