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Charlotte Chapel: a central role

Few churches in Scotland can have played such a central role in the evangelical life of the nation as Charlotte Chapel (or Charlotte Baptist Church, as it is officially known) over the last two centuries.

The Chapel was constituted as a direct result of the effects of the preaching of the Haldane brothers, James and Robert, in the 1800s. By the time its congregation moved to its present site just off Princes Street, in the centre of Edinburgh, in 1818 under its first pastor, Christopher Anderson, attendances were already in the order of 700-800 each Sunday.

The present building, opened in 1912, was necessitated as a result of the sus​tained movement of the Spirit that marked the ministry nearly 80 years ago of Joseph Kemp, who was pastor from 1903-1915. Since that time the church has enjoyed a period of almost unbroken spiritual prosperity to the present day.

On many Sundays the church is full and the overflow has to be accommodated in the lower hall, with over 1,000 worshipping in the mornings in the summer and in term time. Membership stands presently at 850, according to the church secretary, Mr. Ian Balfour (he should be accurate, as he keeps the members' roll on a computer!)

At the centre of the life of the church is the consistent and thorough exposition of the Scriptures. The maintenance of this ministry, which has been a feature of the Chapel's life for many years, remains a priority for the present pastor, Derek Prime, who came to the Chapel from Lansdowne Evangelical Church, West Norwood, in 1969. He preaches for some 30 minutes morning and evening each Sunday and again at the mid-week Bible School on Thursday nights, the latter often being thematic to contrast with the expository matter of the Sunday ministry.

Inevitably in such a large church the issue of fellowship is one of the first questions to strike the visitor. The church draws its membership from all over Edinburgh and the surrounding region. In the summer months it is joined for worship by visitors from all over the world, as well as from the rest of Britain. In term time there are upwards of 150 students from the educational institutions on which the city prides itself. In such a setting, how can a church establish and maintain fellowship among its members? Does it give up the unequal struggle? Mr. Prime's own answer is clear. 'A church like Charlotte Chapel cannot just be a preaching centre', he says. For him personally this means that the pastoral side of his ministry is not just an optional extra. With his pastoral team (two men assistants and a deaconess) the work of caring for the sick, visiting the elderly and caring for those in spiritual need is done most thoroughly. In the church as a whole the re-introduction of eldership groups has been specifically aimed to meet this need. Each member, according to his or her geographical location, is assigned to an eldership group (there are 20 elders, still with over 40 to each group on average!). These groups meet for fellowship and prayer several times a year and each elder is responsible for finding out and reporting to the full elders' court the particular needs of his own group. Of course, some groups function better than others, as Derek Prime readily admits, but they do help to bring members together on a regular basis. And as well as the area groups there are the normal run of age-related activities - young people, 30s and 40s, young wives, etc. - where opportunities for fellowship exist.

As part of its responsibility for caring for the elderly, the church has its own 16-bedroomed home, set up in 1956, and at present with a staff of four full​time and two part-time to car for 15 ladies. The home bears the unusual name of `Beulah'; yet this name is perhaps highly appropriate, when seen in the context of Scripture (Is.62.1-5) and Pilgrim's Progress. In the latter it occurs in the sense both of the Lord assuring his people that they would be no longer desolate but married, loved by him, and also of Beulah for pilgrims being the place next to heaven.

Such a home, in the context of a church like Charlotte Chapel, is seen by the Matron to have advantages over local authority or privately-run homes. The ladies find Christian fellowship, feel involved in the ongoing life of the church, receive live relays of services and prayer-meetings via a land-line connecting the home to the church, find friendships and shared interests being renewed with those they have in some cases known for decades - and still retain their independence.

One advantage of the city centre location is the special opportunities that it offers the Chapel in evangelism. Sunday by Sunday there are unconverted visitors in the services and the Chapel makes a special effort to follow any potential evangelistic contacts among them. Mr. Prime makes a point of preaching with the unconverted in mind in the evening service and in this way to `do the work of an evangelist'. The regular guest services are also an opportunity for members to bring their unsaved friends.

Co-ordinated by the Chapel evan​gelistic committee is a regular programme of local visiting and also, m the summer, a Thursday night open-air meeting in the city centre. While the Chapel looks to its regular week-in/week-out ministry for evangelistic fruit, it has from time to time participated in special efforts across the city. Each year in August, at the time o£ the Edinburgh Festival, there are special meetings and it is planned to hire the Usher Hall at the time of the next Commonwealth Games in 1986.

For an evangelical church with one of the largest memberships north of the border and indeed in the UK, the Chapel is certainly conscious of its wider re​sponsibilities in the work of the gospel. World-wide it has a considerable missionary interest, some 22 members currently receiving support from a missionary budget that runs at over £30,000 a year. Within Scotland the church has a number of links with other evangelical causes. Since 1955 the Chapel has been independent of the Baptist Union of Scotland, from which it resigned because of dissatisfaction with that body's growing ecumenism. However, it retains links in various ways with Scottish Baptists.

In Edinburgh itself Charlotte Chapel has pioneered and then established a new independent Baptist church at Wester Hailes, on one of the city’s new housing areas. The work was established by Chapel members out of the post-war Sunday School work and since 1973 has been fully self-supporting and indepen​dent, with a present membership of around 200.

Other possibilities for extension in the district have been considered, and the church recognises that it must seek to be open to such opportunities. But Mr. Prime stresses that such extension must arise from a shared and felt concern from within the fellowship not from some academic planning exercise from the elders.

One particular, way in which the Chapel, under Mr. Prime's leadership, has been of help to the churches is through the succession of men who have trained with the church as assistants over the 13 years of Derek Prime's pastorate and have gone on themselves into pastorates. David Hunt, the present assistant, is the fourth of the assistants appointed by the Chapel in this period. Derek Prime has no doubt of the need and place for such assistantships to train a man on the job and complement the academic learning of the colleges.

Charlotte Chapel faces the coming years with some confidence in God. Confidence enough for them to be undertaking this year a redevelopment of the premises, costing about £150,000, to improve the facilities for group activities and fellowship. A confidence, too, based not on the Chapel's past or present achievements - I detected a humility that was willing to recognise that size itself is no protection from spiritual incompetence (indeed it can be a recipe for spiritual inertia) - but on an assurance that God will continue to prosper a fellowship that seeks to learn the lessons of its own history - that a church regularly subject to the ministry of the Word is a church that God honours.
