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Pond Square Chapel – Highgate URC

Overview
Our vision is that Pond Square Chapel acts as a catalyst to spread the love of God in our local area of Highgate and surrounds, as well as to friends further afield.  By our presence and actions, we will encourage people to look at Jesus in his life of love, healing, humility and service to others.  Our aim is to be a confident, prayerful and growing community.
We are proud to be part of the United Reformed Church.  Pond Square Chapel dates from 1859 and is built on the roots of a continuous nonconformist tradition in Highgate, stretching back to the mid-1660s.  The building was constructed originally as a Congregational chapel but joined with the congregation of the local Presbyterian church (now closed) as a Union Church in 1960, joining the United Reformed Church, the national union of Congregationalists and English Presbyterians, on its formation in 1972.  We retain the congregational governance principle of the supremacy of the Church Meeting.
Since 2017, in a departure from the current URC denominational approach to ministerial deployment, we have directly employed a full-time minister.  We believe it is necessary to dedicate resources to growing the church and taking actions in the community to bring the love of God to as many people as possible.  
With our minister we have taken the opportunity presented by Covid restrictions to move services online and invest in equipment to stream worship on YouTube.  This has resulted in growing Sunday congregations with attendees joining from much further afield than Highgate.  We also continued to meet virtually for social events as well as to share the Word of God via the online platform Zoom.  Our first full-time minister, Rev David Currie, is completing his ministry term in May 2022, at which time he plans to retire, and we are now seeking someone to become our minister at that time and help us take forward God’s mission.
It is essential that the person who comes as minister to HURC feels God is calling him or her to lead us.  The church has a growing membership, a diversity of age and background and is ready for someone to pick up the reins and lead it forward, expanding, energising and consolidating at new levels.


Our pandemic experience – a church on a journey
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Pond Square Chapel closed during the first Covid-lockdown, but quickly launched online services on the Zoom platform.  We found that our congregation grew, taking us beyond the confines of north London and attracting friends and former worshippers now based in Japan, the USA and Australia as well as around the UK.  We were delighted that some of our older members with limited mobility who had not been able to get to church before Covid were now able to re-join our worship.

Zoom has its limitations and we investigated how to provide a more “professional” service with better quality sound and visuals.  This led us to buy a streaming camera and for a period when lockdown ended, and some people felt able to return to the building, we carried on with both our Zoom offer and also a live stream via YouTube.

Our Children’s Ministry has also flourished online with the use of both Zoom and YouTube and we managed to continue to engage our children and attract further families.
 
Post-Covid we want this to be continuing feature of our church life – virtual outreach from our physical church.


Who we are
We are a diverse, loving congregation, ranging across all ages, various nationalities, and many walks of life with a strong sense of community and support for each other as well as wishing to follow our faith.  Sunday morning Worship had an average of 20 - 30 attending pre-Covid in the building, including several children; and we now have a regular 30 - 40 worshippers in our virtual services. We have 36 formal church members, 20 adherents and 12 children aged 1-12. 
Our five serving Elders – Beth Chaudhary, Rowena Courtney, Robert Gorrie, Dietrich Hauptmeier and Christa Keeler – and self-supporting Associate Minister Rev Roger Orme, are assisted by several formerly serving Elders who continue to support the minister and participate in Sunday worship. 
We are fortunate to have the support of our long-serving part-time staff:
Administrator: Patricia Judd 
Children’s Leader: Stephen Michael-Rainford 
Director of Music: Robert Manning
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International congregation

Over the last decade, our church membership and visitors have been drawn from all parts of the world, from Japan, the Philippines, Australia, New Zealand, USA and many European countries.  And during the Covid pandemic many old friends living across the world have joined us regularly on our Zoom services.  You will be welcome - wherever you are from.

Links with other churches and interfaith dialogue
We are an active member of Churches Together in Highgate and work together especially at the times of Christmas and Easter.  We also seek to develop the interfaith dialogue in our community.
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What we do
Sunday services
Sunday services at Pond Square Chapel are friendly services, open to everyone.  Services run from 10.30am for approximately an hour to 11.30am.

There is a selection of hymns, songs, a children’s address, bible readings, prayers and a sermon by our minister.  Elders and members of the congregation will often read from the bible or lead prayers.

From time to time we have guest ministers and visiting musicians who participate in the service.

About 15 minutes into the service, the children are invited to join their own ‘Sunday’s Cool’ Sunday school downstairs with their friends.  Sunday’s Cool is run by our children’s leader with assistance from parents and others.  The age group varies, and we are able to tailor activities and lessons for the young ones as well as those who are approaching their tweens, with age-appropriate activities and discussions.  Once a month it is Fun Sunday where baking and art activities are carried out around a central theme.  Parents are welcome to visit Sunday’s Cool with their children or others may prefer to stay upstairs to enjoy the service. We are informal, so crying babies do not faze us!
From time to time, we celebrate family services for occasions like Palm Sunday or Harvest Festival, where the congregation, including children, all stay together. We also have an annual book giving to our children, usually during a service just before the summer holidays.
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Holy Communion is celebrated once a month, usually on the second Sunday of the month.  All, including children, are invited to join in.  In pre-Covid times our practice was to gather around the Communion Table passing round the bread and sharing the chalice.  During Covid-restrictions, we continued to virtually share bread and wine monthly, via Zoom, from our homes.


Other services 

Over the Christmas and Easter periods we also manage a variety of special services and events, from our children’s Christmas nativity, a St Martin’s Day lantern procession, the World Day of Prayer, to a special all Churches in Highgate Good Friday service, preceded by walking around all the Highgate churches.
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Church Groups and Community Outreach
Home Group is our Bible study and prayer group led by Rev Roger Orme and held one evening a week in the home of one of the church members with good discussions and refreshments.
The Christian Meditation Group supports those who are searching for the peace of prayer, building up our inner strength and finding a way of response to all that we face in our lives today.  The group meets weekly for 30 minutes, normally in the church building, and during Covid-restrictions virtually on Zoom.  It is led prayerfully by one of our church members.  Whilst our form of 'contemplative response' is invoked by the Christian tradition, the group welcomes and continues to welcome people from other faiths or those of no faith. 
Pond Square chapel hosts a Winter Shelter for homeless people in conjunction with the Camden-based charity C4WS.  We provide a meal on Sunday nights, a bed for the night and breakfast on Monday mornings for 10 nights during the winter.  This shelter is run by volunteers from Highgate URC and other churches in Highgate. 
In partnership with the Highgate Newtown Community Centre we run a weekly Community Lunch open to all on Thursdays.  As well as a delicious lunch this provides support and friendship for a wide group of people, most of whom are not worshippers.  Usually around 20 people attend.
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Again, in partnership with the Highgate Newtown Community Centre we hold a “Movers & Shakers!” toddler’s group for children up to the aged of 2 years every Wednesday morning in school term-time.  This includes circle time, singing, a parachute play and bubbles.  This is followed by a coffee and a chat for parents/carers.
Working in conjunction with Pathway, a North London Christian lay group working through schools and in other ways to reach children, our minister has a regular invitation to lead School Assemblies at the local St. Michael’s Church of England Primary School.
We provide financial support to a number of charities - local, national and international (Highgate Newtown Community Centre, Barnabas, and Pathway). 
Elders and the Management Committee meet monthly.  A Church Meeting is called at least every quarter to ensure the smooth running, pastoral support and management of the church and with the advice of the Elders resolves all issues of policy and planning. 
Our church magazine “Outlook” is published quarterly.  Our website at www.pondsquarechapel.org.uk is regularly updated with news, current activities, and sermons, and we maintain an active Twitter account and YouTube channel. 
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Where we are
Pond Square Chapel sits at the centre of Highgate Village.
The lovely chapel you see today has an interior that was largely remodelled and refurbished in 1986 with the express intention of opening it up to wider community use, which still carries on today.  We are constantly looking to the future, with environmentally-friendly building improvements and better accessibility.
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It is well maintained and used by many different groups in the community as well as being a place of religious worship.  On a commercial basis our building is used by a range of groups, including the Pond Square Pre-school as a tenant, regular use by the Highgate Ballet School, children’s drama classes, Highgate Horticultural Society Flower Shows, yoga, pilates, the Healing Trust, concerts, receptions, birthday parties and other meetings.  Practical support is provided for the annual Carol Singing in Pond Square and the annual Highgate Fair in the Square. 
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We have good links with other churches in the Highgate area and participate in Churches Together in Highgate, holding shared services several times a year.  We are also one of the qualifying churches for St Michael’s Church of England primary  school. 


Our Manse
We have a large 3 bed maisonette on 1st to 2nd floor, 15 minutes’ walk away from the Church. It has a study, laundry room, family bathroom, additional separate WC, kitchen, dining, living room, rear garden accessed via an external stair and off street parking. 
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Highgate is a lovely place! It has green spaces, historic buildings, pubs, good schools and the famous Highgate Cemetery where Karl Marx and many other significant people are buried.
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Pond Square Chapel is now the only functioning nonconformist chapel of historic religious dissent (Presbyterian, Congregational and Baptist) in Highgate.  Pond Square Chapel dates from 1859 and is built on the roots of a continuous nonconformist tradition in Highgate, stretching back to the mid-1660s through four previous chapels or meeting houses.  The first minister then was one of the 2,000 ministers ejected from the Church of England in 1662, and Pond Square Chapel was one of hundreds built in connection with the commemoration of the two hundredth anniversary of the Great Ejectment 

What we want (the Future vision rather than the person)
Our overall strategy is to aim for growth and more depth in three areas summarised in the expressions UP, IN, and OUT.
UP – Worship. Maintain progressive, high quality Sunday services 
IN – Discipleship and Fellowship. Regular running of ‘enquirers group’ for church membership. Promotion of Home Group, Friday Meditation and our many other church activities. 
OUT – Mission. Stay Local – actively build, maintain and support local connections, build and develop present partnerships, including support of Pathway which provides links to Assemblies in St. Michael’s C of E School, partnership with Highgate Newtown Community Centre for Thursday Community Lunch and other activities, as well as working with C4WS on the Winter Shelter.  Support of ‘sponsored child’ through Plan International and Sunday’s Cool.



Church Finances
Highgate URC is responsible for its own finances and is registered as an independent charity.  In addition to donations from members and worshippers, the church benefits from the use, or income generated by others’ use, of the church building and hall, the manse, and a third property.  The buildings are held in trust by the Denomination for the benefit of the local church and therefore do not show as assets on the local church or charity balance sheet.  We are required as a church and a charity to use the financial resources of the church in the pursuit of God’s Ministry and Mission.  This involves balancing our expenditure over three principal cost areas being the costs of employing directly our own Minister, maintenance and operation of the chapel, hall and manse, and our contribution to the central Ministry & Mission Fund of the URC.  Since making the decision to pursue a locally paid full time Minister we have also increased the financial reserves held by the church so that we can be confident in committing to a fixed term employment contract with a Minister. 
Copies of recent Trustee Reports and Accounts are available at https://register-of-charities.charitycommission.gov.uk/charity-search using our charity number 1131691.
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Catherine West MP; Francis Beckett; Chris Kaufman; and Rev David Currie - Credit: Polly Hancock
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