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The Lancaster Congregational Church has had a very colorful past – the kind of story that you can't make up!  Lancaster is a pretty civilized place now, but not so long ago, it was the frontier.  People from Massachusetts and Southern New Hampshire were running out of room – room for the next generation to build on and to farm – for, in those days, it was all about subsistence farming.  A man grew what he and his family needed to survive – a crop wasn't sold – it was consumed!  With large families came hunger for more land, and this meant moving further and further into the wilderness.  

By the middle 1700's, settlers were pushing up the Connecticut River, cutting trees and plowing land.  Several men who had been with Roger's Rangers, on their trip back from their raid of the St. Francis Indians in Quebec, passed through Lancaster, and noted the beautiful intervales on the Connecticut.  Col David Page, of Petersham, Massachusetts, petitioned Gov Wentworth for a grant.  Col Page sent his son, David, and Emmon Stockwell in 1764.  Lancaster was 50 miles north of Haverhill – the closest settlement.  The road ended at Haverhill – and it was a 50 mile walk up a tiny trail, and across a waist-deep pond to the land grant they had been given.  The Connecticut was another road to the wilderness – but even that had a 20 mile long series of rapids to navigate.  

Lancaster grew – yet it was a hard place to live – for man, woman, or beast.  Woods were deep, and the winters were long and cold.  Yet, by the late 1700's, 161 people lived in Lancaster.  (They also said that there were 10 houses – does that mean there were 16 people in each?)  During that time, the settlers did hire a preacher to give 2 sermons on each of six Sundays – for the payment of 5 bushels of wheat per sabbath.  But the people were looking to have a full time minister.  They built a Meeting House on Sand Hill – up at Soldier's Park.  And what a meeting house they built – in the high gallery alone, they could seat almost 500 people!  The pews were owned by the various families in town, and they were enclosed in boxes.  The meeting house had no heat – imagine how that must have been in cold weather!  The building faced south – meaning, that as you walked up the hill from town, you were looking at the back of the building.  Inside, the minister would climb a steep, narrow staircase to the pulpit – over which hung a mammoth, ugly looking sounding board, which was shaped like a tunnel.  

Lancaster found a minister to stand in that pulpit – a Harvard graduate named Rev. Joseph Willard.  On July 17, 1794, the first meeting house in the area was organized, with Rev. Willard in the high pulpit, and the 24 original members among the worshipers.  This is the date of the founding of our Lancaster Congregational Church, 216 years ago this summer.  

Rev Willard – known always as “Parson Willard” - was a veteran of the Revolutionary War.  He was a man of military bearing, and he wore the clothes of the John Adams era – a broad skirted coat, knee breeches, and shoes with silver buckles.  I always imagine him looking somewhat like Ben Franklin.  Parson Willard led our congregation for an amazing 28 years!  He would preach a morning sermon and an afternoon sermon, and lead an evening prayer service.  He lived on Elm Street – in the house now owned by Mrs. Charlotte Quay.  The “First Church” - what the meeting house was called on Sand Hill – was led by Parson Willard until 1822, when he asked to retire.  Even then, four years later, Parson Willard was begged to resume his post, as the interim pastors had not fared well.  Parson Willard agreed to lead the church again, “with permission to read former sermons”.  But, later that year, Parson Willard passed away, as he was preparing to leave for church.  

During this time, Lancaster was growing, and new ideas “from away” were changing our church.  Unitarian philosophies, and Baptist preachers brought different opinions of how a person should worship.  Our Church struggled to find middle ground, and new churches began in Lancaster and Jefferson.  And by the 1830's, the Old Meeting House was deteriorating, and our church needed to have a new building.  Our church purchased land on “upper main street”, and our church built a new place of worship where it is today.  In 1840, this church was dedicated.  It boasted the first bell in Lancaster hanging in it's new belfry.  This bell was used for the tolling of funerals, and the joyous peals of weddings.  It was rung when when the Civil War finally came to an end at Appomatox.  

This church thrived, and soon it had horse and carriage sheds built out behind the church.  There was no road alongside the church, just a large field that extended from our church over to where the post office sits now.  The owner of the field allowed the congregation to cross the northern corner of his field, to reach the horse sheds behind the church.  That all changed when he sold the land to crotchety Sam Twombly, a man from Jefferson.  He was a Methodist, and an enemy of Congregationalism.  Sam built a fence, to bar the way for our congregation to reach the horse sheds.  The following Sunday morning, every scrap of that fence was gone – it was if there had never been one there.  Sam was furious – he tried placing a huge pole to bar the way to the sheds, but that too seemed to disappear into thin air!  Now, Mr. Twombly was understandably wrathful.  He swore he'd fix them!  All through the winter months, he made a mighty wall of large stones and boulders, six foot high and 30 feet long.  Well, what did the worshipers see on their way to church the next Sunday?  Not a piece of the wall remained – it was smooth and bare.  How was this possible?  It was hinted that 20 young men worked all night, to dig a deep ditch the length of that wall, and cart off the soil.  Then, the wall was rolled into the ditch, and covered over.  It is recorded that at the opening of the morning service, the congregation really meant “Praise God from whom all blessings flow”, as they fairly shouted the Doxology, while the minister seemed to grin behind his hymnbook!  

The Meeting house back up on Sand Hill was getting pretty worn out, and was used by Methodist ministers from time to time.  Finally, in 1845 the meeting house was jacked up, and towed down the hill to where the Town Hall now stands.  It was refurbished, and remained in use as a Masonic Hall, Town Hall, Post Office and shops. The old meeting house remained in service until the early 1900's, when it burned, and has been replaced by the brick Town Hall and Masonic Lodge that stands there today.  

Meanwhile, in our church on upper main street, the congregationalists were still vying with the more liberal Unitarians for control of the pulpit.  At one point, two ministers showed up to preach on the same Sunday.  The impasse was broken by the Congregational minister, who offered to preach the afternoon sermon, while the Unitarian preached the morning sermon.  This schism in our church could not be prevented, and our congregation was split.  The Unitarians wrote a new charter, and in 1845 they built the church across the street, now used by the Christian Scientists.  

In 1864, Lancaster observed her centennial.  Events were planned all around town, including “literary exercises” at our church.  A window was removed from the north side of the church, and a platform built outside, so people inside and out could hear the speakers.  Remember, this was during the “war of Secession”, the Civil War.  An Army Colonel and two governors were scheduled to speak, but could not attend.  They were in Washington, DC, as a rebel raid in Maryland threatened our capital.  It was during this week of festivities that several Lancaster natives met and started plans to buy the field of Mr. Twombly, on the south side of the church, and give it as a gift to the town.  This gift        became “Centennial Park”, which we all enjoy to this day.  

Thirty years later, in 1894, our church celebrated our own centennial.   At a celebration at the Masonic Hall – the once “old Meeting House”, 3 men sat there, who had listened to Parson Willard and every minister since.  Imagine – 100 years of ministers, such a window to the past!  

Our church prospered into the 20th century, and was led by Rev. Edward Stearns, who worked with the congregation for 8 years, to pay off the church mortgage.  Finally, in June of 1910, the church celebrated the end of their debt, with a great Friday night celebration, and “burning of the mortgage”.  But at 3 AM on Saturday morning of June 25, the church bell began to ring, and then fell silent.  Policeman Kenney noticed the fire, called in the alarm, and the fire brigade arrived on the scene.  They fought to flood the front of the church  with water to save the organ, which they did.  The roof collapsed – several firefighters were inside at the time, but survived.  The bell tower burned, and the bell fell and shattered in the basement.  The firemen also saved most of the stained glass windows – the church lost one dedicated to the Freeman-Stockwell family.  

Our sister church across the street opened their church to us, and lent us the use of their communion set.  Rev. Stearns went to work, encouraging our church to rebuild – without debt!  In just one year, the cornerstone was laid, and a time capsule enclosed.  The old church was only insured for $5500 – and the new church was to cost $15000!  (eventually, $20000!)  Yet, within 2 years of the fire, our present church was finished for Easter Services – and debt free!  What an accomplishment for Rev. Stearns and that congregation – to rise from the ashes to a new, modern building.  Yet one woman in the church was still mourning the fire – Nina Pelton.  She was the last to leave the church that Friday night before the fire – and she blamed herself for the rest of her life.  The fire department said it was caused by a kitchen stove used to heat water.  Myself, I find this hard to believe – that 6 hours after everyone has left, that the stove was the cause of the fire.  I have a suspicion that perhaps it was electrical – remember the bell ringing the alarm, and then stopping?  Sounds like a fire in the belfry is a more likely cause.  

And this is the church we sit in today – an English Gothic style church, designed by an Archetech named C. H. Crandall of Burlington, Vermont.  The builders came from Vermont, too – the Terrian Brothers of Montpelier.  All but one of the stained glass windows were saved and repaired.  We stand here today in our “new” church – which is almost 100 years old.  Changes have been made over the years – take a look out back some day, and see the windows at the peak of the church.  Light came in from there, and reflected off an angled white painted wooden ceiling in the attic – (it is still up there!) and shined down through glass panels onto the choir below.  The great medallion/vent in the center of our sanctuary ceiling once vented heat out on hot summer days.  And heat once came up from registers in the floor and walls from the great coal stove in the basement.  

But the history of our church is not really just the story of wood and plaster and paint.  It is the story of people – yes, of people like Parson Willard and Rev. Stearns and David Page and Ruth Stockwell – of people named on the windows of our church like the Smalls and the Holtons and the Kents.  It as also the story of people here today – like the young woman who helped Eleanor Gammon put together the church history in 1977, named Barbara Hampton.  It is the story of a Sunday School teacher that told bible stories to children for so many years, named Peggy Evans.  It is the story of an accomplished pianist that has blessed our worship with her music for 30 years  – Barbara Robarts.  I remember, that when Sandy and I first came to this church, we sang in the choir (believe it or not!) – and the choir sang up in the balcony, with Howard Piche playing the electric organ.  Since then, our church has had two extensive fund raising projects.  One, to return our tracker organ to its original beauty and sound, and the second, to refurbish our wonderful stained glass windows.  

Yes, we have people who have been members for 40 years, and we have people who have joined last month, and each of us is precious – each of us is a piece of the fabric of our church.  Our church is a quilt – built of members, stitched together and holding each other in place.  

So what is History?  History is just a collection of very ordinary days.  We stand in this beautiful church today – this very ordinary day - we stand here for exactly the same reasons that the women and men that came before us did – we stand here to listen to the word of God – to look to our Lord for help and strength in our lives.  We come to pray for our children – our parents – our country.  Like the members that went before us, we send our loved ones off to war, and we pray for peace.  We need our church – and we need our God no less than our forefathers did.  History reminds us of how much the church meant to them – and I pray that we feel that same love, and that same dedication to our church that they did.  I hope that we can show respect to the generations that came before us by caring for our church – caring for the people, the families, and yes, the building – so that we can ourselves pass on  to the generations to come a vibrant, healthy church.  We are the church – and we become the History of the church.  I pray that we we write a strong, a spiritual, a faithful, and yes, perhaps an amusing chapter in that history.  

AMEN  

