Old Time Religion Sunday
July 12, 2026
Reed Baer West Parish of Barnstable

MEDITATION “Your Own Church in the Wildwood”
During a stagecoach ride in Iowa with his fiancé all the way back in 1857, William Pitts had the stage stopped in Bradford so Pitts could wander the area and enjoy the woodlands. Pitts found particular beauty in the wooded valley formed by the Cedar River, and he imagined a church building there. When he returned to his home in Wisconsin he wrote the song, “The Church in the Wildwood”, eventually saying of its completion, “Only then was I at peace with myself.”

	Five years later he was married and moved to Iowa with his wife to be near her parents, and was surprised to find that a church was being erected right where he had imagined it. It was even being painted brown, as he imagined when writing the song, as brown was the cheapest paint available. When the church was dedicated in 1864, Pitts had his song sung for the first time in public. 

	The next year Pitts moved to Chicago to enroll in medical school, and for $25 sold the rights to the song  – which was promptly forgotten. The little brown church in the vale closed in 1888. In 1914 services were again started in the building, and a quartet of traveling singers re-discovered the song, and through their travels popularized it. The Carter Family recorded it in 1932, and it became an American gospel and bluegrass staple.

	Perhaps part of the enduring popularity of the song is its fond recollection of the church as a place of childhood faith: “No place is so dear to my childhood as the little brown church in the vale.”

	I think this is true for many who were blessed to be brought up in church, at least those who attended healthy, spiritually alive churches. I know this was true for me: one of my earliest memories is of attending chapel services at St. Thomas’ Episcopal Church, with its white benches and the kindly Mr. Hufnagle, an older priest who led the children’s services. And hearing the 23rd psalm, King James Version, of course, and being entranced by its images of still waters and that threatening valley of the shadow of death.

	As you listen to John Murelle sing “The Church in the Wildwood”, I invite you to reminisce about a church, perhaps one of your childhood, which evokes similar fond memories.
-------

SCRIPTURE            Acts 16:12-15
Our next reading comes from the book of the New Testament called the Acts of the Apostles. The passage takes up the travels of Paul the Apostle, here accompanied by the narrator, Luke, as they cross over from Asia to Europe, where they hope to continue to spread the good news of Jesus Christ.

11 We set sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace, the following day to Neapolis, 12 and from there to Philippi, which is a leading city of the district aof Macedonia and a Roman colony. We remained in this city for some days. 13 On the sabbath day we went outside the gate by the river, where we supposed there was a place of prayer; and we sat down and spoke to the women who had gathered there. 14 A certain woman named Lydia, a worshiper of God, was listening to us; she was from the city of Thyatira and a dealer in purple cloth. The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said by Paul. 15 When she and her household were baptized, she urged us, saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my home.” And she prevailed upon us.”

MEDITATION  “The Age-Old Waters of Healing”

Paul and Luke, like Jesus, are Jews, and they are on the hunt for people of faith, and as it is the Sabbath, assume that those people will be at prayer. It seems that Philippi did not have a synagogue, so they must look elsewhere, so they go outside the city gates, down by the riverside, because “they supposed that there was a place of prayer.”

I find this detail fascinating – they suppose that the place of prayer would be down by the riverside.

Many of you would have made the same assumption, I believe. I say this because you have told me how often walking the shoreline is a spiritual experience for you, that there is something about being beside the moving waters which opens your spirit. I suspect it has something to do with the ozone-rich atmosphere by the tumbling waves, with the tang on the air, with the soothing sounds of breakers offshore, the hiss of the water as it reaches its highest point, then, taking tumbling stones with it, retreats to reform once again. And I suspect is has something to do with the vastness of the sea or, in the case of a river or a stream, knowing that its waters eventually flow into and merge with the world’s oceans.

And so of course revivals would often take place near bodies of water, be they a river, stream or lake, and would often include the baptism of new believers. While the exact origin of our next song is unknown, it is widely attributed to an enslaved African-American; the first published version of the song appeared in Slave Songs of the United States in 1867.
The reference to the robe and crown likely come from the last book of the Bible, the Revelation to John. In chapter 6, the righteous are given a white robe, a symbol of their worthiness for heaven; in chapter 3, the faithful are told to hold fast to their crown of faithfulness.

Let’s sing it together, I Went Down in the River to Pray.

SCRIPTURE          2 Kings 2:8-15
      Our last reading comes from Second Kings. Elijah, Israel’s most mighty prophet, is nearing the end of his days. Elisha, his protégé, is walking with him as they approach the river Jordan.

8 Then Elijah took his mantle and rolled it up, and struck the water; the water was parted to the one side and to the other, until the two of them crossed on dry ground.
9 When they had crossed, Elijah said to Elisha, “Tell me what I may do for you, before I am taken from you.” Elisha said, “Please let me inherit a double share of your spirit.” 

10 He responded, “You have asked a hard thing; yet, if you see me as I am being taken from you, it will be granted you; if not, it will not.” 11 

As they continued walking and talking, a chariot of fire and horses of fire separated the two of them, and Elijah ascended in a whirlwind into heaven. 12 Elisha kept watching and crying out, “Father, father! The chariots of Israel and its horsemen!” But when he could no longer see him, he grasped his own clothes and tore them in two pieces.

13 He picked up the mantle of Elijah that had fallen from him, and went back and stood on the bank of the Jordan. 14 He took the mantle of Elijah that had fallen from him, and struck the water, saying, “Where is the LORD, the God of Elijah?” When he had struck the water, the water was parted to the one side and to the other, and Elisha went over.

15 When the company of prophets who were at Jericho saw him at a distance, they declared, “The spirit of Elijah rests on Elisha.” They came to meet him and bowed to the ground before him.

MEDITATION           “The Jordan is the Ohio”

	We cannot really talk about old-time religion without talking about the old time religion of enslaved African Americans in the South. 

	While the conversion of the enslaved was often cited by proponents of slavery as grounds for it, in fact white slaveholders did little to promote the evangelization of slaves, and with good reason – they likely had a pretty good idea that the gospel, properly understood, was subversive of the institution of chattel slavery. That while slavery was acknowledged as an institution at the time of its writing, the over-riding message of the Bible is that God calls all people towards freedom and fullness of life, and that nowhere is the injunction to love one’s neighbor  undercut by the qualifier “so long as they share my skin color.” Nevertheless, by the time of the revolution some slaves had begun to accept the Christian faith, read the Bible for themselves, and organize religious service.

African-American spirituals were an integral part of the old-time religion in the South, and the songs often held a double-meaning, one in code lest the slave master overheard. A spiritual could be understood on a strictly spiritual level. 
I’ll Fly Away, for instance, could be construed as being about being freed from this earthly life for a heavenly sphere. But it could also be heard as a hope to fly from bondage to escape to the north.

Swing Low, Sweet Chariot references the familiar Old Testament account of the prophet Elijah being swept heavenward in a chariot of fire. “Swing low, sweet chariot, coming for to carry me home.” Home to Jesus, for sure; home across the Ohio to freedom in the north, maybe that, too.

Let’s sing together, Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.
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