
 

“To live is to change, and to be perfect is to have changed often.” Cardinal Newman’s 

famous maxim deserves special reflection at this time by members of the Soho Masses 

lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered (LGBT) community. By the start of Lent it’ll 

be all change at Soho’s church of Our Lady of the Assumption and St Gregory. 

Archbishop Vincent Nichols, for so long a supporter of the Soho Masses, has 

announced plans to incorporate the LGBT community half a mile away in Mayfair with 

the Jesuits at Farm Street, the latest destination in a short and turbulent history that 

spans thirteen years. 

 

Masses in the Westminster Diocese, welcoming LGBT Catholics, their parents, families 

and friends, began in April 1999 on the Sunday following the bombing of the Admiral 

Duncan public-house in Old Compton Street which resulted in three deaths and seventy 

injured. Those first liturgies were held in the Convent of the Helpers of the Holy Souls 

north of Regent’s Park, and I was a regular attender. For many years my gay friends had 

told me I was a self-hater and that I would never find acceptance in a church that taught 

that the very fact of being gay was, in the Magisterium’s own words, an “objective 

disorder.” (Homosexualitatis Problema 1986.)  Here was proof that the future might be 

different. Two years later, when the convent closed, the burgeoning community found 

another welcoming “safe space” at the Anglican Church of St Anne’s in Soho. Roman 

Catholic clergy said mass there, a fact which, at times, irked Cardinal Cormac Murphy 

O’Connor, but no action was taken against them, despite the fact they were technically 

in breach of canon law. As the numbers swelled, he and his advisors began to see the 

merit in “regularising” this growing Eucharistic Community. By 2006, behind the 

scenes talks began between representatives of the Soho Masses and the Archdiocese of 

Westminster.  

 

It is instructive to contrast those talks, involving genuine negotiation and consultation, 

with the manner of last week’s announcement. They lasted six months and included 

some of the highest ranking members of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 

(CDF) who went over with a fine tooth comb many of the documents that formed part 

of the process. Yes, odd as it may seem now, Rome actually signed up to the provision 

of pastoral care provided by the Soho Masses. The February 2007 statement by the 

Archdiocese which gave birth to the Warwick Street liturgies contained one very big 

proviso: namely that “the celebration of Mass is not to be used for campaigning for any 

change to, or ambiguity about, the Church’s teaching.” In nearly six years of going to the 

Soho masses, I can put my hand on my heart and vouch for this having been upheld at 

all times. It’s slightly unfortunate that the liturgy became known as the “gay mass”, 

because I have counted endless occasions when visitors have joined us, totally unaware 

of who we were, and thoroughly enjoyed our Eucharistic celebrations. Often it was only 

downstairs over a cup of tea and a biscuit that the nature of our group became clear to 

them. And it never mattered a jot. Often they just commented on the quality of the 

music and the uncharacteristically loud singing from a Catholic congregation. 
 

As is now well known, a very small number of conservative Catholics bombarded the 

hierarchy with letters. They had three principal complaints. First, that we were in danger 

of establishing a ghetto whereas we belonged in our parishes. The mass takes place 

twice a month and the truth is that many mass-goers also play very active parts in their 

local parishes, to such an extent that they sometimes attend mass twice on Soho 

Sundays. A second gripe was the fact that we had a very small number of members who 



were civilly partnered, so therefore we had become in the words of one of the ultra-

montane bloggers, a “dating agency.” Most Catholics I know do not make it their habit 

to ask about the sleeping arrangements of fellow believers. I would not dream of asking 

a newly married couple if they practised birth control as they headed towards the 

communion rail. What has bothered many of us is that we are somehow being held to 

special account simply because we happen to have a different orientation. 

In the summer of 2010, I asked Archbishop Nichols on a BBC Radio 4 programme 

about the charge that many Soho massgoers might be unworthy communicants. I was 

genuinely taken aback by the vehemence of his response. Stressing the primacy of 

conscience he told me that, “anybody from the outside who is trying to cast a judgement 

on the people who come forward for communion really ought to learn to hold their 

tongue.” 

  

Further objections have centred on our bidding prayers with allegations that they have 

been used as an instrument to challenge church teaching. As a regular reader at the 

mass, I know what is and what is not the case. In such a sensitive setting, we would 

never give such hostages to fortune. What we have done is pray for an end to 

homophobia in the church and beyond, an aim totally in keeping with the church’s own 

teaching. Once again, Homosexualitatis Problema (1986) Paragraph 10: “It is 

deplorable that homosexual persons have been and are object of violent malice in 

speech or in action. Such treatment deserves condemnation from the Church’s pastors 

wherever it occurs.”  

 

The Archbishop’s admonition about “holding tongues” annoyed our opponents 

intensely but he remained supportive.  Even as recently as February last year as the 

masses came up for review, he was able to say, “as we approach the fifth anniversary of 

the establishment of a pastoral provision for Catholics of a same-sex orientation at the 

Church of Our Lady of the Assumption, I would like to reaffirm the intention and 

purpose of this outreach.” The letter writing from the ultra-conservative bloggers 

continued and by October they thought they had, in Gerhard Ludwig Müller, a new 

Prefect at the CDF more in tune with their view of the world.  

 

Much of the press coverage has suggested Westminster has capitulated to Rome, but is 

is that simple? Perhaps we will never know words were exchanged in private in late 

autumn of 2012 but it is worth restating what the Archbishop has not done. He has not 

abolished the Soho Masses Pastoral Council. He has said nothing condemnatory about 

the masses or our behaviour. Moreover, in his statement of last week, the Archbishop 

reiterated that the SMPC is to remain the Diocesan vehicle of pastoral care for LGBT 

Catholics. That need now is greater than ever and it is essential it continue. Numbers 

coming to our community continue to increase (180 were in attendance on the feast of 

the Epiphany.) Of special significance is the arrival of gay Ugandan Catholics who have 

fled a country in which there are threats to punish homosexuality by death. With us they 

have found warmth and acceptance. Without our clear and umambiguously public 

status, is it really likely they could have arrived in London and related their deepest 

fears on their first visit to a typical parish? Can we be a hundred per cent sure they 

would have received a sympathetic welcome?        

 

There is more, much more of this story to unfold.  One cannot deny that a number of 

our members feel hurt and betrayed at losing “their home”and it may be that we might 

lose some of them. I really hope that will not be the case. We also stand, possibly, to 



lose some of our liturgical autonomy. There is much to be negotiated. But as the story 

moves on to Farm Street are there not some silver linings? We’ll be operating under the 

auspices of welcoming Jesuits and no longer locked so tightly into the Archdiocesan 

machinery which constantly worries about Roman overview. We’ll be bestowing on one 

of England’s most famous churches a wonderful set of readers, eucharistic ministers and 

musicians ( four organists at the last count.) And perhaps most importantly, the move 

will challenge our own sense of what “church” is. An attachment to bricks and mortar? 

Or a call to witness as the physically present body of Christ – a prophetic sign of 

contradiction integrated into a fuller catholic context?  We‘d never dream of sanctioning 

masses for left-handed Catholics. In a future world where my orientation is not seen as 

“disordered”, where young men and women are no longer bullied and take their own 

lives because they are “different,” gays and straights will invisibly mingle without an 

eyebrow being raised. Might the first glimpses of such a world be in evidence in our 

new Jesuit home at the 6.15 evening mass? Is this what the astutely pragmatic 

Archbishop has in mind?  

 

On March 3
rd

 he has pledged at be present with us following our first Eucharist in 

Mayfair. It might be a good time to ask him. 

 

 

Mark Dowd is a member of the Soho Masses Pastoral Council. The views expressed 

here are made in a personal capacity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


