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Our Beginnings 

A sermon for Reformation Sunday 

First Presbyterian Church, Newton 

October 27, 2019 

 

Genesis 28: 10-17 

Philippians 1:3-11 

 

In our readings today we hear that Jacob wrestled with God, and came out with a new name and a new 

calling. We too wrestle, and hear in our story the call of God in our lives. Paul writes to the Philippians 

that “I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to 
completion by the day of Jesus Christ.” Who is the one who began a good work among us? It is 
God – the same God whom Paul served, with whom Jacob wrestled.  God began a good work 
here, among the people of Newton, and will continue until the day is fulfilled and the time is 
right. We are rich in history, and rich in those promises of God.  
 

If you read the history of the congregation here, in the book that was published at the 150
th

 anniversary, 

you see some interesting things.  

 

You see a small group gather in a living room on June 17,1858. Eight people started this congregation. 

Would those eight people even recognize it now? In their wildest dreams, would they have imagined us 

as we are now?  

 

There was already a Reformed church in town. And lots of Lutherans. But these staunch Presbyterians 

stuck together, and the congregation survived. It made it through several bad economic downturns, the 

Civil War, (or War Between the States, or War of Yankee Aggression, or my favorite, That Recent 

Unpleasantness), in a town that was in the wrong place and everyone expected to fail! Circumstances 

made this a terrible spot to form a congregation, but that didn’t stop these folks.  

 

For some years the Session consisted of one elder and the minister, some years later three more were 

elected.  Let me note this: some of you have formed an impression of service as an Elder and don’t ever 

want to do it again. For some of you, this is because you had a bad experience on a Session in difficult 

times. Please don’t continue to think the Session is that way: we have a good Session, we all get along, 

and we have meaningful discussions that move us forward. I promise you, it is different now, and you 

would probably like it.  

 

Anyway, so for years the Session was small, but the congregation was small too. Thirty members or so. 

Preaching maybe once a month. How will this little church survive? Against all odds, it did. Against all 

odds, it began to thrive. There may not have been that many people in the congregation, but those who 

were here were committed!  

 

These Presbyterians decided to build what we know as the chapel. One of the early members of the 

congregation was D. B. Gaither; he sold the land for the chapel to the church. The building began, done 

by many of the men, while the women worked to finish the insides. At a certain point, there was a 

shortage of funds, and so one of the women, Mrs. Helen Sleagle, wrote a wholesaler in New York that 

they did business with, explaining the situation and asking for a donation. It happened that the president 

of the wholesale company knew the pastor here at the time, a Rev. Robert Anderson. Impressed by the 
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letter, he sent Anderson a letter in response, with a check for fifty dollars, an enormous sum at the time, 

and so the chapel was finished. On November 17, 1878, the congregation worshiped here for the first 

time.  

 

The women in the congregation had formed a Ladies Aid Society in 1858, almost as soon as the 

congregation was chartered. So in 1887 when the first wedding was to be held, in the chapel, for the 

daughter of Mrs. Sleagle, the women determined to buy carpet for the building, and required each 

women to pay a dollar. This nearly split the congregation and the Ladies Aid Society went inactive for 

a while. But the carpet was purchased!  

 

So in all of this first fifty years we see people acting just like people, helping each other, and also 

disagreeing. In all of it, and through all of it, God is faithfully acting. God preserves His church!  

 

It may be that Fannie Williams was correct when she said that “For many years, a man has held the 

position, but women have done the work.” We are still fighting that battle, but God is with us and 

works in us.  

 

The little congregation continued to grow slowly, and in 1941 added what we call the “Scout wing,” 

where the offices are, and the classrooms above and below them, along with the classrooms that sit 

alongside the parking lot. This was the Frye wing, named after William Frye, a long-time leader in the 

congregation and the community.  

 

One young man who grew up in the church, who was our first Eagle Scout, was Andrew Rader. He 

became a physician. When World War Two began, he became an Army doctor. He was sent to the 

Philippines, and was among the thousands taken prisoner there by the Japanese. He spent several years 

pushing the Japanese to treat the prisoners better, and was beaten many times for his trouble. He was on 

a troop ship moving a large number of prisoners that was torpedoed. After the war, the Army named a 

clinic at Ft. Myer, in Virginia near the Pentagon, for him. It is still there today. He was the only Newton 

Presbyterian to die in that war.  

 

We come in our story nearer to our time, and we read the names of pastors we recall. Some of you will 

remember Dr. Joseph Carter, pastor here from 1945to 1956. He led the congregation through a lot of 

expansion and growth. He had a passion for evangelism, was a good preacher, and had a pastor’s heart. 

There are plaques in both entrances to the chapel remembering Dr. Carter.  

 

More of you will remember Rev. Bob Blumer, who followed Dr. Carter. He was young, with small 

children, and led the church through its years of continuing growth. As I said my first Sunday here, I 

met him a few times along the way; he was a great man as well.  

 

Others may recall  Rev. Charlie Parrish, who was only here a year or so. His chief claim to fame among 

us is that, without consulting anyone in leadership, he removed the ivy from the chapel walls. This was 

not a popular achievement. Let’s fast forward to the 1980s, and the ministry of Charlie Durham. When 

he was here, the funds were raised to build the fellowship hall and kitchen. Stop and think – how was 

so much done for so long without a good hall and kitchen, and think again – how much have we been 

able to do in the last thirty years because of the good work of Rev. Durham?  
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And of course we remember Revs. Jody Welker and Cynthia Williams. Some pastors of former years 

we remember by name for this or that. Pastors we knew and loved are remembered in a different way. 

We give thanks for their work among us, and especially for the construction of this sanctuary and 

education building. I can tell you it is not easy to shepherd a committee through that process. Hats off 

to them!  

 

All along the way, from those first eight people in 1858  until now, God has been leading the people 

here, and the pastors, through good times and bad, faithfully, so that the Presbyterian presence in this 

town will be strong. In 1922 the newspaper estimated that there were 600 Methodists, 300 Baptists, 220 

Reformed, 200 Lutherans, and 150 Presbyterians in Newton, yet the editor wrote that though “small in 

numbers, no congregation in town is as faithful to its denomination and the institutions of the church.”  

Over the years, there were hardly more Presbyterians than that until very recent times, but the people 

who did worship here were leaders in the town and so in the church as well. We are the heirs to a 

legacy of very faithful people.  

 

I think about the way time passes in a congregation. We all knew Tom Warlick; we know Al Gaither. 

They played together when they were small boys. In those days, the very oldest people in the church 

would have remembered the charter members. Tom Warlick’s great-grandparents were among those 

first eight who gathered.   

 

Turn it around: Tom and Al see our children, the smallest ones among us. When those people are 

elderly, they in turn will know small children. The memories of Tom, of Al, of all of us, will be 

cherished for generations to come. We are a part of a long chain of faithful witnesses, a veritable parade  

of them that stretches back to the early days of this country, to the Reformation in Scotland, and on 

back into the mists of the early centuries of the Church.  

 

We are tied together over times. It is not simply time that connects us, but the Spirit of God. Those 

people read the same scriptures, prayed the Lord’s Prayer, sang many of the same hymns we do. Those 

people worshiped God just as we do; in fact, today we use John Calvin’s liturgy from Strasbourg and 

Geneva and find it is not terribly different from our own. Of course, the original was in French!  

 

May I take just a minute and tie some of what we are doing today together? We celebrate the 

Reformation on the last Sunday of October, because Martin Luther posted his 95 Theses for debate on 

Oct. 31, 1517. This is as good a date as any to mark the beginning of the reforms to come. Luther 

primarily objected to the Mass seen as a sacrifice anew of Jesus each week, to the Mass begin 

celebrated in Latin not German, and to the serving of the bread and not the wine at the communion.  He 

wanted to worship in German, so people might understand it better. He had a different theological 

understanding of sacrifice of Christ. He opened communion up to the ordinary people, and gave them 

the bread and the wine. These were radical proposals!  

 

John Calvin was a French law student who was converted by these ideas. Remember the printing press 

was fairly new, and so ideas could be shared widely. Calvin went to Geneva, Switzerland, where he led 

the church for many years. He had some of his own ideas, chief among them that salvation was by 

grace through faith alone, and that only the scriptures should be used as an authority for doctrine. 

Calvin taught other pastors, among them John Knox who went home to Scotland, and reformed the 

Scottish Church into what is called the Presbyterian church. From Scotland many immigrants came to 

this country, and thus, our Scottish heritage.  
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We remember today that heritage, as well as recalling the lives of those who have died. November 1 is 

All Saints Day, when the Church remembers all the saints of God who have gone before us. And we 

also honor those who have been members fifty years or more. Those who have gone before us have had 

a great hand in shaping who we are, what we do, in shaping our faith and practice. We remember them 

and give them honor. We give thanks for their faithfulness to God over the years.   

 

A pastor said to me once that most church histories are just lists of pastors and buildings. When this 

was built, who was pastor – and on and on.  Our history is much richer than just those lists. We are 

fortunate to have a written history, and we continue to add to it. I hope that you have appreciated our 

history as summarized this morning.  

 

All of this points us to stewardship! We are the result, the fruit, of many years of faithful service by 

those who have gone before, by those who have died. Little or great, each one had a contribution to 

make to the congregation’s life and witness.  Each one contributed something to who we are. I hope 

that we each one can in turn make our own contribution in some way to this body, to who we are and 

who we hope to become!  

 

I want you to think this week about the past, about those in whatever town or place, whose ministry has 

affected who you are. Think about those who names you do not know, yet whose faith and work led to 

the faith being passed along to you. Think about all of these people and give thanks to God for them!  

 

Think about how God has brought the world along to this point, and placed you in it in some particular 

place, so that you can do your part for the gospel of Jesus Christ. Think about what that part, what that 

task, what that calling is, and be ready to step up and do your part in response to the call of God’s 

Spirit.  

 

Thanks be to God! Amen.  

 


