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THE VILLAGE CHURCH 
By EARL C. DAVIS 

Minister, First Parish (Unitarian), Petersham, Massachusetts 

The Christian Register, Unitarian, March 1944, Volume 123, Number 3, pages 92-93 

The title of a current book, We Cannot Escape History, has searching implications. A village church is the 
product of an historic process. It inherits a great tradition, but it functions in the midst of a rapidly changing 
environment. What is its nature? What has it contributed to individuals and to the community? What may it do to 
fulfill its mission in our time? There is no general formula, but experiences offer suggestions. 
 

First of all consider the name of a village church: “The First Congregational Parish in Milltown, Unitarian.” 
The words are the stigmata on the body of its corporate life. They reveal its origin and its growth in and with the 
community where it was first gathered as “The Church of Christ in Milltown.” We know that it is not 

the source of religion, but rather the channel through which people have sought to understand and interpret in 
terms of current life the religious thought and practice of the ages. We may not know much about "The Sovereignty 
of God" and we may be a little careless in our use of language, but we have learned much by living so close to the 
land. On our farms and in our gardens we have shared in the productive process of nature. We have learned that we 
live in the midst of powerful and constant forces. We have learned that we may work with them, and, to a small 
degree, may come to understand them, but that we cannot escape their exacting standards. Either by the way of 
education and training or by the "hard way?” we know that “The Will” of those forces must be discovered and 
obeyed or we perish. 

 
We meditate upon this exacting process of which human beings are at once products and transmitting 

agents—first the blade, then the ear, and then the fertile grain in the ear. Just how we may not know, but? The 
fertile fruit of the past contains the promise of harvests to come. Somehow the village church the buildings and all 
the imponderable associations becomes both a symbol and the witness of a faith,  imperfect and somewhat vague 
perhaps, that our human lives, even amid the wrecked harvest of a 92 tragic era, are the fertile seeds that promise 
the harvest of a better age to come. This irresistible momentum of human life, call it the spirit of God in the soul of 
man if you wish, registers in some human lives as a compelling conviction that has been the cloud by day and the 
pillar of fire by night in the long trek through history. 

 
The primary function of the village church, as indeed of all churches, is to be aware of this quality in human 

life, to understand its meaning, to stimulate its development in the lives of persons and in the community. This is 
the essential Soul of a church, and it cannot be sacrificed for the advantages of the hour. 
 

How effectively village churches have done their work is a difficult thing to measure. On the whole record is 
good. Changes are taking place. The natural boundaries of travel and communication that once made the village a 
fairly snug and isolated community are being obliterated. We not only feel the impact of the great currents of 
modern life, but we go forth to share in the hazards and adventures involved. The telephone, the automobile, the 
radio, moving pictures, the chain stores and the airplane have immeasurably enlarged the range and the interest of 
our lives. These great forces register in the village life in very intimate and personal ways. At the present moment 
their influence is accentuated by the exigencies of the war. In addition to the imponderable changes that the war is 
producing we feel in a very intimate way the impact of these forces upon persons and homes: ten per cent of the 

population  population in service; forty names of men and women on the Honor Roll of one village church; 
almost every available man and woman at work in factories. “Lloyd was in the battle of Bougainville;” “Roger is in 
Italy;” “Horace sent a cable from England;” “Arthur is in Alaska;” “Charles received a D.S.C. in New Guinea;” 
“Herbert goes tomorrow”—members of the village church; they sang in the choir, went to the church school, 
danced at the socials. They are our boys—flesh of our flesh, spirit of our spirit. Not to be forgotten are our girls. 
We may not fully understand their restlessness. They miss “their boys,” their mates at school, their partners in gay 



and rollicking dances, their companions in the village life. We may forget, I fear, that back of this restlessness, this 
waiting for letters at the village post office, are profound forces not to be treated lightly, but reverently and with 
deep understanding. When the question comes as to how effectively and by what methods a village church is 
meeting the demands of the day, and actually stirring to conviction an active faith in the worth and the universal 
significance of a human being, the answer is very difficult. A generation hence someone may be able to determine 
how wisely and devotedly the work is being done. The older people in the village church may be rolling along on 
the momentum of the past. These younger ones, boys and girls who are really carrying the burdens of the day, here 
in their anxiety, there in the turmoil of conflict, what are we actually saying to them—not in words, but in the spirit 
and reality of our lives? What in turn will they say to us? 

 
Of course the village church strives to maintain a high standard of public worship; to take advantage of every 

opportunity to provide for the healthy growth of the religious life of its children; to keep itself well informed in all 
matters belonging to its own life; to make its contribution to the community in which it lives; to reach out for 
fellowship with and a share in the mission of liberal religion in the world. There is no rule of thumb for all these 
organized efforts. Some of them have come into existence to meet a continued need. Others arise to satisfy a 
temporary necessity. They are the expressions of the vital processes of growing life. They should contain the seed 
of the better harvest. 
 

But do they? Perhaps hints come now and then as to what is going on deep in the minds of people concerning 
these matters of religious thought and practice. Why do young people want to stand alone in the village church to 
be married by its minister? Why do they bring their children from distant cities to be christened? Why do boys who 
are going into the Marines and Navy shyly express a desire to become a member of the village church? The 
thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts. One suspects that here are the vital seeds of the great tradition planted in 
the good soil of youth. As one gets the comeback from conducting services of public worship year in and year out, 
one cannot escape the conviction that here, whether in the great festival services like Christmas and Easter, or in 
the usual Sunday services, there is the vital seed of promise that lifts the life of the individual to the plane of its 
universal consecration. The integrity of individuals so touched, and a sense of the integrity of the family and 
domestic life, are the seeds of promise,• even in a war-torn world. To this the village church bears witness. 
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