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Introduction and Aims of the community Profile
The following is a community profile which looks at the faith community of a South Wales valleys town and surrounding areas.  The aim is to question why it appears to be a dying community and what possible solutions could help to stop this from happening.  The author has used personal experience of being part of this community with secondary research to be able to complete this profile.

A History of the Churches
From as far back as the early 2/300’s, there has been a Catholic presence within Wales.  There are many Welsh martyrs such as St. Dyfrug, St. Illtyd and St. David who have strong connections with this country and some played a major part in making Wales very much a part of the Universal Church (Archdiocese of Cardiff, 2018).  There are churches in the local area who are named after these great martyrs and their anniversaries are celebrated within the communities involved.  Within a small South Wales valley there is a Catholic community known as The Parish of Mary Immaculate.  This parish consists of three churches:

St. Therese of Lisieux, Hirwaun – before this church was actually built in 1965, the parishioners used the hall of a neighbouring church (Church of England) to hold their weekly services.  Eventually they were able to afford to build their own church and the community came together to do the work themselves (Hirwaun Historical Society, 2018).  In later years, they were also able to add a portacabin for a hall and have a narthex (an antechamber) which connected this to the original building.  This meant that the parishioners now had somewhere to meet outside of Mass times in a less formal setting.  It also meant that the church could now offer the use of the hall to the wider village community, thus creating revenue for its upkeep.  

St. Joseph’s, Aberdare – The church in Aberdare has a much longer history than that of Hirwaun.  The parish was originally served by visiting priests from parishes such as Tredegar.  It was not until 1868 that the current church was built with the help of a Father Dawson, Mrs Russell and Mrs Evans (Cynon Culture, 2018).  There is no further information to say what their involvement was, but the author assumes that they donated money towards the cost of the building.  From then, the church seemed to flourish in the valleys with over 770 baptisms entered in the church registers.

Our Lady of Lourdes, Mountain Ash – As with the majority of South Wales valleys, there was a great influx of Italian and Irish immigrants up until around the 1950’s coming to work down the coal mines of the area or to open shops.  This means that many parishioners have strong Italian or Irish connections with some speaking fluently in their original languages (The Dominica Friars – England and Scotland, 2009).  The author’s family is also from the Bardi region of Italy and it is believed that there are still some relations living there to this day.  At this time, it is uncertain as to how old this church is, but it is possibly younger than that of Aberdare.  

Below is a list of some policies and groups within the church as known by the author:
Safeguarding – each church must have a safeguarding officer to ensure the safety of all children involved within the church.  They are also responsible for reporting any concerns they have regarding this matter.
Health and Safety Officer – responsible for ensuring that the building and furniture in it has been certified safe to use and that any recommended repairs are done to a certain standard.
Financial Committee – Each parish runs itself but is subject to the approval of the archdiocese who have ultimate control of all their parish’s finances.  
Legion of Mary – this group of volunteers is tasked with overseeing the education of parishioners and to promote and encourage family life, thus trying to ensure that the faith is kept alive.
Equality – although there is no set equality policy in place, there is equality as far as the doctrine of the church allows i.e. The Catholic church does not allow female priests or deacons at this time, but women are able to participate in all other aspects of church life such as Alter Servers, Eucharistic Ministers and are able to be part of committees such as finance and liturgy.

According to pastoral statistics gathered by the archdiocese, the three churches combined have an average attendance of 229 people every week.  During this year there was only one baptism, 7 children received First Holy Communion, two Confirmations and two marriages.  There were also twenty-eight deaths during this period (Catholic Province of Cardiff Wales and Herefordshire, 2018).

As well as the three churches in our parish’s care, the priest is also responsible for the pastoral care of two schools and two hospitals. 

St. Margaret’s Roman Catholic Primary School, Aberdare – This school was originally built and opened in 1911 after much dedication and hard work of a priest named Father Hamelin, who made it his life’s work to provide catholic education for Aberdare and the surrounding villages and towns.  He was unable to complete the building himself having run out of money but thankfully, the priest who followed him was just as determined to ensure that the building work continued.  This school was officially opened by Bishop Hedley and today St. Margaret’s is one of the feeder schools for the Catholic secondary school in Merthyr Tydfil named in his honour.  As with most buildings, it eventually became unfit for purpose and a new school was built in 1997 and currently houses around one hundred and thirty pupils from Aberdare, Hirwaun and the surrounding areas.  The school has around 26% of Free School Meal children which is above the national average of 18%.  The building is situated at the entrance to the local Country Park which enables the staff to provide many outdoor learning experiences for the pupils.  Unlike the school at Mountain Ash, it was not built next to the church but is only a few streets away and the school regularly attends St. Joseph’s church for school Mass as well as having the parish priest visit the site for services and celebrations.  The building itself was partly funded by the local authority and the remaining balance is paid for through the churches weekly collection donations (Cynon Culture, 2018).

Our Lady of Lourdes Roman Catholic Primary School, Mountain Ash – situated on the grounds connecting to the church and presbytery, this school serves the villages of Mountain Ash, Abercynon and some of the smaller villages surrounding the area.  They have around one hundred pupils currently enrolled and whereas a number of years ago there was a decline in numbers, that is now increasing (Estyn, 2013).  The school has strong links to the church and the community in general and pupils regularly take part in local events such as Remembrance Day parades and carnivals.

There are two hospitals which come under the care of this parish:
Ysbyty Cwm Cynon, Mountain Ash – This hospital is fairly small in comparison to the majority of hospitals in South Wales.  They mainly deal with minor injuries and hold drop in clinics.  There are some wards but are only for convalescence not treatments and they do not perform any operations on site.  
Royal Glamorgan, Ynysmaerdy – This is one of the larger hospitals in South Wales and has all major departments plus wards and out-patient clinics.  Although this hospital is further away in the next valley, The Parish of Mary Immaculate is the nearest Catholic church to it as a number of churches have been closed in neighbouring valleys.  


Community Issues and Impacts
According to Brundtland (McKeown, 2002) sustainability is the ‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’.  This definition is an excellent description of what is meant by sustainability.  What Brundtland is saying here is that we must not plug all our energies into ensuring that we put things right now, but we must put in place a system which will continue to be sustainable for generations to come and without detriment to the present population.

In general, it appears that the Catholic Church is taking a technocentric approach to sustainability.  They are relying on the tried and tested methods that have always been used with the addition of certain changes, some of which involve technology.  For example, the use of social media to promote general information about the church such as weekly Mass times, along with details of special events that would encourage the wider community to be involved.  In this way, the church as a whole appears to be using an accommodationist viewpoint.  This means that even though they rely on maintaining the status quo, they do accept that some changes need to be made for the good of all, not just the people involved in the church but the surrounding community and including consideration of the environmental issues which face all of us.  The church does its part to recycle and reduce waste where possible.  It also promotes organisations such as Fair Trade (Fair Trade Wales, 2018) which helps give workers in developing countries a fair wage and better working conditions.  

Another theory looks at how every aspect of sustainable development is linked in three ways, shown here as a diagram:
[image: ESD diagram]
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These three aspects cannot be considered separately as each one affects the other.  For example, if a person is living in an area of poor environmental quality, such as a rural part of Africa where there is little chance of food growing, then their chances of economic prosperity will be lowered greatly.  They may also suffer social injustice as they may have low status in society and be exposed to unfair treatment.

In the last decade the economy of Wales has been affected greatly and we have all had to make great efforts to save money to be able to afford to live.  Unfortunately, those who were poor to begin with have found themselves in a situation which as a country we thought would not happen again in our lifetimes.  The introduction in the UK of Food Banks was one way in which the churches, along with other communities, were able to help others who are less fortunate than ourselves.  The Trussell Trust began its work in the UK in 2004.  They brought their ideas to churches and communities all over the UK and showed them how to set up a Food Bank in order to support people who had fallen on hard times.    It must be said that in the Catholic bible it is written many times about giving alms to the poor and loving thy neighbour so it is only fitting that we should be looking at our own small communities and seeing who needs our help and acting on it.     

It is important to remember that the Catholic Church is a charity and therefore self-funding.  It relies on donations from its members to sustain and maintain its buildings and the day to day running of them.  Due to the decrease in numbers of people attending Mass on a regular basis and the continued problems of the economy, many churches have had to close their doors and the buildings and land have been sold to provide much needed funds to help support existing churches.  As previously mentioned, we also have a lack of priests to care for all our parishes and this means that most of them are having to look after three or more churches at one time.  This is a compromise which has had to be made in order to minimise the number of churches which have had to close.  We are also having many visiting priests, usually newly qualified, from many other countries such as Ghana and Poland.  This solution is only a temporary one and each priest only stays in this country for around eighteen months at a time before returning to their home countries.  

There has been a great decline in the number of deaconates training to become Catholic Priests.  Many years ago, Britain would send priests abroad to spread the gospel in far away countries.  How times have changed when now the church is having to import priests from countries as far away as Poland and Ghana.  As a parish, it is unsure how long this solution will last.  There is a great uncertainty about the future of the valleys churches.

Another issue is that due to the decline in numbers of people attending Catholic churches on a regular weekly basis, the diocese (the governing body which controls the churches in its area) is no longer able to support each one individually.  A recent solution for many areas, particularly in the valleys of Wales, is to join a number of churches together to form one parish.  In this instance Hirwaun, Aberdare and Mountain Ash are combined and are now known collectively as The Parish of Mary Immaculate.  Although the three churches continue to run individually in some respects, they do combine their finances and collectively pay for items such as repairs and supplies for the churches.

The churches have made many cut backs regarding the use of electricity and gas to help reduce running costs and try to provide ways in which people are able to increase their donations without effecting their own living costs.  For example, there is a gift aid scheme which allows people who pay tax to donate money in the weekly collections and the government will add 25%.  

This faith community also gets involved with the whole village and other faith communities throughout the year.  At Christmas time, all the different faiths come together for an Ecumenical (multi-faith) Carol Service.  Every year, a different church or chapel will host this event and people from every faith are invited to attend and take part.  This is also an opportunity for them to share some of their culture as readings and hymns are in both English and Welsh.  Another important tradition for the UK as a whole is the annual Remembrance Day Parades where people all over the country gather around cenotaphs and memorials to remember all those soldiers who gave their lives for us.  The three churches have representatives in their own villages who attend these parades every year and lay poppy wreathes on behalf of the faith communities.  This is an important tradition which is also at risk of dying out as every year there seems to be less and less numbers attending these events.  The message of these ceremonies is still as important today as it ever was and it must be remembered for generations to come:  Lest we forget.

Methods
As the author is not actually carrying out any research, the methods described in this section will only be theoretical ones.  Much of the information provided is coming from personal knowledge of being part of this faith community and some from secondary data collected from various sources.

To begin with, it was felt the best way to gather information would be to hold focus groups to enable people to give their opinions on whether they feel there are any major issues within the church and what, if any, solutions they have.  The researcher may have a few groups in each church to ensure as many people as possible have the opportunity to get involved.

Firstly, the author would put some general questions to the parishioners and ask for their opinions/feelings about them such as:

· Do you think our parishes are flourishing? If yes then how? If no then begin to question why not?
· Why do people think there are less children coming to Mass regularly than in previous times?  
· Do you think our churches are involved in the surrounding communities? Is it enough or should we be more involved?
· Do you have any ideas as to how we could encourage more people to come to Mass?
· Do you have any ideas as to how we could increase our income and therefore increase our chances of sustaining our church for the future?

Beginning with these questions it would be interesting to see people’s viewpoints as there are a wide variety of parishioners from all walks of life and of all ages.  It is also important to remember that there are children within this community and that they may have quite different viewpoints, coming from a modern generation, on how to increase our attendance and ensure our future as a faith community.  

When conducting any kind of research there are some key guidelines to follow:
Firstly, as the author would be conducting this research through the University, they would initially have to submit an Ethics Form to be approved by the university to say that they have considered all aspects of their research and that they meet with the ethical guidelines of the university (Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice, 2018).  After this had been approved, they would then look at other guidelines such as BERA (British Educational Research Association, 2011)  to ensure that the methods of study continue to consider the protection of the general public when sharing information.  Another aspect to consider is if children are to be involved during this research.  This must be done carefully to ensure that neither the children nor the researcher are at risk of any being exposed to any form of abuse such as emotional distress.  When including children in your research it is essential to consider how they are treated and what possible impact your research can have on them.  It would be good practice to ensure that there are other adults in the room with you when carrying out any interviews or focus groups to not only protect the children but also yourself.  Depending on the age of the children, the wording of the questions may need adjusting to make certain that they fully understand what you are asking of them.  You could ask their parents to come with them or simply include them as part of a larger focus group with all age ranges in it.  The CBPR (Community Based Participatory Research, 2012) guidelines consider these aspects of research and will help you to think about how to conduct your research with children in mind.

Findings:
From an insider perspective, the author feels that although actual data shows a decline in numbers of people regularly attending Mass and receiving the various sacraments, that the sense of community within the faith group is still very strong.  This particular parish has had to overcome the threat of closure and has shown that they are a vibrant community who are willing to adapt and change in order to survive and fit in with today’s society.  The churches have made significant changes with regard to policies and procedures to ensure the safety of all involved and to protect the young people of the parish.  The church involves itself with the wider community in different ways and opens its doors to welcome visitors in.  

Being part of a community helps people feel connected and is important from a social aspect for them to be involved and interact with other like-minded individuals.  When discussing matters of sustainability within communities, it is essential to consider the many religious and cultural groups which exist in Wales today and how they have had to adapt and change to fit in with the modern world, where technology and science has made great leaps forward and the way we live our lives is much different than in previous decades.  For some people religion is a major part of their lives and has a great impact on daily life.  There have been connections made between being part of a religious group and good mental health.  Pimentel, Elliot and Holton (2010) state that ‘within a religious group, the intense and close relations between members may provide important social support’.   They also write about the way that a person who has religious belief increases their feelings of love and trustworthiness, which can enhance their self-esteem.  From a social aspect, it is true that someone who is involved with a group whether for religious reasons or for recreation, can feel that they are part of a family in a way.  Sometimes it can be the only interactions they have outside of their homes due to a lack of relatives to support them.  

Children play an important part in the future of the church and indeed the world.  Therefore, our priority should be to support them and encourage them as much as possible.  Including them in this research would be invaluable as their needs must be considered if the church is to continue.  They see the world from a different perspective to adults and they may have different solutions to the issues concerned.  It is possible that some focus groups could be held within the two schools of the parish as this would also include many children who attend the school but not the church. 

Discussion
Whilst looking at faith communities and how they affect people, some evidence was found which shows that religion can play a positive part in people’s lives.   Hawtin, M et al (2007) describe a faith community as “a community of people adhering to the same religion or belief system’ (Pg. 127).   The authors continue to say that they can be seen as a distinct part of the voluntary quarter.  This could mean that as a community they play an important part in serving others on a voluntary basis.  The authors pose a question regarding members of a religious community, ‘does the presence of large numbers of people at the local church indicate high levels of religious belief or is it simply the best place for people to meet their neighbours?’ (Pg. 85).  This is an excellent question and the researcher uses some personal experience to try to answer this. With the majority of the parish’s population being made up of retired persons, it could be argued that they use the church as a meeting place.  This is not to say that they do not have any religious beliefs but that they continue to attend regularly because it not only satisfies their spiritual needs, but their needs for interaction with their peers and the community.  From personal experience, the author can say that the faith community acts as a wider family unit and a person can become as protective of it as they would of their own relatives.  In recent years the author’s own church was threatened with closure and this led them to feel that they had to ensure its survival by gathering as much information as they could, to show that they are a well-established part of the village community and that their parishioners create as much funding as possible.  There are many recreational groups in the village who use the church hall for their weekly meetings such as, yoga, slimming world, historical society, art classes, knitting and crochet groups, and they would all have to find alternative accommodation if this church was to close.  These groups also provide an income for the parish as they all pay for rental of the hall, something that not all churches have the luxury of having, to gain extra revenue.

In Wales, we must look to the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act to guide us in what needs to be done for the future of all (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015).  When looking at some of the seven wellbeing goals we can see how the work of the Catholic church is part of it.  The policy discusses issues of mental health and, as previously discussed, this can be achieved within a religious community.  The church is also working towards equality and trying to offer more opportunities for women within its doctrine.   From the very early years of this country, Catholicism has played a big part in Wales’ heritage and culture alongside many other religions.  Everyone must come together to help achieve these wellbeing goals so that the world will see that Wales is such a great place to live.

This act was introduced to Wales in 2015 to look at our country and how we can consider being more sustainable for the future.  This act looks at every aspect of our lives from our mental health to how we care for the planet as a whole.  These issues are important if we are to survive and provide a better future for our children.  It must be noted that Wales are the only country within the UK to promote sustainability in all their policies.  The Act is broken down into seven categories:
· A globally responsible Wales
· A prosperous Wales
· A resilient Wales
· A healthier Wales
· A more equal Wales
· A Wales of cohesive communities
· A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language

When discussing resilience, the Catholic church within Wales (and in some respects, the world) has had to adapt and change in order to survive to the present day and for the future.  Issues such as marriage, priesthood and burials are prime examples of how Catholic laws have changed in line with how society has changed.
· Marriage – previously, a couple could only have a full wedding service if they were both Catholic and there was no such thing as divorce.  Nowadays, couples can still be married in Church without both parties being Catholics.  When a marriage has ended, there can be an appeal made to be granted an annulment through the church, depending on circumstances, which would mean that there is no option for a couple to be reunited such as violence.  This would allow a person to remarry and have their marriage blessed by the church if they so wish.
· Priesthood – At one time the Catholic church was overwhelmed by the number of priests available to them and had many young men going through the seminary to become priests.  It was a good life where the priests would not have to worry about paying any bills and would have everything done for them.  Today, there are less and less joining the priesthood and the church has had to rethink the rules on who should be allowed to serve the Catholic community.  Since the introduction of female vicars in the Church of England, some male vicars felt that this was not the way their churches should move forward and they opted for becoming deacons within the Catholic church.  They have more or less the same responsibilities as a priest but are limited in what services they can perform.  
· Burials – similar to marriage, one could only have a full funeral service if you were a full Catholic and again times have changed.   One other aspect of change that has happened in recent decades is that of suicide victims.  Taking your own life was once seen as sinning against God as it should be His decision when you die.  Thankfully this barbaric way of thinking has long since died out.  
There are still many more ways in which the church can make changes to become more inclusive and more accepting of our more diverse society today.

The Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) called on all Public bodies throughout Wales to collaborate with each other in the task of helping our country to become a better place to live.  One of the aspects of their work is to “involve people reflecting the diversity of our communities” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2016).  Wales has many faith communities within it and the Welsh Assembly Government (Gweini, 2008) has gathered many statistics regarding religion in Wales allowing us to build up a picture of the faith communities.  In general, the overwhelming religion in our country is Christian (which covers all denominations including Roman Catholic).  It also shows that Wales has a great number of other faiths celebrated:
· Baha’i
· Buddhist
· Hindu
· Islamic (Muslim)
· Jewish
· Sikh

The report also shows that the majority of volunteer workers come from faith communities.  An estimated 42,000 people from all religious backgrounds come together to provide services within their communities, which would otherwise be unfilled.  Work such as visiting the sick in hospital, providing services for babies and parents, caring for the elderly and improvements in the local area would possibly not be done at all if it were not for the dedication of the people in our faith communities giving up their time and energy for the benefit of others.  Roughly calculated within this report, their volunteering amounts to an estimated 79,000 hours per week.  Considering the minimum wage for an adult in Wales is currently £7.20 per hour (Business Wales, 2017), these generous people are providing £568,800 worth of work within villages, towns and communities across Wales.

Recommendations
From the secondary information gathered by the author and from personal experience, it is felt that carrying out further research around this faith community would be of great benefit for everyone involved.  This area of South Wales has a vibrant community spirit, not exclusively limited to the religious groups within it.  It continues to be an active area, bringing people together through various activities and events throughout the year.

In conclusion, the Catholic church has many obstacles to face in the future but when we look back at the last century, it has had to overcome much more damaging and negative problems.  These issues could have something to do with the amount of people who do not attend Mass any more.  The world needs to see that the Catholic church is no longer as it was and is moving, if very slowly, forward into the 21st century with the help of its existing members and those of future generations.  

As the future of the church depends highly on the number of children who are involved now, it would be advisable to look to them for how they see the church and how it can be more welcoming for them.  It could be that they feel their opinions do not count and that they are not valued as part of this community.  It is possible that more research could be done with the assistance of the children and parents of the two Catholic schools in the area, allowing some outside opinions from people who are not part of the faith community.

Without any actual research being conducted, there is uncertainty when it comes to the question of what issues there are currently.  In this way, the researcher is unable to come up with any firm conclusions and can only hope that, being a part of this community, the future of these churches will continue.
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