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PASTORAL LETTER FROM THE BISHOP 
appointed to be read 

in all churches and chapels of the Diocese of Portsmouth  
on 18th December 2022, the Fourth Sunday of Advent.  

 
 

YEAR OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 
 
 

Dear Faithful Followers of the Lord,  
 
 
I wish you a very happy Advent and a blessed celebration of Christmas. Today, 
the Fourth Sunday of Advent, we feel the mystery and excitement of the coming 
of Christ. We hear in the Gospel the story of St. Joseph’s vision and the angel’s 
message: She has conceived what is in her by the Holy Spirit.1 Joseph got up 
immediately and, trusting in God, set the wheels in motion. These next few days 
let us do the same. Let us listen to the Lord and open our hearts in welcome. 
Let’s find space and time for some extra moments in prayer. Let’s ensure we 
receive God’s mercy in the Sacrament of Reconciliation, and let’s do our best to 
communicate to those around us the true meaning of Christmas, and the gift of 
hope and joy the Mystery of the Incarnation brings.2 
 
A few weeks ago, you may recall, I sent you a Pastoral Letter about the future of 
the Diocese of Portsmouth and how we need to act radically.3 I mentioned the 
ten-year mission strategy, You Will be My Witnesses, and how structural change 
will fail without a deep, personal change in ourselves and in our communities. I 
asked every member of the Diocese to adopt six holy habits. First, to keep 
Sunday special, as a family day, by attending Mass, the ‘source and summit’ of 
the Christian life, supporting your parish community.4 Secondly, to resolve to 
spend at least five minutes a day in prayer, at whatever time you find best, using 
the Scriptures, maybe the Gospel of the day.5 Thirdly, to keep Friday as a day of 
penance in honour of the Lord’s Passion, intentionally serving the poor and 
needy.6 Fourthly, at least once a fortnight, to pay a private visit to church for a 
short period of prayer before the Tabernacle.7 Fifthly, to go to Confession once 
a month or so, like a spiritual check-up when you can personally experience 
God’s love and mercy.8 And sixthly, to join a small group for formation, prayer 
and fellowship, where you can share with others your own faith-experience and 
in turn hear what God is doing in the lives of others.  



 
These six holy habits are surely what every Catholic would want to do. Yet sadly, 
many let them slip and become lukewarm.9 Yet imagine the revolution in our 
Diocese if everyone committed to these six holy habits! Just imagine the fervour 
and zeal! Just imagine the light and joy the Catholic community would radiate 
to others! Research shows, the key reason young people drift away, and others 
lapse from practice, is because their spiritual needs are not met.10 The six holy 
habits offer a practical programme to address this.  

 Sunday Mass: how can we enhance the variety, beauty and solemnity of 
our parish Liturgy? Could I prepare better for Mass, arriving in good time, 
reading the Gospel and the prayers?  

 Daily Prayer: what helps do I need to pray and to know the Bible better? I 
enjoy myself following the daily calendar and getting to know the saints.  

 Friday penance: what does poverty mean in my area and how can I help? 
 Visits to church: how can I hear more clearly the voice of Jesus calling me?  
 Monthly Confession: how can I best to prepare?11  
 Join a group: many groups would welcome new members - or why not 

start a new one?  
The need here is not structural change but personal change, the hardest change 
of all. It’s about an encounter with the Person of Jesus Himself. So let’s become 
people with hearts on fire for the Lord, by adopting these six holy habits. 
 
To help with this, I am sending you a Christmas gift, a Prayer Book, which I hope 
you will like. It’s called Lord I am not Worthy. It is meant to help you prepare for 
Mass. It contains many well-known Catholic prayers and others too. I hope you 
will dip into it, like a bee seeking nectar, landing on whatever you find helpful.12 
It gives a format for making a visit to the Blessed Sacrament and an easy, three-
step guide on making a good Confession. If you set your mind to it, there are 
many ways to pray, but we get easily distracted, and so a prayer book can be 
helpful. It is also important to remember that there is only ever one prayer: the 
prayer of Jesus offered to the Father by the power of the Holy Spirit.13 Think of 
an old radio-set and how you always had to tune it in, to get the station. This is 
why it is always good to begin a time of prayer by asking the Holy Spirit to tune 
us in, to align us with Christ and to unite us with the Father.  
 
I also announce a second help. From the 1st January, New Year’s Day, the 
Solemnity of Mary, the Holy Mother of God, I would like everyone in the Diocese, 
clergy, religious and laity, to undertake a Year of Prayer to the Holy Spirit. This 
Year of the Holy Spirit is meant to help our conversion, to deepen our faith, to 
support our spiritual renewal and to guide our Diocese through this time of 
transition.14 It will be up to each of us, and our parish and school communities, 
to work out how best to keep this Year of the Holy Spirit. But let us pray every 
day that the Holy Spirit will renew us. Let’s ask Him to change and send us out. 
Let us ask Him to make us grow in love for Jesus in the Holy Eucharist and to 
serve Him in the poor.15 But make no mistake: the Holy Spirit disturbs; He turns 
things upside down; He brings fire and energy. He blows where He wills.16 He 
convicts people of sin.17 He overturns complacency, disrupts our plans and takes 
us where we would not go. Even so, the Spirit is a Paraclete, a Comforter,18 
pleasant coolness in the heat,19 a 'frisson' that sets the hairs on our neck tingling. 
He brings deep unity20 and His activity is visible in twelve fruits: charity, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, goodness, generosity, gentleness, faithfulness, 
modesty, self-control and chastity.21 The Holy Spirit is exactly Who we need in 
a Diocese in which doing nothing or ‘business as usual’22 is no longer an option.  



 
Let the Lord enter; He is the king of glory we sang in the Psalm.23 Even though 
today many in our society deny God or feel they have no need of Him, yet others 
are seeking Him, which is why Jesus told us: “You will be my witnesses.”24 So we 
need to be holy, that is, to be like Christ. We need to be women and men of 
prayer. We need to pray continually, that others through us may find the Way. 
So let us adopt the six holy habits. Let’s use the prayer book. Let’s open 
ourselves to the Holy Spirit. Indeed, may the Holy Spirit guide our Diocese; may 
He help us to change, and through the prayers of Mary Immaculate and St. 
Edmund, may He bring us all closer to Jesus Christ through His Church.  
 
Thank you for listening – I wish you and your families a happy Christmas. 
 
In Corde Iesu, 
+Philip 
Bishop of Portsmouth 
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