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PENRHYS UNITING CHURCH

BUILT 1992

Llanfair Penrhys is the name that has been given to this new church
that finds itself 1,500 feet above sea level on a hill dividing the Rhondda
Valleys into Rhondda Fawr and Rhondda Fach. The name is not a flight
of anyone’s imagination because on the housing estate it is to serve
there is an ancient Celtic well and a Marian shrine, both of which date
back to the early Middle ages. For those with a more detailed knowl-
edge of South Wales the estate lies between Tylorstown and Ystrad
Rhondda. It has been described as set on a hillside where it seems to
rain horizontally.

A service of thanksgiving for the opening was held on Saturday, 29th
February 1992 and there were present representatives of many churches
and organisations who had made financial contributions to the project.
The service included a call to worship sung by Beverley Humphries,
readings and hymns in English and Welsh, an address by Father Robert
of Caldey and evening vespers sung by two priests of the Orthadox
Church, the Very Rev. Abbot Father Deiniol and the Very Revd.
Archimandrite Father Barnabas.

The story of Llanfair Penrhys is one of ecumenical effort to serve an
isolated community with few shops, few recreational facilities and high
unemployment. Though a church had heen promised, it was never
built. At best there was a small group who gathered for worship in the
disused shop of the Community Centre and a few Pentecostalists who
met in a flat.

In 1971 the eight member churches of the Council of Churches for
Wales recognised the needs of the people of Penrhys and established a
presence on the estate. It took nine years to establish that presence and
in 1980 Malcolm Hill, an ordained minister began work there. He was
succeeded by Pat Parish and in 1989 the third encumbent John Morgans
followed on. In that year the pastorate became vacant, John Morgans
was leaving his office as Provincial Moderator for Wales of the U.R.
Church and he and his wife Norah chose to take up the work in Penrhys.
At the time the number of people who worshipped in that disused shop
could be counted in single figures. When last the shop was used the
place was packed to the gunnels with over 50 people, 50 children had to
meet separately.
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A plan for a Christian centre for worship, learning and helping with
social problems was conceived, to house a stipendiary minister, a full-
time voluntary worker, a youth volunteer, a theological intern student
and a community worker to specialise in literacy. The help and interest
of many organisations and individuals was recruited and in the final
analysis Churches, individuals, trust funds and statutory authorities
were drawn in and the foundation stones for the chapel and the commu-
nity building were laid on the 14th May 1992.

The Rhondda Borough Council already involved in the programme of
housing refurbishment, were persuaded to donate a block of eight mai-
sonettes. Planning permission was secured to add a worship centre.
Then it was necessary to raise £600,000 to convert and build. This was
done and Llanfair Penrhys has become a reality. The chapel is octago-
nal in shape and the scheme includes the block of flats which contains a
creche for working mothers, a launderette, a coffee bar and a workshop
with knitting machines, a ‘nearly new’ clothing shop, a literacy room as
well as residential accommodation for the Minister and his family, and
accommodation for the other staff. '

Incorporated into the foundations of the chapel are eight stones ar-
ranged in the form of a cross. Each stone came from a redundant or
disused chapel of each of the sponsoring Churches and represents their
commitment to the work and witness.

The contributions of money and know-how to this project has involved
so many that names must be named, though it poses the risk of omitting
one or more. Reliance on group titles will reveal the extent of the
generosity and the goodwill abroad. The eight sponsoring Churches are
those represented on the Council of Churches for Wales and they amongst
other things are responsible for the minister’s stipend. The Rhondda
Borough Council already named was effective through their former
deputy Chief Executive, Tony Roberts. Laing was involved in a number
of ways, providing links through John Farrow, with ‘Business in the
Community’ and local business leaders and through their Cardiff office
with a team from the Welsh Area of Laing South West, which undertook
construction work, some of it of a very difficult nature. The Welsh
Office grant came through the Borough Council, which added to funds
provided by numerous private trusts, businesses, charities and over 100
individuals. Laura Ashley has provided for the community worker, the
Haywood Trust financed the laundry and the Huggard Trust the pur-
chase of knitting machines.



Under the leadership of the Rev. Dr. John Morgans, described by John
Farrow as a ‘very effective community entrepeneur’ developments are
going ahead. The Russian Orthodox Church in Wales has presented
Llanfair with an icon and the monks of the Roman Catholic Cistercian
Monastery of Caldey have presented a church bell. The Cistercians of
Llantarnam ministered at Penrhys in the Middle Ages. Arrangements
have been made with the Roman Catholic Church for mass to be cel-
ebrated at the chapel on an occasional basis. In two years the work and
influence of the church at Penrhys has grown dramatically and many
people have found a new dignity and pride.

The Rev. Bill Wright in an article about the pioneer work writes “Before
building worlk could begin a Sharing Agreement had to be signed by the
eight sponsoring denominations. Anticipating the length of time this
could take, a group from the church set off by mini-bus to visit each
denomination’s central office, and after a long day were able to return to
Penrhys with all eight signatures - that I am sure, is a fact worthy of an
entry in the Guinness Book of Records”.

It is reported that the (agnostic) estate manager of Penrhys said “What
this place needs is a soul”. It does seem that the need has been met.

Graham Rosser






