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An End and a Beginning

We fast draw to the close of another year, we come to the end of 2025. It is always hard to believe
how quickly a year has gone by and time only seems to be passing by more quickly. But God willing,
the end also marks a beginning, as we enter 2026. As you read this you will have many thoughts
looking back over the year and much to ponder looking forward as well. But pause and think: what
does this New Year hold for me?

The answer, of course, is that none of us know for sure what the future holds in our earthly lives,
but there is another life to come for which we do have a guarantee — but only if we trust in the Lord
Jesus Christ.

As we stand on the threshold of a New Year, | am reminded of
the poem better known today as, “The Gate of the Year”. It was
written by Minnie Haskins and published in 1908, with the original
title “God Knows”, and has been quoted on many occasions
since. One of the most famous occasions on which it was quoted
was by King George VI in his Christmas broadcast to the empire
in 1939. The nation was at war and going into a New Year which
held many uncertainties.

These are the words he quoted from the poem:

'l said to the man who stood at the gate of the year: “Give me a
light that | may tread safely into the unknown.” And he replied:
“Go out into the darkness and put your hand into the Hand of
God. That shall be to you better than light and safer than a known way.”

He closed his speech with the words: “May that Almighty Hand guide and uphold us all.”

When we think of the end and the beginning, what are you trusting in going forward? In the last book
of the Bible, the book of Revelation, the Lord is described as the beginning and the end more than
once. For example, in Revelation 22:13 “| am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the
beginning and the end.” What does he mean?

Alpha is the first letter of the Greek alphabet and omega is the last. So, what he is saying is, | am
the A to Z as we would put it. There are many books that claim to be the ‘A to Z off...” and cover a
whole host of matters, but in the Bible, the Word of God, we are given the A to Z of all we need for
life and eternity.

As we go into this New Year with all the uncertainties it holds for us, going into the dark as it were,
won’t you trust in the Lord Jesus Christ, who is the end and the beginning, who is the light of the
world and may His Almighty Hand guide and uphold us all.

Every blessing

Calum M



Profile of a Precentor written by 1an Macrae

The first time | was asked to precent in church, | was 15 and

was blindsided by an elder who, looking back, knew what he

was doing! Had he spent time discussing it with me, it would
probably have made me too nervous to even try, but he took me to Hift up my eyes to the mountains

one side on the way into church on the first Sunday morning of the M. \Zh?e {C mh‘P m/% /

year and told me | was going to precent. There was no time to think, e e e

so | had to depend on God’s help and nothing else.

the Maker of heaven and earth.

| had sung at the local mod whilst in primary school but had never
really thought about precenting in church once | became a
Christian. It's not something | thought | could do; besides, as far as
| could tell it was only old men (in their 40s, now that | think about
it!) who did that!

PSALM 121

| always liked listening to music, and around that time, in the early
1990s, there were quite a few cassettes of psalm singing
published, and | enjoyed listening to these and learning tunes I'd
never heard before. In our congregation back then, it was a steady dose of Kilmarnock, Moravia,
Free Church, Torwood and a few other tunes. A short metre tune was almost exotic! As | learnt new
tunes (usually along with my father, who was an excellent precentor in Gaelic and English), | became
a little more confident and was encouraged by our elders to try new tunes in church. | was too young
and naive to recognise it at the time, but reflecting on it now, the elders showed real humility and a
willingness to improve the congregational worship by encouraging a teenager to introduce new
tunes.

When | am preparing to precent, | try to come up with tunes that are suitable to the words being
sung and that provide a bit of variety. Our psalmodies have suggested tunes, which are very useful,
but | feel that following those recommendations exclusively can lead to a limited number of tunes
being used. From that point of view, | think it's important for a precentor to be comfortable with as
wide a selection of tunes as possible.

Sometimes it's easy to choose a tune, such as with some of the unusual Sing Psalms metres, where
we might only know one or two tunes that fit. But at other times, it can be a bit more challenging.
One of the things I'm most aware of is trying to avoid using my own favourite tunes too often — I'm
sure some in the congregation think ‘not this one again’ despite my best efforts! There are some
tunes which | really don’t like and will avoid singing. Most of that comes down to personal preference;
for example, | really dislike the tune French, so even though it's been the standard tune for Psalm
121 for generations, | will always find an alternative!

| would never say that precenting is easy, because you are leading praise to God, and you want to
get the tune, pitch, pace etc right. It may seem strange to say this, but | often find the best time to
precent in our congregation is at a Sunday morning communion service. Why? Because almost
everybody sits together and the church is filled from the front. It makes the singing more united and
helps to keep the pitch and pace at good levels.

From a precentor’s perspective, there are some little things people can help with to make our singing
as good as it can possibly be. Firstly, if you hold your psalm book close to eye height and sing ahead
and up rather than down to your feet, that makes a huge difference. Then, try to follow the
precentor’s pace — that way, everybody can sing together. This isn’t always easy, because each
precentor will sing the same tune at a slightly different pace, and even for any one precentor, that
will change depending on the psalm and tune. For example, the pace at which | sing an upbeat tune
like St Paul to Psalm 122 won’t be the same as the pace at which I'd sing Martyrs to a psalm about



suffering, such as Psalm 22, so you really need to follow
carefully for each psalm. As a precentor, | try to use the
microphone in front of me, not to be heard above others,
but to be heard so that the congregation can try to follow
the pace | set.

Someone asked me a while back if | still get nervous about
precenting, after doing it for well over 30 years. My answer
then — and now — is yes, | absolutely get nervous because
| want it to be as good as possible. It’s leading our praise
of God, and He deserves our very best. | can probably
count on one hand how often I've felt that’s what I've given
over the years, but He knows that our worship is genuine
and aims to give Him all the glory.

"The Gaelic Congregation: Language, Faith, and Identity"
Jessie Macleod gave an overview of her time in Stornoway Free Church Gaelic Congregation.

Jessie has been attending Stornoway Free Church since 1960. She always went to the Gaelic
congregation as that was the language of her youth. From an early age Jessie spoke only Gaelic
until she went to school in Lochs and was made to speak only English. At that time the Gaelic was
S more dominant than the English as there were more people
who preferred to hear the gospel preached in Gaelic than in
English. Jessie remembers being under the preaching of
Rev Kenneth Macrae and Rev Murdo MacRitchie. At that
| time there were two communion tables, such was the
| amount of people visiting the congregation. Jessie, with the
use of a Gaelic /English Bible taught herself to read Gaelic

During Rev MacRitchie’s time the Gaelic moved to the
seminary and the English was in the Church. It was still very
busy in the seminary both morning and night. Jessie would
go to the English with her husband Donnie and the children
at night, but her heart was always in the Gaelic.

- Jessie remembers the decline in the Gaelic congregation
with sadness as she watched the numbers drop, this she
says was due to the older people passing away and no
younger ones coming to the Gaelic, a quote she remembers
from an old aunty was:

Where there will not be the young there will not be the old



Jessie goes on to say that the Gaelic singing and preaching is very expressive that it can awaken
deep emotions and reflection. Although things have changed with no Gaelic service in the evening
and that the numbers have decreased, Jessie is thankful that the English is vibrant and that she
feels very much part of the wider congregation.

Salm 46
Is e Dia ar fasgadh agus ar neart,

Cobhair lathaireach ann an éiginn.
Uime sin cha bhi eagal oirnn, ged a ghluaisear an talamh,

Ged a thilgear na beanntan a-steach do chridhe na mara.

Photo; Elder Murdo Martin leading a service in Gaelic

Message from the Interim Moderator - Rev Colin Macleod

It's good to be well informed. Nowadays it is probably easier than ever to acquire information. There
are increasingly sophisticated computer-controlled communication systems at work around us that
pass information instantly, though not always accurately. You may remember a few years ago in
Hawaii that their Emergency Management Agency wrongly transmitted the following message to
millions of mobile phones across the state: ‘Ballistic missile threat inbound to Hawaii. Seek
immediate shelter. This is not a drill.’” It took 38 minutes to reassure people that this was not the
case, and a mistake had been made!

If you want to know something these days you can always ‘google it’ or, if you have one, you can
ask a smart speaker device such as Alexa (Amazon), or Cortana (Microsoft) or Google Home
(Google). But again, it would seem not always... Google’s smart speaker device called ‘Home’ was
unable to answer the question “Who is Jesus Christ?” After an internal review the company stated
that as the smart speaker took its answers from the internet, it was decided to disable the device’s
ability to answer this question so as not to offend anybody. So, the compromise was reached; if you
ask a Google Home device ‘who is Jesus Christ?’ you will be told that ‘religion can be complicated
and I'm still learning.’

Google’s non-answer is the opposite of what the Christian Church is here to say. Thankfully, when
we open the doors of our church, we have far better news than saying ‘religion is complicated’ While
life is full of complex situations, difficult questions, challenges, uncertainties, setbacks and
heartache, we do not need to wonder about who Jesus is. We know that he is the Son of God and
that he came into the world to seek and to save the lost. We know that in him there is full and free
forgiveness of sins if we would seek him and ask him. This is truly Good News!

As this time of vacancy continues we can take heart in the Gospel, the Good News of Jesus Christ
the same yesterday, today and forever. We can rest assured that His cause is under His care and
our constant prayer to be led by Him in the decisions that are ahead will be heard by Him (Ps27v14).
There are several visiting ministers who will be welcomed to the pulpit in the next few weeks, and
the vacancy committee are scheduled to meet in February when your views will be shared and the
way forward discussed. Please continue to speak to the committee members as we work together
to discern the Lord’s leading. God bless & see you soon, Colin



PreSbYTery YOUTh CAMP wiitten by Jonathan Maciver

The presbytery youth camp brought together 18 young people from across Lewis and

Harris for a weekend of fun and faith. The focus was the challenge of 'Taking steps of faith'.

Arriving on Friday afternoon we were treated to burgers for tea which was followed up by
an 'impromptu’ water fight. That night we studied Philippians 4 as a group, with these amazing young
people all contributing with their own interpretation of the passage and sharing what they would take
from it for prayer and application. The Saturday was centred around coasteering in the Bays of
Harris followed by Dune Tracker in Luskentyre with the superb Tom from the Scaladale centre as
our instructor. As part of the afternoon, we enjoyed a discussion on creation vs evolution whilst
relaxing in the dunes. Saturday evening, we studied 1 Corinthians 12 and followed that on Sunday
night with James 1.

Our discussions centred on the greatest commandment from Mark 12, we then considered how that
can be lived out daily, in the moments. The second two talks looked at what we should 'put off' /
remove from our lives and what we should 'put on' in order that we may grow in faith and become
more Christlike. As we strive to disciple and lead our young people, let's continue in prayer for them,
it's so encouraging to see God working in their lives and them responding. An example of God's
hand on the weekend was the service we attended as a group in Tarbert Free Church. The sermon
covered much of what we had discussed over the period, tying in beautifully. The young people
recognised it; we all did and hopefully it's also an encouragement to David Macleod the minister.
As a gift and encourage ongoing study, the presbytery provided a book for each young person to
encourage and assist them in living out what was discussed, the study guide by John Ortberg called
'If You Want to Walk on Water, you've got to Get Out of The Boat'. The guide sums up the weekend,
steps of faith, they're uncomfortable but necessary.

“Let your light shine before others.” (Matthew 5:16)




Congratulations!

Mairianne Campbell and David Morrison got
engaged on Eoropie beach on Tuesday 2
December in the pouring rain! David is from North
Dell and is a member in Cross Church of Scotland.
They are very excited to be planning their wedding
and hope to marry in 2026. They would like to thank
the congregation for their overwhelming kindness
and warn congratulations since their engagement

Update from the Clerk to the Deacons Court

Deacons’ Court — Review of 2025

| would like to take this opportunity to give you a summary of just some of the issues we
have been dealing with over the past year. The Deacons’ Court has responsibility primarily

for financial and material matters of the congregation, and it is our desire to continue developing
and using our resources to the benefit of all areas of the life and witness of the congregation.
Going forward, it is my intention to keep the congregation as informed as possible of any ongoing
developments and decisions that may be of interest. | anticipate giving updates on a regular basis,
probably quarterly, as | believe that if everyone is up to date on what’s happening, then we can all
move forward together with a shared sense of purpose.

So, what’s been happening over these last 12 months?

Earlier in the year we purchased a new database called ‘Church Suite’. This has the potential
to record huge amounts of information which is required by us as a congregation, and it will
also hopefully help to ‘lighten the load’ for everyone who is involved in organising the various
activities.

Our previous website was very outdated and so we purchased a new one which went online
several months ago. It has a nice, fresh look about it and it has been very well received by
folk both within and out with the congregation.

The MA hall roof has been fitted with 40 solar panels (that’s the south-facing side of the roof
that we don’t see). We are just starting to get a return on this project now, but we are hopeful
that there will be substantial financial benefits for us when we negotiate a new electricity
contract in 2026. (See Picture)

A new door has been fitted to the MA hall and an upgrade to the whole IT system within the
hall has recently been completed.

A new and larger screen has been fitted in the Kenneth Street Session Room which is a great
improvement.

A new photocopier was installed in the church office in the summer.

There was uncertainty in the past as to how decisions were made regarding the cancellation
of services in adverse weather conditions. Roddy Martin, Robbie Maclennan and Cala
Mackenzie are now responsible for making future assessments and decisions, with the
agreement of the Minister/Assistant Minister.



= The Kenneth Street car park has now been made available for the 55+ Fellowship on their
meeting days. This has made a significant difference to those attending these meetings.

= Defibrillator and CPR training was carried out by approximately 30 people in the congregation
earlier this year. We now hope to have named first aiders available for our services on a rota
basis starting early in 2026.

= Donations of £100 for campers and £250 for camp leaders from the congregation were made
again in 2025 to help families with the costs. Much of this cost was raised through the curry
evening in the MA hall, with the shortfall being made up by the Deacons’ Court. A total of 18
campers and two leaders from the congregation attended the various camps.

= A contactless card reader has now been purchased for the congregation. This will be helpful
for visitors attending the weekly services as well as visitors from the cruise ships.

= A ‘donate button’ is now functional on the new website, which will allow the opportunity for
online visitors to donate to the congregation.

» Anew boiler and central heating system will be fitted in the Francis Street manse shortly. This
is necessary due to the age and rapidly deteriorating condition of the old system.

| hope you find this update helpful, and if you have any questions regarding any of these items,
please don'’t hesitate to get in touch with me.

May each of you know God'’s richest blessing as we celebrate the birth of our Saviour and look to
step into 2026 together with the Lord.

lan M Macleod, Clerk to the Deacons’ Court.
Mobile: 07887 722269
Email: syfcclerk2dc@outlook.com
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Over 55 Christmas Lunch

On Friday 12" December the over 55 club had
their Christmas soup and pudding lunch. It was
well attended, and those who were there
enjoyed some delicious soup and puddings
provided by the able ladies of our
congregation. The speaker for the afternoon
was Malcolm from Steadfast Global, who gave
an interesting insight into the work of the
organisation. Ewan Mackenzie led the singing
and dancers from the Sharon Mackinnon
school of dancing made it very enjoyable for
all who attended. Thank you to all the pupils
from the Nicolson Institute who served so
cheerfully!

’
f

| .
.

- J

| HN |
(B | T




i CHRISTMAS Club
/ - Saturday 13" December 1.30pm — 4.00pm

It was a wet and windy Saturday but that did not stop 74 P1 to P7 children coming to the Ma Hall for

an afternoon of fellowship, fun, and faith.
The event brought together families, friends, and members of the community.
Lots of crafts, singing and games kept the children engaged and joyful.

Lots of preparation went into making Christmas club 2025 a huge success, it was more than just an
event—it was a celebration of faith, love, and community. We are grateful to everyone who
participated and contributed to its success. May the spirit of Christmas continue to inspire us
throughout the year!

A few pictures of the day.
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Trivia Bible Quiz

Test Your Knowledge

. Who was the oldest person mentioned in the Bible?

. How many days and nights did it rain during the flood in Noah’s time?
. What was the first miracle Jesus performed?

. Which apostle was a tax collector?

. What is the shortest verse in the Bible?

. Who interpreted Pharaoh’s dreams in Egypt?

. What are the first three words in the Bible?

. Which prophet confronted King Ahab and Queen Jezebel?

. How many books are in the New Testament?

. What fruit is often associated with the fall of man (though not named in Scripture)?
. Who led the Israelites into the Promised Land after Moses?

. Which Old Testament book tells the story of a woman who became queen of Persia?
. Who wrote most of the Psalms?

. What was Paul's name before his conversion?

. Which Gospel contains the Sermon on the Mount?

. Who was thrown into a lion’s den?

. What was the name of the giant killed by David?

. Which disciple betrayed Jesus?

. How many plagues did God send upon Egypt?

. What is the last word in the Bible?
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Answers

Methuselah — He lived 969 years (Genesis 5:27).

40 days and 40 nights (Genesis 7:12).

Turning water into wine at the wedding in Cana (John 2:1-11).
Matthew — The tax collector (Matthew 9:9).

“Jesus wept” (John 11:35).

Joseph — Interpreted Pharaoh’s dreams (Genesis 41).

“In the beginning” (Genesis 1:1).

Elijah — Confronted Ahab and Jezebel (1 Kings 18).

9. 27 books in the New Testament.

10.Apple — Commonly associated, though not named in Scripture.
11.Joshua — Led Israel into the Promised Land (Joshua 1).
12.Esther — The queen of Persia (Book of Esther).

13.David — Wrote many Psalms.

14.Saul — Paul’s name before conversion (Acts 9).

15.Matthew — Contains the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7).
16.Daniel — Thrown into the lion’s den (Daniel 6).

17.Goliath — The giant killed by David (1 Samuel 17).

18.Judas Iscariot — Betrayed Jesus (Matthew 26:14-16).

19.10 plagues — Sent upon Egypt (Exodus 7-12).

20.“Amen” — Last word in the Bible (Revelation 22:21
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