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OPEN-AIR MEETINGS

1862

Open-air preaching was a feature of the Chapel’s evangelistic outreach ever since Christopher Anderson left the Sunday evening service in 1809 to preach on Bruntsfield Links. The preferred venue from 1862 was the corner of South Charlotte Street and Princes Street. On a visit to Newcastle in 1914 Joseph Kemp met an old man who told him how he was converted at that corner in 1862 and that he still retained the freshness of the early days of his Christian life. 

1878

The earliest extant record of organised Chapel activity is in November 1878, when the elders had to request a male member to desist from ‘preaching in Charlotte Street for the present or taking part in open-air work ... owing to his domestic circumstances’. This implies an ongoing activity, as there is no suggestion that ‘street preaching’ as it is referred to in the Minute was a new activity.

1902-1905

During the ministry of Joseph Kemp this stance became the birthplace of many souls. Mr. Kemp was an evangelist, who not only called his people to pray and led them in fervent prayer but he also called his people to witness for Christ and led the way in passionate evangelism. When outsiders failed to come to the church, the church went to them at the corner of South Charlotte Street and Princes Street. The messages given in the open air at the kerbside reached hundreds of people. If there were not enough outsiders in the church when the evening service started, the congregation went out to the corner of South Charlotte Street and Princes Street, commenced the service there, and then brought a larger congregation back in with them. Joseph Kemp always preached for a verdict and rarely failed to get it.

1906

The work grew so rapidly that in February 1906 James Johnston was appointed as ‘Congregational or Chapel ‘Missionary’. He must have led the open-air work on a voluntary basis for about a year before that, because Joseph. Kemp wrote in April 1906, ‘For more than a year, open-air services have been held at Charlotte Street corner every night, very often twice during the same evening. The brunt of the work on week-nights has fallen on Mr. Johnston, and he has been most nobly supported by the bravest band of workers any Church could desire. ... Who can estimate the blessing of this constant witness to our Lord, and His power to save? Again and again have we met those who were first brought to a concern about their soul’s salvation at these open-air gatherings. We need your help in this work. Could you not stand for Christ in the open air, say one night in the week? It is an honour to be thus identified with His cause.’

1907

James Scott, who was assistant to Mr. Kemp from 1907 to 1912, took over leadership of this open-air meeting when James Johnston started at College in Glasgow. The fruits of open-air work are difficult to number. Eight hundred and fifty were reported by James Scott to have been won for Christ through the branches of the Church’s work during the period that he was Pastor’s assistant. Testimonies from the far corners of the earth have come back about the open-air meetings held on this corner of Princes Street, which at certain seasons of the year is an international highway.

Joseph Kemp wrote: ‘There are few forms of Christian service which have a more glorious history and are of deeper importance than open-air preaching. The sphere is a most congenial one, and the exercise a splendid tonic for timid souls. We are glad to observe an increasing recognition of the necessity for method as well as earnestness for such service. Too much can be left to the spur of the moment much to the detriment of the work. We would not have the services of a rigid form, but most assuredly some careful preparation is necessary, if anything effective is to be accomplished. It is no little encouragement that we are able to recall many instances of conversion and blessing which are directly due to this witness to Christ in the open air, and many of our regular hearers in the church are those who were first reached at the street corner. John Wesley used to contend with great earnestness, ‘that probably the only way of keeping up large congregations within the House of God, is by preaching often without it.’

‘Now that the good weather is in, we would put in a plea for our open-air work at the corner of South Charlotte Street. We had great blessing last season, and there must be no retreating.  Ours is the opportunity, and the site one of the best in the city. With a good band of loyal and devoted workers intent on business, something is sure to be done. Early in June we hope to re-commence the Sand Services at Portobello every Saturday afternoon. Intimation of the time and place will be announced from the pulpit .... Wesley’s motto, ‘All at it and always at it’, is the secret of successful evangelization.’

1908 - Bringing in the New Year

It was Mr. Kemp’s custom every year, at the close of the Watch Night Service, to go with his band of workers to the street corner and to dedicate the spot anew to the Lord’s service for another year. This was done also during the ministries of Graham Scroggie and Sidlow Baxter and continued until traffic conditions in the 19xx’s rendered services impossible on this particular corner. Thus, for 1st January 1908:

‘We had a solemn, heart-searching time at our Watch-night Service. Fully four bundred gathered and the time spent before God as the old year passed and the new one dawned, will not soon be forgotten. Shortly after the midnight hour told of the passing of the old year we went forth to the open-air - a strong band of workers to witness to our adorable Lord. Many good people are consoling themselves that this New Year has come in much quieter than former ones. All we can say is that such were not on Princes Streeet at 12.30 a.m., January 1, or they might have witnessed an alarm​ing development of certain forms of evil, Much that transpired can be classed under ‘innocent jollification’ incident to the occasion, but the open violation of the common laws of virtue creates serious thought. Among the many painful sights none were more saddening than the youthful drunkenness especially among girls scarcely in their teens.  Arm in arm, lads and girls in a more or less state of intoxication jostled passers-by, stumbled along and in other ways conducted themselves in a manner most unbecoming.  It was not easy under the circumstances, amid the din and deafening noise of whistles, toy trumpets, and the coarse unearthly yells of half-drunken Princes Street hooligans, to conduct an orderly open-air meeting, but our best was done to raise a witness for Christ; and spite a good deal of opposition, our workers were able to hold well together and the meeting was carried through to about one o’clock. There was no preach​ing as we commonly understand that term, but honest, manly testimony to the power of Christ to save from sin.  The Lord’s blessing be upon all who faith​fully stood by us during the opening hour of 1908 when the corner of South Charlotte Street was once again consecrated to God and the salvation of men by this fresh witness. Eternity alone can tell the full story of what the street meetings have meant to scores of souls.

1909

Nightly open-air work in June and early July 1909 were hampered by sunless and wet conditions, but were carried on with vigour. Better weather in August and the work was carried on with ‘more vigour than ever’, with exhortation to keep it up. 

The Young Men’s Bible Class have (July 1909) started a meeting at Castle Street, aiming at young men who are passing Princess Street, reckoned at 150 a minute.

Bringing in 1913

‘As in former years, we went to Charlotte Street corner, and during the first hour of the New Year again consecrated that open-air stand to the service of God and the salvation of souls. A great crowd gathered around preachers and singers; and here, as though our Lord would give us an in​dication of His blessing during the coming year, He gave us again to see souls saved: several young men professing to take Christ as Saviour and Lord, and go through the New Year in His power and strength.’

Summer 1913

Summer open-air work resumed on the first Saturday of May 1913 at Charlotte Street corner, preceded by a prayer meeting at 7.30. (Record 1913, p. 66)

Charlotte Street Corner, Tuesday, Wednesday, Saturday and Sunday at 8 p.m.  Keeping Friday evening free, but Rose Street residenters ask to resume, so will try. (Record 1913, p. 98)

Great interest in the summer open airs in 1913 – people kept coming and no shortage of workers. (Record 1913, p. 130)

1914

The Open-air campaign attracted good numbers throughout the summer of 1914.  On the two nights when it rained, the time was devoted to prayer.  Record, 1914, p. 130.  Meetings were carried on into November on Tuesdays and Saturdays at the South Charlotte Street corner.  Saturday nights offered particular scope, because the streets were crowded with soldiers.  p. 178

1915

While the regular winter classes continued indoors, open-air work was carried on throughout the winter of 1914/15 every Tuesday night. When Mr M’Laren was appointed, he took charge of this outreach. Record 1915, p 50. In May, the regular Summer Week-night Open-Air Services were resumed at Charlotte Street Corner, on Tuesday, Wednesday and Saturday at 8 PM. – prayer meeting before at 7.30 p.m. Organists, singers, preachers, wanted. Young women commended for taking the place of young men on war service. Record 1915, pp. 68, 97.

Tuesday and Wednesday evening open-airs closed at end of September 1915, good season, large crowds. Record, 1915, p. 166.

1915 Annual Report (Record, 1916, p. 57)

Year of encouragement, although difficulties, darkened streets, depleted staff, people arriving late (except Sunday evening).

1916

From beginning of June, Wednesdays and Saturdays at Charlotte Street Corner. More workers needed.  Wet weather during June and July hindered the work. (Record, 1916, pp. 98, 114, 130.)

Overview

Open-air evangelism requires more consecrated showmanship than any other type of evangelism. An audience has to be gathered from disinterested passers-by and their attention both gathered and deepened. Above all it requires a fine sense of judgment as to when to change the address from everyday things of life to the important realm of the spiritual life. It is an art which is learned only at the price of bitter experience on draughty street corners, sometimes in rain and often late at night.

There were high peaks in open-air evangelism, when night after night the same people came to hear the gospel and when night after night the workers saw souls won for Christ. Those were also long dreary heart-breaking nights, when no one was interested, few listened and not a soul responded. At such times the work grew hard and heavy and the workers became disillusioned. Evidence of this is frequent appeals in the Record for better support for the out-door evangelists. Even in the hey-day of Mr. Kemp’s ministry, there are appeals such as ‘Some of our older brethren might figure at the open-air. There are hosts of mature saints whose spiritual life might receive a quickening in this way’.

Open-air work had an important part to play in the Chapel’s plans for evangelism because of the stream of passers-by on Princes Street and the opinion-tasters at the Mound. Amplifying equipment made the preaching more audible, but the preparation required for a successful Open-air Meeting was at the price of great personal inconvenience and by dedicated service. The Chapel does well to honour the small band who carried on the year-round campaign on Saturday and Sunday evenings at South Castle Street corner and the Summer Campaign on Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday evenings at the Mound.

Decline of the Chapel’s Open-air outreach

From 1980 onward, the Evangelistic Committee, who were responsible for the Summer Outreach, became repeatedly blunt in their published comments about the lack of support. ‘In the past few years the support of the membership for this worthwhile outreach [Ross Bandstand] has been extremely poor and has given cause for great concern in the committee.’ (April 1981). ‘The main ingredient which was missing from both the Mound and the Ross Bandstand was the SUPPORT of the congregation.  To say the least, it was disappointed to see a minimum of 80 to a maximum of 200 plus at the Bandstand.’ (October 1981). ‘The support for the first few Mound Open-Airs from Court to pew, has been virtually non-existent.’  (July 1982) 

The Committee complained that ‘The method of presentation has not materially changed in 45 years and some visual display system is being considered to aid more effective communication.  Speakers have largely ignored any advice and techniques brought by the Open Air Campaigners last year.  Support of congregation generally poor.’  (Evangelistic Committee Minute, 4 November 1981.)

The Summer Open Air Campaign continued at the Mound until the pedestrianisation of the area (to its present ‘walk-about’ appearance) throughout the summer of 1988 obliged the Chapel to have all but one of the ten weekly open-air meetings outside the Usher Hall. People did not stop to listen much there. One was at the Mound and one was rained off completely. (Record, autumn 1988 report by Jonathan Prime.) 
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