A Short History of The First Congregational Church, United Church of Christ

Concord, New Hampshire

The Massachusetts Bay Colony granted a group of petitioners the rights to the Plantation of Penny Cook in 1725. In May of 1726, a party of thirty men came to survey the grant, among them Lieutenant Governor Tailer of Massachusetts and the Rev. Enoch Coffin, chaplain. They arrived at the Sugar Ball Intervale, nearly across the Merrimack River from our present church building, on Friday, May 13. On this same spot Mr. Coffin led a service of worship on Sunday, May 15. (This is the service we commemorated on May 15, 2005.)

In 1727 a log meetinghouse was built for the protection of the new settlement and in time the Rev. Timothy Walker was called to serve the town as pastor and teacher. On the date of his ordination and installation in the meetinghouse, November 18, 1730, the church was organized with eight men and one woman as constituent members. We consider this date the beginning of our church. Mr. Walker was pastor for fifty-two years until his death on Sunday, September 1, 1782. During that time, he led two services, one in the morning and one in the afternoon; tended to the spiritual needs of the community; was a diplomat; and an excellent farmer.

The congregation soon outgrew the small log house and moved to a large wood-framed building a short distance away in 1751. In this meetinghouse the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the United States were signed and ratified. The New Hampshire General Court (legislature) met there from 1782 to 1815. As an aside, after the third meetinghouse was erected, the building was sold for one dollar to the Methodist General Bible Institute (a seminary for Methodist ministers). It stayed in our old building from 1847 to 1867, when it moved to Boston and is now Boston University.

During this period of growth, three daughter churches were dismissed to form their own parishes, West Congregational Church in 1831, South Congregational Church in 1836, and East Congregational Church in 1842. Some members also formed the Second Congregational or Unitarian Society in 1827 on doctrinal grounds. After the dismissals, First Congregational Church was fondly called “Old North” Church. 

The large meetinghouse no longer needed, a third, smaller house of worship was built on the present site of our church in 1842. It was also a wood frame structure and included a steeple and bell tower. All but the chapel burned in a fire in 1873.

The fourth meetinghouse was erected on the same site and dedicated in 1876. It was built of brick with granite trimming in modified Gothic style with a bell tower and spire. As with its predecessor, it burned on Sunday, November 3, 1935. 

Our present church building was completed in 1937, also built with bricks and New Hampshire granite. The pastor, the Rev. Richard Beyer, was instrumental in fund-raising and in suggesting the architecture and depictions on the stained glass windows of the present structure. In 1967, with our church school grown too large, a wing was built onto the building adding seven meeting rooms.

Pastoral leadership

Remarkably, since our beginning in 1730, only thirteen men have pastored our congregation.  The Rev. Timothy Walker is described above. He must have seen an amazing array of changes from the small settlement of Penny Cook growing into the town of Rumford, then becoming Concord. 


The Rev. Israel Evans was installed as pastor in 1789. His ministry continued for eight years, and during that time he served as chaplain of the Great and General Court and at a session of the Constitutional Convention from 1791 to1792. He also served as a chaplain in the Army of the Revolution from 1776 to 1783. Mr. Evans was an active trustee of Dartmouth College until his death in 1807.


The Rev. Dr. Asa McFarland was installed in 1798. He was a wise and intelligent man who had a lasting influence on both the town and the State. During his entire pastorate, he was clerk of the ecclesiastical convention of the State. He served as president of the New Hampshire Missionary Society (predecessor to the New Hampshire Conference) in its early years. Mr. McFarland was also a trustee of Dartmouth College.  The church grew extraordinarily under the ministry of Dr. McFarland, both in numbers and in spirituality. He was the first to bring music and hymn singing to the service of worship. Dr. McFarland wrote prolifically and delivered many public discourses. He was the last minister provided for by the town; his successors only being supported by the First Congregational Society. He died at the age of fifty-eight in 1827, having served the church for twenty-seven years.


The Rev. Dr. Nathaniel Bouton was installed in 1825, and served for a remarkable forty-two years. He was the first of several of our ministers who graduated from Andover Theological Seminary, now Andover Newton Theological School. During his tenure, 772 members were added to the church, and 629 adults and infants were baptized. 


Dr. Bouton was a corporate member of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, and a trustee of other charitable societies. He took great interest in education and was a trustee of Dartmouth College. In 1856, he published the History of Concord, a narrative book from which we still enjoy reading and quoting. He was appointed New Hampshire’s first historian in 1866. During his lifetime, he published many sermons, volumes of history, and an autobiography. He died at the age of seventy-nine in 1878.


The Rev. Dr. Franklin Ayer was the second pastor to be educated at Andover Theological Seminary. He was installed in 1867. Dr. Ayer was beloved and honored both by his congregation and people throughout the State. In 1881, he was elected a corporate member of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions. He was trustee of the New Hampshire Home Missionary Society, New Hampshire Bible Society, and the Ministers’ and Widows’ Charitable Union. In public life he was a trustee of the Concord City Library and of the New Hampshire Asylum for the Insane. He traveled extensively to meetings of the International Prison Congress and the National Council of Congregational Churches of the United States. The honorary degree of doctor of divinity was conferred on him by Dartmouth College in 1887. 


Many of our older members still fondly remember the Rev. Dr. George Harlow Reed who was installed in 1898, the first Bangor Seminary graduate. On foot or on bicycle he made his visits to members of the parish with his green flannel bag carrying “Dr. Reed’s Pills,” a roll of Necco Wafers for each child in the family. The Sunday School was active and strong. We opened Immanuel Chapel 1900, a mission for Christian education on the east side of the Merrimack River, then called the Dark Plains, where the population was sparse. Men’s and women’s church social groups had a large number of members. Pageants and tableaux were magnificent and well attended. The church celebrated its 200th anniversary with Dr. Reed in 1930.


During the time of the Armenian Genocide from 1915 to 1916, many refugees came to Concord, because there was work for men in the granite quarries. Members of First Congregational Church came to their aid with food, clothing, and lessons in English. Dr. Reed held a separate service for the families on Sunday afternoons in our chapel. Many third generation members, who are descendants of the refugees, still call our building, “Mother Church.”


The Rev. Mr. Reed was granted an honorary doctorate in 1910. He was a trustee of Bangor Theological Seminary, director of the New Hampshire Bible Society, and President of the Prisoners’ Aid Society. Dr. Reed held many positions and was on numerous committees in the New Hampshire Congregational-Christian Conference. He was trustee of the Ministers’ and Widows’ Charitable Fund for thirty-two years.


Dr. Reed resigned his pastorate in 1931, becoming pastor emeritus. He had served First Congregational Church for thirty-three years. He continued to make parish visits and preached at Immanuel Chapel until his death in 1939.


The Rev. Richard Beyer succeeded Dr. Reed in 1931. He was also a graduate of Bangor Seminary, and served First Congregational Church for thirteen years. His leadership brought us through the trauma of the 1935 fire, the rebuilding of the church, and World War II. He resigned in 1945 to serve the First Congregational Church in Springfield, Vermont. Mr. Beyer retired to Concord in 1962, and was our interim minister in 1969. He was made pastor emeritus of three churches, The First Congregational Church, Springfield, Vermont; The Congregational Church, Amherst, New Hampshire; and the First Congregational Church of Concord.

Mr. Beyer was a trustee of Bangor Theological Seminary from 1934 to 1959. He served on the editorial committee for Daily Devotions from 1941 to 1945. Nationally, he served on the Commission of Evangelism and Devotional Life and the Commission on Church and Ministry. 


The Rev. Ned Burr McKenney was another graduate of Bangor Seminary. During his pastorate from 1945 to 1954, the church became “modern.” The mortgage for the new building was burned in 1945. Emphasis was placed on children, with infant care added to a burgeoning Sunday school. Our membership grew from 500 to 800 in the post-war years, reflecting a 300% increase in the budget. He left to serve churches in Kansas and died in 1980. 


The Rev. Telfer Mook was First Church’s only lawyer/pastor. After practicing law for several years, he entered Chicago Theological Seminary. This church was his first full-time parish starting in 1955. During his tenure, the church adopted a new set of by-laws in 1958, which with few amendments, still guides us. Always interested in Christian mission, Mr. Mook resigned his pastorate in 1958 to become Secretary for India and Ceylon in the office of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, eventually to become Secretary for Foreign Missions in all of South Asia. He stays in touch with us by telephone and e-mail.

Telfer Mook’s successor, the Rev. Burton Erickson, became the pastor in 1959, and led the congregation through the tumultuous ‘60’s. The church school had grown to the extent of needing the wing added to the building, which was dedicated in 1967. Mr. Erickson was an active participant in the Civil Rights Movement. The congregation voted to become a member of the United Church of Christ on April 4, 1961, and he was president of the New Hampshire Conference in 1969 when he resigned to return to his home state, Michigan. 


Also in 1969, the Rev. Luke Dorr became the eleventh pastor of First Congregational Church. He very civic minded and held offices in the Concord Council of Churches, now the Greater Concord Interfaith Council, and the Citizen’s Advisory Board of Concord. Finding his spiritual path leading him to administration of a United Church of Christ retirement community, he resigned in 1974. We were saddened by his death in 2005, but heartened to know that his oldest daughter, Lois, is an ordained minister in the United Church of Christ. She is eager to carry on the caring and compassionate ministry learned from her father. 


The Rev. Dr. Donald Jennings, a graduate of Bangor Seminary, came to us in 1974. While serving as pastor and teacher, he returned to Bangor’s doctor of ministry program completing his requirements in 1994. His dissertation was entitled Developing the Habit of Hospitality. During his twenty-three years, First Congregational Church’s membership again saw resurgence, and his calm, thoughtful demeanor brought many to seek him for guidance at the local, state, and national levels. He was active in, and had a term as president of, the Greater Concord Interfaith Council. Don was chair of the Committee on Church and Ministry of the Merrimack Association of the New Hampshire Conference, United Church of Christ, served on many Conference Boards and committees, and was a delegate to the General Synod of the United Church of Christ.


During his time as pastor, the church celebrated its 250th anniversary in 1980 with the celebration culminating in an historical presentation, The Continuing Pilgrimage on November 1 and 2. He resigned his pastorate in 1997; however, now in retirement, Don is our beloved pastor emeritus.


The Rev. David Keller came to First Congregational Church in 2000 after a three-year search. He is an active voice for the rights of the disenfranchised among us. Under his leadership, the church sponsors a shelter for homeless people during the winter months in cooperation with South Congregational Church.  Our Food Pantry now serves an average of 4000 meals each month.  English classes are held four days a week for newly arrived refugees. The congregation has adopted a five-year plan for renewal and evangelism, and uses the short missional statement, “Serving, Welcoming, Growing in Christ.”


In 2007, First Church called the Rev. Jean O’Bresky to serve as our Associate Minister for Community Outreach.  We have been blessed with associate ministers in the past, but Jean reflects our current commitment to a strong ministry connection our programs of community outreach to the worshiping and learning aspects of our life together.  
First Church in Mission


Our archives reveal that, from its beginning as a colonial plantation, far into the wilderness from Massachusetts Bay, First Church has been a church in mission.   The following stories tell a bit of that mission history.  


In 1815, a non-denominational “Catechetical Society” was formed beginning a Sabbath School movement. Classes in Bible study were held in many parts of the town for both children and adults. By 1883, sixteen classes were conducted by lay members of the Congregational Society, many of them women.


Until 1952, when Immanuel Chapel became large enough to become its own church, Immanuel Community, it remained as a mission for Christian education led by clergy and lay members of First Congregational Church.


Elizabeth McFarland, wife of our third pastor, was not only a Sabbath School teacher but also founded the first Cent Society for New Hampshire Missionary Society in 1804. She served as its treasurer for most of her life. As other towns joined and the Society grew, the amount the women members contributed was astonishing. By 1838 they had collected and donated over $20,000. 


After her husband returned from a visit from to destitute family in 1811, Elizabeth decided a group was needed to help with relief of the poor. The Concord Female Charitable Society was organized and continues to this day, meeting monthly at First Congregational Church doing their good works with anonymity.


Asa McFarland himself was one of missionary zeal. The first revival meetings were held in Concord during his pastorate bringing in many new members. As mentioned above he was the first to bring music other than psalm lining to worship.


Throughout the late nineteenth century and continuing into the twentieth, mission groups have always been part of the church’s endeavor including men, women, and children. The Cheerful Workers, a children’s mission group started in 1898 by Mrs. George Reed, studied child life in foreign missions. They contributed to local charities, and their offerings also went from Alaska and India, to China and Africa.


The church supported the work of the Rev. James and Virginia McKinley in the Philippines during the 1940’s and 50’s, and we were host to the commissioning of the Rev. and Mrs. Paul Olander in 1949, missionaries to Greece. 


We have had a food pantry for nearly twenty years that is now open three mornings each week reaching out to our hungry neighbors. Since the winter of 2003, we have transformed our educational wing into an overnight shelter for homeless people in partnership with South Congregational Church. This program utilizes nearly 200 volunteers, and now is part of a greater Concord Coalition to End Homelessness, an advocacy and capacity-building coalition.  

Recently, we have become a partner with the Mbare Church in Harare, Zimbabwe. They, as we, have grown to send off daughter churches. Seven of our members visited that church in 2007.  We continue an active correspondence with members of that congregation.   


Our Women’s Guild and our Board of Missions continues to support a great number of missionary endeavors. We also support Bangor Seminary and Andover Newton Theological School since so many of our clergy were educated in these institutions. Offerings for Church World Service and United Church of Christ are always well supported, because we understand the importance of mission in the life of the church.


The Rev. Burr McKenney in a sermon on January 17, 1954, said, “It is the mission of the Church to make God real. That has always been the mission of the Church—to make God real in whatever day it has found itself at work, to make His power, His righteousness, His love a moving force in the life of man and of society, to make His resources available to the hearts of people, to lift them up nearer to Him. Whenever the Church has taken this mission seriously, it has been a great Church, and whenever the Church has failed to take this mission seriously, it has been a vain and futile thing.”

Susan Dodge Duckworth

April 27, 2005

Updated, by David Keller, March 2009
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