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The Rt Revd David McClay 

Bishop of Down and Dromore 

 

 

For some months the word “Legacy” has been forefront in my thoughts as I began to look towards this 

year’s meeting of our Diocesan Synod. It is of course year one in a new three-year term for all those recently 

elected by the General Easter Vestry of their parish to attend the annual meeting of Synod. We are very 

grateful to the parish of Bangor Abbey and the rector the Reverend Canon Ronnie Nesbitt for hosting us 

today. At the outset I would like to wish Ronnie and Carol God’s richest blessing and many happy and 

fruitful years in their forthcoming retirement.  

 

I warmly welcome you to this first synod of this three-year triennium. Our theme today will be held together 

by that word - ‘Legacy’. This is also five years into my setting out goals for our parishes in the areas of 

Discipleship, Leadership and Apostleship. We regularly review these and some are being fully achieved.  

For example, under Apostleship we have averaged a new Church Plant each year. Some goals are partially 

achieved; more parishes run Alpha type courses on a regular basis, an increased number of parishes now 

have Bible study groups in place, new Sunday Schools have begun and notably, these parishes are growing.  

Some parishes have a greater distance still to travel than others. Some of our other goals are on the way. We 

have trained 26 Diocesan Lay readers and 15 Diocesan Evangelists. Our target of ten people being put 

forward for ordination or us finding clergy from outside of Ireland was ten per annum, a total of 50 over five 

years. We have put forward 27 candidates for ordination, and 9 clergy have joined us from other parts of the 

Anglican Communion, a total of 36. 

 

When the General Synod of the Church of Ireland met from Thursday 7th to Saturday 9th May in the Slieve 

Donard Hotel, Newcastle, in our Diocese of Down and Dromore it was the first time we believe that the 

General Synod of the Church of Ireland met in the diocese since Disestablishment in 1870. On the Friday we 

were asked to give a presentation on the life and work of Down and Dromore. Archdeacon Mark Harvey 

began the 45-minute presentation with these words: 

 

“In 432 AD Patrick landed a few miles up the coast from here and brought the ‘benediction of 

Christ’s holy church’ to the ancient Irish. Under the leadership of Bishop David and standing on 

Patrick’s legacy of courageous commitment to the gospel of Jesus Christ, we continue to live out his 

call to make disciples. As you will see and hear, we do this in various ways and in diverse contexts.” 

 

Mark was highlighting a little bit of the spiritual legacy of blessing that has been handed down to us in our 

generation by those of previous generations. We could add the legacy of churches planted under the 

episcopal leadership of bishops Fred Mitchell and George Quinn, among them St Molua’s Stormont, Mount 

Merrion Parish Church, St Brendan’s Sydenham, St Mary’s Ballybeen, Bangor Primacy, St Gall’s Bangor, 

Belvoir, St Dorothea’s Gilnahirk, Knocknagoney, St Patrick’s Millisle, St Ignatius Carryduff, Movilla 

Abbey, St Saviour’s Craigavon, St John’s Lurgan, St Patrick’s Killycomaine. 

 

We could add the work of the Decade of Evangelism during the episcopal leadership of Gordon McMullan - 

in one parish over 50 people came to Christ in the Week of Mission in 1992/93. More recently St Saviour’s 

Dollingstown was bult to replace the old school in Dollingstown. 
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The greatest spiritual legacy we or any generation receive is always a gospel legacy, that we receive the 

gospel as once and for all delivered to the saints, biblically faithful, Christ centred, Holy Spirit empowered 

with evidence of lives changed by the transforming forgiveness and power of Christ. As a curate my training 

rector, Roland Hutchinson, was often heard to say we should pass things on better than we received them - 

buildings in better condition, better suited for ministry, churches with congregations that are growing and 

have grown, people who have on our watch been saved by Christ forever. 

 

Sadly, however, from time to time we become aware that the legacy we have inherited is flawed because of 

human sin, human fallenness and even on occasion depravity. This inheritance will never be perfect for all 

have sinned, but occasionally it is more than flawed, it is depraved. The recent emergence of accounts of 

historic sexual abuse in the parish of Mount Merrion referenced in a recent edition of on BBC can only call 

us to humility and repentance for the sins of previous generations. This legacy has caused us to listen to and 

do what is right for victims of sexual abuse in that or indeed any context. Personally, I have met with, 

listened to, and apologised on behalf of the church to any who have come forward and want to meet. I have 

said it before both privately to victims and publicly. Abuse - sexual abuse and physical abuse should never 

have happened. This programme also referenced events relating to St Brendan’s from 2015-2019, I will say 

now to you as Diocesan Synod what I communicated to our clergy and Diocesan Council immediately 

following the programme: 

 

First, the programme contained damaging and misleading inaccuracies, both in its content and in its 

portrayal of the safeguarding processes and investigations that formed much of what was referenced. 

 

Secondly, the programme proceeded with broadcasting untruths, despite the considerable work 

undertaken by myself and the diocese’s legal representative in providing clarity and truthful 

responses to the questions submitted to me as diocesan bishop, regarding allegations made against 

both the diocese and me personally. 

 

Thirdly, the programme’s confusing interweaving of historic sexual abuse cases from the 1970s, with 

all the pain experienced by victims from those years with more recent accusations that were untrue 

was disrespectful to those victims of historic abuse. 

 

Fourthly, the conflated reporting of safeguarding issues that have implications for the whole Church 

of Ireland, illustrated by photos of churches and cathedrals from different parts of Ireland, while 

focusing on one diocese and its bishop - even though much of the programme did not concern that 

bishop’s period in office (2020 to the present) - was in itself at best misleading and at worst a 

personal attack on my character and on our diocese. 

 

Finally, for me and for us as a diocese, it matters greatly that we deal sensitively, carefully, 

pastorally, openly, and honestly with all cases of historical sexual abuse. It is also imperative that we 

work diligently and tirelessly in providing ministry to young people, children, vulnerable adults, and 

all those in ministry who are leading people to encounter Jesus Christ in all his beauty, grace, 

holiness, mercy, and truth, and that our safeguarding processes protect both those to whom we 

minister and our hard-working volunteers and staff, who labour to bring Christ’s presence to bear on 

the lives of others. We must ensure that our safeguarding processes keep everyone safe.  

 

There is currently a live historic claim in relation to Mount Merrion. The content of the Spotlight 

programme is currently be examined by our lawyers. It is not appropriate that I would comment further on 

either issue at this point or that today they be debated further.  

 

The legacy that we inherit will inevitably be a mixture of good, not so good, and some things that are dark 

and even evil. The latter need to be brought into the light, acknowledged, where appropriate repented of, and 

dealt with, with God’s word as the touch stone giving us the wisdom to do what is right, especially what is 

right in the eyes of a holy God. Repentance, cleansing, truthful retribution and redemption are all core 

gospel values. 
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This past year has been one of wonderful opportunities, significant steps in advancing the work of Christ 

alongside spiritual opposition, and sometimes challenges. 

 

We thank God for all who serve in our parishes, clergy, staff and volunteers, our hardworking Diocesan Staff 

team and my PA Tracey Taggart. I thank my wife Hilary and my adult children who this year, more than any 

year in my 38 years of ministry, have had to share some of the pain and public defamation of that ministry as 

a consequence of having a husband and father in public leadership. Together we seek to follow Jesus 

faithfully and lead His church to proclaim Christ, to make disciples to raise up leaders and to live 

apostolically in today’s post Christian world. 

 

We set our sails for the wind of the Holy Spirit as we launch afresh our three gospel ships, Discipleship, 

Leadership and Apostleship. 

 

Today I want to share my thoughts, hopes, plans and vision as to how we in Down and Dromore in the next 

number of years should work together, plan together, pray together, worship together and witness together so 

that we ensure we pass on a beautiful legacy of faith in Jesus to those who will come after us. No doubt it 

will not be perfect but let’s ensure it’s one where people coming to faith in Jesus will have been at its core. 

 

May we increasingly echo in word and in works the words of St Paul, my theme scripture for today: 

 

Colossians 1:28-29 
28 He is the one we proclaim, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may 

present everyone fully mature in Christ. 29 To this end I strenuously contend with all the energy 

Christ so powerfully works in me. 
 

So, what are the cords that will hold together our vision for Discipleship, Leadership and Apostleship in our 

diocese and parishes?  

 

The Bible 

First, the Bible,  and I’m so grateful to Archdeacon Huss for his sermon earlier. This year marks 500 years 

since the publication by William Tyndale of the New Testament in the English language. The following 

motion was passed unanimously at this year’s General Synod of the Church of Ireland: 

 

“The General Synod, noting that 2026 marks the 500th anniversary of the first publication of the New 

Testament in English by William Tyndale, encourages parishes: 

To rejoice in the gift of the Holy Scriptures, to support practically and prayerfully the ongoing task of 

Bible translation and distribution, and to seek new ways to make the Scriptures and their message 

available to all in their communities.”  

 

Churches built on biblical truth and biblical methods of spreading that truth grow. Some may resign 

themselves to accepting church decline, closing multiple church buildings, embracing a liberal revisionist 

agenda that ignores or re-writes scriptures and fails to hand on to the next generations the faith as once and 

for all delivered to the saints. 

 

My pledge is this, not on my watch, and not on our watch! 

 

We think about the high cost that many paid to give us the scriptures and the price still similarly being paid 

by too many in too many nations. Let’s commit ourselves afresh in our churches to placing God’s word, the 

Holy Bible, into the hands of tens of thousands over the coming years. How? I have two challenges in this 

regard that I want to set before us beginning from today. The first is easier - that every church has bibles to 

give away easily available, easy to access for seekers and those asking questions about faith as they 

increasingly arrive through our church doors, arrive into our church halls or come across our paths in any 

way.  Every church having a supply of bibles that are regularly being given away. 
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The second is more challenging, that parishes work with organisations like the Bible Society to place bibles 

and bible reading plans into every home. Now when I say every home, I mean every home, especially the 

homes no-one and no other church is reaching. 

 

Our ordinal, and our prayer book talks about the cure of souls of all the people in our parishes - the ones 

who say they are Church of Ireland, the ones in an increasingly growing group who say they are of no 

religion. And the rest who are not being reached by anyone regardless of their nominal denominational label. 

 

Please begin to take this opportunity on board. The “finding Jesus research” shows that the second most 

popular way to come to faith is still by people reading the bible. 

 

Mark Wells is here today, and he will share later with us how we can begin to partner with the Bible Society 

in this privileged task of placing bibles into the homes and hands of people in our parishes. 

 

You are probably familiar with the Mahatma Gandi quote about the bible when he said: “You Christians look 

after a document containing enough dynamite to blow all civilisation to pieces, turn the world upside down, 

and bring peace to a battle-torn planet. But you treat it as though it is nothing more than a piece of 

literature.” Speaking of the bible, there are still parishes that don’t have a regular bible teaching programme, 

home groups or a mid-week. How can we make disciples if we are not teaching God’s word?  Many 

churches are rediscovering the centrality of bible teaching on Sunday evenings and mid-week Bible teaching 

programmes. 

 

Evangelism 

So much of the legacy, the inheritance we have received is rich in goodness, rich in its fulness of gospel 

truth. Meeting as we are today in Bangor Abbey, we are conscious of the inheritance of the saints especially 

of the 4th, 5th and 6th centuries. These centuries and of course earlier centuries were years when the church 

understood evangelism and the power of the good news of Jesus, the crucified, risen, ascended and returning 

Lord, to change lives. Real church growth is always rooted in evangelism and people being saved by Christ 

forever. 

 

The year 2032 will mark the 1600th anniversary of St Patrick bringing the gospel to Ireland. He planted as 

we know, his first church at Saul, in this diocese. Men and women across this island were reached with the 

gospel and rescued from paganism, from Satan and from hell. The gospel has not changed. We in our day are 

entrusted with the same good news. As another one of our own, C S Lewis put it: “The son of God became a 

man to enable men to become sons of God.” We have a wonderful inheritance. The legacy we have received 

is the gospel that owns and believes in the authority of the bible. Our task is to spread the gospel, the 

message of Jesus death on the cross for our salvation, his rising from the grave, humankind’s need - absolute 

need - to make a decision to repent and follow Christ and thereafter live a life where Jesus is Lord, his word 

is obeyed and the Holy Spirit continues to fill us with a desire to live holy lives that make a difference. 

 

This gospel is our greatest inheritance. We rightly treasure unity and working with all who love Jesus and his 

gospel. Working with other local churches and denominations in the task of proclaiming Christ and making 

disciples is important. However, we do not practice togetherness at the expense of biblical integrity. Gavin 

Calver, the CEO of Evangelical Alliance recently correctly said: “We do not change the bible to baptise our 

culture, we want to see our culture transformed by the bible! 

 

Synod members, I keep asking and will continue to ask all churches to put evangelism at the top of our 

agenda. Our clergy must take a lead in ensuring that this happens. The ordinal is clear and I quote: 

 

“And now again we exhort you, in the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you have in 

remembrance, into how high a dignity, and to how weighty an office and charge ye are called: that is 

to say, to be messengers, watchmen, and stewards of the Lord; to teach and to premonish, to feed and 
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provide for the Lord’s family; to seek for Christ’s sheep that are dispersed abroad, and for his 

children who are in the midst of this naughty world, that they may be saved through Christ for ever.” 

 

Select Vestries need to find the finances to empower and enable our congregations to give their tithes and 

their offerings so that the lost and those beyond our church walls are reached. Every Christian needs to 

become involved in using their resources and giving themselves to drawing others into God’s welcoming 

saving presence and embrace. 

 

Your passion and mine as followers of Jesus is that every man, woman and child in every parish, in every 

aspect of society and local communities would hear, respond to and then live out the good news of 

forgiveness, new life and salvation in Jesus. 

 

Arguably, the best tool today, certainly one that works is the Alpha Course (there are similar courses and I 

don’t mind which one you use) Too many churches provide no route by which seekers after truth can meet 

Jesus who is the Way, the Truth and the Life. Most people go seeking for truth and life at some point in their 

lives. As your bishop and lead evangelist I am imploring every church to provide routes for seekers to 

explore faith. 

 

Gavin Calver 

“The church is designed to reach out. Its birth at Pentecost was a missionary event and we are here (we 

exist) to reach others. We are conversion people. Authentic church growth happens through conversions. 

 

From now until 2032, every year, every term, please put evangelism at the top of your agenda, with Alpha 

happening two or three times every year reaching those beyond our walls in every parish community. As I’ll 

share later, in 2032 every church in the Diocese will be holding ten days of evangelistic witness as part of a 

ten-day church mission. 

 

Growth 

The recent census figures show that we as a Diocese are growing by about 4% per annum. Andrew 

Brannigan will later today give us more detailed insights from those census results, but the headline 

indications are there. Firstly, almost two thirds of our parishes have grown very marginally or more 

significantly, indicating that one third of our parishes need to immediately turn around their trajectory of 

decline and the two thirds of parishes that are growing need to build upon their growth. Secondly, the good 

news is this that by increasing our growth from marginally under 4% to marginally over 5% we should by 

2033 have grown our overall attendance as a diocese from around 10,000 people in church to 15,000 in 

church each Sunday. This could amount to 50% growth in 7 years. 

 

Through what is being referred to as the Quiet Revival, people are turning up at some of our churches. God 

is only going to lead people to churches where they will be nurtured in the faith, pastored, loved, cared for 

and where they will find a true spiritual family full of grace and full of truth, full of the Holy Spirit’s 

presence and power.  

 

Justin Brierley recently said: 

“The area of growth seems to be churches that take the supernatural seriously….. that take angels and signs 

from God seriously. I don’t understand why anyone would be interested in a Christianity that isn’t taking 

this stuff seriously. Some are being drawn to faith today through dreams and visions, drawn by the 

supernatural work of the Holy Spirit.”  

 

I’m with him. 

 

Prayer 

So, if people come to faith and they do through reading the bible; through God’s Church prioritising 

evangelism, through the supernatural intervention of the Holy Spirit, it follows that prayer is also central to 
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the life of any healthy local church. Evenings of prayer, half nights, full nights of prayer, prayer walking, 

characterise and lie behind any healthy church growth.  

 

 

So far I’ve covered: 

 

1. Putting the Bible into people’s hands, homes and hearts. 

2. Evangelism, we believe that people need to be given the information, the opportunity and the 

invitation to make their own personal decision to follow Jesus. Alpha, Alpha and more Alpha, 

evangelistic preaching, evangelistic events and creating a culture of invitation. We are good news 

people in a bad news world. The most important decision anyone can ever make is a decision to 

follow Christ. The most loving thing you and I can ever do is to invite people into that environment 

where they get to hear and experience Jesus’ love for them. 

 

Gavin Calver 

“When we stand and sing of Amazing Grace, our hearts yearn that our friends sing with us, ‘I once as 

lost but now am found, was blind, but now I see.’ We (evangelicals) are conversion people.” 

 

3. An expectation the God moves supernaturally in people’s lives. 

4. Prayer. 

 

5. Outreach and Creating Community 

This includes what we call mercy ministries, food banks, welcoming the stranger, the immigrant, the 

refugee, caring for the widow and orphan, bringing deliverance to the captive to addictive lifestyles 

and much more. It’s about churches being places where there is true community, a community 

marked by Christlike love and generosity, a place of acceptance where local communities, whole 

parishes, towns, villages and rural communities are impacted. Churches that love their communities. 

For me over many years Robin Mark’s song has summed this up. We could do worse than own these 

lyrics as a prophetic declaration on the life of our churches as places of welcome impacting those 

beyond their walls.  

 

I hear the voice of one calling, prepare ye the way of the Lord  

And make his paths straight in the wilderness   

And let your light shine in the darkness  

And let your rain fall in the desert 

 

As sure as gold is precious and the honey sweet 

So you love this city and you love these streets 

Every child out playing by their own front door 

Every baby laying on the bedroom floor 

 

Every dreamer dreaming in her dead-end job 

Every driver driving through the rush hour mob 

I feel it in my spirit, feel it in my bones 

You’re going to send revival, bring them all back home 

 

From the Preacher preaching when the well is dry 

To the lost soul reaching for a higher high 

From the young man working through his hopes and fears 

To the widow walking through the veil of tears 

 

Every man and woman, every old and young 

Every father’s daughter, every mother’s son 

I feel it in my spirit, feel it in my bones 
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You’re going to send revival to bring them all back home 

 

 

6. Overseas and Ireland-wide Mission Partnerships 

Our legacy as we reach beyond our walls extends to the nations going into all the world to make 

disciples. I would especially like to draw your attention to pages 38-40 in our book of reports which 

tells the encouraging story that as a diocese we gave over £1 million to mission and outreach. Thank 

you to your parishes for such wonderful generosity. 

 

We continue to encourage all our parishes to partner with others at home and abroad in proclaiming 

Christ. I have been encouraging our parishes in Down and Dromore to build healthy partnerships 

with parishes in other dioceses, especially in the republic of Ireland, to further evangelism, 

partnerships that would involve us strengthening the witness of the gospel; both on our home turf and 

in the parish we partner with. We continue to help a legacy of faith in Jesus as Lord become the 

increased identity of the Diocese of Multan in Pakistan, the Diocese of Santiago in Chile and in our 

long-term partnership with the Diocese of Maridi in South Sudan. We were able to send them over 

£15,000 through Fields of Life this Lent and earlier £44,914.76 for the new Family Centre in Maridi.  

Growth and legacy, generosity and spiritual health all unite when we follow Christ in obedience. 

 

 

7. Children’s Ministry 

God’s Church grows when its welcome is genuine and broad. I am too often surprised to hear of 

people attending churches where congregations think they are welcoming only to hear that even after 

a second visit those people came and went, even with a family of children, without anyone speaking 

to them, never mind pointing out what is available by way of a creche, a Sunday School, a safe place 

for a mum or dad to feed or change a baby. We must prioritise putting children’s ministry front and 

centre ensuring our children meet in the safest, cleanest, best equipped premises we can provide. We 

need volunteers and staff that have in place programmes that reach the children and parents beyond 

our church walls, drawing them into a community where they are introduced to Jesus, discipled and 

made ready to follow Jesus. We hope that soon we will find and appoint a new Diocesan Children’s 

Development Officer to assist all our churches in this privileged task. 

 

8. Youth and Young Adults 

Biblical preaching, relevant and accessible worship for all ages including children, and also young 

people and young adults. Preaching needs to be biblical in content, relevant in context, not avoiding 

but helping people live biblically when it comes to matters such as money, sexuality, identity, racism 

and many other relevant issues that the scriptures address. I am delighted that we have been able to 

appoint Andrew McClelland as our Youth and Young Adults Development Officer. (Two Andrews, 

can we cope?). We will hear from Andrew McClelland later. Growing ministries for younger people 

is a challenge and a must in many of our church families. Healthy discipleship of young people and 

young adults is an exciting challenge that we face over the next number of years. 

 

The Andrew in the bible brought among others his brother Peter to Jesus, Peter the leader who 

alongside Paul and others give us all such a legacy of healthy missional churches that took the gospel 

to the nations. We pray and work towards becoming a diocese that plays its part in passing on the 

faith, passing on the legacy of the gospel in a way that our churches have lots of teenagers and young 

women and men in their 20’s and 30’s. When Jesus wanted to change the world, he started a youth 

group. Jesus was in his early 30’s and the disciples were mostly teenagers. We will be prioritising 

providing resources to enable our churches to grow younger. 

 

9. Ministry and Stewardship 

We are as Christians, people of hope who, going through life challenges, life’s highs and lows, get to 

fix our hope on Jesus. Billy Graham once said, “I’ve read the last page of the bible, its’ all going to 
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turn out all right.” We need pastoral care that includes grace-filled caring for people of all ages where 

the church gets its hands dirty and the shepherds smell of the sheep. 

 

Pastoral care today is not what I was trained for 40 years ago. On the ground we need to go about it 

differently, we are reaching the ones God is reaching towards. We stand on the age-old truths of the 

scriptures but adjust our methods and styles to sail the ships of Discipleship, Leadership and 

Apostleship on today’s high and stormy waters. 

 

Digital opportunities were not just for Covid but now need developing, particularly to reach those 

that are never going to go to a church building (in the first instance anyway), those who are just not 

able for the social interaction church requires or unwilling to seek God and seek truth in that way. 

 

10. Raising up Leaders – the next generation of leaders 

Making disciples for Jesus is always our goal. Growth that’s healthy will always see much by way of 

women and men being trained up for leadership roles in the Church of Jesus Christ. Over the next 

seven years we pray that God will call many into the roles of youth and children’s workers, family 

workers, diocesan lay readers, diocesan evangelists and significant numbers of men and women for 

ordained ministry both stipendiary and local ordained ministry. Healthy growing churches tend to 

give away many of their best and most able leaders. Unhealthy, controlling leadership tends to hold 

on to their best rather than releasing and empowering them for all God has for them. 

 

Let’s increasingly sail well in our three ships of Discipleship, Leadership and Apostleship and see God’s 

church grow and thrive in this Diocese of Down and Dromore. 

 

So here is how I see the next seven years unfold: 

 

2027  A year where every parish will be resourced to focus on Stewardship. 

2028 A year of creating community - warm, welcoming, caring, healthy churches that connect 

naturally with the needs around them in their local communities, setting up new mercy and 

community ministries. 

2029  A year of focussing on Children’s Ministry. 

2030  A year of focussing on Youth Ministry. 

2031  A Year of Prayer. 

2032 A year where every church has a ten-day mission with much preparation in the months prior, 

marking 1600 years since Patrick planted the first church in Ireland. 

2033 A Year of Celebration where we mark the 2000th anniversary of Jesus’ passion, death, 

resurrection, ascension and the sending of the Holy Spirt at Pentecost. 

 

Conclusion 

All of these are priorities that, in a blended way of course, will impact and be the priority of all of us every 

day of the seven years but by having a specific highlighted focus year on year will help us to take significant 

strides forward in growing younger, growing stronger, growing deeper, growing numerically and growing in 

the task of extending God’s rule in lives in our parish, communities and beyond. 

 

May this be our touchstone scripture for the next seven-year period as we say again with Paul: 

 

Colossians 1:28-29 
28 He is the one we proclaim, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may 

present everyone fully mature in Christ. 29 To this end I strenuously contend with all the energy 

Christ so powerfully works in me. 

 


