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ROCK MISSION

REASONS FOR CLOSURE IN 1987

When, in 1923, Dr Williamson handed over the responsibility of running the Rock Mission to the Chapel, the social structure in the City was totally different. The Rock Mission was designed to operate in an environment which had no social security safety net. When people could indeed become very poor and needy. It was an era of charity and hand-outs and to many such were essential to simply staying alive. It was, I guess, expected of the Church in those days to show such compassion – indeed if they had not there is little doubt no one else would. The present scene is radically different. Poverty as was known then has largely been eliminated from our Society. The State has taken over from the ‘charities’ and meets the basic needs of everyone. It may be felt by some that such assistance as given is not enough, and however true this claim may be, it is also correct to say no one dies today in our Society of poverty, unless, they allow it to happen. Here then is the first area of doubt that I have regards the ‘Rock Mission’s’ current status.

In a perverse way, and I am certain not envisaged in the original concept of the ‘Mission’, the food hand-out we give is a hidden subsidy for the alcoholic. It enables him/her to save their ‘State’ given money for more alcohol instead of using it to purchase more wholesome food. What we give, as welcome as it may be in, as it were, filling their stomachs, is however nutritionally poor and certainly does not help much to replenish the vitamin deficiency which is so often a characteristic of such people. We are also but one of many agencies in the City who give ‘hand-outs’, indeed the experienced single homeless person being aware of the Edinburgh scene finds it an easy enough thing to bounce from one agency to another - any day, and be fed at no charge.

Another doubt as to the present value of the ‘Rock Mission’ arises from the fact that there is now very much an increased knowledge on the problem of alcoholism. It is a highly specialised area of work. Ignoring the purely medical aspects, there are the ‘counselling skills’ and ‘support’, both which demand an enormous input of time for the individual with the problem. Such ‘support’ must be essentially individualistic by design, prepared for crisis calls at any time, and have the abilities and resources to rehabilitate the ‘whole’ man. As we all, I am sure, appreciate, it is a great enough task to ‘successfully’ help an alcoholic whom Society would class as ‘normal’ (ie perhaps still has house – job - marriage intact and respectability in the community at large) – how much more so with those who have given away everything for the habit, including often their physical and mental health.

Further questions arise from the description of the early ‘Rock Mission’ years where it states it dealt with "alcoholics, jailbirds and casual labourers". Who can say, but I wonder if the proportion of alcoholics then – (as we would know them at today’s ‘Rock’, not to mention drug addicts) – to the other categories mentioned is not quite different from today. By far the greater number today at the ‘Rock’ are alcoholics, and I would venture to suggest of a more severe type than was experienced at the beginning of the Century. It is a fact that the Rock Mission deals with the very dregs of the City’s drink problem and I do not say this unkindly. "Jailbirds" are of course there because this level of drinking and jail go hand in hand. We do not have "casual labourers" as I suspect was meant by this statement on the early days.

What I am saying – only that the emphasis has shifted to the more problematic end of this spectrum of "alcoholics, jailbirds and casual labourers" and as such has moved outside the original design parameters of the ‘Rock Mission’. It has moved increasingly into the area of the professional and in a large number of cases the medical professional. The Lord is sovereign, no one is beyond His saving love, but I feel much more effective good would be done, in terms of rescued lives, if the area of mission work was moved up stream, as it were, catching the alcoholic before he takes that, so often, final plunge over the edge into what is known as `skid row’. To redress the balance and move back into usefulness. Of the alcoholic problems it is estimated that only 5% are in ‘skid row’, 95% are en route there. It is well understood that the alcoholic has got to reach the end of himself before he will accept help - and indeed some have got to go well down stream before they reach this ‘helping’ terminus. What I am suggesting therefore is that if the Elders feel it is right for the Fellowship to be involving in this work – and let me pause here and remind us all of the cost in terms of what I have already said regards counselling – support and commitment. If it is right, then we ought to step out and make it known in the City that we are in the business of rescuing alcoholics, drug addicts and etc. Working with other Churches and secular agencies to replace the Rock Mission with a brand new ‘Mission’.

[more follows in the original Report]

Elders’ response to the above Report

There was an extended discussion on papers that had been presented to the January meeting by Elders Chapman and Sprott. Because the Carrubbers Christian Centre was providing some facilities for all who attended the Rock Mission on Sunday afternoons, and because of the specialist nature of such Outreach, the Court supported, although it marked reluctance, the recommend​ation that the work should be discontinued after due notice had been given to the men. There was a natural desire to look for some alternative evangelistic outlet, but it was pointed out that the Outreach in Barnton, although very different in character, was also demanding in time. Agreed, therefore, to recommend to the Annual General Meeting of Members that the work should be discontinued – Elder Chapman to speak to this at the meeting. Points to emphasise were:​

(a) There was a continued and chronic lack of support, by the congregation, for the work and since so many, who were active in the Chapel, had competing demands on their time, the Court had to look to the proper use of scarce resources.

(b) The Mission was not in the immediate vicinity of the Chapel and the Elders did therefore not feel quite the same obligation to those, in a different location, as they would have felt for their immediate neighbourhood. Attempts had been made to get together the agencies, who were concerned for those attending the Rock Mission, but no combined plan had been possible.

(c) The Carrubbers Christian Centre will continue to maintain its care, as part of its special ministry.

(d) There were those among our own acquaintance with alcohol​-related problems, and caring was more practical in the context of natural contacts with people, where support could be provided on the long-term. One study had indicated that occasional contact, with people with alcoholic problems, was simply not justified and that continued personal contact was essential if the work was to be done. The workers of the Rock Mission could not give that commitment and they themselves had come to the reluctant conclusion that there was no future in the Mission as presently run.

(e) Due intimation would be given to the men concerned, so that they would not be left suddenly without such support as the Rock presently gave.

Reaction from the congregation

There was a sharp, if largely sentimental, reaction from the congregation to the proposal to close the Mission. About a dozen attended a meeting, suggested by the pastor, of those who wanted to continue. It turned out that nearly all had links also with the Carrubbers Christian Centre, and agreed that the work done thought it would be a safety net for any who might otherwise be bereft of support. 

�First part of a Report by Andy Chapman, leader of the Rock Mission, to the Chapel elders in December 1986.





� Elders’ Minute, 4 February 1987.





