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Our Parish Community’s Initial Thoughts and Ideas about the Future  

The reduction in the number of serving priests within our diocese requires that we structure our communities 

without any reference to priests being resident in them. The existence of a community cannot be totally 

dependent on the presence of a resident priest. Communities should be structured around lay councils. The 

figurehead for the community may well be a lay person or perhaps a resident Deacon if one is available. 

Priests will be viewed more like chaplains who serve the spiritual needs of communities without being 

resident or responsible for the day to day running of the community. That does not mean merely removing the 

practicalities of running a community, but that lay people should be responsible for ensuring the daily spiritual 

life of the community continues. 

 

At Sacred Heart, North Gosforth, we are ideally placed to do this. At one point in the 1990s when our priest 

was ill we more than survived for several months with all regular spiritual events continuing and a priest 

arriving on a Sunday to celebrate the Eucharist. Indeed, for the past 21 years on the occasions when there 

hasn't been a priest to say Mass in the Parish, there has been a lay-led Eucharistic service on every day but 

one. Under a new structure without a resident priest, we could continue with prayer and regular spiritual 

events every week. We could continue to reflect on our faith and share it with others without a priest in the 

presbytery. There may be some current members of the parish would not agree and may well leave and we 

need, as a diocese, to handle these situations delicately and sensitively.  

 

Without a resident priest, we would still need some form of leadership. Communities always need someone in 

'authority' to turn to in times of change/stress/conflict, etc., to support them and maintain the nature and 

purpose of the group. Finding the right leaders will be the most important and pressing issue once permanent 

parish priests are no longer available. Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit natural leaders will emerge within 

the community. This might need to happen in smaller groups rather than the bigger congregations that 

currently exist around the parish priest. There will need to be strong evangelists within the community so that 

the faith is nurtured and passed on. The charisms of teaching and prophecy will be much more obvious and 

sought out as being necessary for community strength and life. Healing within the community will be more 

natural in smaller groups of people who pray and care. There are grounds for optimism about this as there are 

probably many other models of church that could be brought in, or might even just evolve as the need is 

recognised. 

 

An alternate model of church, given the reducing number of serving priests, would be to amalgamate parishes 

as is beginning to happen already with clustering. If this were to be the way forward then we could see an 

obvious attraction in combining the two Gosforth parishes (Sacred Heart and St Charles). However, whilst this 

may seem to be beneficial to Gosforth, it could have a negative result within the diocese, similar to the way 

that Jesmond Parish Church interacts (or not) with the Anglican diocese. More beneficial would be an 

amalgamation with Forest Hall or Ponteland. If clustering is chosen as the way forward then we need to be 

extremely sensitive in the amalgamation process. It should not be seen as a successful parish coming to the 

rescue of (or taking over) a failing parish, instead it should be seen as the creation of a new community with 

each part of that new community bringing to the table its gifts and charisms to be used by the entire 

community. We need to find ways to come together as a community so that everyone feels welcome and we 

can respect our differences. This could be achieved by running social events for the entire new community. 

These should be done in a relaxed manner, e.g. shared table, so that no pressure is put on anyone to cater. In 

better weather these could be outdoor fun-days, which would more easily include young children. If we can 

make friends with our new community members then hopefully it will be easier to work together in the future. 

 

In conclusion, the next fifteen years (and more) will provide challenges and opportunities, most of which will 

come the way of the lay people of our diocese. We feel confident that whatever changes occur or structures 

adopted within God’s church in this area, our community at Sacred Heart North Gosforth is well equipped to 

start the changes necessary to handle these changes, but we really need to be praying and praying and praying 

in a spiritual way. 


