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Introduction

‘In all of us there is a story which lies at the heart of us, a story which needs time and sharing of 
experience before it is told.  Sometimes we are conscious of the story perhaps, but, more often than 
not, it lies within our unconscious, waiting for space and time when we are able to acknowledge 
the feelings and emotions which go with it. Whatever the story it will play a conscious or uncon-
scious role in forming who we are and how we function in life at any given time.’ 
Laurens Van Der Post, Lost World of the Kalahari

Telling the story of a local church, how it came to be and how it has grown and changed 
over the years – is always a worthwhile task. If no one ever stops to remember, “what 
happened” in the past, the community has lost a valuable piece of its identity. And 
once the memory has gone, it is all but impossible to recover. Unfortunately, the time 
needed to look back  can be seen as a luxury so there can be some resistance. Equally, 
long memories can sometimes block much-needed change. We have all heard the old 
refrain, “we’ve always done it this way.”

But truly knowing and understanding our story is never a luxury. It tells us not just 
where we came from, but who we are and where we are headed. It can be helpful to 
think of the task as research into the community’s DNA, its personality, its characteristic 
bent toward life. The present-day character of a local church often has deep historical 
roots:

• Was your parish church formed in response to the needs of a religious order?
• Was there a need for a Catholic school which resulted in your parish being built?
• Were you formed because of a missionary effort?

Early circumstances do not completely determine what a church will become, but 
they can set the agenda for what follows, often in subtle and surprising ways. 

Exploring the history of your parish may open opportunities for reflection and 
recommitment, especially as we start to engage with the challenges and opportunities 
that our diocese faces with fewer clergy and potentially fewer Mass-goers. 

Not all the stories we tell will be uplifting or even positive; but it is important to tell 
the story as it is. There will be highs and lows in the history, but the fortitude of the 
people in the face of this offers hope for the future and confidence to continue moving 
forward. 

Bishop Declan is inviting our parish communities to spend time reflecting and rediscovering 
the history of their parish,  to consider the changes that have taken place over time and 
to look to the future. This small resource is offered as a starting point for reflections 
and discussions. 

 The aim for each parish is to do the following:

• Produce a banner, picture or roadmap that represents the history/story of the parish. 
• Add a scripture quote that accurately sums up the parish story and three mission 

points that best describe what the parish has been involved in so far.
• Add an aspiration for the future.
• Agree to three people taking this to a deanery meeting. Date and venue to be 

determined by the Dean. 
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Take care and be earnestly on your guard not to forget the things which 
you have seen, nor let them slip from your memory as long as you live 
but teach them to your children and your children’s children. 
Deuteronomy 4:9

A starting point: Story from the Hassidic Tradition of Eastern European Judaism

In the days of the Baal Shem Tov, the saintly founder of a particular tradition of 
Hassidism, would take his disciples into a quiet spot in the forest. There they would 
make a fire, and dancing around the fire the Baal Shem Tov would lead his disciples in 
the most sublime prayers, lifting them so to speak, out of themselves in ecstasy. After 
the death of the saint, the disciples continued to go to that spot in the forest, to light the 
fire, to dance. But they could not remember how to pray, and their excursions were not 
the same. Indeed, in the course of time they forgot to dance and later they no longer lit 
the fire. Eventually even the place of encounter was forgotten. An era had passed, and 
an experience was lost. 

Remembering the ‘dance’ of your Parish

Some ways to start your research:

1. Talk to elderly, longstanding parishioners. What do they remember about the 
parish when they first joined?

2. Delve into any church records –  look at records of baptisms, marriages, etc. Notice 
whether numbers have increased or decreased. What kind of work were people 
involved in?

3. Identify changes in the demography of the parish including the arrival of new 
nationalities.

4. Do you or did you have a school attached? What difference has that made to the 
parish?

5. Research the number of parish priests in the history of the parish – how has that 
changed, if it has?

6. Has the interior of the building changed at all and if so, how? What difference has 
it made?

7. Does the parish have a record of parish council meetings? What do they tell you 
about the history of the parish -  what concerns dominated at any one time?

Time for reflection on the ‘dance’ of your Parish

Considering all the information you have gathered consider the following:

• What do you think the parish might have been lost or forgotten since its earliest days?
• What are the stories most often told?
• What impact has the story of the parish had on your own life?
• What symbol best represents the life of your parish?
• What piece of scripture accurately sums up the history of the parish?
• What dreams does the parish have for the future?



Finally

Gather all your information and involving as many people from the parish as possible, 
including the young people:

1. Share the story of what you have discovered. 
2. Together create a banner/roadmap/or picture which tells the story in pictorial form.
3. Name the three aspects of mission which reflect the heart and soul of the parish, 

past and present.
4. Identify your vision for the future – in a couple of sentences.
5. Choose a piece of scripture that sums up your vision or parish.
6. Decide who will represent the parish at the deanery day. Please try to choose three 

people who reflect the diversity of the parish. They will need to feel confident to 
speak to the rest of the deanery about your parish. 

I will stand at my watch
and station myself on the ramparts;

I will look to see what he will say to me,
and what answer I am to give 

to this complaint.

Then the Lord replied:

“Write down the revelation
and make it plain on tablets

so that a herald may run with it.
For the revelation awaits 

an appointed time;
it speaks of the end

and will not prove false.
Though it linger, wait for it;

it will certainly come
and will not delay.”

Habbakkuk  2:1-3

cliftondiocese.com


