Sermon - 150 Years Celebration Sunday.
This is a unique occasion for this congregation. Celebrating 150 years of its history since it was founded.
We don't often relate churches to railways but it appears that the opening of the Belfast & Holywood Railway has a bearing on the founding of this congregation as it brought new residents to Holywood.
Sadly a cleavage of opinion occurred in First Holywood in 1854 causing a number of them to petition the Belfast Presbytery for a second congregation. That request was granted and High Street congregation was formed in November 1855 and a year later a licentiate was ordained -
James Denham - the first of eight ministers up to the present day.
Sadly Mr Denham died as a very young man in January 1862 and he was followed by Rev. Henry Osborne who lived to 1922 - aged 93 having retired 30 years!
It was during his ministry that the church had to be enlarged and the school house had to be extended twice, largely due to a Mr W.M Shaw who introduced features he found in a New York Presbyterian Church.
The Sunday School grew till, in 1877, there were on the Roll, 422 scholars and 33 teachers -scholars drawn from every church in Holywood.
Mr Osborne had an outstanding ministry in 29 years. His successors had shorter ministries - 8, 10, 6, 20 years.
My immediate predecessor Rev. J Ross Gamble had the longest ministry of 39 years active service. A very gifted preacher and a highly respected person. I appreciated his friendship and support. The newest suite of halls behind the church was named in his honour - The Gamble Suite. A stained glass window at the rear of the gallery was gifted by his widow in his memory.
The other day, I took down a book from a shelf in the study - a book I have often found useful The New International Dictionary of the Christian Church of 1974 and I happened to look at the preface -it begins - "Church history cannot be discussed in isolation: it is not something that is happening in a vacuum while the rest of the world goes by, untouched and untouching" and ends - It is our prayer that this volume will give readers a renewed sense of history: an identification and feeling of fellowship with those who have carried the torch before them – many of them, in David Livingstone's words - "The watchman of the night who worked when all was gloom! - "Most of all, an appreciation of the priceless heritage which is ours in Christ"
Church history cannot be discussed in isolation from the circumstances prevailing down the years - all sorts of circumstances and from those favourable to the Christian faith to those antagonistic and hostile to the faith and from those indifferent to it.
This congregation, founded 150 years ago, has worshipped and witnessed in a very different society from that of to-day. That is not to say that there were no obstacles in 1856 but around that time very positive steps were being taken in various aspects.
High Street Congregation is not a congregational Church. It is a congregation within the P.C.I - a body which came into being only 15 years before this congregation was founded.
P.C.I came into being in 1840 through the union of two historic Presbyterian bodies - the synod of Ulster and the secession synod with roots going far back.
Very significant steps were taken in the following years in a vast range of areas.
1. Training for the Ministry in Ireland - Just three years before this congregation was founded Assembly's College was opened in Belfast and a few years later, Magee College was opened in Londonderry for the education and training of students in the ministry.
2. In 1862 the Sabbath School Society of Ireland was founded in the P.C.I for the purpose of furthering Sabbath School work throughout the bounds of the Assembly by
1. Supplying suitable literature
2. The organising of Teachers Conventions (Mod. Conferences)
3. The labour of a travelling agent (travelling secretary 1862).
3. By 1866 - Ten years after the Union, the Presbyterian Orphan Society was established,
45 years later in 1911, nearly 3000 orphans were on the Roll - a society which still exists meeting needs in a very different society.
4. In 1890 - 50 years after the union creating P.C.I an Old Age Fund was   founded.
5. In 1890 the General Assembly established a central organising committee to link Guilds of young men and young women in congregations - within 5 years, 126 societies were working in congregations. 
"As the century drew to a close the P.C.I was in buoyant mood consisting of 606 active ministers (including 103 Missionaries) in 570 congregations. There were 165 students in training for the Ministry and 809 schools were Presbyterian management catering for 52,000 children. In addition there were 1,099 Sunday schools catering for 104,754 children. The 19th Century had witnessed a consolidation of First Presbyterianism.
It also witnessed a response to Jesus commission to go into all the world and preach the gospel. The very first act out of the first meeting of the General Assembly (of P.C.I) in 1840 was to send two missionaries to India who arrived there in Feb 1841. Others were to follow - 180.  22 were to die there. That figure didn't include wives and children. (If that fact causes heckles to rise among the female members of High Street you might be interested to know that when I was commissioned to be a missionary to Nyasaland in 1961 my wife Betty was not commissioned in spite of the role she was to play as a nurse). As many of you may know from an ongoing series on BBC1. T.V tracing P.C.I Missionaries in China the first I.P missionary arrived there in 1869- 90 were to serve there until the door closed....
New relationships were to be developed with Churches in Jamaica 1952, Nyasaland (Malawi)
1956 Kenya 1966 Indonesia 1972 (Lebabanon1975) Nepal 1978 Brazil 1987.
(among those who served was a couple right at the heart of this congregation - Dr Jim Ferguson and his wife Pamela. They served under P.C.I in Indonesia).
In all, a further 200 members of P.C.I have served these countries as missionaries under Non Den. Missions among them a member of High Street Elders John Finlay and his wife Sheila served in Nepal for many years.
Renee McCracken served in a Bible Seminary in Pietermaritsberg South Africa.
Among our Senior members of High Street, some years ago, we were privileged to have Mrs Lila Brown (C I M) and Mrs Margaret Hanna (India) P.C.I
Every age has its opportunities, needs and problems. The 19thC had theirs. The 20thC had theirs.
Terrible things happened through 2 World Wars. Note the names of members of this congregation who served and of those who lost their lives. Their names are to be seen on the wall on your left.
Some very good things came about in the years after the Second World War. Not long after the end of that war which cost so many lives and so much destruction, positive steps were taken to create a better fairer and more compassionate Britain.
We have come to take for granted opportunities in education, the benefits of the health service, the vast improvements in public housing, the social services in general etc.
People of my generation were the benefactors -
(I had the privilege of sitting the first year of the 11 plus and which opened the door which laid foundation for preparing for the Ministry after Senior Certificate).
The Post Way years provided a huge challenge - not least to the churches.
The bombing of Belfast in 1941 didn't leave the Churches unscathed. Some were damaged.
Some destroyed. (One of the most historic buildings of P.C.I was destroyed. Rosemary Street.
A Church in North Belfast, Ekenhead, had no minister at that time. Rev Gordon Erskine minister of Rosemary Street Church and his congregation had no place of worship.
They joined up and eventually, the present Rosemary Church was opened for worship in 1958
on the North Circular Road.)
These years provided a huge challenge to the Churches of all denominations to provide places
of worship in the large housing estates which grew up throughout the country.
P.C.I Church Extension built 30 new Churches. A huge challenge to Human and Financial Resources. (R L Cochrane Clerk of Interim Session in Church Extension Congregation Christchurch 1960's - 70's).
No society stands still. Vast changes requires new approaches to various needs as they arrive.
1. P.C.I opened "Canlinla House" as a place where people struggling with alcohol addiction might find sympathetic help.
2. Gray's Court was opened for those moving on.
3. Thompson House was opened on the Antrim Road, Belfast, to alleviate problems for men who for various reasons were homeless - some ex prisoners.
4. A very major move in a society where people were living longer required accommodation appropriate to their needs.
The Presbyterian Residential Trust has residential accommodation in seven locations throughout N.I.
5.
The Presbyterian Housing Association provides sheltered dwellings in 15 locations in various towns.
For many years the Presbyterian War Memorial Hostel in Howard Street provided for a large number of young people until it had to close because of the troubles in the 1970s. The Derryvolgie Presbyterian Church provides facilities for students and just a few years ago an imaginative project at Willow Brook in Coleraine was undertaken, providing valuable accommodation and personal support for nine tenants with learning disability. More recruits, three new purpose built bungalows providing accommodation for those with physical disability.
As we look back briefly over aspects of this congregation and of the wider church we do well to look again at the earliest days of the churches life as we see it in the Acts of the Apostles its close fellowship, its fearless proclamation, its persecution, its problems, its growth.
It can truly be said that times have changed . The situations have changed. Yes, they have, though situations vary enormously in some communities and countries at different times.
Six short verses in Acts 2 (42-47) spell out the nature and the activity of the primitive Christian Church. Nothing could be so clear. Read 2: 42-27. The scene is idyllic. Read also Acts 4: 32- 36 esp. v.32.
Sadly having read those descriptions of the believers sharing their possessions, the very next chapter (5) goes on to a sad story of deceit with tragic consequences - the death of Ananias and Sapphira.
Chapter 6 titles yet another sad story due to nepotism - seeing to your own sort – favouritism which deprives others. It's a short simple story but it made the early church face up to a problem which had to be resolved.
The provision for widows regardless of being Grecian Jews or Hebraic Jews had to be attended to properly.
In many situations in life, even when things are at their best, there can be exceptions which marr the good name of any superb enterprise and cause hurt and division.
The history of the church from earliest days doesn't disguise the fact that even those Christians who are at the heart and soul of missions and pastoral care of believers have not always worked together harmoniously.
Acts 15:35 - Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch where they and many others taught and preached the word of the lord.
Sometime later Paul said to Barnabas,
"let us go back and visit the brothers in all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and see how they are doing".
Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark with them. But Paul did not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not continued with them in the work". So what happened? "They had such a disagreement that they parted company".
Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus. But Paul chose Silas and left ….. (Antioch).  He went through Syria and Cilicia strengthening the churches.
I have deliberately left out a phrase,
Paul and Barnabas left "commended by the Brothers to the grace of the Lord".
There is no mention of any such commendation for Barnabas and Mark. - From the earliest days of the Christian Church there have been differences of opinion among the brethren over matters of importance - and sadly over matters of no real consequence.
In the 19thC P.C.I there were differences of opinion strongly held over two matters relating to worship.
The 1868 General Assembly was divided over the recent innovation of using instrumental music in public worship. The focus of the debate was the harmonium introduced in Sunday Services in Enniskillen. Other congregations had begun to follow this trend and the debate raged for
several years with the younger ministers, tending to side with those arguing, for liberty in this matter.
The storm clouds gathered. An Assembly resolution in 1883 which threatened disobedient ministers was only defeated by 11 votes.
A "PURITY PARTY" so called was formed. It argued against instrumental music and other pollutants - such as stained glass.
A split was averted and a 5 years truce was agreed. In 1891 that issue was raised again and the assembly passed from the question.
The second matter relating to worship which was to cause controversy was the introducing of Hymns. The singing of metrical psalms was a trademark of Presbyterian worship. In the late 19lhC there was considerable controversy over the introduction of hymn singing. It caused much furore, many believing that the singing of scripture was superior to any man made composition and that the use of hymns opened the door to “doctrinal error”. Eventually in 1898 a joint Church Hymn was produced along with the Church of Scotland. 
Times have changed in church and in society since P.C.I came into being. Times have changed greatly in the life time of many of us older people. One sign of changed times is the use of alcohol. In 1875, the General Assembly was asked to give a definite ruling as to whether a Communion wine should be fermented or not.   This request was inspired by the activities of the Total Abstinence Movement. After debate, the Assembly ruled that "a mild natural wine" should be used and that agitation on this subject should cease. The debate did not die and in 1889 it was agreed that each congregation should decide on its own wine. Various compromises were tried but eventually in 1905 the General Assembly recommended the use of non-alcoholic wine to Kirk sessions. Today, only a very few congregations use fermented wine.
Times change. Patterns change. Values change. Times will go on changing as will patterns and values.
What is important, all that really matters in the long run, is our relationship with our Saviour and our Lord - a relationship of love and obedience that can enable us to be salt and light in the days that God has given us so that others may find the way of salvation.
To God be the glory.                                  Very Rev Dr. John Ross
October 2006
