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THE ECCLESIAL MYSTERY SHOPPER

other parishes as a result of an influx of clergy who have received 
their seminary formation in a very different ecclesiological setting 
to that of the contemporary Church in England and Wales, my 
‘mystery parishioner’ message to episcopal leaders would be 
that, in the event of a presbyter shortage, any priest will not do. 
Robust contextualised preparation, ongoing spiritual direction and 
a respect for a theologically-savvy lay faithful are key factors in 
providing inspirational parish leaders who listen to their people, 
value and respect lay ministry within the parish and cherish their 
presence as leaven in the loaf for feeding the world beyond the 
confines of the church. They have, after all, been urged to go out 
and glorify the Lord with their lives. 

conclusion

In concluding my reflection, may I suggest that one of the roles 
of Diocesan Pastoral Councils might be the deployment of some 
‘mystery parishioners’ from time to time as one way of reflecting 
upon the quality of the pastoral care of individual parishes and 
to contribute to the development goals of incumbent clergy, 
particularly those for whom supervision, pastoral appraisal or 
ongoing spiritual direction may be unknown territory. I recall some 
years ago when clergy appraisal systems were being discussed, 
one of the priests at the meeting wondered who was qualified 
to appraise him. I think he took the view that he was above and 
beyond those types of secular evaluations. I would respectfully 
suggest that those ‘qualified’ to evaluate him as a servant of the 
living God, would be his peers in sacred orders, those to whom 
and with whom he ministers, the bishop to whom he has made a 
solemn promise of obedience and the law of the land. Perhaps the 
lines of Tennyson’s Ulysses sum up the dynamics of what I have 
tried to express here:

I am a part of all that I have met; 
Yet all experience is an arch wherethro’ 
Gleams that untravell’d world whose margin fades 
For ever and forever when I move. 

It is a complex journey and yet a simple one, back to the God who 
created us. Wherever we are in the world, our liturgy should offer 
us refreshment stops along the way, to meet with other travellers, 
to rest a while, to take nourishment and receive helpful direction 
if we need it and to raise our hopes that we will arrive safely and 
joyfully at journey’s end. Ecclesiology and geography do indeed 
go together.
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Out of all this 
must come laughter 
and the gradual drying of tears, 
fears diminish as the finish, 
slow to show at first is seen 
-after all this is done and gone. 

When raging hurt swells 
and finally breaks composure 
surely born,  when worn
by passing days 
you reach that no-more time 
-after all this is done and gone. 

When dull deep ache, easing
drifts away, nights in sleep 
return, when much is lost in distance, 
just as day is chased by dusk 
and only birds remain 
-after all this is done and gone. 

When night-wrapped world has turned 
and night lights that burned 
are blinded by the sun to nothingness, 
when dawn dispels those darkened hours 
and day flares in brilliance 
-after all this is done and gone. 

Then indeed comes morning awakening, 
time for rebuilding, remaking, reshaping, 
as sunlight breaks,
dreams stream between blinded windows, 
fingering hands open in expectant greeting 
-after all this is done and gone.


