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"Moving Forward in Faith"

"Now, faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things unseen."
In 1770, when the Penobscot peoples still gathered in the summer months along the shores of the
Passagassawakeag, the first European settlers arrived here.  They were Scotch-Irish pioneers, 35 men,
who had come from a settled town in New Hampshire, which they had called "Londonderry" after their
previous home in Ireland.  They had purchased land from the heirs of General Samuel Waldo, and called
their new home here, Belfast, also hearkening to their Irish roots.  

It has been recorded that they were a people of strong religious faith, Presbyterians, and that first
among their priorities, even before they left New Hampshire, were for education and for their religious
practices.  Thus, they made provisions for the establishment of a church, within their town, by marking
one of the shore properties, #26, as the "Church Lot."  It would provide space for a church building, a
burying ground, and for a home for the first settled minister.  This is the same area that today the old
stone church on Old Searsport Road sits.

For five years, this group and others who would join them, settled and built their little town.  They
were hard working, strong in both mind and body, had endured much to get to this place, and must have
had an adventurous spirit, to even begin such a journey from so far away.  But perhaps mostly, they had a
faith in God that led them forward.  They had a disciplined faith, and felt led by the Spirit of God to
continue in the work they had taken on.  

But soon tragedy would strike.  With the coming of the Revolutionary war in 1775, only five years
after they began, they would suffer destruction of their homes and their fields.  They would be forced to
flee, to escape to safer areas.  But after the war, they returned.  They would not be denied.  They would
not give up on their vision, their hopes and dreams of a home on Penobscot Bay.  

One of the first things they determined to do, upon returning, one of their first official acts, was to
set aside funds for occasional preaching and to eventually build a meeting house for the purposes of
holding worship.  By 1785 the town was reorganized, and in just a few years, there would be 2 meeting
houses built, one on the east side, but another on the west side of the river, which had begun to outgrow
the original east side settlement.  They had been unable to decide which side of the river the church
should be built, so each side would build their own.  The one on the east side would be a two-story,
wooden structure with an unfinished interior, erected on the original church lot.  The west siders would
build a small one-story building on land owned by William Lord Sexton, near what is now known as the
Williamson house.  They were plain, unadorned buildings, but is was said that none along the Penobscot
rivaled them.

On December 29  of 1796, the church was officially established with the calling and ordination ofth

its first minister, a Congregationalist, Rev. Ebenezer Price and six other members.  But there was
immediately some division between the original Presbyterians and the newer inhabitants of the town who
were mostly Congregationalists.  Despite the tensions that would ensue, Rev. Price would serve for a
time, building a house for himself on the church lot, which incidentally, 150 or so years later, would
become the home of the Crosby family, including children Philip and his sister Betty, later known as



Betty Breslin, who left us the bequest allowing us to build the new front steps that we will dedicate after
this worship.

The church would continue with the two buildings until 1818, when this stately edifice was built. 
Inspired by the Congregational Church in Augusta (which burned down in 1864), the Belfast members
used the same design made popular by Asher Benjamin's book "The Country Builder's Assistant."  And
on June 13 of that year the frame of this building was raised.  Williamson's History tells us, "Men from
neighboring towns accustomed to handling heavy timber came to assist.  A barrel of punch was provided
by the parish committee, and Judge (William) Crosby made a brief address . . . Samuel French was the
master builder."  The building would be dedicated on November 18, 1818, though still unfinished.  

Through all of this time, those who came to settle here, those who moved forward to build this
church, all did so through faith, a faith that had an "assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things
not seen."  They did not know, nor could they have known, at any given time, what their future would
hold.  When those first settlers were driven from their lands in 1775, they could only hope with faith, that
they might return.  When there was a split in the congregation as to their first pastor, or when they fought
about which side of the river to build their church, or with any of the controversies they had to endure,
they could not have known what the future would bring, that one day they would come together to build
this one building.  They persevered because their faith in God led them to continue to move forward.

The author of the book of Hebrews tells a similar story.  Abraham was called by God to go to a
place he did not know.  To have faith that God would lead him and his wife Sara, to a land that they knew
nothing about.  And then, even in their old age, after they had no children, Sara being called "barren",
God made this promise, the covenant that God made with Abraham, that they would have progeny,
descendents, that would number like the grains of sand along the sea.  Even then, Abraham and Sara,
(though she laughed about it), had faith that God would do what God had promised.  It made no sense. 
Nothing could insure that it would all come to pass.  No.   Yet they believed.

This is the history of our whole religion.  This is the way of our Christian faith.  When things get
tough, when everything around us suggests we should give up hope, that we should just quit and despair,
when no one around us believes or thinks that what we are doing is even possible, it is then that we
remember our heritage, when we think about our faith story, and remember those who have gone before
us, who trusted in God, the God who continues to move with us, continues to move us forward.  

For we are not alone!  We do not travel our journeys by ourselves.  We have a God who goes
before us and who leads us in the ways of love and compassion, in the ways of courage and hope, giving
us the assurance and conviction so that our faith undergirds everything we take on.

And so today, as we remember and recognize those of long ago and those who are with us today,
who have given so much of themselves for this congregation and this church, may we be inspired by their
example and may we give God thanks.  

And as we seek to move forward, open to the vision that God so desires to place in our hearts,
moving us to reach out, to be inclusive of all God's people, to give of ourselves for the benefit of others,
to make kindness and justice and walking humbly with our God, our main objectives, and celebrating all
the good we see:  our growing Sunday School, our mission outreach, and of course, our new front steps
and entrance; in all of this, may we have hope, may we move forward, together, with faith in God,
through the love of Christ, and in the power of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.


