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St Mark’s, Armagh 
Annual General Vestry Report 
Monday 22nd March 2021 
 
SCRIPTURE READING : Acts 11v19-26 
In this reading we read of how the early Church was scattered because of a persecution.  
God used something terrible to do his work.  The message of the Gospel spread, to places 
such as Antioch in Syria. 
I can’t help but wonder what God is going to do through this current situation.  It feels like 
the doors of the churches have been closed, yet the walls have been opened.  The Good 
News that we have to share is perhaps accessible to more people than ever before.  May it 
be our prayer that what we offer in faith is touching the hearts of people who would 
perhaps be peripheral to the influence of our Church. 
When Barnabas saw what was happening and how God’s hand was on the growth of this 
new church, true to the meaning of his name he encouraged them and sought help from 
Paul.  They committed themselves to this church for a whole year, help them to understand 
their faith and be disciples. 
I pray that likewise, we recognise disciple making opportunities and encourage faith 
development.  It might mean doing things a bit differently.  But may we be open to the 
Lord’s prompting and follow His lead, as we serve together for Christ’s Kingdom. 
 
--------------- 
 
Last year, our General Vestry meeting took place in person in the Crozier Hall, on 
September 1st.  It was the smallest General Vestry that I remember in St Mark’s.  The 
combination of face masks and social distancing, as well as the fears that Covid entail 
clearly had an impact on our attendance.  This time, due to present restrictions we are 
meeting online which has become something of the norm of late! 
 
It was on Sunday past, 2020 that we first met online for Sunday worship.  Before March of 
last year sermons were available online, predominantly for the benefit of Sunday School 
teachers who were missing the sermon due to their being in Sunday School.  But on Sunday 
past 2020, we embarked upon a year which has involved incredible change, not only in 
church life, but in all aspects of our lives, with so much taking place in the online world. 
 
Last September’s General Vestry Report recorded our activities until the end of the summer 
of 2020.  This report will therefore record Parish events from September until the present 
day. 
 
On September 5th, we hosted a sponsored walk, run or cycle entitled ‘Le Mall 24’. This 
proved to be a very enjoyable outdoor, and low Covid risk activity.  Participants underwent 
a circuit surrounding the church grounds in relay over 24 hours.  Those of us who took the 
middle of the night shifts deserve an extra pat on the back!  Happily, as the treasurer 
reported, the event raised over £5,500 for Parish Funds. 
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Just a few days following, on September 8th, a special service took place in St Mark’s, during 
which Rev’ds Matthew Topley and Rodney Blair were ordained Deacons.  As you know, 
Matthew has served here in this parish since September as a Deacon Intern, and Rodney is 
serving in St Columba’s, Portadown.   
 
As well as Matthew our ministry team, so did his wife Erin!  Together they have contributed 
a great deal to our Parish life, despite our activities being extremely confined due to 
restrictions.  As a third year Ordinand, Matthew has been involved in his studies for the 
Church of Ireland Theological Institute and today he submitted the first draft of his 
dissertation which is an extremely significant item of work. Matthew has been involved in 
worship on Sundays and weekdays.  He did some doorstep visiting when that was 
permissible.  He is currently working on a Parish App for us to make available and has 
generally been involved in initiatives which we have been running as a Parish.  Erin has also 
kept Matthew busy in the projects that she has been associated with.  Up until Christmas, 
Erin was involved in our weekly online Sunday School, from scratch she produced an 
excellent Half Term online Holiday Bible Club which came complete with home delivered 
activity packs, Erin coordinated our Virtual Sunday School Nativity and prepared something 
in the region of 150 Christingles.  Something that Matthew and Erin also offered was an 
internet site for use by parishes in our Rural Deanery to offer Sunday School to children 
from their parishes during the Pandemic.  Erin of course has been on maternity leave since 
Christmas, following the very happy news of the birth of Lilly on December 30th.  Little Lilly 
is truly blessed in her Mum and Dad.   
 
So just a few days after Matthew’s Ordination, he and Erin joined a group of us in Portrush 
on September 12th for a day with the Surf Project. This was a fabulous day for Parishioners 
of all ages which involved surfing on the East Strand, a time of worship in the Methodist 
Church and some free time to enjoy on the North Coast.  I would love for a repeat to 
happen this autumn.  We shall see!! 
 
On the 17th September our seventh Alpha Course commenced via Zoom.  Our numbers 
were small last time around, but it was, I hope, a spiritually fruitful course.  We did have 
one outdoor gathering for about an hour on October 24th which would have otherwise 
been the Saturday when we all spend the day together learning about the Holy Spirit.  It 
was a nice experience for the participants to see each other, on that occasion, in 3D! 
 
Online based House Group, led by Geoff resumed in October.  Knowing that this group has 
continued and is going strong is very encouraging.  I think Geoff told me that there were 14 
participants at the last meeting.  I pray that this group will keep meeting, keep learning 
together and enjoying fellowship with one another.   
 
Whether for Alpha, House Group and Youth Fellowship, Zoom has proven to be a very 
useful online platform to help us continue to encourage one another in faith, but also hold 
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Select Vestry Meetings, Diocesan Synod in November, the Church of Ireland’s General 
Synod in December, and even this meeting tonight. 

During the traditional 3rd weekend in October our Harvest Thanksgiving Services took place 
in St Mark’s. The church’s decorations were a little different to the norm as we used items 
gathered for donation to our local Food Bank.  The preachers consisted of our Staff Team 
and our socially distanced mini choir helped us, to sing softly under masks.  Choir members 
have been so good in sitting in small numbers, well spaced and helping us to sing during in 
person church worship.   

Having just referred to a Food Bank collection, I would like to thank all who have supported 
our appeals for the Food Bank all the way through the pandemic.  Our parishioners have 
been more than generous with financial support of the Food Bank as well as in the 
contribution food items.  As of a letter of thanks received at the start of January, St Mark’s 
have collected 1785.8kg of food donations during 2020, contributing to our total donations 
of 6701.79kg.  As a parish we have also supported Mission Organisations to 2019 amounts 
and donated to Belfast Central Mission’s Christmas Toy Appeal, Bishop’s Appeal and the 
annual Diocesan Hospice Appeal.  Thank you sincerely to all who support our Parish 
financially and help us to share what we have, as we have done in the past year. 

On Remembrance Day 2020, due to restrictions, only invited guests took part in the Act of 
Remembrance at the Cenotaph on the Mall, therefore we met in St Mark’s at 10.45am and 
held an Act of Remembrance in the church as close to 11am as we could manage.   

On the next day, Monday, November 9th we received the very happy news that a former 
Curate of our Parish was elected to become the next Bishop of Clogher.  Canon Ian and Mrs 
Heather Ellis are very fondly remembered here in St Mark’s and our best wishes were 
extended to them following Ian’s appointment. 

On Sunday, November 22nd, the annual Service of Light and Remembrance was held in St 
Mark’s, during which families, whose loved ones’ funerals were led by Parish Clergy during 
the year past, were especially remembered in prayer.  This service was perhaps more 
significant than ever as many of the families represented were not able to have a church 
funeral service for their loved one as they died during the spring lockdown of last year, a 
time when funeral services were confined to 10 people at the graveside and lasting no 
more than 15 minutes.   We hope that the Service of Light and Remembrance was 
especially comforting to people whose opportunity to express grief was all the more 
difficult during times of intense restriction. 

On Advent Sunday, a Sunday 8.30am service recommenced and continued weekly in the 
Crozier Hall (to help reduce cleaning commitments for our Sexton).   

The approach to Christmas was ‘normalised’ as much as possible whilst acting within 
guidelines.  Christmas parties were online.  In the absence of School Carol Services, a 
Christmas assembly was uploaded to YouTube for use in classrooms of any of our local 
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Primary Schools.  During the autumn and in Advent, services were recorded especially for 
people in Nursing Homes and made available on DVD or YouTube.  Carol Singing took place 
in front gardens of people’s homes and outside of Sunnymead Residential Home.  Gifts 
were delivered to housebound parishioners and families associated with Creche and 
Sunday School.  Services took place as usual on Christmas Eve, and on Christmas morning.  
However, in the days following Christmas the prevalence of Covid19 in our community rose 
to alarming levels.  Whilst procedures in place in our church and hall were very carefully 
implemented and encouraged a sense of confidence whilst being in worship together, it 
was apparent that churches would have to close again for in person worship.  

We did meet as a gathered congregation on the Sunday following Christmas and the first 
Sunday of January, but since January 10th we have had online services only. 

The annual Day of Prayer took place on Saturday, January 16th in an online format.  Matters 
personal, local and global were upheld before the Lord in prayer.  A Book Club met for the 
first time on Thursday 21st January and has been meeting fortnightly since on Zoom.  

Our parish hosted the Diocesan Online Service on Sunday 17th January and on the Sunday 
following Mrs Ruth Cooke, a representative of Christian Aid took part in our morning 
service and then on 28th February, Mr David Whitmarsh representing Compassion also took 
part in our service.  The weekly routine changed slightly in February where the Friday Night 
Devotions Service, which typically was available online from 9pm, was replaced by a weekly 
Wednesday Lent Service from Ash Wednesday, 17th February.  Also, on Wednesdays during 
Lent, we have been meeting on Wednesday mornings at 8am to pray together for 30 
minutes. And so, following a St Patrick Day Morning Service and Fun Night, both online we 
arrive to tonight, 22nd March. 

We are delighted to know that we can reopen the doors of St Mark’s for in person worship 
from Good Friday.  We look forward to being together again in worship, especially on Good 
Friday and for the season of Easter.  I hope that with quite advanced Vaccination 
programme, we will be much better placed to progress, slowly and carefully, into a freer 
future.  It would be lovely to know that we can reopen our parish organisations, but we will 
have to wait and follow advice. 

Next week we shall offer an Easter Trail, offering people of all ages an opportunity to enjoy 
an outdoor walk, whilst contemplating the events of, and significance of Holy Week and 
Easter.  Holy Week Services will take place online including a Service of Holy Communion 
for Maundy Thursday with the Archbishop, and an online 3 Hours Service for Good Friday. 

When we reopen our very helpful stewards shall be redeployed on a rota basis to guide and 
assist worshippers in our church.  I am grateful to all who willing have helped with helping 
keep our Parishioners as safe as they can be. 

As well as the ongoing monitoring of finances, projects completed since the last General 
Vestry Meeting including the Resurfacing of the Church Driveway and some minor repairs 
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to plaster in the church and some roof maintenance at the Crozier Hall.  On wet days, 
David, our Sexton is passing his time painting the Venue of the Crozier Hall. 

Despite the restrictions that are in place, I believe that, collectively, we have tried our best 
to do what we can in ‘Serving together for Christ’s Kingdom’. 

There can be no doubt that what we have been able to offer has been made possible by the 
team that have worked so willingly and so faithfully throughout the pandemic thus far. 

I cannot stress the depth of my appreciation to Clare and Mark Speers, and Adam and 
Gillian Reaney, for their willing recording of hymns for our services.  They have been so 
willing to help and they could not have anticipated have to record so many hymns over 
such a long duration!  Thank you to you all, and to Janice and Gillian who very willingly 
played the organ and piano in church whilst that was permissible.   
 
I also want to offer a public and very sincere thank you to Keith Ruddy for all of his help on 
the sound desk and for his video recording of funerals and weddings, particularly for the 
benefit of those who were not permitted to be in church due to the 25 people limits for 
such services.  Live Streaming of services will continue for Sunday morning services and for 
that I would like to say a public thank you to my sons Matthew and Isaac, as well as 
Matthew’s friend Chas, and to any others who would like to join the Audio Visual Team.  
New members are more than welcome! 
 
I would like to pay tribute to our outgoing Church Wardens, Mrs Elaine Woods and Mr Mark 
Speers, who have had to keep going for an extra year due to our recent history.  Both 
Church Wardens have been amazing and on behalf of us all, thank you both. 
 
David, our Sexton continues to offer incredible diligence in serving our Parish as our Parish 
Sexton.  He remains most committed to his work and is always working away in the 
background, more so than any of us can know. 
 
During this past year, Mr Ronnie Watt retired from his role as a Parish Reader.  Having 
served as a Parish Reader since 1987, he is very much due a well earned rest!  Ronnie is a 
faithful man of prayer and devotion to his Lord.  When Ronnie prayed, the listening 
congregation were with him.  One Sunday morning, before a Family Service as the Junior 
Choir were getting ready, Ronnie was delighting in what he saw, and likened the Church 
Family to being a Dry Stone Wall.  He explained that all sizes of stones are needed so that 
the wall will stand and be strong.  It is an illustration that I will never forget.  In appreciation 
of his ministry, Ronnie was presented with a beautiful specially commissioned painting by 
another former Curate, Canon Jim Campbell of the Church Sanctuary. 
 
Mrs Barbara Campbell also retired from her role as Parish Reader, a position that she began 
here in 2015.  Again, we are truly grateful to Barbara for her thoughtful contribution to our 
services as a Parish Reader. 
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We are indebted to our remaining Parish Readers Ms Barbara Wilson, Mrs Adele Geddis, as 
well as Diocesan Reader, Mr Paul Turton, for their willing service of Almighty God in the 
ministry of leading his people in worship.  And of course, we cannot forget the continued 
deeply valued contribution of Very Rev’d Robert Townley, who offers faithful service in 
leading us in worship and preached from the Word of God. 
   

The team that I have to work with here in St Mark’s truly is a gift.  I have already highlighted 
Matthew and Erin’s contribution.  I praise God for them and am more than grateful all that 
they have offered to our collective ministry. 

As always, I have to offer a very sincere thank you to Caroline for all of her endeavours in 
the Office, but more laterally from at home.  Caroline continues to offer faithful service in 
the administrative role that she performs.  I am pretty sure that she offers a lot more than a 
Parish Administrator should and keep things ticking over so well.  I thank God for her 
organisational gifts and the good humour that she brings to our staff team.  I usually have a 
nickname to give her at Easter Vestry Meetings and this year I would like to pay tribute to 
Caroline ‘get on with it’ Nesbitt, because she has adapted her role incredibly well and 
continues to do a marvellous job. 
 
It is with mixed feelings however, that we heard the news of Geoff’s appointment to be 
Rector of Analong.  Truly, I am delighted for the people of Annalong Parish.  They have been 
praying for a new Rector for a few years now and their prayers have been truly answered in 
Geoff and Jill coming to serve amongst them.  Geoff brings encouragement, life and 
laughter to every situation.  He is compassionate and thoughtful.  He will be a faithful 
pastor to new Parishioners and we will miss both he and Jill very much indeed.  Jill has been 
incredibly helpful in sharing resources for a Holiday Bible Club last summer and materials 
for Sunday School all the way through the past year.  She also ‘emojifies’ Geoff’s children’s 
talks!  Geoff only had a few weeks with us before restrictions, but he just got on with 
ministry in whatever capacity he could and was more than willing to do anything asked of 
him.  Despite being incredibly organised, he is remarkably patient.  He genuinely  is the 
nicest Manchester City fan I know!! Geoff and Jill have been such a blessing during the past 
year and we wish them every happiness when they move to Annalong prior to Geoff’s 
Institution Service on April 22nd. 
 
As always, I would like to conclude my thoughts by thanking my family for their patience 
and their support.  I know I couldn’t do what I do without their love and support.  We are 
truly in this together and our boys have helped me enormously with managing the 
technology required of recent times.   
 
But above all, we thank our Lord Jesus, who makes everything possible and gives us all the 
collective calling to love and to serve.  May everything we do be for his glory.  Amen. 


