REMINISCENCES OF THE STATELY
FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OF CRANBURY, NJ

I am old, 275-years old, as a matter of fact, but I don’t feel that old.  The many children, youth and even older people who walk in and out of my doors keep me young.  When, however, I think back about many of the experiences I have had and have observed, then I know I’ve been around a long time!

I have a cemetery as part of who I am, a big one right behind me.  And I understand from what I’ve heard that another cemetery a few blocks from here is also part of us.  And the first event, I vaguely remember is being moved from the back of my cemetery.  Since, then I’ve undergone changes and additions, all of course, to enhance the worship life of my people, to add to my convenience and beauty.  I am especially proud of the unusual cross that hangs in the sanctuary.  The cases in the narthex that are filled with changing historic displays are a source of pride, too.

But the important part of being the Cranbury Presbyterian Church is not I, the building, although I am important because of services I render simply by being here and being what I am, but the vital part of being the church are those who come here to worship, to serve, to have fellowship. But I know there are times when people are here because they have been attracted by me and the way I am built.

I remember certain events and persons who have made an impression on me—big names in the early days of our country, names like George Whitefield, Gilbert Tennent who became the First Stated Supply in 1738, Charles McKnight, our first installed pastor, and David Brainerd, for example.  Our much used basement room is named the McKnight room, a fitting tribute.

But much later than that, there was a time when the United Presbyterian Women were active.  They corresponded with missionaries in Gambell, Alaska, which I understand is a long way from here.  But letters brought the missionaries and our people together.  I recall, too, that Harriet Perrine was in constant touch with a missionary in Iran.  One year the women sponsored an Asian Indian dinner with genuine Indian food, Indian games for the children, etc.  My kitchen was fragrant with curry and other spices.  Through this activity our women met, by mail, missionaries John and Maxine Rollins who later came here and spoke to us about their service in India.  Marge Carpenter and Alice Winters were our guests at other times, and what a case they made for mission.

How often my halls rang with planning, cooking and serving of the Election Night Suppers that our church was known for for over seventy-five years.  In the earlier days as election results came in they were posted on a blackboard.  Patrons came here to eat and get the latest election results.  I enjoyed all the bustle, and the smells, and the fellowship those suppers engendered.  But, sad to say, that activity was eliminated, and now another group is taking over, but in a different fashion-no oysters and chicken salad anymore.

But we still have fellowship opportunities—Christmas lunches, Senior Fellowship lunches, an occasional potluck, study groups, etc.  I am happiest when my rooms are ringing with activity.

My memory thrills at the thought of the infants and even an older person now and then who have been baptized here and welcomed into my family.  And I’ve seen those infants grow and even an older person now and then who have been baptized here are welcomed into my family.  And I’ve seen those infants grow up and return for confirmation.   In between those two stages are youth groups with all their activities.  Sometimes those activities take them away from me as they travel to Camp Johnsonburg or on a mission trip.

We are big on mission trips.  I’ve sent adults and youth to Florida to assist in Katrina clean-up, and rebuilding, to Guatemala to build necessary structure and establish friendships, to Maine, to Maryland.  And always I go with them because they are the church.  But we don’t always travel very far.  Regularly we go to a place called Trenton Area Soup Kitchen where I understand we feed and nurture hundreds of people, and we’ve helped build Habitat for Humanity homes here in New Jersey.

My people took a major step into the new world in 1981 when we called an ordained woman, Carol Lytch, to be co-pastor with her husband, Stephen Lytch!  Two firsts and how proud I was and am, that we could be so forward looking.

Another activity I’m especially proud of is our Sunday School.  How I rejoice at all the singing, stories, prayers, good times those children, and adults, too, bring to me.  For many years the emphasis was on children but perhaps twenty years ago efforts began to offer adult classes also.  And it has been a pleasure to hear how those classes have helped our adults to grow spiritually and in knowledge.  And my library—yes, I must not forget that room stacked with books and magazines-that is used by all ages, not only as a reading resource, but as a comfortable meeting space.

Twenty-five years ago my doors were opened to Cranbury Presbyterian Nursery School.  Since then thousands of little ones have come to be loved, influenced by caring teachers, and taught songs, scripture, and stories.  My heart almost overflows when I ponder the lasting effect this school has on these children and all with whom they come into contact in later years.  I particularly like the days that are “different”, pajama days, guest days, etc.  What a wonderful place to be—here with me.

A big enterprise like me has to be well run.  I have seen Pastors and Associate Pastors come and eventually go.  Dr. Curry, a pastor from 1884 to 1934, was killed as he was crossing a highway, but most of our pastors have left to serve elsewhere.  It was a helpful step when we began calling an Associate Pastor and that change has lightened the responsibilities for the Head of Staff.

I’ve seen Sessions and Deacons installed.  For many years only men were elected elders and once elected, they served literally forever.  But that system changed and our first woman, Sara Hoffman, was elected to Session.  And terms were shortened to three years with the option of being re-elected to Session for a second three-year term.  Now as many women as men are on session and the Board of Deacons.  The Clerk of Session has in recent years far more often been a woman.  I see the Session members coming faithfully to the once a month Stated Meeting and an occasional extra meeting to meet confirmands and other new members, to attend a retreat, or for some other reason.  I listen in and know that Session is the ruling body here and from all I see I feel that most Sessions have done an excellent job, although I hear occasional murmurs indicating being on Session is hard work.  Everyone is invited to the Annual Congregational Meeting when reports of all the church organizations are read and persons are elected to Session, Deacons, and Nominating Committee.  I tell you I just glow with pride at these meetings and realize what a great group of people I house.

Twenty or so years ago Bob Haverkamp felt a men’s group was missing and he set about organizing one.  It has flourished and now includes women as well as men who meet every month at Cranbury Inn for breakfast and a program.  But those first meetings were here with just coffee and Danish or doughnuts, and I sensed the fellowship that was growing among those men.

The Deacons make my building a lively place at the Annual Strawberry Festival and my side yard is well used, too, that night, what with face painting, pony rides, etc.  I gather that the whole town of Cranbury looks forward to this event, and I am proud to be such a vital part of it.

And I must not forget to mention another project which warms my heart and that is Skeet’s Pantry which provides food all year long for the needy.  And at Thanksgiving and Christmas I hardly have room for all the food collected for the 60-80-100 baskets that are taken to these families.

A group I referred to earlier, the Senior Fellowship also brings in members of the community.  About thirty-five women (I do believe I have seen one or two men among them) come to the Parish Hall regularly Monday and Thursday mornings and make my floor shake with their exercises.  I’m glad I can be here for all those struggling to get, or keep, in shape.

One way the church is the church away from my building is our church van.  The trips it has taken with youth and the elderly, and the places it has been!  It’s been used, too, to bring people here to my building to worship on Sunday morning.

But not everything is perfect, I regret to say and one memory makes me sad and uncomfortable and that is the demand that black people must sit in the balcony.  That situation, of course, was many years ago, but still it demonstrates that we surely weren’t listening to Jesus’ words then.  I was always so embarrassed and unhappy when the black people trooped to the balcony, not because they wanted to but because they had to.  Thankfully, we stopped that practice and made all people welcome.

And another truly sad event occurred in 1838 when a disagreement occurred within my congregation and part of our members left me and established the Second Presbyterian Church.  How I missed those people, and how gladly I welcomed them back in 1935 almost 100 years later.

On the other hand, our people have been instrumental in establishing several other congregations in the area:  Dutch Neck in 1816, Perrineville in 1826, Jamesburg in 1854, Manalapan in 1856, Hightstown in 1857, and Dayton in 1869.  I surely don’t mind not having all the members or all those churches here on Sunday mornings, but rejoice that we helped organize the churches they now attend.

So many pictures flash through my mind: wonderful memories of baptisms, marriages, confirmations, and the sadder ones of funerals and memorial services.  But I have noticed that our ministers make memorial services a celebration of the person’s life and after all I have seen, I conclude that is the right approach.  I visualize pastors being installed, and Deacons being ordained and installed, mission trips being commissioned, confirmands being confirmed.  What a kaleidoscope of joy, service, sadness and growth.

Yes, I’m old, but I’m young in hearts and always remember who is the real head of all that goes on here, and that head is, of course Jesus Christ.

Gretchen Stults

