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The Synodal experience in the Diocese of Portsmouth

Introduction

The Diocese of Portsmouth has undertaken a lengthy period of listening and discernment over the last two 
years, in order to develop a long-term plan of spiritual renewal. During 2020 an extensive survey was undertaken 
‘A Thousand Voices: The views, hopes and fears of the lay faithful in the Catholic Diocese of Portsmouth’ was 
published in June 2021. 

Pastoral area and Deanery reviews were completed in November 2021 and further engagement of the laity via 
meetings with the Bishop has been ongoing since January 2022. The Synod has provided further opportunity 
for development of the themes that have emerged from the earlier work. 

Methodology

In the 2020/21 Survey “1000 Voices” 1,775 respondents from across the Diocese shared more than 40,000 
comments describing their personal experience of church life. The majority of participants were aged 61 and 
over and 88% identified as white British / European or of Indian origin. 

These statistics gave us a clear mandate to hear from those who did not participate in the diocesan survey and 
so we actively and deliberately encouraged those groups not represented in the survey to participate in the 
consultation phase of the synodal journey. 

We received feedback from all Universities across the Diocese; from 19 Primary Schools and 13 Secondary 
Schools (which includes responses from staff, students, and their families). To further encourage the younger 
members of the Diocese to participate, many parishes ran synod reflection sessions with their Confirmation 
groups too. 

Synodality, a journeying together, requires a companion. The emphasis on communion, mission and participation 
meant that lone, individual responses to the ten thematic nuclei was not encouraged. 

Most participants were involved at the parish level, meeting in groups (ranging in size from 6 people to over 
100 people) representing contributions from both the lay faithful and the parish clergy. A number of meetings 
also took place across the Diocese for those who, for whatever reason, were unable to be involved in parish 
meetings.

Combining the feedback received from the diocesan survey with responses received for this initial phase of the 
synodal process we have just under 5,000 individuals represented in this report. 

Synthesis

Three separate groups met to help with the synthesis of responses. In total, three Priests, two deacons, eleven 
lay women and four lay men were involved in this process. 
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I. THE JOURNEYING COMPANIONS
The need to be more welcoming was implicitly accepted by most and a few stated this need explicitly (‘the 
Catholic church is not as welcoming as other churches’; ‘We could be more welcoming to people on the margins’; 
We need to try and find ways of being out there, rather than waiting for people to come through the door’). 

Welcoming ministry

Suggesting solutions, many responses focused on the welcome that parishioners receive when they enter the 
church for Mass. Over one third of responses mentioned ‘welcomers’ – people who greet parishioners and hand 
them a Missal and a hymn book. A few stated that the welcoming could be warmer, or that ‘welcomers’ should 
speak to parishioners after Mass. Some said that welcoming should be the responsibility of all parishioners, not 
only the Welcome Ministers (‘Our informal conversations after Mass should include people we might not know, 
not just established friendship groups’). There were also practical ideas, including welcome posters, ‘Name 
Badge Sunday’ and technology (‘Live-streaming Mass’; ‘Using Multi-media’; ‘screen projection’; ‘social media’). 
Several stated that the church building should be open during the day. 

Groups and events

Some respondents suggested that small groups enable people to feel more welcome and involved in their 
church, sustaining welcome beyond the initial entry into church (‘Have parish groups aimed at specific ages/
types, e.g., youth, teenagers, young adults, mothers, men, the elderly … Groups can provide spiritual life, prayer, 
mutual support, learning, socialising.) Some specified social activities; others, prayer groups. Technology was 
also mentioned (‘Have Zoom groups for social interaction’), and some called for larger events such as Parish 
trips and pilgrimages (‘travelling together often makes the basis of common experiences and friendships.’) 
The need for children and young people to meet together was very frequently mentioned (e.g., ‘Keep FHC/
confirmation candidates involved after the courses have finished’).

Community

Around 10% of respondents saw welcoming as a matter of reaching out to non-Catholics. Suggestions for doing 
this included, ‘Be more visible in the community’; ‘Have drop-in times for all not just Catholics’; ‘Help those in 
need in the community’ ‘offer a gentle, soft-touch pathway into RCIA or formation opportunities’ and ‘do more 
with other Christian denominations. 

They felt that the sense of community had been eroded during the pandemic. “The Church is in need of a 
reboot, reinvigorating”. 
They articulated that the Church should create a sense of community through the activities not just the prayer 
life that it offered. “Not just about prayer but should permeate everyday life. Important to feel loved in your 
community, to build spiritual and social bonds”.  They felt that priests were a key factor in whether the church 
felt like a community or not. “Relationships with Priests is vital and not consistent from Parish to Parish. Priests 
that run activities that bring together diverse groups of people are the best for building community”.
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Inclusivity

Around 30% of respondents suggested that welcoming would require a less judgmental attitude and reaching 
out in particular to people who might not be able to take Holy Communion (‘We have to make ALL welcome; and 
this includes people married to partners who are not Catholic; people who are divorced, people in same-sex 
relationships and those baptised Catholics who do not currently engage with our parish or liturgies.’) Responses 
specified those with physical and mental disabilities and speakers of languages other than English. Some of 
these comments were critical (‘The Church needs to be more open and less conservative’; ‘The Church needs to 
be far more inclusive and should formally include everyone regardless of who or what they are’)

In particular young people identified groups that they perceived were not welcome, this included LGBTQ+, 
divorced, co-habitors and young people.

Change of heart 

A few suggested that a more profound change was necessary (‘Prepare to take risks in following Christ in a 
secular world’; ‘There should be no hidden agendas’; ‘Be more friendly, more humble’.) 

II. LISTENING
The majority of the responses received in regard to listening focused on the parish. There was a strong emphasis 
on being more compassionate and less judgemental when listening to the life story of others. A change in our 
approach would foster a deeper sense of trust and openness, which, in turn would encourage a more authentic 
conversation ecumenically and with ‘alienated’ sections of secular society. 

Listening in the parish

A third of all responses suggested that discussion groups should be established in each parish providing a ‘safe 
space’ to discuss issues and controversial topics. Some noted that ‘strong voices’ already active in the parish 
have a far greater opportunity to contribute to what is ‘listened to’ thereby influencing the life and direction of 
parish life. It was also felt that there is much work to be done to improve how the local church not only ‘listens’ 
but also responds to what has been heard.

Reputation of the Church 

Improving the reputation of the church is seen as a priority in just under half of responses to this second question 
(‘The church is seen by society as being judgemental’). Mention was made of many groups in society who may 
have the wrong impression of the church including divorced couples, members of the LGBT community, those 
who have had an abortion, lapsed Catholics, members of other faith communities and consequently these 
people are not listened to. ‘We need to be more welcoming and accepting’ is a common response. 
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Decision making

35% of responses said that greater lay involvement in decision making should be encouraged with the majority 
focusing on the voice and input of young people. Just under 10% of responses to this question mentioned that 
the voice of women needs to be enhanced. 

Quality of our listening 

Being less judgemental and being more open are seen as important ways of improving the quality our listening. 
60% percent of responses suggested that the church does not listen well and needs to improve. A considerable 
number suggest that the quality of our listening will be seen in our actions, what we do and how we respond 
to what has been heard. 

III. SPEAKING OUT
‘We need to be able to speak with courage, confidence, charity and respect’ is one comment which summarises 
the response to this question. 

The need to speak out

The need for the church to speak out is acknowledged unanimously. 22% admit how difficult it is to be 
honest.14% of responses suggest that there is a need for improved catechesis to enable individuals to feel 
more confident in speaking out (mentioning formation sessions and bible studies) and also a greater clarity 
on ‘church teachings. The vulnerability of speaking out is noted (I am afraid of what people may think of me’; 
‘my family are not catholic’; ‘beyond immediate friends there is a fear of judgement, of being hurt, of being 
excluded). 

Hinderances

The clerical abuse crisis was identified as a hindrance to the ‘churches voice’ and has contributed to the 
diminishing of the church’s authority to speak on certain issues, and this has been ‘hugely detrimental’ for the 
‘institution and individual members to speak up’. ‘Admitting mistakes’; ‘apologising’ and ‘transparency’ were 
among the suggested ways of rebuilding trust.

Improvements

There was a general feeling that the best way to speak out is through action and not necessarily but what we 
say (we are called to serve, a message that needs contestant reinforcement). The use of social media needs to 
be improved and must be a priority moving forward. 
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IV. CELEBRATING

Participation

Enabling participation in the liturgy of the church was a priority in almost every response. There is an emphasis 
on engaging families and young people more than any other group mentioned (involve younger parents and 
their children in every aspect of the liturgy; letting it be known in the newsletter that we welcome children, and 
no one will complain about noise; encourage younger readers). The importance of having a ‘children’s liturgy’ 
was also stressed in a sizeable number of responses. 

The detrimental effects of COVID regulations on full participation in the liturgy is still being felt by a number 
of parishes and all commenting on this called for an end to COVID restrictions and a return to pre-COVID 
involvement. 

Music

The role of music and music ministries featured in 45% of responses and a greater use of technology during 
Mass was also hoped for. More than a quarter of responses said that the quality of parish liturgies could be 
improved, by being better prepared, providing better training /formation for those with an active role and 
maybe employing professional singers or musicians. 

Style

An appreciation of the variety of styles of liturgy was expressed. Some responses called for more ‘lively and 
engaging’ liturgies, whilst others expressed the need for ‘reverence’ and ‘silence’. Liturgies expressing the 
diversity of the cultures making up our parish communities was seen as desirable by around 20%. 

Preaching

A quarter of responses mentioned the importance of the homily and indicated that the quality of preaching / 
preparedness for preaching could be improved. The Diocesan survey 1000 voices also emphasised this point. 

V. CO-RESPONSIBLE IN THE MISSION
Although the shared responsibility for furthering the Church’s Mission was accepted, actually identifying, and 
defining what the Mission actually it was not clearly expressed by the responses received. 
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One response asked ‘could we survive without a priest? We should be able to function as a Christian Community 
[without a priest]’. Another feedback form wondered ‘why priests couldn’t work in the community – in order to 
better understand people’s lives’ a third response said, ‘There was a creative discussion around the potential 
for parishes to manage well without a full-time priest’, posing the question: is there a need for the priest in the 
Church today? 

It was generally felt that we could improve the collaboration between the clergy and laity in sharing responsibility. 

Obstacles

Some obstacles to an authentic sharing of responsibility included: a lack of formation on both parts (clergy 
and laity), Young people not having time to commit, too frequent moving of priests from parish to parish (each 
priest having his own ways of doing things), fewer volunteers willing to be involved, clergy are too controlling.  
One group noted: ‘[collaboration] varies from parish to parish is greatly dependant on the parish priest and his 
ability / willingness to communicate’. A minority of responses (8%) stated that ‘we need to recognise that some 
do not wish to share responsibility’.

Improvements 

20% of responses suggested that priests can be too distant, suggesting that if priests spent more time with the 
people (socially) then this might improve the relationship. Better training offered for lay roles and ministries 
(with clear role descriptions and a time limit) and the clergy should encourage people at a personal level to 
volunteer (‘don’t just rely on the usual suspects’). 

VI. DIALOGUE IN CHURCH AND SOCIETY
The need for the church to have an improved presence online was mentioned by 35% of responses. Although 
efforts were made during the pandemic, many felt that the church could do much more to proclaim the Gospel 
online. 

Other suggestions included: improving the relationship between parish and school (17%); joining with other 
faiths or denominations (11%); Have non-liturgical events in church so others can fully participate (23%); social 
action / engagement in the local community (7%); improving communication (and having specific communication 
campaigns) was mentioned by 15%. 

Some concerns mentioned in response to question two (regarding the church’s tarnished reputation) were 
repeated with specific mention of the way the church is seen to treat divorced and remarried people. Some 
asked ‘how relevant is the church today’ or ‘is the church in touch with reality’ suggesting work to be done to 
improve dialogue and engagement with secular society.   
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VII. WITH THE OTHER CHRISTIAN DENOMINATIONS
Many responses greatly appreciated the commitment to improving our relationship with other denominations. 
Christian Unity Week and shared signs of Witness (especially Good Friday) were given as examples of good 
practice.

Obstacles

12% of responses noted that improving relationships takes a lot of continued effort which isn’t always easy 
to commit to. Others mentioned that efforts have been ongoing for many years now and maybe interest is 
beginning to wane.

It was suggested that declining numbers in all denominations makes ecumenism more difficult. The number 
of ministers in other denominations looking after multiple communities was also seen to be problematic in 
building relationships. 

Suggestions for improvement 

28% suggest that joint social action groups would be greatly beneficial (Foodbanks were mentioned specifically). 
Invitations to share non-Eucharistic liturgies was suggested with a few people mentioning the ‘discomfort felt 
when other Christians cannot receive Holy Communion’. 

VIII. AUTHORITY AND PARTICIPATION
‘Transparency’ and ‘communication’ were two words used by 80% of responses. It is felt that the church needs to 
improve its methods of communication (and what is communicated) and must be more transparent, especially 
at an international level.  

Hierarchy

A considerable number of responses commented on the ‘exclusion’ of women in the church’s hierarchy. The 
voice of the laity in general was seen to be lacking by 40% of responses. The ‘Called and gifted campaign’ was 
seen as a positive move towards recognising the gifts and talents of the laity in the Diocese. 

Others spoke in favour of having a hierarchy, including responses received form ecumenical groups, who 
greatly appreciated the teaching authority and structures within the Catholic church.   
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Charisms

More than a third of repsonse focused on the perceived  ‘waste’ of charisms which have been given to all the 
baptised - the lay faithful. ‘Empowering the laity’ was a phrase commonly used.  

Parish Committees

28% of resposnes suggested that parish committess (such as the Parish Pastoral Council) was a good place 
to begin sharing authority and pariticipation. Although, some noted how difficult it is nowadays to find willing 
volunteers. 

IX. DISCERNING AND DECIDING
A large number of feedback forms left this question blank. Almost 10% of those who did respond simply stated: 
‘I don’t know’. Others focused on committees and Parish Councils. 

There was no mention of prayer or reference to the church’s developing tradition or the use of Sacred Scripture 
in response to this question.

Learning from others

The Anglican Communions approach to synodality was given as an example that we might be able to emulate. 
Though, some were sceptical. (The Anglican Church has shown that powerful committees can destroy clergy 
and parishes) a few responses asked, ‘what if synodality is not the answer’?

Trust 

‘We have to avoid a situation where the answers are determined before the questions are asked’ stated one 
feedback form. Other areas of church life mentioned in connection with trust were finance, safeguarding and 
mutual respect between the laity and clergy. 

X. FORMING OURSELVES IN SYNODALITY
Although it is admitted that the term ‘synodality’ is new to the ‘average lay person’ and is in need of ‘further 
explanation’ the opportunity for trying something new is welcomed by the majority of responses to this question. 
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Fears

15% doubted that there would be any real change in the day-to-day operation of the church. 25% thought that 
this change was a ‘tall order’ and would take many years to achieve (the church changes at a very slow pace; this 
is a cultural change and a complex process). 

Clarity 

There needs to be a universal definition and point of reference otherwise ‘there is a risk of different interpretations. 
Formation of clergy and laity on Synodality was mentioned by 30% of responses. The need for prayer (42%) and 
further study (18%) was also seen as important to the success of a synodal church. Some asked for a better 
term (other than synodality) that might be more accessible to more people.

Collaboration

Discussion and reflection groups at parish level were seen to be especially important by almost half of responses 
with an emphasis on the priest and people working together. (There needs to be a good team of catechists in 
any parish to help parishioners with their formation; we need to encourage open and honest dialogue between 
clergy and laity; a willingness to learn and to keep discerning is critical to journeying together).  

Conclusions: Next Steps

Many of our parishes are already publishing the feedback from their local responses and shaping plans to 
respond to some of the points raised. 

The Diocese has identified 10 key priority areas as part of our long-term strategic plan, informed by all the 
feedback we have received. It is expected that this will be published in the Autumn of 2022. 

12 April 2022.
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