A Gospel Footprint in Ringsend
Sometimes, it is important to look back and consider the lessons we can learn from previous
generations. The story of almost 200 years of gospel witness in a community like Ringsend in Dublin
is interesting in this respect. The use of the phrase “gospel witness” in this account relates to its
specific usage in the evangelical community and throughout the New Testament generally.1 The
following pages contain an outline of this story, though a more complete treatment is perhaps
worthy of consideration. The idea at this stage is to share the story with friends who have prayed for
and supported this project over recent years. As a result of reading this account, you may feel that
you have some personal information to add to it, if so then please contact us.
At the outset, it may be useful to explain that this account of the history of Ringsend’s gospel
witness relates to the Protestant/Evangelical churches and has been grouped into 4 sections, (a) prefamine era, (b) post-famine era, (c) 20th century and (d) 21st century. The intention in writing this
account is to place a special emphasis upon contrasting and reflecting upon a. and b. to help shape
and inform d. with a slight overview of c. in order to complete the picture.
In order to do the story some justice, it is necessary to go back over 200 years to a young boy
named Henry Francis Lyte who was born near Kelso, in Scotland of English parents in 1793.
Abandoned by his father as a child, his mother died shortly afterwards and he found himself alone at
the age of nine as a boarder at the Royal School, Portora, Co. Fermanagh. The headmaster at
Portora, Dr Robert Burrowes, recognized Henry's ability, paid the boy’s fees and welcomed him into
his own family during the school holidays. Lyte remained at Portora until 1809 when he won a
sizarship to Trinity College Dublin; this meant that he had to do menial tasks for the more well off
students. During his student days, he often strolled from Trinity College down to the nearby fishing
village of Ringsend, where folklore2 says that he got acquainted with the fishing community, with
whom he also became well regarded.
Lyte planned to
Painting of Ringsend produced around 1804 by Thomas Snagg, showing
study
medicine
the newly built Great South Wall on the left with Howth in the background.
after taking his B.A.
but instead he
studied for the
Anglican ministry
and was ordained in
1815;
his
first
curacy was at Tagmon in Co Wexford.
About 1816, Lyte
experienced a spiritual conversion while ministering to a dying clergyman and from this point
onwards, he began to study the Bible diligently and his preaching took on a new power. Within a
year, Lyte moved to England where he met and married Anne Maxwell, the daughter of a Monaghan
clergyman. The couple enjoyed a happy marriage together and settled into a successful ministry at
All Saints Church at Brixham, in Devon. During this busy time, Lyte wrote 234 hymns (including
“Abide with Me”) which became widely used in Britain and America. He also developed a large
Sunday school in the Torbay area. While working against the slave trade with Wilberforce, Lyte also
worked to improve the standard of education in the U.K. Not surprisingly, Lyte became a friend to
the Torbay fishermen and their families.
According to Ringsend tradition, it was because of Lyte’s description of the wealth of Dublin Bay
fishing, that a fleet of over 80 Torbay fishing boats carrying wives and families, set sail for Ringsend
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in the late 1820’s with the intention of settling there. They came in on a wave of immigration, each
boat carrying a copy of the Holy Bible that was given as a personal gift from Reverend Lyte. Their
surnames included Alexander, Andrews, Aplin, Barr, Beckett, Blackmore, Boon, Bowden, Davy,
Dunwoody, Elliot, Gray, Hawkins, Hodgins, Jones, Leech, Lewis, Ince, Marshall, Mays, Memery,
Payne, Pullen, Rackley, Richardson, Rowden, Saunders, Simms,
Sims, Syms, Weldrick and Weir.
Pre-Famine Era
The Torbay flotilla arrived in Ringsend and totally swamped the
local community but within a short time, they greatly enriched the
boat building, rope making and general maritime skills of the
locality. These families also brought a great gospel heritage to the
Ringsend area, which at that time had a small Catholic chapel as
well as the local Saint Matthew’s Anglican Church which was
described as a ‘Royal Chapel of Ease’ and enjoyed the patronage of
the Crown. Local tradition states that Saint Matthew’s was quite a
high brow establishment at this time and so perhaps it is not surprising that within a few years of the
arrival of the Torbay families it was reported that,
“In the village of Ringsend is a place of worship for Wesleyan Methodists. A day school for boys, a
Sunday school, an infants' school, a dispensary, and a shop for supplying the poor with necessaries at
reduced prices, all kept in one large and neat building, erected in 1832, at an expense of £800, defrayed
by public subscription.” 3
These comments paint a picture of a pre-famine Dublin fishing village with a very busy Wesleyan
Chapel funded by the public and a little way up the street there was a Royal Chapel of Ease funded by
the crown and in between was a small Catholic chapel. At this point in the story, it is important to note
that more than anyone else John Wesley can be credited with introducing evangelicalism to Ireland.
Wesley arrived in Ireland at a time when it was observed that the native Irish were, “willing to use
Catholic rites of passage without coming under the control of the Roman Catholic Church.” 4 Wesley
appeared to have a certain sympathy for the native Irish when he
commented, “It is no wonder that most who are born Papists generally live
and die as such, when the Protestants can find no better ways to convert
them than penal laws and Acts of Parliament.” 5
Consequently, the early decades of the 19th century were an exciting
time for Irish Methodism especially when the Irish Methodist leadership
made the brave and visionary decision to set aside Gideon Ouseley,
Charles Graham and James McQuigg to preach the gospel in Irish. It’s not
unreasonable to assume that, having left the Torbay area where an ‘Irish’
pastor was preaching the gospel and leading his congregation in the fight
Gideon Ouseley
for the gospel to impact society, these ‘economic migrants’ in Ringsend
would be eager to follow his example.
Post-Famine Era
Following the devastation caused by the potato famine of the mid-19th century, the Catholic
Church in Ireland began to organise itself in a way that would see, “the majority Irish population
become practicing Catholics, after the canons of the council of Trent, in a manner in which they had
not hitherto been.” 6 From a Protestant perspective, the campaigns of the evangelist D. L. Moody
were also to have a big impact nationwide. This was especially so in Dublin of the 1870’s where
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40,000 of its 250,000 citizens were Protestants and Moody’s converts here were numbering in their
thousands.
One of the characteristics of Moody’s work was his close association with the YMCA movement
and this is noticeable in his Dublin ministry when, following on from his visits, some notable Dublin
Christian families including the Bewley’s and the Fry’s began to finance and support the
development of the Dublin YMCA. One aspect of this was the building of the Ringsend Mission Hall,
which was opened by Mrs Charles Pease (Sarah Elizabeth Bewley) on Saturday 7th of November 1896
and was designed to be used as both an inter-denominational Mission Hall as well as a YMCA centre.
The period 1896–1914
The Ringsend Mission Hall 1898
could be considered as a
golden era for gospel
outreach in Ringsend, as
shortly after its opening
the records show that an
extensive
range
of
activities were being
conducted at the Mission
Hall. These included a
Sunday morning prayer
meeting and an afternoon
gospel meeting, Monday
evening Bible class, a large children’s work which included a ‘penny bank’. These were soon followed
by a Temperance Society, a Library Society, as well as Football, Tennis and Swimming Clubs and a
Brass Band. In 1898, the Mission Hall was the venue for an “Industrial Exhibition and Flower Show”.
The exhibition comprised needlework, cookery, models of engines, boathouses and a clotheswashing competition! In 1906, the Brass Band raised the sum of 3 Pounds 13 Shillings and 3 Pence
for the poor and this financed the provision of a bag of coal, 1lb of tea, 2lb of sugar and a Christmas
cake to local needy families at Christmas.
Alongside the expanding ministry of the Mission Hall/YMCA, a new Ringsend Methodist Church
was built in 1904 and
in 1907 the Church of
Ireland Labour Yard
and
Home
was
opened beside the
Mission Hall. The Yard
was, “used to feed &
employ
distressed
workingmen
by
allowing them to
chop up sticks and dip
them in tar for firewood” these were
then sold to help
finance the work.
As the members
and associates of the
Ringsend Mission Hall & YMCA gathered for their 18th annual meeting on the evening of Saturday
14th of February 1914, nobody could have anticipated that their world was about to change beyond
recognition. In their annual report that night the following words were read out to those assembled
in the Hall;
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We go forward full of thankfulness to Almighty God, for the mercies bestowed upon us during
another year and full of courage in the knowledge that in the fight before us we are on the
Lord’s side. We recognise that God has been with us in the past, and we believe He is blessing
and will continue to bless the efforts which are being put forward in His name year after year
amongst the Young Men of Ringsend.
As each year passes we have additional proof of the wisdom and guidance that led to the
founding of this branch of the YMCA over 18 years ago; we see around us lives changed
through the grace of God – lives now spent in the service of the Master making use of the great
influence they have amongst their fellows, for the furtherance of the Kingdom of God.
Within months, a series of events would unfold that would plunge Europe into the Great War of
1914–1918. The effects of the War were to be felt even in Ringsend, as the Daily Mail Newspaper
later reported that, “76 members and associates of the Ringsend Mission Hall/YMCA had joined the
colours, several of whom had made the supreme sacrifice.” The record book entry of the Hall dated
15th of January 1917 says, “A letter was read at our meeting that was sent by the War Chaplin
concerning the death of Edward Pullen at the front.” Edward died on 26/06/16 and there is no
surviving record of the circumstances of his death.
The men of Ringsend who survived the war
returned home to an unfamiliar place, where the
upheaval of the Easter Rising of 1916, was followed
by the War of Independence (1919-1921) and then
a Civil War (1922-1923).
Attempts to recommence activities at the
Mission Hall following the war were not so
straightforward, as records show an entry dated
19th of February 1921 stating, “Restriction of
activities due to military curfew.”
There were however, other more subtle
difficulties facing the members of the Mission Hall.
One example of which was the implications of the
Ne Temere decree in a close knit community like
Ringsend. The Catholic Church’s Ne Temere decree
of 1908 stated that the children born into marriages
between Catholics and non-Catholics must be raised as Catholics. This decree was despised by the
Irish Protest-ant community and was often suggested as a major factor contributing to the numerical
decline of the Protestant minority in the newly created Irish Republic.7 In 1934, The Ringsend
Methodist Church joined with other Protestant churches in the district to organise united prayer
meetings in response to their concerns regarding the operation of Ne Temere in their communities.8
All of these challenges proved to be too great for many Protestants in the Irish Free State and
emigration proved an attractive option for many. As if all of these struggles were not enough, the
members and associates of the Mission Hall who were eager to re-establish the witness and
activities of the work faced an even greater challenge. An entry in the record book dated 14th of
August 1923 states that a serious dispute developed between some of the members concerning
control over the use of the premises. This developed to the point where solicitors were consulted, a
significant number left, and tried to raise funds for another Hall in the area; however there is no
evidence that these efforts were successful.
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20thCentury Era
From this sad point onwards, the work of the YMCA deteriorated but the work of the Mission Hall
continued in a scaled down version, with a children’s meeting as well as a women’s meeting taking
place each week. In the years leading up to the Second World War, the numbers ebbed and flowed
with various evangelists being invited to conduct missions at the Hall with limited success. Between
the dates, 19th of February 1934 and 28th of May 1964 there were no formal records kept of activities
conducted at the Hall. There were some accounts preserved however by David Archer and Herbert
Turner, two men who were to work closely together maintaining the gospel witness at the Mission
Hall for over 40 years. Following WW2, Sadie Burgess joined the Mission Hall team and worked hard
to build up the Children’s meeting and the Women’s meeting. In the 1960’s Celeste Smith likewise
worked hard with others to build up the work and she was followed similarly in the 1970’s by Colin
and Rosemary Sheldon among others.
In the early 1960’s, the trustees gave serious consideration to selling the Hall and moving
elsewhere, however they decided against this and instead embarked on an ambitious repair project.
Although extensive repairs were recommended by an architect and a builder at an estimated cost of
£4,000, a final decision was made by the trustees that all repairs made should not exceed £1,500
and this work was completed by June 1965. This initiative proved to be a catalyst to revive the
children’s and women’s meetings but within a decade records show that the premises was again in a
dilapidated condition and attendances were falling steadily.
The decision at this point was whether to close
down the work or to try to continue. The latter course
was chosen, but within a few years’ vandalism
seriously discouraged the small group of helpers when
every window on the premises was smashed on one
occasion.
About this same time, a local youth who had
participated in vandalising the Hall with his
mates, was being convicted by the Holy Spirit about his
need of a Saviour. Joe’s family connections with
Ringsend went back many generations and he was
reared a devout Catholic, but now he was secretly
reading the Bible at home in Ringsend. Before long, Joe
asked Jesus to become his saviour and surrendered his life to God.
Within a few years, Joe was married with a young family and serving God in Dublin’s inner city. At
this time, he and his wife Sharon were praying for God to provide them with an office that they
could use in their gospel work. It was also about this time that Herbert Turner and Reg Fry
approached Joe with a view to him using the premises for evangelistic purposes.
Joe dismissed the idea of using the old Mission Hall, as he knew the place that it occupied in the
minds of the locals as a Protestant relic from a bygone era! However, despite much prayer, no other
premises became available, so Joe began to seek God about the direction that He was leading them
in. Following a week of prayer and fasting, Joe and Sharon knew that the Lord had spoken to them
clearly through various scripture passages to be ‘strong and courageous’ and to trust that the
‘foolishness of God is wiser than men’s wisdom.’ Finally, without any funds and with a few helpers,
Joe and Sharon took a big step of faith and accepted the keys of the old Mission Hall that had the
words ‘Prods Out’ sprayed on the front doors!
Contrasting and Reflecting
At this point in the story, before considering how the Lord might choose to lead things forward, it
is useful to survey the contemporary landscape in Ringsend at that time. One hundred years
previously when the Hall was first built, the Ringsend community was 60% Protestant and 40%
Catholic, but the number of Protestants had now dwindled down to just a mere fraction.
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Although many of
the Torbay surnames were still
found in the local
community,
yet
these were now
Catholic
families
who, not unlike
those of Pre-Famine
Ireland
were,
“willing to use
Catholic rites of
passage without
coming under the
control
of
the
Roman Catholic
Church.” The Wesleyan Methodist Chapel built in 1832 had, since 1936 become the Catholic Young
Men’s Society. The Ringsend Methodist Church was closed down in the early 1960’s and later
demolished. St Matthew’s Anglican Church was still in operation as was a small Christian
Fellowship. Whereas the large Catholic Church in the village continues to be the most dominant
building in the community.
The history of the gospel witness in Ringsend
is also worth reflecting upon. The Wesleyan
Methodists of the early 19th century made a
significant impact in the Ringsend district and as
doors opened for them they responded by
developing a community outreach that had a
distinct bias towards the marginalised and was
paid for by public subscription. With the
devastation caused by the potato famine and the
subsequent collapse of the social structures at
that time, a gospel witness with a different
emphasis was to emerge in the years following
The Ringsend Wesleyan Methodist Church 1832
the famine.
As the emphasis of the Catholic Church in Ireland at that time was aligning towards the canons of
the council of Trent and the Vatican, the gospel witness in Ringsend was aligned more towards the
British Establishment. A good example of this is shown in the records of the Mission Hall which show
a list of people who contributed towards their Brass Band Fund in 1904. The donors included, His
Excellency The Lord Lieutenant, The Rt. Hon. Earl of Pembroke, The Rt. Hon. Lord Iveagh and The Rt.
Hon. Lord Ardilaun as well as other wealthy and high profile names. Within a decade, the collapse of
the social order was once again well under way with the Great War, the 1916 Rising, War of
Independence and Civil War. In the early decades of the 20th century, a virtual Catholic State
replaced the previous social system and this was a very difficult environment for the gospel witness
in Ringsend. However, in the early 21st century the last remnants of the Irish Catholic State System
are collapsing as the country embraces an increasingly postmodern outlook. This situation now
provides a fresh opportunity to develop a more wide-ranging expression of gospel witness.
21stCentury Era
In summary then, it is worth stating that God has chosen to lead this work forward in a way that
reflects more of the witness of the early Wesleyan Methodists rather than that of the Ringsend
YMCA. The old Mission Hall is being transformed into a 21st century Christian outreach centre and it
has pleased God to motivate Christians to pray for and support this fresh initiative. This time the
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gospel witness is not aligned towards a particularly British or even American model, instead the
objective is to develop a gospel witness that seeks to be faithful to the gospel while also being
relevant to the local community. This gospel witness now centres upon the children’s work, the
community café, the community garden space and supporting marginalized communities
throughout the developing world and locally in Ireland as well. The idea is that each expression of
the gospel witness should work towards being sustainable as much as possible and providing good
quality jobs in the process. Against the backdrop of this community outreach, the team are
attempting to address the issue of Church planting and development.
Monumental work has been undertaken to renovate and develop the premises by teams of
Christian volunteers from across Ireland as well as overseas, to add to this there have also been a
diverse range of volunteers from all over the city of Dublin and beyond. Over the years the work has
received awards and recognition from various groups including, the Department of the Taoiseach,
the Lord Mayor of Dublin and the Irish Times among others. A media feature, when reviewing the
project claimed it to be, “One of the best kept
The Ringsend Mission Hall Today
secret treasures in Dublin… An extraordinary
little bit of paradise.” 9 While a Christian
assessment has described the work as, “An
outstanding working out of Christian Hope and
its implications for Christian mission in
contemporary Ireland.” 10
In conclusion and in the light of surveying
almost 200 years of gospel witness in
Ringsend, it is worth considering whether the
gospel witness of a 21st century Christian
outreach centre should be to convert these
Torbay families back to a form of
Protestantism or should there be some other
agenda?
The answer to this question was probably
best articulated in a recent conversation
between the producer of one of the country’s
most popular television programmes and a member of the outreach team at the old Mission Hall. In
the course of an interview, the producer asked, “When you say that you are now a Christian, does
that mean that you are a Catholic Christian or a Protestant Christian?” The response was, “When you
surrender your life to God you choose to be identified, not by those religious labels but rather by the
personal transformation brought about by encountering the power and the love of God in Jesus
Christ.”
This is the gospel witness of the New Testament and the same one that Henry Lyte sought to
articulate in his many volumes of hymns. Today in Ringsend, regardless of how often social
structures may develop and collapse, this is the gospel witness of the old Ringsend Mission Hall,
which operates as;
The Anchorage Project
Address
10a York Road, Ringsend, Dublin 4.
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