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YOUNG WORSHIPPERS’ LEAGUE

In June 1928, the Sunday School teachers embarked on a new project, with the twin objectives of encouraging children to come regularly to the Sunday adult services and to maintain personal contact with them during the summer holidays. Teachers stood on the stairs and stamped a card (retained by the children) as the youngsters arrived. Annually in June, a service was designated for the Young Worshippers, who sat together in the area of the church on this occasion. ‘For 51 Sundays in the year these boys and girls are scattered throughout the congregation, but the 52nd Sunday is their day, when we older folk take a back seat and look on.’ Prizes were presented at the end of the service, for ‘perfect attendance’, ‘once absent’, or ‘regular attendance’. 80 signed up right away, of whom 50 were present at least once on an average Sunday. 

In 1929, the morning service on Sunday 9 June was devoted to the young worshippers, who were seated in the body of the church. At the end of the service, Graham Scroggie presented prizes to the 45 members who had attended regularly during the year.

A visitor in June 1930, who came expecting a ‘normal’ morning service, was pleasantly surprised and wrote:

The occasion was a special service; the minister presented prizes to the Young Worshippers' League. Six boys and girls had made perfect attendance for two years, not having missed a single morning service during the whole of that period. Five had been absent only once in two years, and eleven had made perfect attendance for one year. That constituted a record of which adult worshippers might well be proud. The sermon was addressed to boys and girls. It concerned the familiar passage in the Epistle to the Hebrews, describing the Christian race. Dr Scroggie is analytical in his method. He presents a triangle of thought, firstly, secondly, and thirdly every time, and yet without monotony he talked of the road, the runners and the reward; the start, the track, and the goal. The little people listened with evident relish, and did not miss any of the light that played over the shadow of the thought. The preacher is very human, his theology may fit in itself with that of John Knox, but it is a great heart, knowing the joys of laughter. The service was quite unusual, it could easily have been spoiled by the introduction of a prize distribution, but it was all of a piece, harmoniously thought out and carried through.

By 1931, the number of the roll was 102 and during that year 3,497 attendances were marked, an average of 66 per Sunday. 4 had three years' perfect attendance, 15 others had two years' perfect attendance and 11 had perfect attendance for one year. The prizes, given as part the morning service when the Sunday School closed for the summer, were 10 Bibles and 38 books. At the end of its fifth year, in the summer of 1933, 3 boys had five years’ perfect attendance.

Like all church organisations at the time, the League had its own social life. Annually on a Saturday evening in the spring, there was a lively party in the Lower Hall, with a feast of sandwiches and cakes, followed by games interspersed with recitations, solos, piano pieces, ending with family worship. Later on, the League developed some negative features, such as children with infectious diseases being brought to sit in the vestry so as to get their ‘mark’ and not spoil their perfect attendance, but generally it was an excellent incentive for children to attend regularly at Sunday services. 

1937 – ‘The Evening Service was the occasion of the presentation of prizes to members of the Young Worshippers' League. Instituted in l928, the League has a membership of eighty, and an average attendance each Sunday of fifty. Of these, eighteen recorded perfect attendance for the year, four for two years, four for three years, one for four years, one for six years, and one had nine years perfect attendance to his credit.’

Wartime - Every Sunday, markers were positioned on the stairs to stamp the card of every Sunday School pupil who had joined the League; prizes were given out during a morning service in June. Evacuation disrupted the League for a while, but soon many were again achieving perfect attendance, 52 weeks in the year at either the morning or the evening service.

1955 

Sunday attendance averaged between 70 and 80 out of a membership of over 100. Most of them received a prize after a Sunday morning service at the end of May. In 1956, medals were presented to three girls, two of whom had been absent only twice in seven years and five years respectively, while the third had perfect attendance over three years. In May 1957:

There were no less than 63 prizewinners in all, three of whom deserve special mention. In addition to the annual book prizes, medals are awarded to members who have recorded perfect attendances for three years. William Hare was awarded a medal for three years' perfect attendance, Doreen Shaw had a bar added to her existing medal for four years' perfect attendance, and Christine Murray had a further bar added to her already impressive medal for the distinguished record of only three absences in eight years. The 1956 session began with a membership of 114 and grew to 128. After a loss of 23 for removal and other reasons, the League commences this new year with 115 on the Roll. We invite new members and would point out to parents that children may he enlisted as early as they like. We have two-year-olds on our Roll. Our aim is to foster in our children the habit of regular attendance at church from their tenderest years at least once a Sunday.

Norman McLeod and Bertha Gillon formed a small committee, which ran the League. They stood on the stairs to mark the cards as the children came in Sunday by Sunday.

The League continued and in 1958 its membership was 150. The Sunday School was linked to the church, and the habit of regular attendance was seen as an important part of the church.  It was not unusual for some of the young people to have eight or nine years in the League. In addition to being a valuable ally to the Sunday School, it was also a boon to parents - there was no difficulty in getting the children to church, and the marks on the attendance cards were eagerly counted up towards the end of the session.

In May 1959, the 47 awards included: four absences in ten years, perfect attendance for six years, once absent in five years, perfect attendance for four years, perfect attendance for three years.

Gerald Griffiths was not happy that Grace and Theo Danson Smith, who now administered the scheme, would not join the Church – probably because of the influence of their father. After the annual prize giving on one occasion, which the writer well remembers, Theo Danson Smith made a long and polemic attack on the Roman Catholic Church, assuring the children (in the presence of the whole congregation) that if they regularly attended worship, as encouraged by the League, they would be safeguarded from the evils of Rome. 

It was a matter of honour that parents should have the cards initialled by the ministers of other churches, when away from Edinburgh on holiday, and not to initial the cards themselves. Theo Danson Smith would probably have disqualified the Balfour children, if he had known that when they were on summer holiday in France, and when there was no Protestant service on the campsite, their cards were initialled by the parish priest at the conclusion of the local church service.

Like most virtues, it became a vice when carried to extremes. If one had a perfect attendance for eight or nine years, which was not unusual, there was great pressure, both from parent and child, to maintain and extend the record. Parents, desperate that their children should have yet another year of perfect attendance, were known to sit in the vestry rather than in the main church, because the children were unwell - in one case with an infectious disease – but they got the cards stamped as they came in.

1966 Derek Prime’s first visit to the Chapel pulpit coincided with the Young Worshippers League annual prize giving and he ‘kindly presented the prizes, and pinned on the medals.  He manifested a real interest in each child, and added this greatly to the success of the occasion.’ 

As the elders reviewed the components of Chapel life in 1970, they came to the marking of cards, morning and evening on Sundays, by the leaders of the Young Worshippers’ League.  During the 1950s and 1960s, between 90 and 100 children were on the roll, with about 60 prizes awarded annually. From 1956, medals were awarded as well as prizes, for good attendance over 3 years. There was an immediate response to this incentive, and soon perfect attendances were recorded over 8 or even 9 years.

However, some in the Chapel had two concerns. One was the deliberate absence of any provision for illness; children were brought to the Chapel, when they ought to have been in bed or in quarantine, in order not to lose their prize for perfect attendance. Ministers of other churches were entitled to initial cards when Young Worshippers attended elsewhere on holiday, but even hospitalisation was not an excuse for non-attendance in Edinburgh. The elders agreed in 1970 that penalising a child who could not attend through genuine illness must cease immediately. A second concern, anticipating social policy of the later twentieth century, was whether medals should be awarded for attendance. By the 1970s, nearly all the Young Worshippers were children of Chapel parents; perhaps the League had served its original purpose of getting non-church-goers into the habit of church attendance?  

Then came the requirement for all who served in the church to be members or associate members. Twelve months of ‘grace’ were used to persuade non-members that if they were to be leaders, they must set an example of commitment. The only casualties were the brother and sister who ran the Young Worshippers League; they were not prepared to join, because they could not accept some aspects of the Chapel’s teaching and discipline.

As mentioned, in October 1970, the leaders agreed to relax the inflexibility of the illness rule. The debate about prizes went on, and in November 1971 it was decided to stop all Sunday School prizes merely for attendance.  In their place, scholars were presented with a Bible or a Daily Light, when moving from one section of the Sunday School to another. 

The elders discontinued the Young Worshippers League in May 1973.
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