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INTRODUCTION

To understand how the “Congregational Church and Parish” of
Ashby, as it is named by the ecclesiastical council which installed the
Reverend Ezekiel Lysander Bascom, became the First Parish, Unitarian-
Universalist, it may be helpful to review some religious history of this
region briefly.

In the late 1700’s, Boston ministers of( the churches which had been
gathered by the Puritans and had come to be'called congregational because
the congregation governed, were turning away from some of the harsh
Calvinist doctrines such as the fall of man, and the condemnation of all
but the gelect to eternal damnation. Instead, they were questioning the
doctrine of the Trinity, stressing the unity of God, his justice, love and
mercy, and dwelling upon the ethical teachings of Jesus. Writing of the
period of 1790-1800, Earl Morse Wilbur says, “There was no religious
controversy, for the liberals would not allow themselves to be drawn into
one, and they themselves avoided preaching on disputed points; yet by
the end of the century only one minister at Boston, only two in Plymouth
County, and only three in eight of those east of Worcester remained trini-
tarian; while at Harvard College all the talented young men were said to
be Unitarian. It began to look as though Massachusetts Congregationalism
were to become a simple undogmatic form of faith, which laid little stress
upon creeds, and left each person free to be as liberal as he pleased, while
all together strove to cultivate reverent, positive Christian character.

“The conservatives, however, were not willing to have it rest thus,
but wished to lay strong emphasis upon the doctrines which their fathers
had held.”*

The Reverend Jedidiah Morse of Charlestown had, for fifteen years,
been the only public defender of the Trinity in the Boston area. He led the
opposition to the election of the liberal Dr. Henry Ware of Hingham to the
chair of Divinity at Harvard College. When, in 1805, the liberals elected
Dr. Ware, Dr. Morse led a campaign against them ‘“‘which was to end in
one hitherto united church being divided into two sects bitterly opposing
each other.”* By 1808 he had persuaded the conservatives to establish
a theological seminary at Andover, Massachusetts, which should remain

*Wilbur, “Our Unitarien Herilage” (1925 ed.) p. 401
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forever orthodox, requiring “‘the professors every five years to renew their
subscription to a creed which was perpetually to remain ‘entirely and
identically the same, without the least alteration, addition, or diminu-
tien”.”* Now the conservatives can be sure of young men trained to carry
on the faith of their fathers and to combat the heretical teachings emanat-
ing from Harvard. In 1815, Dr. Morse made a discovery which enabled
him to pin the odious label of Unitarian upon the liberals in the congrega-
tional churches. He found a chapter in a book on Theophilus Lindsey
{English Unitarian) which reported upon the progress of Unitarianism in
New England. He promptly reprinted the chapter under the title, Ameri-
can Unitarignism. It ran through five editions in five months. (Did any
copies reach Ashby?) So, the liberals were Unitarians after all. Dr. Morse
urged the orthodox “to separate from those who, since they denied the
Jeity of Christ, could not be considered Christians at all.”* The Boston
liberal ministers were outraged at such misrepresentation of their views.
Fhe Reverend William Ellery Channing rose to their defense. He explained
rnat while the liberals disbelieved in the Trinity, they regarded Christ as
~rius had — though less than God, far above man, a sinless being, and the
cpject of religious love and trust. Then “he urged that it would be a great
wrong to Christianity, and a great injustice to individuals to create a
division in the church by shutting any out of it as not Christians simply
because they held more liberal views of scripture teaching than did the
;thers.”* The battle raged until 1835. It divided one hundred and twenty-
live congregational churches mostly in eastern Massachusetts. The Ashby
Jhurch was one of them.

Here, as in other towns, there was one church attended by all the
neople and supported by all through a vote in town meeting to decide on
wnd pay the minister’s salary. The church membership, made up of those
who publicly professed their faith and so were entitled to receive Com-
raunion, voted as citizens of the town, of course, and then voted as church
.nembers their approval or disapproval of extending a call to a candidate.
i« the town and church agreed upon a candidate all was well, but as the
controversy developed, church members and townsmen disagreed. Then
an ecclesiastical council of ministers and deacons from nearby towns
would be convened to advise the church and town what to do. Chapter I
of this history recounts the events that led to a division in the Ashby
church as told in the available records.

The records of the First Parish go back only to 1820, although a court
Jecree at Concord in 1822 ordered that the earlier church records should
be returned to the church. The decree was not honored and the church did

Wilbur, “Onr Unttarian Heritage,” p. 407,-408, p. 411, 412
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not press the matter. The Second Parish, also, is without early records.
Therefore, the sources for the years 1767-1820 have been L B. Sawteile’s
chapter on Ecclesiastical Affairs in his History of Ashby, Volume I,
History of Middlesex County, and the town clerks’ records for those years.
There are some tantalizing questions which these records do not answer.
For example, what were the doctrines delivered by the Reverend Samuel
Whitman which eighteen men of Ashby considered erroneous in 17792
What was the substance of the charge which the church had against the
Reverend Cornelius Waters and the several charges which the town had
against him in 1815? What was the Confession of Faith to parts of which
the Reverend Cyrus Pierce said he could not conscientiously subscribe in
his letter accepting a call to the church and town in November 18182
How did the four articles in it which the ecclesiastical council changed,

read originally?

How fortunate for us today that the first liberal minister of this
church, Ezekiel Lysander Bascom, carefully recorded the action which the
nine church members who did not withdraw in 1819 took to continue the
life of the original congregational Church in Ashby.

I have used the following sources:

1. B. Sawtelle, History of Ashby, Chapter on Ecclesiastical A ffairs,
History of Middlescx County, Vol. I, 1890

Town Clerks' Records - Ashby 1767-1845

Records of the Congregational Church in Ashby 1821-1847
(This is the book begun by the Reverend Ezekicl Lysander Bascom — the first records of

the First Parish Church, Unitarian) e

Records of the ParishOCIEL'ks of the F'};st Pans]} s%k‘;urgh. Pn;?mtanzir)x, 1841-1509

Farl Morse Wilbur, Our Unilarian Heritage, 1925 ¢d., Beacon Fress .

Result of Council, Sermon, Charge to Pustor, Address to Church and People and Right Hond
of Fellowship at the Installation of Revercnd Ezekicl Lysander Bascom, A.M. to the Pastoral
care of the Congregational Church and Society in Ashby, Jon. 3, AD. 1821, A

Roverend George S. Shaw's 40th Anntversery Address — July 21, 1909 (as printed in the
Fitchburg Sentinel L .

Reverend Grgnville Pigrce’s Address on the 100th Anniversary of the Building of the Meeting-
house — June 18, 1909 (as printed in the Fitchburg Sentinel)

Dorothy Wilder, Paper on Changes in the Church Building — November 22, 1959

Tola Willard. Letter, Historical Society Papers.

Mrs. Caroline Wilkinson has kindly lent me the book of Fitchburg
Sentinel clippings which contained the addresses by Mr. Shaw and Mr.
Pierce.

I would like also to thank the Selectmen of Ashby for the use of the
Town Clerk’s records and Mrs. Frederick Wolfe, President of the Ashby
Historical Society, for lending the Result of Council pamphlet. I am most
grateful to my friend Mrs. Eva Nieuwejaar for typing the manuscript.

Quotations not credited are from the town and church records.
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The First Parish Church, Unitarian, of 1967 traces its origin to the
beginnings of public religious observances in Ashby. 1. B. Sawtelle, who
wrote the history of Ashby for the 1890 history of Middlesex County,
says that before the town was incorporated, itinerant preachers were en-
gaged and the people met at"Peter Lawrence’s home (a short distance up
West Main Street from the Common, where the Catalinis now live) for
services. On April 21, 1767, only six weeks after incorporation, the town
voted to have their public meetings, civil and religious, at the house of
Peter Lawrence “for the present year.” On May 26, 1767, they passed over
an article in the warrant to see if they would build a meetinghouse at the
site which had already been picked before incorporation by James Locke,
Jr., Zimri Haywood, John Rich, and John Fitch. On September 7, 1767, the
town voted $20 to hire preaching and appointed James Locke, Jr. and
Thomas Stearns a committee to attend to the matter. The next March
(1768) the town voted to reimburse Mr. William Parkman for three and a
half weeks boarding Mr. James Parker while he preached. In May that
year they decided to meet at Mr. Jonas Barrett’s home, but by the middle
of July, the people think Jonas Barrett’s place is too far from the center of
town. (It is the house on Piper Road just beyond the C. J. Wilder home,
going west.) In March 1?69 they again vote to meet at Peter Lawrence’s
home and they finally vote to build a meetinghouse and elect a comrittee
to pick a site for it and a burying ground and a commonage (common) .
The building is to be 50’ by 40°. Jacob Schoff, James Locke, Jr., John Jones,
Jacob Puffer, and Samuel Stone are the committee to find “the nearest
and most convenient place and agree for the land for the same.” Thus our
present Common and Church site and burying ground behind the church
came into existence. :

It was not until 1771 that a building was erected and there were
many difficulties in getting it completed. In 1788 an article on the war-
rant inquires if the town will finish the meetinghouse. In fact, it probably
never was satisfactorily completed, although it had to be repaired in 1790.
The coming of the American Revolution must have interferred with the
building of the meetinghouse. The town had not settled a minister in 1776.
However, twelve men signed a Confession of Faith on June 12, 1776 at the
embodying of the church. This is the only record we have that there now
came to exist an inner group of persons who had publicly professed their

|
|
!
|

religious faith, and so had become church members who could partake of the
Lord’s Supper. All the people attended Sabbath worship and the engaging
of preachers was the business of all the voters of the town. All were
assumed to be of the same religious faith — Puritans following the doc-
trines of John Calvin.

It was customary in those days for the town and church to concur in
calling a minister. Really, it was obligatory, for the town voted the money
for his salary and this procedure could lead to serious difficulties. Sup-
pose town and church could not agree? In 1778 the town and church con-
curred in calling Rev. Samuel Whitman who had graduated from Harvard
College in 1775 and was twenty-seven when he came to Ashby. He proved to
be an unsatisfactory choice, for, within fifteen months after his installation,
he is absenting himself from the pulpit. A Mr. Remaly is preaching. As one
reads the articles in the town warrants and tries to grasp what is happen-

s<ing, one begins to wonder if the beginnings of religious controversy are

reaching Ashby and also if the town has alienated Mr. Whitman by not
helping him build a house and not adjusting his pay to the depressing
effect of the Revolution on money values. It becomes apparent that the
town is divided over Mr. Whitman.

In 1781 four men request that it be put in the town records that he is
not an orthodox minister and they therefore cannot attend his ministry.
They were Lieutenant Asa Shedd, David Locke, Jacob Upton, and Lieuten-
ant Jacob Damon. By May 1782, the town votes a dismission for Mr.
Whitman after an ecclesiastical council made up of ministers and deacons
of surrounding churches has met and pronounced “his religious senti-
ments and moral conduct inconsistent with the character of a gospel
minister”. But Mr. Whitman has a following in the town and he will not
go. The town votes that it is highly improper to attend his ministry and
appoints Jonathan Locke and Asa Shedd to provide an authorized preacher
as soon as may be. They also vote that “the meetinghouse be not shut
up”, making us wonder if some were so angry that they proposed closing
the meetinghouse as a way out of the impasse. On July 20, 1782, the town
voted “that Mr. Whitman and those adhering to him have the benefit of
meeting in the meetinghouse for public worship when the same is not
needed by the town for any other preacher.” Thirty-four men object to
engaging another preacher since the town has one — and order their
names recorded. These, of course, are Mr. Whitman’s supporters and
among them are four church members of the original group of 1776. Cur-
jously enough, Jonas Barrett, who was a deacon in 1820 and a leader of
those who formed the second parish, is among the supporters of Mr.
Whitman, as is Elijah Houghton, the ope man among the nine church
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members who kept the original church organization alive after the divi
sion in 1818. : '

In January 1783, the town votes no money and no committee for any
other preacher than Mr. Whitman and forbids money to pay Mr. Wilkin:
for his preaching to be paid out of the town treasury. The town is divide
religiously, but somehow they feel they should be united and they refer to-
the “unhappy circumstances.this people are in on account of the great .
division occasioned by the Rev. Mr. Whitman.” They want to do some
thing to “establish in regular and orderly manner the public worship of
God among them.” They make proposals about back pay and dismissal.
Mr. Whitman's replies are unsatisfactory. They vote to apply to the Gener-
al Court to be freed from paying or supporting Mr. Whitman. Anothei
council is convened. On April 7, 1783, they again vote Mr, Whitman's
dismissal “as an unsuitable person for the office of a gospel minister for
reasons assigned by two Ecclesiastical Councils in their results on the
differences subsisting in this town and the church respecting the Rev. Mr.
Whitman.” Mr. Whitman now makes a proposal about back pay which
the town accepts, but negotiations break down, and finally, in March 1784,
the town has to decide what to do about a suit at law Mr. Whitman has
started for his salary. They vote him £100 if he will discharge the town
in full for his salary. And thatis the last of the unfortunate affair of the
Rev. Samuel Whitman. Meanwhile the town has voted £40 for supply
of the pulpit and on May 17, 1784, the Baptists in the town, Stephen Gib-
son, Stephen Barker, Charles Lawrence, and Benjamin Wallis, ask to be .
reimbursed for the proportion-they have paid on Mr. Whitman’s salary
and on the £40 just appropriated for preaching. Church and state are
beginning to be separated.

Now the town settled down for fourteen years of changing preachers.
Not until 1797 do they finally call a man although they twice consider
it, but are unable to get agreement between church and town. On Feb. 6,
1797, they do concur on calling the Rev. Cornelius Waters, who replies
on April 16, 1797. In his reply he refers to a “peculiar condition which
prevails and those who are acquainted with the circumstances of the af-
fair.” (What does he mean? Is the schism still unhealed?) He is installed
June 14, 1797. The town voted to “secure the meetinghouse on ordination
day” because such a crowd was expected that it might be damaged. Mr.
Waters stays until 1816, nineteen years. By 1809, the town decided to
build a new meetinghouse on the site of the old one — the present First
Parish Church is that building. By Nov. 1815, there is an article in the
warrant “to see what measures the inhabitants of Ashby will take relative
to the supporting of Rev. Mr. Waters in his ministry under the present
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existing circumstances.” - (But there is nothing to tell us what the circum-
Starices are; except a reference to 2 charge the church has against’him to
“ich the town will add several charges if a council is called by the church.
‘do not know what the charges are.) By March 4, 1816, the town votes
Mt Waters $140 “agreeable to the recommendation of the ‘eouncil “‘which
shissed him.” He coritinuéd to live in Ashby at the farm the town had
provided when he came (the present Ashby Pastures on Simonds Road.)

It now becomes clear-that the majority of the town wished to call a
minister who was a follower of the liberalizing influence of Harvard under
Dr. Henry Ware, who occupied- the chair of Divinity there. For instance,
on Nov. 4, 1816, Deacon Jonas Barrett was excused from seérving on the
committee for supplying the “desk” (pulpit) arid in his place the town chose
Tewis Gould. Deacon Barrett appears in 1820-1822 as strongly opposed to
any negotiation with the First Congregational Church and Society -over
" the matter of property, having withdrawn into the Calvinistic Society

_(2nd Parish), and Lewis Gould, Harvi¥d College graduate, is ‘a leader’in
" the society of Mr. Bascom (Unitarian). By January 1817, the town votes
‘to call Mr. Ephraim Randall, but apparently the church: did not concur,
"for in May 1817, an article in the warrant calls for the town'to continue
“their call to Mr. Randall or join the minority in calling a council to give
. their advice in settling: “the unhappy difficulty subsisting’ between ‘us.”
The town continues the ¢all to Mr. Randall, voting 106 to 49,and will not
~join the minority in calling a council. In July, Mr. Randall decides not to
" accept the call.: The tenor of his letter indicates that he is a liberal — he
stresses the loving, just qualities’ of the Deity. The town votes in October
1817, $500, “so long as’ he ‘supplies the desk or be their minister.” = But
presently Rev. Cyrus Pierce is preaching and from August 5,-1818 until
March 30, 1819, the town tries very hard to have Mr. Pierce become their
minister. He is liked by almost everyone. The town very carefully passes
over an article to call Mr. Pierce on Sept. 23, 1818, if the church concurs, 50
that the church may take the first step, which they do on Sept. 26, “1'8"1,8,
requesting the town to join in the call. Deacon Jonas Barrett as Scribe for
the Church signs the report to the town. The town joins the chuich in
calling Mr. Pierce and votes $600. Mr. Pierce is notified and replies by
- November 14, 1818. In his.reply he states that he understands that the
call is unanimous by the town and almost so by the church. ‘He refers
to the “very great and unexpected union among you.” Then, being an
honest man and. wanting it clearly anderstood what his' views are, he
says,: “With my view..of their confession of faith recently adopted the
church are already well-acquainted. It is well-known that previously to
their inviting me to settle with them, once at a Church meeting regularly
appointed (not to mention other times), I gave my sentiments in full upon
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all the doctrines which it embraced, pointed out the particular articles
from which I dissented and mentioned the reasons of such dissent, stating
also, at the same time, that I could not subscribe to them.

2hors shall cease here. But if the council advise that such’ aconfession
of ‘faith as shall meet Mr. Pierce’s views shall be adopted by the qhﬁfg:h
instead of the present one, then they shall’ consent ‘to “hig - ordination
4sreeable to the call he has received- and his answer thereto. - (These
“hurches by their pastor delegates and two to be named by Mr. Pierce
shall be the ordaining council.) ' - o

“As an assent to the articles of said confession is not made a condition
of their call, it is expected that the church will either adopt a new confes-
sion of faith, or that they will so alter or modify their present one or in
some other way make provision that a subscription to it shall not be in- . -
consistent with the views I expressed to them, prior to their invitation. " Abraham Haskell, chairman

“T wish it may be distinctly understood that with my present views
and feelings, I cannot consent to make use of said confession in the church -
as it now stands.” Clear, honest, straight from the shoulder. Alas! Some:
body in the church is not ready for change. Did Mr. Pierce anticipate this
and decide to avoid later trdubles, even at the risk of not being installed
now? It is clear that he does not wish to have any misunderstanding as
to his liberal religious views.

“On motion it was voted to accept the foregoing report.which propo-
“sitionto our great: regret ‘and  sorrow the church’ sawfit’ to-reject:” The
% then Feceived the following’ cotamunication from thé*church from’a
srson- chosen as chairmian’of théir-committee belonging to the First Bap-

jstsodiety in Ashby and:Fitchburg.” (Evidently *the ‘town’ felt that'a
Baptist should not be chaifman of a comrmittee of the church: “Why shouild
" he be acting at all?) o

On Dec. 1, 1818, Abraham Haskell (who, in 1820 acts as scribe for the
9 church members who remain after the majority withdraw), Lewis
Gould (Unitarian), Alexander Willard, Nathaniel Adams and Stephen
Wyman are chosen as the town’s committee to confer with the church
and Mr. Pierce to choose and call an ordaining council. Now the trouble
begins. Church and town cannot agree upon the make-up of the council.
So they move to add two from the church to the above committee to see
what further measures would be taken, if any, for the settlement of Mr.
Pierce. We have to imagine the hot discussion going on between Novem-
ber 14 (when Mr. Pierce accepted) and December 1, which has led to this
impasse. A week later, December 8, this committee reports: “seriously
deprecating a division and its lamentable consequences and deeply im-
pressed not only of the importance put even of the necessity of a reunion
between church and people, in order to effect an honorable settlement of
a minister to secure his usefulness and to promote the happiness of this
society having attended to the subject with the most deliberate considera-
tion, we take the liberty to offer to the church in Ashby — viz. — That
the congregational churches in Ashburnham, New Ipswich, Mason, Town-

“The gentlemen, committee of the Town of Ashby — To see what fur-
ther measures, if any, can be taken for the settlement of Mr. Cyrus Pierce
in the ministry in this place having made some propositions to the church,
we, the undersigned, a committee from the church, would inform you that
the church cannot accede to said proposition because they do not consjder
the parties on equal standing, yet they believe they as seriously deprecate
a division and its lamentable consequences as you can and sinc_erely wish
for a union between the church and tewn and in order thereto, _they*are
willing and wish to have the Reverend gentlemen named in yout proposi-
fion who belong to adjoining towns invited to advise us in our present
unbappy situation and they have no objection o Mr. Pierce’s bringing one
gentleman providing the church have the same liberty.” - -

Amos Wellington, Chairman

-(They cannot accede, yet they will if there is a compromise!) Dr.
Abraham Haskell, chairman of the town committee, advises the town to
acquiesce in the chureh’s proposition although he notes that the church
send, Lunenburg, and Fitchburg and also one to be nominated by Mr. cluims more concessions than was to be expected considering the great
Pierce, be invited to attend by their respective pastors to constitute an ) _importance of union — this with the consent of Mr. Pierce. The town fol-
advisory council to be convened, as soon as may be, for the purpose of 1 lows Dr. Haskell's advice and appoints John Locke, Dr. Haskell, and Lewis
settling all the differences existing between the church and Mr. Pierce, Gould a committee to join with a committee from the church to call an
whose decision shall be final and binding on both parties — that is to say advisory council of six adjoining ministers (Ashburnham, New Ipswich,
— if the council advise that the church retain their present confession of Mason, Townseid, Lunenburg, Fitchburg). * (The records do not state
faith to which Mr. Pierce cannot conscientiously assent, then Mr. Pierce’s what towns ministers Mr. Pierce and the church invited.) This was on

10 11

o e e




December &, 1818, Within three days the advisory council met (fast work
for those thmes 1 should think — how did they get the word around so
quickly without phones or cars?) The council examines the written reports
of the town and church call to Mr. Plerce and his acceptance and then 3y —
“we feel ourselves consirained to deplore the present unhappy state of the
church and town as one which is peculiarly trying and attended with dif-
ficulties so novel and perplexing that we feal ourselves not a liftle embar-
rassed in deciding what advice we ought to give — wishing to be made
instrumental in restoring “peace and harmony” to this town.” Their
advice (in order to promote the immortal welfare of this people, the pros-
perity of the Church, and the scttlement of a minister) is to ask the church
{o make alterations in certain articles of the Confession of Faith.

(It is regrettable that we do not have the Confession of Faith so that
we can see what the changes are. We can only note how very Calvinistic
the articles they propose are and wonder what the original ones were 10
which Mr. Pierce could not conscientiously assent.)

Article 3 —— We believe the Fulber, Sen, and Holy Ghost constituie
the Gudhead. (The Trinity)
Article 5 — We Dbelieve Adam sinned and so passed a depraved

nature to his desgendants who come into the world
destitute of holiness. (The Fall of Man)

Article 10 —— We believe that those who receive Christ are the clect
and they are saved, not by works of righteousncss
which they have done but by working of regeneration
and rencwing of the holy spirit. (Doctrine of the elect
—- faith, not works)

Article 11 — All who have fled to the Lord Jesus Christ for refuge
are kept by the power of God through faith unto sal-
vation. (Christ, the Savior)

Then they say that if either party (church or Mr. Pierce) cannot com-
ply, “we shall be constrained (o believe a radical difference of sentiment,
50 great as to discourage all hope of reconciliation exists and Mr. Pierce
should withdraw his answer.” They take note of the candor and concilia-
tion generally manifested by both town and church and the uniform
admiration of Mr. Plerce's character, Nevertheless they do not hesitate to
chide the church for extending u call to Mr, Pierce when they knew his
religious sentiments. They say, “In reviewing the proceedings of the
Church, however, we have to lament the manifest incongruity and im-
propricty of the measures adopted by a majority relative to the votes
passed at the time they gave Mr. Picree a call to become their Pastor. As
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Rev. and Mcs, George S. Shaw
Newly Weds — 1869

Rov. Guurywe Sichson Shaw

Rey. George S. Shaw's 25th Year

at our Church

Mrs. Mary Elizabeth Shaw
Daughter of Pearly Gates, Ashb
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Some of Qur Ministers

Rev. and Mrs. Everett 5. Treworgy
1915 - 1946

Rev. and Mrs. Richard A. Day
Celebrating 35 Wedding

they were acquainted with his religious sentiments they ought not to have
voted him a call and at the same time that they could not consent to alter
‘their. Confession of Faith, especially as they neglected to furnish’ him
Seasonably with a copy of their vote. -

‘- “We hope, however, that these mistakes will furnish them a profit-
,_j_abie lesson: that they cultivate a spirit of Brotherly love and unity; that
“they will be favored with divine guidance.”

These eight ministers have done their best to reconcile c¢hurch and
town. What happens after December 11?2

Jonas Barrett, as church scribe, reports to the town on December 22,
1818, that the church met on December 16, 1818, and voted

1. To make alterations, proposed by the late council, to their
confession of faith — 13 for; 11 against

2 Voted to reconsider the above vote — 12 for reconsideration; 2
against

3. Put the motion — how many not willing to make alterations -—
7 against; 14 for; 2 abstain

Rev. and Mrs. Paul Harris
Costumed for the Country Fair — 1963

John Locke and Nathaniel Adams and a committee from the church
wait on Mr. Pierce with this report and communicate his decision to the
town. He wishes two weeks to consider what to do.

On January 7, 1819, two weeks later, the town meets to see how many
are in favor of Mr. Pierce’s ordination. The House is polled — 121 are in
favor. There are 10 against, 5 from the church and 5 from the town. But
the day before, January 6, 1819, the church had met and Jonas Barrett, as
Scribe, reported to the town that the Church of Christ will not make alter-
ations to their confession of faith.

So even though 121 townsmen wish to ordain Mr. Pierce, they
cannot, since in the two weeks while Mr. Pierce is considering what to do,
more members of the church have been persuaded to vote against altera-
tions to the Confession of Faith. = (Mr. Barrett gives no figures on the vote
this time.) '

Tt becomes the duty of Mr. Locke, Dr. Haskell, Mr. Adams, and Mr.
Gates to notify Mr. Pierce and ask for his withdrawal in conformity with
the council’s advice. Mr. Pierce withdraws his acceptance, saying, “I do
not wish you, however, to understand that the foregoing is the only reasomn,

13

Rev. and Mrs. Lawrence M. Jaffa : oy
Present Minister and Wife




though it might be a sufficient one, for my taking this step. The proposed
alterations are not such as perfectly suit me though it may be I should
have assented to them had there been a good degree of union in the church.
(Note suggestion of lack of union in the church.)

strict Calvinist. This they did, except for nine members. It is those nine
members who perpetuate the church organized on June 12, 1776, The
'second parish, however, contiriued to use the name Church of Chris;t;‘ and
" affiliated with the Calvinistic Society of Massachusetts. The first parish
continued as the First Congregational Church and Soclety of Ashby and

“Begides, I wish it to be understood that facts have come to my knowl- by about 1850 began to identify themselves as Unitarians.

edge respecting the state of the church which had they been knowm
previously to giving my answer to your call would have materially affect-
ed said answer.” (How tantalizing not to know what those facts were!)

Nine church members, one man and eight women, with a majority
of the town sympathizing with them in a desire to engage 2 liberal (Uni-
tarian) minister nOwW (1819-1820) must decide what to do. On November
4, 1820, these nine wrote to the Rev. David Damon of Lunenburg, asking
him to act as their moderator (the ministers were the moderators of the
church meetings in those days). “Come over into Macedonia and help us.
YWe are sheep without a shepherd”, they wrote. They requested him to
ask Brother Abraham Haskell to act as their scribe. They also anngunced
their desire 1o extend a call to the Rev. Ezeliel Lysander Bascom of
Phillipston and to ask the town to join with them in the call and make
provision for his support. The letter was signed by Elijah Houghton,
Sally Houghton, Flizabeth Gates, Lois Lawrence, Mary Lawrence, Rhoda
Piper, Martha Richardson, Sylvia Wellington, and Bannah Cowdrey.

All is over! The town and council have done their best 0 bring about
peace and harmony. All they can do now is to pass a resolution expressing
regret and sOrrow in parting with their much esteemed pastor-elect. They
say — “It is with heartfelt sorrow that after having a candidate so long
with us and one who, as a gospel minister possesses $O good talents, whose
piety is undoubted, whose pulpit address is very interesting and acceptable,
whose engagedness in the Redeemer’s cause is evident to all who are
acquainted with him and one so well calculated to do good and make
peace amongst us in our present unhappy situation and after the church
had given him a call and requested the town to join with them and the
town did so join unanimously — that the church did so afterwards so
conduct that it became necessary to have a council of ministers for advice
before we could peaceably proceed to an ordination — and after having a
council (of the church’s own proposing) and having a course pointed out
by the said council for the church and town to pursue and the church
(through their committee) thanking them for their attendance and Christ-
ian advice, the church does not agree to accept the proposition as advised
by the council in consequence of which our much esteemed Pastor elect
has withdrawn his answer and after all the condescending and unwearied
exertion on the part of the town to have church and town united, it is with
extreme sorrow that their hopes are thus disappointed.”

Note the speed with which matters developed. The letter must have
been carried to Mr. Damon on November 4, for he replies affirmatively on
November 5, and writes to Dr. Haskell, the Rev. E. L. Bascon, and the town
on November 6. On November 20, 1820, a joint call from this minority of
the church and a majority of the town is given to Mr. Bascom, offering
as his salary $475. It was signed by Abraham Haskell, Seribe for the
church, and Robert Burr, Alexander Willard, and Lewis Gould for the
town. The town vote was 111. Mr. Bascom accepted on November 26,
1820, and the town chose James Locke, Alexander Willard, Robert Burr,
Lewis Gould, and Stephen Wyman to work with Dr. A. Haskell and Rev.

o E. L. Bascom in selecting ministers and churches for a council to install Mr.

(The town is bitter about this. By October 4, 1819, they will not grant Bascom and in picking the date. A committee for the installation and 2
the church one half of the committee for the supply of the desk. The committee for singing were also selected. And, (note a change of heart
church may not have the ministerial rates apply a5 they choose for since October, 1819) “It was further moved that the Committee for the
preaching and may not have the use of the meetinghouse. The church and supply of the Desk grant the Calvinistic Society in Ashby the use of their
those who adhere to them may not have the use of the meetinghouse when meeting house on the 13th day of December next, for the purpose of or-
they have a preacher and the town has not. (This shows, of course, that daining Mr. Putnam over said Calvinistic Society, if requested.”
the division has come.) The majority of the church and some townsmen

are hearing Calvinistic preachers and the town is hearing men from f The ecclesiastical council met on January 2, 1821, at the home of
Harvard. The records available to Mr. Sawtelle in 1890 indicate that ‘: Nathaniel Adams. Ministers from thirteen churches came with four Dea-
sometime in 1819 an ex parte council advised the church to withdraw and cons and twelve lay brothers. Mr. Adams’ house must have been crowded.
organize a second parish since the town would not concur in calling a ‘ They came from Concord, Brighton, Athol, Gardner, Lancaster, Wilton,
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“tuated the original orgamization. The church records and communion
“furniture” had disappeared on February 18, 1820. They were thought to
be in the possession of Deacon Jonas Barrett., From June 17, 1821 to March
- 1822, Rev. Bascom led his church in an unsuccessful attempt to recover
“the “furniture belonging to the Communion Table,” the book or books
containing the original records of the Congregational Church of Ashby,
- -and any money belonging to the treasury. Deacon Jonas Barrett is ada-
.- mant. He will not meet with Deacon Robert Burr’s committee (1st parish);
~ he will not attempt to call a meeting of his church to appoint a committee
" to negotiate. Rev. Bascom has Deacon Barrett and Deacon Walker dis-
missed as Deacons of the Ist parish (they seceded from it in 1819) “and
Deacon Burr is instructed to proceed in due form of law to procure posses-
" sion of the properties “now supposed to be in the hands of Deacon Jonas
Barrett.” The case was tried at Concord by the S. I. Court and decided in
- favor of the First Parish, but the second Parish ignored the . decision.
Thereupon the town appointed a committee to receive contributions for a
Communion set. $72.34 was raised and on October 11, 1822, the church
accepted “2 Brittania plates or platters, 2 plated 3 quart Flaggons, 8 plated
pint cups, one table cloth and two napkins.” Captain Asa. Stratton had
been.to Boston to make this purchase. $3.50 was left over, which the
people unanimously voted Captain Stratton toward the expense of his trip.
Priscilla Elvira Bascom, probably a sister of Mr. Bascom, at the same
time presented to the First Congregational Church and Society of Ashby
a christening Basin. :

N. H., Barre, Templeton, Hubbardston, New Salem, Petersham, Lunen-:
burg, and Phillipston. (In ten of these towns a division either was occurrs’
ing or occurred later) Rev. Ezra Ripley D. D. of Concord was chosen
moderator of the meeting which considered Mr. Bascom’s qualifications
and the religious situation in Ashby.

They say, “The Council deem it proper and expedient, on this occa-
sion, publicly to express our views and feelings relative to the existence of
two Religious Societies in this town. We deeply regret the separation that
has taken place, and any proofs it exhibits of a want of Christian candour
and charity. We have no disposition to impeach the motives of those who
have seceded from the Town and under legal protection have adopted the
style of the Calvinistic Congregational Society. We wish them and their
minister grace, mercy, peace from God, the Father, and from the Lord
Jesus Christ; and that they may be built up in the faith and order of the
Gospel. :

“Now that a separation is wholly effected and a minor part of this
people have assumed a new religious style -— built a house for public
worship — and settled a minister -~ we have no hesitation to pronounce
regular the proceedings of the Town and that part of the church adhering
to them. We applaud their endeavors to gain a minister on evangelical
principles. The Council do, therefore, recognize the Society and professing
Christians who have invited us, and such others as may hereafter join
with them, as “The Congregational Church and Society in Ashby.” (Since
Congregational actually refers to the government of the church and there-
fore applied to both churches — (the congregation governs) — this church
came to be called the First Parish Church.

We are now ready to look briefly at the history of the next one hun-
dred-and forty-seven years of this church.

On January 3, 1821, Rev. Ezekiel Lysander Bascom was installed. He
was forty-three years old at the time and, as minister in Phillipston, had
found his church divided theologically, and, although a Council had sup-
ported him at Phillipston, where he had hoped to end his days, he evi-
dently decided it was best to move., He continued for fourteen years in
Ashby when, for reasons of health, he resigned, but continued his interest
in Ashby. He died in Fitzwilliam in 1841 and was buried in Ashby,

Of course, this division of the Congregational Churches {town
churches at first) into trinitarian and unitarian, brought up the question of 4
the church property — to whom do the Communion Set, the records and
the money (if any), as well as the building, belong. A court case over this ' 3
question in Dedham (1820) established the precedent. The Massachusetts

Supreme Court ruled that the property belonged to the party which perpe- ! 17
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CHAPTER II

From 1820 to 1967

For fourteen years, the Reverend Ezekiel Lysander Bascom led the
people of the First Congregational Church and Society in Ashby, keeping
a careful record of annual meetings, christenings, marriages, and deaths,
and of installations of ministers in neighboring towns to which he, as
minister, and a deacon, were invited as members of the installing ecclesia-
stical council. These years must have been very difficult, for every effort
was made to label the liberals as heretics. It is a temptation to attribute
the Reverend Reuben Bates’ illness in 1844 to dissension in the community
over religious questions and anxiety lest he not be able to adequately lead
his people at a time when they have some difficulties. He writes in his
letter of resignation, July 24, 1845, . . . “I find that there is much to be done
among this people. The situation that you have been in for the last two
years has been unfavorable to the religious interests of the society. 1 see
that much, very much, is to be done to awaken a deeper interest and to
advance the spiritual welfare of the church. I am ready to do all T can but
have not strength for what needs to be done . . . No ecclesiastical coun-
¢il is called for, for there are no difficulties to be settled in the case before
us . .. I deem it very desirable and important that you should secure a
candidate as soon as possible and any service that I can render you will be
most readily granted. That you may soon be united in some faithful and
devoted pastor who shall confirm you in our most holy faith and “build
you up in the Lord” will be the wish nearest to my heart and the prayer
that shall daily go up from the depth of my soul.”

By 1846, Mr. Lewis Wetherbee is superintendent of a thriving Sabbath
School which he heads until 1852. The enrollment varies from 115 to 130,
including adult classes.

The spiritual life of these one hundred and forty-seven years of the
existence of a church led by Unitarian ministers has to be guessed at by
reading between the lines of the business records (the clerk’s reports of
parish meetings) of the church. If we note that care is taken to keep the
church and the parsonage painted, shall we assume that practical reasons
only motivated the parish and the men who were willing to serve on com-
mittees attend to the painting? Down through the years, we can read the
record of taking concern for music in the church. At first a bass viol
accompanies the singers. About 1850 an Ashby-built Whitney organ is
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purchased. An organist must be found and someone to pump the organ,
every year. A committee attends to this. In 1841, men give time and
thought to the problem of dividing the church building into upper: and
lower rooms, — the upper to be the sanctuary and the lower to be divided
— one-third for church social activities and two-thirds for the town hall.
There are some delicate negotiations with the town as to settling accounts
when finally, by 1843, church finances are completely separated from town
finances. In 1843, there is a reference to making provision for the expense
of wood and lamps if the hall is to be used for public lectures. This prob-
lem is left to the discretion of the Parish Committee. Beginning in 1851,
with Lewis Gould, devoted members and friends of the church leave be-
quests to it in their wills and someone must attend to the legal aspects of
accepting these bequests and carrying out the terms of the wills in invest-

ing them.

In the years from 1822 to 1846, the minister and one deacon attended
twenty-five ecclesiastical councils held in towns bordering Ashby, such
as Fitchburg, Lunenburg, Townsend, Ashburnham, and New Ipswich; and
towns some distance away, such as Hubbardston, Fitzwilliam, Athol,
Groton, Stow, Westford, Gardner, Peterborough, Littleton, Wilton, Hard-
wick, Dunstable, and Tyngsborough. Seven councils ordained ministers,
three gave the ministers dismission, and the rest were installations. How
did one travel from Ashby to Dunstable in 1835, or to Hubbardston in
18282 Here is evidence that the life of the church occupied a prominent
place in the life of the people then. Later, after the Civil War, the North
Middlesex Conference of Unitarian Churches is organized.- The First
Parish in Ashby joins, and in Mr. Shaw’s day, as many as twenty-five from
Ashby attended. The saying was in the conference, “Mr. Shaw and his
twenty-five have arrived.” Within the last six years we have seen the
change from conferences to districts, and delegates from the First Parish
have been attending Central Massachusetts District meetings. Mean-
while, all down through the one hundred and forty-seven years, the nine-
teen ministers have christened, married, and buried the people of their
church; men and women have taught Sabbath, or Sunday, or Church
School classes; there have been those who served as treasurer, as clerk
of the parish, as parish committee members, as trustees of trust funds, as
moderator, as members of vital committees of the church. This service by
so many people over so long a time, Do matter whether the fortunes of the
church seemed to be up or down, is evidence of serious religious devotion
by those who could not hope to belong to a large and comfortable majori-

ty.
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CHAPTER III

The Meetinghouses — 1771 and 1809 .

On March 30, 1767, the men of Ashby met at Peter Lawrence’s home
to choose a town moderator, and clerk, and selectmen. John Fitch was
chosen moderator. Before the town was organized, James Locke, Jr,
Zimri Haywood, John Rich, and John Fitch had been chosen to look for
a site for a meetinghouse, They had selected one. Less than two months
after organizing, on May 26, 1767, the town met again to consider, among
other things, building a public meetinghouse for the worship of God, in
the place appointed and marked by the four men named above. They voted
10 pass over this article and again, on September 27, 1767, voted to pass
over a similar article, but on March 7, 1§69 (two years after incorporation)
they vote to build a meetinghouse and set up a burying yard near the cen-
ter of town, the house to be 50’ by 40’. Jacob Schoff, one of the German
farmers in the northeast corner of Ashburnham, and who represented
them in their petition to be made a part of Ashby, James Locke, Jr., John
Jones, Jacob Puffer, and Samuel Stone are the committee to find the
“nearest and most convenient place and agree for land for same and other
commonage that is necessary.” On September 25, 1769, the town accepts
this report of the committee concerning the meetinghouse spot. They
recommend building “near a large chestnut tree between the lots of
Messrs. Jonathan Lawrence and Joseph Davis on the northeast side of the
road leading from said Davis’s to Peter Lawrence’s. This is where the
present Common, Unitarian Church, and oldest burying ground are lo-
cated. Thomas Stearns, James Locke, Jr.,, Stephen Gibson, Benjamin
Spaulding, and Jonas Barrett are to be in charge of building the meeting-
house. Six weeks later {November 13}, the town gives instructions to this
committee for building, — “They shall provide the material — frame and
boards and shingles for covering and closing —— with windows, frame and
sash stuff, sufficient for the house, by the last day of next March” (1770).
John Jones, Sarmuel Stone, and Jacob Puffer are to clear the land for the
burying lot and the house at once. Some money was saved for the build-
ing by hiring no more preaching after September 25, 1768, and already in
April 1769, they had appropriated £66:13: 14 for building. In Maxch 1770
they vote to underpin the meetinghouse and have it ready to raise by
sometime in September and “to hire no preaching at present this year.”
In June, they meet and adjourn to the meetinghouse Common and there
vote to have the house stand on nearly the highest ground of the Common:
the southeast corner of the house to be at a stake and stones near a Red
oak tree. At the end of August 1770, John Bates, Samuel Stone, and Abra-
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" ham Taylor are elected to attend to the raising of the meetinghouse. The
- following March (1771) a new committee is elected for further carrying
“'bn of the building and £13 : 6 : 8 is voted to hire preaching. Joseph Davis
deeded one and a half acres and Jonatian Lawrence, two and a half acres
for the Common and burying ground. The matter of pews comes up in
1772, but the town records from then until 1790 indicate that the meeting-
“house is never completely finished. No wonder, with men away during the
“Revolution and those at home doing their best to provide their share of
" money, blankets, shirts, shoes, and hose for the soldiers. During 1790, the
“meetinghouse roof was repaired, broken windows repaired, clapboards
replaced, and a front porch was built. : ‘

_ By 1807, in the pastorate of Rev. Cornelius Waters, agitation for anew
meetinghouse had gone on long enough so that, at its March meeting, the
town voted to build a new house to be completed within three years. Asa
Kendall, Abraham Edwards, Jonathan Locke, Stephen Patch, and Stephen
Wyman were appointed a committee to present ways and means which
the town ought to take to build a meetinghouse. Planning goes on through
1807, committees are changed, and it is proposed to finance the building
through the sale of pew ground. At a town meeting in January 1808, héw-
ever, it is voted not to have the building committee go ahead, but Ain-the
spring at their March meeting, the citizens take courage again and vote to
build a new Meetinghouse and sell the old house or move it to the east
side of the Common. More planning goes on through 1808. Tradition has
it that a Greenfield architect drew up the plans for this building. Finally
on December 20, 1808, Joseph Kendall, yeoman, signed the builder’s con-
tract, and Amos Wellington, Oliver Kendall, Alexander Willard, Allen
Flagg, and Cushing Burr signed for the town. There are many detailed
specifications in this contract. For instance, the town committee is to
have the foundation prepared, underpinning, and doorsteps laid in season
to receive the frame and to raise the same in May 1809. By September the
outside of the house is to be ready for three coats of paint -— white, except
for roof and doors. The roof is to be a dark chocolate color and the doors
mahogany. The inner part of the house is to be painted a light stone color
three times over so as to raise a bright gloss, every part to be painted ex-
cept the pews, seats and floor, which painting is to be done in the month
of October, 1809, and well done, in a workmanlike manner and of good
material. The house is to be completed in the month of December 1809.
The original pews were of the box type, for the contract says they are to
have doors well hung with suitable hinges. The pulpit is to have two
flights of stairs, handsomely furnished with quarter twist railings and with
- bannisters and two pulpit doors of good workmanship and well hung.
the pillars that support the pulpit [are] to be turned with capitals and
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inths and to be fluted, and the piliars that support the gallery the same.
he cornice is to be handsome with fret, dentals, and twist-bead. These
re only a few of the details in the contract, but they are enough to show
s that the inhabitants of Ashby in 1809 were determined to build a
\eetinghouse which would bear testimony to their civic pride and religious
1ith. They did well; this building has lent distinction to Ashby’s Common
ecause of its architectural beauty for 158 years.

Imagine living in the center of Ashby in 1809 and watching the re-
soval of the old meetinghouse (where you had worshipped for thirty-eight
ears); the excavating (without bulldozer) and the placing of the great
ranite slabs of underpinning (by hand) for a 65 by 53’ building. Imagine
eeing the great timbers for the frame brought to the Common. Excitement
aust have built up to that election day in early June, 1809, when the build-
ng was to be raised. Tola Willard writes to a friend on June 15, 1809,
‘it has been election this week past and you may judge what we have had
o do. The meetinghouse was raised on election day.” What a thrill to
1ave been there when the frame went up, with Joseph Kendall and Darius
Wellington directing the work. Eleazar Shattuck is reported to have gotten
.0 excited that “he climbed to the top of one of the belfry posts, stood there
as calm and serene as a sailor high upon the mast and quaffed a mug of
flip and descended unaided to the ground!”

The exterior of the meetinghouse differs but little from the way it ap-
peared on December 14, 1809, when it was dedicated. There is now an exit
from the north end of the building and a small porch and steps at the east
exit from the kitchen, both required by state fire laws. In 1809 there was
no bell in the belfry and no clock faces on west, south and east sides of
the bell tower, as there are now.

By 1829, when the building is twenty years old, the town votes $200
toward the purchase of a bell; Lewis Gould, Richard Richardson, Stephen
Wyman, and Cushing Burr give $25 each; and one hundred thirty-two
other citizens give from $10 to 50¢ each; and Captain Damon’s legacy of
$20, now grown to $40, left for purchasing a bell — altogether provide the
total needed for buying and installing a 1261 pound bell from the Paul
Revere foundry. This bell was hung in the belfry of the First Parish Church
to be used by the town and each of the two churches for ail town meet-
ings, funerals, state thanksgivings and fasts, and lectures and public
meetings. The total cost of the bell was $452.21. This includes carting
from Boston and installing and cost of rope.

In 1846, May 4, the town and the church voted to accept Lewis
Gould’s gift of $300 for a town. clock to be placed in the tower of the First
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arish and to be cared for by the town. For one hundred and twenty-one
ears townsmen have climbed a ladder into the lower part of the tower
:}d wound the clock each week and it has been striking the hours with
ttle interruption.

. The story of the interior of the meetinghouse, however, is one of many
hanges from 1833 on. By 1833, the problem of heating the church is being

‘considered. Perhaps a brick furnace could be built outside the north end
" of the church and the heat somehow funneled into the building. The solution
~ ‘was two brick chimneys built just inside the north wall of the church. Stoves

and long funnels now are added, and they bring the problem of wood storage,

-and when, during the services, to fill the stoves.

In 1841 the church decided to separate the room for worship from the
room for town meetings and social gatherings. They put a floor in at the
level of the galleries, thus making the(d side pews rising on three levels.
The old, high pulpit had to go. The new room thus created below was divided
by a partition running north to south, so that the east third of the room
was for church social gatherings and the west two-thirds was for the
town meetings and for entertainments following suppers served in the east
side. Apparently a room was made in the northeast corner of the lower

" . room, behind the vestry, as the east third of the lower hall was called. Here

the selectmen could carry on their business and keep their records. By
1866, the church votes to level the floor downstairs, buy settees to hold
250 people and partition off a room at the northwest end convenient for
the selectmen, and replace the solid partition between vestry and town
hall with movable doors. Evidently, the Ladies Benevolent Association
had been wanting kitchen space, for in 1867, they are given “the privilege
of painting, white-washing, and papering the room recently occupied by
the selectmen” (the northeast room). Not until 1886 was the solid partition
removed and a set of doors, which could be taken out, put in its place.
Soon the town will decide not to hire the west side for its meetings‘. In
1889, Mrs. J. K. Gates, W. S. Sheldon, A. A. Green, Mrs. Abby S. Sheldon,
Mrs. Mary E. Shaw, and Charles S. Blake are chosen to name the Hall and
report at the next meeting. On March 31, 1890, the Parish voted to accept
the recommended name, First Parish Hall. By 1891, the treasurer’s report
no longer carries an item -— “To rent of Town Hall.” It is evidence that
the town meetings and selectmen’s office have been moved to what is now
the Grange Hall. By 1892, a new floor, suitable for dancing, is laid in First
Parish Hall by the Lend-a-Hand Society, the young, unmarried, adult
group of the church. They also built the stage in First Parish Hall which
served both church and town until the school auditorium was built in
1953.
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Ifl 1903, the church is wired for electricity and in 1905 the ceilings:
upstairs and down are replaced by metal ceilings, which were fashionable.

at the time. About 1915, to comply with state fire laws, a stairway had to:

be put in leading from an exit door on the north end of the building up to
the sanctuary, just east of the pulpit platform. This proved to be a fine
place for characters in the Sir Galahad and Nativity Pageants to line up
before going “on stage.”

By 1927, there developed a desire for a radical change in the sanc-
tuary. Two rooms for Church School classes and a chancel-like space
between them were made at the north end of the sanctuary. A second
stairway led into the northwest Church School room. Mr. Alfred Brewer
of Ashby was the contractor for this work which involved the rather deli-
cate task of bringing forward to the south walls of the two rooms and the
chance! the curved north wail-to-ceiling section, the Shaw Memorial plaques,
and moving the Whitney organ from the south end of the room, across
the center pews into the east side of the chancel. The long black stove fun-
nels came down and the stoves were moved just in front of the two rooms.

In 1949, the Rev. Paul Harris Drake persuaded the parish to put in a
central heating plant to replace the stoves. About this time, the old-fash-
ioned hand pump in the kitchen was replaced by an electric pump. Then
Mr. Elmer Mason gave the church the driven well which has made it
possible to install modern toilets. The stage in First Parish Hall was re-
moved in 1962, to make the serving of the Country Fair Suppers easier.

There is a reference to music in the church in 1768. Article 5 of the
town warrant is “to determine whether the hymns shall be sung in the
congregation”. It is decided that the hymns annexed to Brady and Tate’s
Collection of Psalms shall be sung in the congregation. Before 1841, a bass
viol is acquired. By June 29, 1850, Jackson Burr, Samuel Burr, and Hobart
Spencer are on a commit{ee to prepare the meeting house for the reception
of the organ purchased for said Parish. This would be the pipe organ now
in the church and built by the Whitney organ builders of Ashby. In 1887,
the choir was moved to the front of the church, west of the pulpit platform,
by removing some pews and building a platform for them. New chairs
were provided and a Hamiltonian Vocalion organ was placed in this choir
space. But by 1891, the new organ is to be sold and the Whitney organ
repaired and the pews replaced. The choir goes back to the south end of
the church where the Whitney organ stood until 1927. When the organ
was moved to the chancel, the choir moved with it and remained there
until Miss Katherine Simonds gave the Hammond Electronic organ in
memory of her parents, about 1947. The choir again returned to the south
gallery where the Hammond organ was placed.
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CHAPTER IV

The Ministry — 1778-1967

" From 1767 to 1778, there was no settled minister in Ashby. Then, in
778, town and church concurred in calling the Reverend Samuel Whit-
ian. - During his short stay of five years, the community first ‘experienced
nhappy circumstances on account of the great division among us.” This

“division seemed to be aggravated by the aggressive character of Mr. Whit-

‘man. Details of the controversy are given in Chapter I o

.. After fourteen years of supplies, the town and church ventured to
settle the Reverend Cornelius Waters as minister. He served from June
14, 1797 to March 4, 1816, a period of nineteen years. Mr. Waters was born
in Sutton, Massachusetts, in 1749, and was graduated from Dartmouth in
1774. Mr. Sawtelle calls him a man of average ability and reports that the
town voted to print his sermon, delivered February 22, 1800, on the death
of George Washington. Did he encourage the town to undertake the
building of a new meetinghouse in 1800? Probably, but we have no written
evidence that he did. While Mr. Waters was the minister in Ashby, the
relationship between the liberals (who Yere questioning such doctrines as
the Trinity, the deity of Christ, the fall of man, and foreordination) and the
strict Calvinists in the congregational churches of Massachusetts was
changing. Earl Morse Wilbur in Our Unitarian Heritage, P. 405 says “Gen-
erous toleration of difference in beliefs existed; and although, in order to
keep liberal views from spreading further, some of the churches now began
to require their members to assent to orthodox creeds . . . The two wings
of the Congregational Church still lived together in harmony as of old.
This was the situation at the end of the eighteenth century; but the nine-
teenth century was still very young when this peace was destroyed by a
period of sharp controversy of the conservatives against the liberals,
which was to divide the Congregational Church and to force the Unitar-
ians (liberals) to form a separate denomination.” Mr. Sawtelle says that
“the last years of Mr. Waters’ ministry were disturbed by sectarianism
. and doctrinal differences”. In other words, the people of Ashby were
hearing about the “sharp controversy” and were taking sides. Mr. Waters
was sixty-seven years old when the church members called the ecclesias-
tical council which advised that he be dismissed and that the town pay him
$140. Since the majority of the town obviously ‘wants to hear liberal can-
didates from Harvard, is it possible to conclude that Mr. Waters was too

25




Calvinistic to any longer please them? Again, we have no evidence. He
continued to live in Ashby on the farm furnished him when he came to
town (now Ashby Pastures) and his ministerial tax was abated regularly.
He died in 1824.

After the withdrawal of the minority of the town (inciuding a major-
ity of church members) to form a church adhering strictly to the Calvin-
istic beliefs, the Reverend Ezekiel Lysander Bascom became the first
liberal (later to be called Unitarian) minister in Ashby. He was the first of
nineteen ministers of the First Parish Church from 1820 to 1967. Mr.
Bascom, born during the Revolution (1777), went to Dartmouth College,
graduating when he was twenty-one (1798), and was ordained at Phillip-
ston, Massachusetts in 1800. He remained there as pastor of the First
Congregational Church for twenty years. He was forty-three years old
when he was installed as the minister of the Congregational Church and
Society of Ashby on January 3, 1821. He served the church (and the town)
well for fourteen years in what must have been a very difficult period. The
careful records which he kept as Clerk of the church from 1821-1835 are
a tribute to his care and concern for the welfare of his people. They are the
source of information about the action of the nine church members who
carried on the original church organization after the separation in 1819,
Mr. Sawtelle says of Mr. Bascom, “He was a man of scholarly attainments,
a good extemporaneous speaker and was highly appreciated by his parish-
ioners”. Ever since 1835, the “christening vase” which he gave to thé
church has been used for christening services. Because of poor health, he
was leaving “for an indefinite period” and he left his desk so that the mini-
sters who followed him have had its use. A black silhouette of him, fasten-
ed on the inside of one of the desk doors was probably done by his wife,
Ruth Bascom, who was artistic and did shadow portraits of some Ashby

people.'{Four of her portraits hang in the Concord Antiquarian Society and °

two of these are of Ashby people, Urania Locke, wife of Jonas Barrett;
and Abraham Edwards. To quote Mr. Sawtelle again, Mr. Bascom “re-
tained his relation with his people till his death, although he was unable
to perform the active duties of his office. He died at Fitzwilliam, New
Hampshire, April 20, 1841, and was buried in Ashby. His colleague dur-
ing the last six years of his life was Reverend Reuben Bates, who was so
much appreciated that he was chosen as his successor.”

Mr. Bates was called to Ashby from the church in New Ipswich in
1835 and served until 1845 when he retired because of ill health. He was
horn in 1808 in Concord, Massachusetts, and went to Harvard College and
was graduated from Harvard Divinity School in 1832. He was twenty-
seven years old when he came to Ashby. " .
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‘Under the following rﬁinister, Reverend Theophilus Pipon Doggett,
‘Sabbath School flourished under Mr. Lewis Wetherbee's direction.
‘Doggett was a graduate of Brown University .and Harvard - Divinity
¢ool (1835). He served in Ashby from February 1847 to April 1853.

“After Mr. Doggett left, the church’ did not succeed. in settling .a minis-
ter. until February 19, 1855, when they called the Reverend thn St_ﬂlmap
: fown, a native of New Ipswich, by a vote of 26 to 10. It was the time of
“John Brown of Ossawatemie and bleeding Kansas”. Mr. Brown of Ashby
traveled to Kansas in early 1857.,On April 4, 1857, he wrote .from Law-
f‘éhée, Kansas Territory, submitting his resignation. He.had mt_er'u_ifac'i to
return to Ashby but, “After arriving here and seeing the actual conditions
of things, the amount of labor required to build up a new state, tI.xer chaos
Which was to be reduced to order, and the calls for men of all callings and
professions, I thought it clearly to be my duty to cast in my lqt h:-a_r_e,_and‘do
vhat: I could for the schools, the churches, and the civil n'fstltutxons of
Kansas. There is far greater need of ministers of a liberal faith here than
in’ Massachusetts and though I do not propose to become I?a_stor of any
particular society, yet I do propose to enter heart and hand 1ntf) t_he good
work of making this a Free State, into the good work -of establishing Free
- schools, and building up Free churches.”

Two ministers who were well-liked, Reverend Nathaniel Gagt? aqd
Reverend Charles Bugbee filled in the years through 1865,_ both dylng: in
office. Reverend William Tait Phelan, a graduate of Meadville Theological
School (1862), came in March 1866 and staygd two years. .

On July 18, 1868, the first of two long pastorates, covering ai] l?ut six
years up to 1946, began when Reverend George S. Shaw preached his first
sermon in Ashby. Mr. Shaw was a bachelor of thirty-one years when. he
came to Ashby but in 1869 on June 1st, he married Mary Elmabetp Gate§,
daughter of Pearly and Mary B. Gates. }2 had married into a leading U_m—
tarian family, descended from the Elizabeth Gates who was one of.the nine
" church members of 1819 who continued the life of the first parish. 'I‘h_e
i #~Shaws had no children, but the children of the church and of the communi-
1 "ty somehow felt that the Shaws loved them all.

““The Fitchburg Sentinel” printéd Mr. Shaw’s address on July 21, 1908,
on his fortieth anniversary as minister to the First Parish Church. He
began, “Forty years ago, last evening, I walked into Ashby from West
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Townsend. I found on arriving in West Townsend from Boston [by train]
that I should have to pay 75¢ to come up with expressman for there was
no evening mail then and so the team would have to come up on purpose
for me. And I had learned that a doliar saved was 2 dollars earned and I
thought I could make good wages to walk four miles for a dollar and z half
on a beautiful summer evening. I had just come from the West where T
had done some roughing . . . As I have told you before, my early opportuni-
ties for education were poor, not nearly up to the average. But when I was
a little over twenty-one years of age, I went to Meadville Theological

School, Meadville, Pennsylvania, where I spent four vyears, graduating

May 20, 1862”. After five and one-half months of preaching here and there
in New England, Mr. Shaw went to Missouri as Chaplain of the State Peni-
tentiary. Among the convicts were some slaves, “guilty of no crime but
the desire to be free, and yet treated as guilty convicts. Slavery existed in
Missouri at the time.” The Civil War was raging and the city was garri-
soned by troops. “Once, if no more, I enrolled myself to help protect the
city and capitol, the enemy [Confederate army] being not far away. After
about a year I resigned my position and went to St. Louis as teacher in a
children’s prison and orphan asylum, The House of Refuge . . . From there
I enlisted as a private in a Missouri regiment, the 27th, although I had
been ordained as a minister more than a year before, and joined Sherman's
army in the campaign and capture of Atlanta. Our corps of infantry was
reported by its general, John A. Logan, to have marched 3000 miles in one
summer. I was with the corps all but about two weeks when sick at
Chattanooga. I was with the army in the march to the sea and up through
the Carolinas, a part of the time carrying a gun, and sharing the lot of the
commeon soldier, whether it was marching or fighting. For about eight
months of the almost sixteen that I was a private I was in the medical de-
partment as clerk for the surgeon-in-chief of the division, or assistant at
the operating table and in the hospital.

“April 28, 1865, I was promoted to the chaplaincy of the 135th U. S.
colored infantry, at Raleigh, North Carolina. In this regiment I remained
six months, when the regiment was discharged at Louisvilie, Kentucky.
From there I went back to St. Louis and up into Wisconsin, Minnesota,
Michigan, Iilinois, etc., where I spent over two years. I was at Sheboygan,
Wisconsin, a year and a half during which time we built a nice little church.

“So I say to you that I brought to you at the age of thirty-one, a large
experience for one of my age.” The people of Ashby benefited by that large
experience. He had seen the evils of alchoholism and he did battle against
them here. Probably the social service aspect of his experience accounted
for his deep concern for the welfare of Ashby people, both economically
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and spiritually. He valued education and served the community well as a
iember of the school committee and sometimes its chairman. His intetrest
atown library led to his appointment by the town in 1874 as a committee
fone to gather together from the [school] districts all the books that
ould be found. Mr. Edwin Chapman, who gave the town its library build-
g; and Mr. Shaw were close friends. No doubt Mr. Shaw had much to
6 with encouraging that generous gift. He served on the Library Trustees
ommittee twenty-two years of its thirty-four years of existence up to
:1908. He encouraged the -organizing of a fire company and served on it
for twenty-eight years. The poet Chaucer’s description of the poor parson
of a town fits Mr. Shaw well: ‘

“Christ’s lore and his apostles twelve he taught
But first he followed it himself.”

He sought to do all he could to alleviate bitterness between the two
.churches and to cultivate more generosity of spirit. The present union
Thanksgiving and Memorial Sunday services held by the two parishes came
about through Mr. Shaw’s efforts in cooperation with the Reverend Charles
Loomis of the second parish. When, on the last Sunday of January, 1909, he
was finally invited to preach from the pulpit of the Ashby Orthodox Con-
gregational Church by the Reverend Charles Loomis, his dearest wish was
achieved. It was the last sermon that he preached. He died on Feb. 1, 1909.

The Ladies’ Benevolent Society have this entry in their secretary’s
record for Feb. 1, 1909: “A sad day for the Unitarian Society and the town.
Mr. Shaw passed away this morning. The town has lost a good citizen. He
was interested in the town and in everyone he met. He will be greatly missed
not only by the people of Ashby but by a large circle of acquaintances. He
always tried to do what he thought was right.”

Tradition has it that Mrs. Shaw very much desired that the church
should call the Reverend Granville Pierce of the Unitarian Church in War-
wick, Massachusetts, to succeed Mr. Shaw. The church was obliging and
Mr. Pierce served until 1912. Mr. Pierce built up the Sunday School through
children’s concerts, bringing the children into the church service to sing.
Mrs. Albert M. Wilder trained them to sing.

From 1912 to 1915, the Reverend Cyrus Roys preached. He was a
scholarly man whose preaching was inspiring to high schoolers who were
beginning to read a little 19th century literature.
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In November, 1915, Reverend Everett Somes Treworgy, who had left
Hubbardston for Stoneham, received a call to Ashby and began the second
long pastorate in the history of the church, staying here for thirty-one years.
He retired with the title of minister emeritus in 1946, Mr. Treworgy, like
Mr, Shaw, served the town as a member of the school committee and of the
Library Trustees. He was a great lover of literature, especially poetry. This
love he shared with the children and young people of the Sunday School,
as he helped them memorize quotations from R. L. Stevenson, Coleridge,
and Emerson. He was always vitally interested in the part the United
States was playing on the world stage. In fact, he felt it so important to
devote his sermon at the Union service on Memorial Sunday in 1917 to the
meaning of our entrance into World War I, that he assumed that the G.A.R.
veterans would not mind if he did not eulogize them. They did mind and they
let it be known what a mistake he had made. Hovever, within a few months,
he was entrusted with the duty of banking money collected by the town
committee for war bonds. Doubts as to his patriotiszn had abated. Mrs.
Treworgy was a fine musician and the community benefited by this, for
she had a class of piano pupils over the years. She was also the church
organist for many years. For courage in adversity, intelligence, neighborli-
ness, and personal integrity, Mr. and Mrs. Treworgy were an inspiration to
the community.

Mr. Hollis Tegarden, a Harvard Divinity School student, was called in
June, 1946 and stayed until January, 1948. He was followed by Rev. Paul
Harris Drake who persuaded the parish to put central heating into the
church. Mr. and Mrs. Drake were able to build up the Sunday School to an
enrollment of sixty and Mrs. Drake started a junior choir.

In 1952 Mr. Drake went to the Unitarian Church on Nantucket Island
and the Reverend Frank A. Wahlstrom preached until 1956. He went from
Ashby to be assistant to the Reverend David Rhys Williams in the Unitarian
Church of Rochester, N. Y. The Reverend Richard A. Day of Peterborough,
New Hampshire, who had gone into the real estate and antique business
there, came as part time interim, and then as regular, minister from 1957 to
1960. He was followed by the Reverend Ernest G. Werner, who was leaving
the Lutheran Church to become a Unitarian minister. In January, 1962, he
went to the Unitarian Church in Ithaca, N. Y.

The Reverend Paul Harris served as interim minister in the summer of
1962. He and his wife won the friendship of the church that summer. The
parish was glad to give him a call and to have him decide to settle here in
March, 1963. In the short time before his death on Dec. 22, 1963, he
strengthened the feeling of “togetherness” which had begun to develop in
1962, not only with his own people but with the community.
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The Revemend Lawrence Marvin Jaffa, the present minister of th’e
st- Parish Church, succeeded Mr. Harris in September, 1964. He is
xtremely active in Boy Secout work, as his wife i.s in Girl Scoutipg. He was
ppointed to the School Building Study Committee of Ashby and serve-d
its chairman while it made the prelirinary studies for the town. Th{?‘
sar he was elected to the Library Trustees. His wife organized and is
osident of the Ashby Oratorio Singers and has promoted the UNICEF
allowe’en collection, acting as chairman for the past three years, as well
°chairman of the Alliance Arts and Crafts Festival. Mr. Jaffa serves the
Hitarian Church in Hubbardston, as well as Ashby. ST T
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CHAPTER V

Some Church Organizations

By the middie of the 19th century, social activities, as well as com-
munity service, began to be a part of the New England church life. In this
church, the women organized themselves in January, 1857, as the Ladies’
Benevolent Association and continued this organization without a break
until 1812. The secretaries’ records for these fifty-five years give evidence
of their varied activities which included sewing for fellow-parishioners,
tieing quilts, making shirts and knitting socks for soldiers in the Civil War,
earning money by holding suppers followed by entertainments (they usually
gave $100 toward the $600 or $700 salary of the minister) and setting up
their own Lending Library. They worked to create a kitchen in the north-

east room downstairs in the church where the selectmen had met until
1866, '

In 1808, through the efforts of the minister's wife, Mrs. Granville
Pierce, the Ashby Branch Alliance was organized. This group of women,
some of whom were L. B. A. members, met monthly for programs related
directly to Unitarianism. For instance, an early meeting dealt with Uni-
tarian hymn writers, and another with the life of William Ellery Channing.
They called their meetings “study classes”. They were a part of the con-
tinental organization of Alliances of Unitarian Women, while the L. B, A.
had no affiliation outside of Ashby. Their records show that they sent
smali contributions to newly organizing Alliances from Richmond, Virginia,
to Winnipeg, Manitoba. Finally, in 1912, the L. B. A. and the Alliance
merged by keeping the L. B. A, monthly sewing meeting and dinner as part
of the Alliance program. The L. B. A. treasury was given to the Alliance.
The “study class” met at the homes of members and the sewing meeting
and dinner was held at the church. Fifty-eight years of Alliance secretaries’
records show that the group continued to help with church finances, with
repairs to church and parsonage, with assistance at church school activi-
ties, as well as to maintain a good degree of intellectual content in its
programs. For many years, the L. B. A. held an annual Church Fair which
the Alliance continued until the Ways and Means Committee of the church
took over this activity. The Alliance secretaries’ records since 1957, con-
tain a yearly thank-you letter with picture of Dr. Albert Schweitzer or the
hospital at Lambarene, which is sent in recognition of the annual Christmas
meeting collection for the Schweitzer Hospital. The sponsoring of an Arts
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nd Crafts Festival and assisting in promoting_ the UNICEF Hallowe’en
ollection are recent activities undertaken by this group of women of the
church, ' .

..~ The earliest records of a Sabbath School that I have foun.d o back to
‘the ministry of Theophilus Pipon Doggett (1847-18_51.3). Lewis Wetherbee
was in charge of the school and he reports reorganizing on May 9th, 1847
with eighty scholars. On June 27 there were one hundred eight schol.ars. He
reports the whole number of scholars for 1847 was one hun_dred thl_rty and
for 1848 — one hundred twenty-five. In 1850, his class of sixteen girls and
young women ranged in age from fifteen to thirty-five. Thx:ee were marlf}ed.
In 1852 there were fourteen teachers. His record says nothing about subject
matter taught. By 1900 Sabbath School was callefi Sunday_S‘chool and now
it is Church School and the Committee in charge is the _Rehgmus Education
Committee. It is safe to say that frem Mr. Shaw’s txmta on (1868), the
church has maintained a Sunday School without interruption.

For a time, between 1890 and 1909, Mr. Shaw’s young people were

organized as a Lend-a-Hand Club. It was they who earned money for tl“fe

dance floor in First Parish Hall and for the stage_. Mr. S_‘,haw sald_ that hz;

young people would dance and he approved of _thelr dancing at their chu_rc

instead of having to go out of town. Here their parents would be dancing,
too, and a good standard of hall room manners would be set.

In the 1912-1920 pericd, the teen-age boys and girls we{e_ﬁrst organ-
ized in a Unity club which met bi-monthiy under the supervision of some
mothers and Miss Florence Gates, and the Misseg Clarissa a_m_i Sol.)hm
Lawrence. They learned the dance steps of thg period, were fimded into
rival groups who dramatized scenes from Les Miserables and Little Women
(the latter they perfected for public performa}'lce) , and Iearqed to helQ on
church suppers. Later the girls were formed into a Camp Fire Group ?.nd
the boys studied scouting under Rev. E. S. Treworgy. -

Now the church has a Unitarian Youth Group meeting regularly. For
the Bi-Centennial they have sponsored Miss LRY for the Q}Jeen ante§t and
are planning to place the names of the ministers of the_Fu-st Parish in the
church as part of the church celebration of its 200th anniversary.
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f The Ways and Means Committee of the church was ﬁr§t organized in
! 1946, In 1961, it began to sponsor The Country Fair which involves every-
; one in the church and their friends and earns from 16% to 209 of th
church budget. -
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CHAPTER VI

Changing Statements of Faith — 1776-1967

The e:flrliest Confession of Faith of which a record has been found
was subscribed to by twelve Ashby men at “the embodying of the church’:
in 1776, two years before the town and church concurred in calling the
Reverend Samuel Whitman to settle over them. After declaring their un-
\Yorthiness to be so highly favored of God and their admiration and adora-
tion of the free grace of God that triumphs over so great unworthiness they
declare their belief in the Christian religion as contained in the Sacred écrip—
tures_and consent to the same as the only unerring rule of their faith and
pract:c;e. They are agreed upon the lapsed state of man and that his re-
demption is through the atonement made by his son Jesus Christ. [Here are
stated the Calvinist doctrines of the authority of the Bible, the Fall of man
and the atonement of Christ.] , ’

They promise to cleave to one another as fellow members in brotherly
love and holy watchfulness over one another.

?‘hey will give up their infant children to God in Baptism promising
by. His grace to instruct them in the principles of our holy religion and to
br{ng them up in the fear of the Lord and to be careful to maintain the wor-
ship of God in their families. They view this as an important duty.

They will follow the Cambridge Platform for a guide in the Government
of the Church into which they are about to form themselves, but where that
platform allows the Eldership [Deacons?] to veto a vote of the Brotherhood
they differ. “We cannot allow that they have a right of negation on the;

qutherhood of the Church.” [They are for pure democracy — the congre-
gation governs directly.] '

Finally they promise to hold communion with the faithful churches of
Christ for “giving and receiving mutual counsel and assistance in all cases
whi.ch we shall judge necessary.” [This is a recognition of the custom of
f:alhng councils of ministers and deacons of neighboring churches to ordain,
Xzslzla)ll,]and dismiss ministers. By 1782, such a council has been called in

shby.
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~ In 1820, those nine church members who carried on the original church
organization of 1776 (did not secede in 1819) signed a new Confession of
Faith. The introduction to this new Confession of Faith reads as follows:

“We, the subscribers, members of the Congregational Church in Ashby, sin-
cerely wishing to promote the cause of “pure and undefiled religion” and
"deeply lamenting the unhappy differences of present religious opinions in
~ this [town], which seem to have caused many of the brethren to withdraw
* and form themselves into a separate society, do hereby find ourselves in
~ such a situation as to render it necessary for us to adopt, as we deem it to
. be our Christian duty: «— and we do now deliberately resolve and agree to
" adopt, instead of our present creed, the following:” It begins with a refer-
- ence to belief in the providence and the government of God who is infinitely
. wise, just, and good. They believe that to love and cbey him is our most
reasonable service. [Note that there is no reference to unworthiness and
‘that the positive qualities of wisdom, justness, goodness are listed. They are
‘" to love God.] .

It continues in the same vein as the Confession of 1776, referring to the
- fall of man, the authority of the Holy Scriptures, Jesus, son of God, mediator
" between God and man, by whom all necessary provision is made for the
" salvation of all mankind. [This sounds like a departure from Calvin’s doc-
. trine of the elect — all mankind.} The Holy Spirit [not Ghost] is “the sancti-
. fier that enlightens the mind, purifies the heart, will guide us into all truth.”
They believe in the two ordinances of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. [But
. say nothing about promoting religion in the home.] They believe that God
will, at some future day, raise the dead, and judge the world in righteous-
ness, by Jesus Christ, his Son; and that the righteous will be rewarded and
the wicked punished.” [The doctrine of the Last Judgment.]

We do not know whether Reverend Ezekiel Lysander Bascom assisted
in the drawing up of this Confession, but it seems reasonable to suppose that
he may have, since he was probably preaching in Ashby before he was called
on Nov. 20, 1820.

In Chapter I, I have quoted from the proceedings of the ecclesiastical
council called to advise in the case of Reverend Cyrus Pierce, four articles
from a Confession of Faith in the form advised by the council. We do not
have the original Confession. But these articles very evidently are not from
the Confession of 1776. I conclude tha*ya later Confession was drawn up by
the church, either under Mr. Waters, or possibly afterward (1817-1818),
when it became apparent that the majority of the town wanted a liberal
minister. For the four articles, even as revised, are extremely Calvinistic in

theology.

g
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By October 1838, in the ministry of Reuben Bates, the church revises
the Confession of 1820. Deacon Robert Burr, Deacon Isaac Heartwell,
Doctor Abraham Haskell, Ezra Gates, and Rev. Reuben Bates are chosen to
do the work of drawing up a shorter and simpler form by unanimous vote

after the church service on October 28. They meet on October 30. On

Friday, November 2, at the preparatory lecture that preceded a Communion
Service, they presented the new confession. The church accepted it and
voted that the old one be laid aside and considered having one hundred or
more copies of the new one printed.

It reads: “Believing that the holy Scriptures contain the true words of
God, that they reveal one Father of all for our worship, obedience, and love,
one Lord Jesus Christ, the Mediator between God and man, the Savior of
all who sincerely believe in and obey him, (who hath appointed two special
ordinances, Baptism and the Holy Supper, for our observance), that they
fulrnish all necessary doctrine and instruction for our belief, conduct, and
salvation, '

You .do now solemnly promise to take the Scriptures as your infallible
rule of faith and practice and you will aim to conform your lives thereto, so
long as you retain your connexion with this church.”

[The Holy Spirit is not mentioned. There is no reference to the fall of
man, Jesus is not called son of God. No mention is made of a final judg-
ment. Unitarian thought is taking hold. The effect of the great religious
debate that raged from 1805 to 1835 and culminated in the division of the
congregational churches into Unitarian and Trinitarian is seen in this
simplified confession unanimousiy accepted in 1838 by the first Congrega-
tional Church and Society of Ashby.]

‘By 1856, when John Stillman Brown was the minister, the Church
Covenant read: “Convinced that it has become your duty to make a public
profession of Religion, you now cordially avow your belief in the Divine
authority of the Holy Scriptures, and that they contain a full and perfect
rule of faith and conduct —— and that you voluntarily and deliberately de-
clare it to be your settled and fixed intention to receive this Divine
[ordinance] as the guide of your life, by the grace of God to keep all it*®
holy precepts and ordinances blameless.” [*it should be its.]

Eleven years later our records show that at a meeting of the church

in 1867, the following statement of the basis and aims of the Unitarian
Church of Ashby was adopted: g
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*7 We, the members of the First Congregational Church in Ashby, as a
Christian organization, would récognize the relation we sustain to Christ
as indicated in his own words: “Ye call me Master and Lord: ‘and ye say
well; for s0 T am.” And we would receive his Gospel as a message of Di-
vine Love; believing that in it, life, immortality are brought to light and
ardon for sin and grace to sin no more are offered to every soul; and that
t reveals to us the Fatherhood of God; the Brotherhood of men; and' the
Holy Spirit, the light which lighteneth every man that coraeth into “the
world and the promised gifts of the Father unto everyone that asketh. And
we would put forth earnest endeavor to influence others. to consecrate
~themselves to the service of Christ and his cause. Believing that it is the
sacred privilege of all to judge for themselves what is right, we leave all
“our members perfectly free to obtain a knowledge of their duty directly
-from the scriptures and all other sources of Divine Faith. We aim to attain
“to a true knowledge and a pure practice of Christianity. We dim to make
our homes the abodes of virtue and truth. We aim to cultivate an affec-
tionate and Christian interest in each other’s welfare. To do justly; love
‘mercy and walk humbly with God.” [Note that this is a statement of the
basis and aims of the Unitarian Church rather than a Confession of
. Faith. For the first time, also, the principle of individual freedom to judge
what is right, using the Scriptures and all other sources of Divine Faith
for guidance, is asserted. It is acknowledged that there are other sources
of religious faith, in addition to the Christian Scriptures. The Holy Spirit,
omitted in 1838 and 1856, has returned. Virtue and truth are to be culti-
vated in their homes. The Prophet Micah’s definition of what God requires
of man is included, as well as the familiar Unitarian assertions of the
Fatherhood of God and the Brotherhood of Man.]

In his 40th anniversary address, Mr. Shaw had this to say about
joining the church: “About the beginning of 1888, having discovered that
but few joined the old-fashioned church, though we had worked hard to
have them, that comparatively few were legal members of the parish, but
that there was a large number who, so far as they had any religious affili-
ation, were with us, T concluded to try and bring them together into some
sort of sympathy. So I borrowed this motto and adapting it to our situa-
tion, invited different ones to put their names to it. “We, whose names

" are here written, recognizing the First Parish of Ashby, Massachusetts, as
i our religious home, do now join ourselves in this bond of union. We, in
1y the love and freedom of truth and in the spirit of Jesus Christ, do unite and
I bind ourselves together for the worship of God and the service of man.”
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-~ Unitarians and Universalists have been revising their statements of
faith from 1888 to the present time, but the Ashby First Parish Unitarian-
Universalist Church teaches Church School members to say:

We believe in
The Fatherhood of God
The Leadership of Jesus
The Brotherhood of Man
Salvation by Character
And the progress of mankind onward and upward forever, and,

“In the love of truth and the spirit of Jesus, we unite for the worship
of God and the service of man.”

Those who join the church express their belief in the above statement
of Faith and bond of union.
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