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“SO GREAT A CLOUD OF WITNESSES” 

A sermon delivered by the Rev. Dr. Thomas D. Wintle, Senior Minister of 

The First Parish Church in Weston, Mass., at The First Church of Christ, 

Unitarian, in Lancaster, Mass., at the 200
th
 anniversary re-dedication of the 

Bulfinch Meeting House on Sunday afternoon, January 8, 2017. 

 

The Puritans who founded Lancaster and gathered this church in 1653 

took the Bible very seriously. I think that if THEY were to choose a verse 

for OUR celebration today, it would be Luke chapter 20, verse 38: “Now 

God is God not of the dead, but of the living.” The eyes of faith, the Puritans 

would tell us, do not focus on a dead past – we are not here to worship our 

ancestors – but rather we are called to attend to the concerns of the living. 

But then comes the kicker, for the verse continues “God is God not of the 

dead, but of the living, FOR TO GOD ALL OF THEM ARE ALIVE.” 

Those 364 years of this church, and the 200 years of this temple, are but an 

instant in God’s eyes, and all of them, all the generations, are present, 

influencing the present. 

If you close your eyes and look around (oh, go ahead), perhaps you 

can see some of them. 

There in the back of the balcony, looking down benevolently at us, is 

the matriarch of this church:  Mary Rowlandson. Wife of the first minister, 

Mary was also one of the first published authors in the American colonies, 

with her story of the 1676 Indian raid in which her house was burned down, 

and she with her children taken captive. Each chapter of her book is called a 

“remove,” for each time the Indians moved to a new camp. I once used those 

removes to follow the path of her eleven week captivity. I came to one point 

in the journey, not sure where to go next, went up to a house and said “I’m a 

minister in Lancaster and I’m following the path of Mary Rowlandson, who 
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. . .” “Oh, she said, “I’m the town clerk and I know all about her.” She told 

me the local stories and pointed out the hillside where Mary’s six-year-old 

daughter was buried.  

The “removes” were not only geographical, but spiritual: each took 

her farther from the comforts of home, forcing her to rely on the goodness of 

God. “I have seen the extreme vanity of the world,” she wrote, “If trouble 

from smaller matter begin to arise in me, I have something at hand to check 

myself with, and say, Why am I troubled? It was but the other day, that if I 

had had the world, I would have given it for my freedom, or to have been a 

servant to a Christian. I have learned to look beyond present and smaller 

troubles, and to be quieted under them, as Moses said Stand still and see the 

salvation of the Lord.” Thank you, Mary.  

I don’t see John Whiting, the second minister, killed by the Indians 

in 1697, or Andrew Gardner, the third minister, shot accidentally by one of 

his own parishioners seven years later. I don’t know about you, Bob 

Johansen, but during my 20 years here I always kept an eye out for anyone 

sneaking up behind me. 

I do see Mary Gardner, Andrew’s widow. She petitioned the General 

Court for compensation for entertaining the soldiers whose horses destroyed 

a field of ry and who themselves drank “a barell of boyled cyder and a barell 

of strong beer.” She married the  next minister, John Prentice (he’s sitting 

beside her); he was minister here for 40 years, and is recorded as having 

once ordered sixty-one barells of cider (I’m not sure how those two are 

related?).  They had ten children. One of the daughters, Rebecca,  married 

the first minister in Sterling and another, Relief, married one of the first 

ministers in Leominster. And Rebecca’s great-granddaughter married the 
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first minister of the Evangelical Congregational Church in Lancaster. What a 

family! 

There in the back is the next minister, Timothy Harrington, who was 

here for 48 years. Do any of you remember when I invited another Timothy 

Harrington to preach here? That Timothy Harrington was not related to the 

first, but he was the Roman Catholic bishop of Worcester. A photo of the 

two of us in this pulpit made the front page of the Clinton Daily Item. 

My favorite Harrington story. During the Revolutionary War he was 

accused of being a Tory loyalist. One of the charges was that Harrington  

was in charity with a professed Roman Catholic. In a dramatic encounter, he 

said “Is not liberty of conscience and the right of judging for themselves in 

matters of reiilgion one grand professed principle in the New England 

churches and one cornerstone of their foundation? Too much charity is the 

charge here brought against me – would to God I had still more of it. Instead 

of a disqualification, it would be a most enviable accomplishment in the 

pastor of a protestant new England church.” The charges were dropped. 

It’s also told that Harrington, who had prayed fervently for king and 

country for 40 years, would occasionally lapse into praying for our good 

king George, and then, remembering, would add “Thou knowest, O Lord, 

we mean George Washington.” 

Well, let’s see who  else is here. Right beside me, of course, is 

Nathaniel Thayer. This is his pulpit, he built this church. Minister here for 

48 years, befriended Elizabeth Palmer Peabody while she was teaching in 

Lancaster, welcomed General Lafayette to town giving a welcoming address 

that could be heard on George Hill, helped create the Unitarian 

denomination, and started  a remarkable family that has supported this 

church and town for generations.  
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My favorite line from Samuel Willard’s eulogy: “Dr Thayer was in 

stature rather below the medium height, and in his earlier years was of a 

spare habit, through he accumulated flesh with advancing life.” 

Down here to my right, Colonel John Eliot Thayer, who loved this 

town. He had these words placed on his tombstone: “God gives all men all 

earth to love,/ But since man’s heart is small, / Ordains for each  one spot 

shall prove / Beloved over all.” 

Are you picking up a theme here? This church has been about two 

loves – love of God and love of this town. Gosh, those pews down there (left 

of the pulpit) are so full today:  Nathaniel Thayer Dexter:  moderator, 

selectman, he once bought a police cruiser for the town when the budget 

could not afford it. Selectman Duncan Forbes Thayer, John Hemenway, 

so many others. 

And so many other families here for generations. George Bartol was 

minister here for sixty years, Bartols married Parkers: Herbert Parker, 

Massachusetts attorney general once described himself not as a pillar of the 

church but more as a flying buttress (that structure outside the walls but 

nevertheless holding up the building), Judge Haven Parker, state 

representative Kate Parker, Harriet Parker, Miss Connie Parker – the 

last four were still here when I arrived 40 years ago. They took me to lunch 

at the Parker House beside King’s Chapel in Boston: “Are you related to the 

Parker House?” I asked. Harriet said: “We’ll answer that after we see how 

good the lunch is.” The Parkers are all down here in the center. 

Kilbourns just in front of the Parkers. Still here! And so is Grammy, 

Gladys, another matriarch. We have had many. 
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Heard of the Hale & Dorr law firm? Dudley Huntington Dorr Jr 

said “my father was a distinguished Boston lawyer and I was an 

undistinguished banker. 

Interestingly, after the Thayer and Bartols who left families here, the 

later ministers took their families with them. Edmund Hamilton Sears 

wrote “It came upon the midnight clear” and wound up down Route 117 in 

Weston. Me too. Abbot Peterson went to Brookline and became chaplain to 

the Massachusetts House of Representatives: one day a fellow knocked on 

my parsonage door, saying “my name is Abbot Peterson” and he looked 

exactly like our photographs of Rev. Peterson. I almost passed out. He was 

the grandson of the Rev and brought Abbot Peterson Jr., his father and son 

of our Parson Peterson. Junior just wanted to see the house where he lived as 

a child.  

I was once invited to give the invocation at the opening of the 

Massachusetts House of Representatives. After the prayer, a young 

Republican representative from western Mass asked me “Are you a 

Protestant?” Yes, I am. “Well, I’ve been trying to tell these Catholic guys 

that we Protestants used to own the place.” Do you think I should have asked 

in my prayer, I said, that it be returned to Protestant hands? Just then the 

Catholic chaplain leaned over and said “That would be asking too much of 

prayer!” 

Frederick Lewis Weis, twelfth minister from 1929 to 1951, was well-

remembered by many when I arrived. A U.S. Naval Academy graduate, Dr 

Weis was a serious historian and genealogist. He wrote several books and 

founded the Society of the Descendants of the Colonial Clergy. Less-

remembered but equally-important, he also founded the Society of the 

Descendants of the Bastard Children of William the Conqueror.  
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Alexander St.-Ivanyi never thought of himself as the 13
th
 minister. 

Unitarian bishop in Hungary, anti-Nazi resister in Budapest, anti-communist 

resister after the war (he left Hungary when the Communists were planning 

to arrest him), he always insisted on beginning every worship service here 

with the last verse of America: “Our fathers’ God to thee, author of liberty, 

to thee we sing, long may our land be bright with freedom’s holy light, 

protect us by thy might, Great God our king.”  

So many families, so many witnesses, so crowded are these pews! 

And I haven’t mentioned Buttricks, Perkins, Wheelwrights, Fairbanks, 

Wilders, Fuller, Chickering, Chandler, Farnsworth, Nourse, Washburn, 

Hawkins, Hosmer (Herbie Hosmer born at only 4 pounds, with one kidney, 

and couldn’t see out of one eye – he came out, he said “half-baked”). 

Oh, OK, one Herbert Hosmer story: when he discovered he was 

related to the husband that Wallis Warfield Simpson dumped to take up with 

King Edward the 7
th

, Herbert thought that almost made him royalty. 

So many families, so many witnesses, so crowded are these pews! We 

dare not worship a building, but only God. But there is THIS PLACE, this 

room, this meetinghouse, where here for some 200 years people have 

baptized, married and buried their loved ones, where people have 

encountered Christ and given themselves to him, where we have met the 

holy however we defined it.  

THIS PLACE has helped and enabled and blessed us, in so many 

ways.  

What a joy to thank God for the gift of a place, so close to our hearts, 

so close to God. 

The English historian Trevelyan put it best. “The poetry of history,” 

he wrote, “lies in the quasi-miraculous fact that once upon this earth, on this 
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familiar spot of ground, walked other men and women, as actual as we are 

today, thinking their own thoughts, swayed by their own passions, but now 

all have gone, one generation vanished after another . . . gone as utterly as 

we ourselves will shortly be gone, like ghosts and cock-crow.” 

I wonder what they will say about US a hundred years from now? 


