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A PASTORAL LETTER TO THE PEOPLE OF GOD THROUGHOUT THE 

DIOCESE OF CLOGHER FROM 

MONSIGNOR JOSEPH McGUINNESS, DIOCESAN ADMINISTRATOR,  

CONCERNING  

THE FUTURE MISSION OF OUR PARISHES 

11 AUGUST 2018. 

 

My Dear Friends, 

This weekend, I am announcing this year’s diocesan or priests’ changes for the Diocese of 

Clogher. Given that we are still awaiting the appointment of a new bishop in the Diocese, I had 

hoped that any significant changes could be postponed until that appointment was made. 

However circumstances are such in the Diocese that changes are now needed to address the 

immediate challenges that we face. In this letter I want to set out very clearly the context in 

which the changes are being made and to highlight the serious and challenging situation facing 

us as a diocese. At the same time, I want to make you all aware of the great possibilities that 

lie ahead: that the call to ministry in our parishes and pastoral areas is open to all men and 

women and that the time has now come for a new approach to how parishes celebrate and 

operate. 

Before doing that, I want to thank each and every one of the priests of the diocese for their 

faithful service in ministry, for their dedication to the people in their parishes and for their 

generous commitment to the work of the Diocese as a whole. Those who have agreed to make 

the moves announced this weekend deserve my own personal thanks for their willingness to 

co-operate with me for the greater good of the diocese. I pay particular tribute to those priests 

who are retiring this year. The parishes they have ministered in, and the people whose lives 

they have touched, have been especially blessed. The willingness of these priests, and others 

who have passed the age of retirement, to continue to offer pastoral care to the people of our 

Diocese is very deeply appreciated. 

The Current Reality 

I mentioned the challenges we face, and I would like to explain exactly what this means. Today, 

the 37 parishes and 85 churches in our diocese are served by just 58 priests in active ministry. 

This represents a reduction of about a third in the number of active priests in the diocese in just 

twenty years. During the past year alone we have lost the service of 7 priests through death, 
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serious illness and other reasons. Although we are very grateful to have had one new priest 

ordained, it is clear that the number of active priests in our Diocese will continue to decline.  

This is only part of the picture. If we examine the age profile of the 58 priests who are active 

in our parishes we find that 28 of these (almost 50%) are over the age of 65. Of these, 14  have 

retired from administration as Parish Priests, with more due to retire in the coming years. Only 

7 of our priests are under the age of 50. There are obvious implications in this for our ability to 

sustain the levels of pastoral and sacramental provision which have existed until now, as well 

as the administrative structures within our Diocese. The changes which I am making are the 

beginning of a process to deal with the reality of the present and the challenge of the future.  

Providing Pastoral Service in the Future  

What will this mean in practice?  

Firstly, I want to build on the decisions made by Bishop MacDaid in 2013 when he first created 

Pastoral Areas in the Diocese to encourage co-operation and collaboration between priests and 

people in neighbouring parishes. This collaboration will be put on a more practical footing, 

which will, I hope, develop and flourish as time goes on. From now on, the availability of 

priests and the consequent provision of Masses will not simply be on an individual parish basis 

but will depend upon neighbouring parishes working together in the 7 Pastoral Areas of the 

Diocese.  

Secondly, it will be unavoidable that not every parish will have a resident Parish Priest. The 

administration of some parishes will be overseen by a neighbouring Parish Priest. However all 

parishes will have a priest residing in the parish. Some of these priests will have responsibility 

for ministry in a group of parishes.  

Thirdly, the number of Masses in all parishes will need to be reduced to take account of the 

new reality.  

Fourthly, I am asking that the priests in each Pastoral Area meet within the next month to agree 

on how they can arrange weekend and weekday Masses and other liturgies in a way that can  

 (a) best provide a range of Mass times for congregations across neighbouring 

parishes,  

(b) reduce the workload and stress on priests and also allow for holiday cover 

and the possibility of illness.  
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(c) enable the community participation dimension and the quality of our liturgies 

to be enhanced,  

(d) provide a basis for laypeople to play their full part in ministry, including the 

leading of some liturgies, and,  

(e) begin the process of establishing administration points or offices at key 

locations around the diocese, so that parishes can share the increasing burden of 

administration, financial compliance and communications as well as providing 

people with an efficient and responsive service.  

I will be leading each of these meetings and we will work together to ensure that the decisions 

made are balanced and take account of local circumstances as much as possible.  

Change is difficult for all of us, and I know that some priests and laypeople may find it hard at 

first to accept and to adjust to the changes over the coming weeks and months. Ministering in 

a small rural parish myself, I know and value the affinity and the loyalty which people have to 

their own community and their own parish and the status that the parish has traditionally 

enjoyed in Irish society. There is no intention to diminish any of this. There is no intention 

either to dissolve or amalgamate any parishes. What is needed, however, is the vision and 

generosity of spirit which encompasses the bigger picture and embraces a collaborative and 

outgoing sense of Christian mission. 

As Pope Francis puts it:  

‘The parish is not an outdated institution; precisely because it possesses great flexibility, 

it can assume quite different contours depending on the openness and missionary 

creativity of the pastor and the community.’ (The Joy of the Gospel, no. 28) 

Lay Ministry 

As well as challenges, I have also mentioned possibilities. A key element in the life of the 

church in our parishes is the ministry of laypeople. Without the generous and loyal help of 

many lay volunteers, our liturgical and faith life would be greatly impoverished, and the day to 

day running of our parishes and Diocese would be impossible. I thank each and every one of 

you for the way in which you continue to share your gifts to support and enhance the life of 

your parish.  

Lay ministry within our church is central to its mission. Fully appreciating and expanding the 

whole range of ministries across our Diocese involves both great challenge and exciting 
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potential. This is not about making up for the diminishing numbers of priests. It is a response 

to the baptismal calling of each one of us. It is about encouraging every one of us to reflect 

upon what we can give in service to our church community. It is about allowing the gifts of 

each one of us to find a rightful and fruitful place in the service of God and our neighbour. 

It is my hope that the range of ministries in our Diocese will expand substantially in the future. 

Already we have seen the first Permanent Deacon ordained for the Diocese. I encourage any 

men in our Diocese who feel called to this ministry to make contact with their local priest to 

seek more information and explore whether this may be a possible path of service for them. 

But this is only one form of ministry among many, and all have their unique value. There may 

be more men and women who can contribute to the life of our parishes and Diocese in liturgical 

ministries, as catechists, lay pastoral workers or in youth ministry, or who have skills in 

safeguarding, management, finance, communications, and so on. The range and quality of the 

gifts and talents of the people in our parishes, and the generosity shown already by so many, 

should be a cause of great encouragement and hope for all of us. 

Vocations 

While we acknowledge the great gift of lay ministry in our Diocese, let us continue to pray for 

and encourage vocations to the priesthood. We need priests because Catholic communities 

across our diocese need to be nourished by the Eucharist. Without priests we cannot celebrate 

the Mass. We need priests, because the life of a priest is a positive sign of God’s presence in 

the world and in the community.  

Today’s world often tries to tell us that the life of a priest is a lonely life. His role is often 

painted in negative terms. Let me assure you that the priest’s life is not lonely. It is joy-filled. 

Yes, like every life, it has its moments. But the beauty of encountering the Lord in prayer and 

in the Mass and Sacraments, the joy of bringing pastoral care and accompaniment to all of 

God’s people, the friendship of many men and women, young and old, the support of other 

clergy and the satisfaction of being of service to people and to God, is simply marvellous. 

Parents, if your son is considering the call to priesthood, please do not dissuade him. Instead, 

accompany him. It is the Lord who is calling. Also, I urge any man who is thinking about God’s 

call to him, to please come forward and enter the door that God is opening for you. 

Friends, your kindness, support and understanding to your priests is immeasurable. Please 

continue to pray for us and to help us, and if there is a new priest coming to your parish, know 

that he comes with an open heart, and give him a warm welcome.  
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Conclusion  

The picture presented in this letter may be challenging. But those who have gone before us 

faced similar or even more daunting situations. Just two hundred years ago, in 1817, the 

Diocese of Clogher had a population of approximately 300,000 - three times what it is today, 

and it was served by just 50 priests.1 Of course it was a different time and a different place, but 

the faith of the people survived and grew because the Church, guided by the Holy Spirit, 

discerned the signs of the time. We are called to do the same today. That is the opportunity for 

us in our time.  

The Church’s mission is to make Christ known; to make him known to the world by our witness 

and therefore be missionaries and evangelisers in the Ireland of today. This is therefore a time 

of great possibilities, where there is a place for everyone. Pope Francis, who visits our country 

two weeks from now, sums it up well:  

I dream of a “missionary option”, that is, a missionary impulse capable of transforming 

everything, so that the Church’s customs, ways of doing things, times and schedules, 

language and structures can be suitably channelled for the evangelisation of today’s 

world rather than for her self-preservation. (The Joy of the Gospel, no. 27) 

The changes announced this weekend are not designed for self-preservation. Nor should our 

reaction to them be born out of a desire for our own vision of self-preservation. They are 

designed for the future mission of the Church here in Clogher, and our response to them, priests 

and laity alike, must be in that spirit. If we are prepared to work together as local parishes and 

local clergy, then we will, with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and the intercession of Mary 

our Mother, succeed in our mission. Knowing that Christ the Lord walks with us, may we look 

to the future with joy and great hope. 

 

With every blessing and good wish, 

 

 

MONSIGNOR JOSEPH McGUINNESS 

Diocesan Administrator, Diocese of Clogher  

Rev Stephen Duffy CC Monaghan and Rackwallace to be CC Castleblayney (Muckno). 

                                                           
1 Seosamh Ó Dufaigh, James Murphy, Bishop of Clogher, 1802-24’ in Clogher Record (1968), pp. 419-92 (p. 446) 



6 
 

 

PASTORAL AREAS 

South Monaghan 

Parishes of Carrickmacross, Magheracloone, Inniskeen, Killanny and Donaghmoyne 

Mid Monaghan 

Parishes of Castleblayney, Clontibret, Aughnamullen East, Ballybay, Latton, and Rockcorry 

North Monaghan  

Parishes of Monaghan & Rackwallace, Tyholland, Corcaghan-Threemilehouse, Donagh, 

Tydavnet and Errigal Truagh 

West Monaghan / East Fermanagh 

Parishes of Clones, Killeevan-Currin-Aghabog, Roslea, Newtownbutler, Lisnaskea & 

Maguiresbridge 

Enniskillen – West Fermanagh 

Parishes of Enniskillen & Lisbellaw, Tempo, Derrygonnelly, Arney-Belcoo 

North Fermanagh – Donegal 

Parishes of Irvinestown, Ederney, Pettigo, Belleek-Garrison and Bundoran-Ballyshannon 

Tyrone 

Parishes of Clogher, Eskra, Fivemiletown-Brookeborough, Fintona, Dromore, Trillick 

 

 

 


