A church in the Alps 
A brief history of St. Peter’s Church, Zermatt 
5.30 pm Sat 10 July 2010 at St. Peter’s Zermatt
Hazel Perrin, church warden, first outlined the importance of the ‘English church’ to the English-speakers who live here: 
My Lord Brentford, Lady Brentford, Lady Hoare, Archdeacon, Excellency, Mr. Bushnell, Herr Schmid, ladies and gentlemen,

As warden of St. Peter’s Church, it is a great honour and pleasure for me to welcome you to Zermatt this afternoon to celebrate the 140th anniversary of this beautiful church in the Swiss Alps.  Mr. David Healey, General Manager of the Intercontinental Church Society, will be talking to you in a few minutes about the history of our church. Since its opening on 29th June 1870 this church has only been closed on two occasions – during the two World Wars. We are a seasonal ministry, that is we cater essentially to tourists during the winter season, from the Sunday before Christmas until the end of the ski season in April; and from the first Sunday in June until the latter half of September in the summer. A small group of people living and working here make up the permanent congregation, and I would just like to mention Edith, who does so much to make our chaplains welcome with her delicious cooking, her cakes, her biscuits; and Amanda, Edith, Andreas. In the summer and winter seasons, Mark and Jenny from South Africa, and Liz also worship regularly every Sunday with us. Because of the presence of this church here in Zermatt, we are offered the opportunity to worship our Lord God regularly each week, in the company of other Christians and led by our faithful chaplains. We are not alone, we belong to a larger community which, thanks to ICS, reaches way beyond Zermatt, further than the Swiss border – we belong in a community of Christian people worldwide. We are very thankful to the chaplains who come out here and help us with our faith, who give us assurance, who inspire us and fill us with enthusiasm; who pray with us in difficult moments. We give thanks to God for this church and for all those who ensure its continued ministry in this area of God’s world.

David Healey continued:

The prime chronicler of St. Peter’s Zermatt’s illustrious history was Ciceley Williams, whose book A church in the alps
 is on sale in the church or available from ICS. I shall briefly examine how and why the ‘English church’ (or St. Peter’s as it is properly called) came into being. I am head of the Church of England Society that has provided English-language church services here since 1862, built this now historic church in 1869, and has spread the good news of Jesus Christ amongst tourists ever since by sending countless volunteer clergy or readers (licensed lay preachers in the Church of England) to serve here as ‘seasonal chaplains’. St. Peter’s exists because of several factors or movements working together, all contributing to the establishment of an English-language Christian ministry here which touches the lives of people from all over the world. 
The first reason is Anglo-Swiss relations. Historian Jim Ring sets out to explain (in his book of the same title) How the English made the Alps. As a Christian of course I am clear that God made the Alps: the English merely popularised them. Ring argues that it was the c.19 British romantic poets, Wordsworth, Shelley and Byron who transformed the Alps’ reputation in the eyes of the British – see page 24, para 2 to the end of page 25. So more widespread travel (for globalisation is not new), the wealth of Empire, and the ever growing interest in mountains, nature and climbing led to a golden age of alpine mountaineering (Alpinism) in the mid-19th century, and Zermatt was its heart. At the height of its empire and industrial might, the British liked conquering things, usually other people’s countries, but the Swiss escaped that as the British decided just to conquer their mountains. The British attraction to many things Swiss was quickly reciprocated by the Swiss, whose hospitality and (now renowned) flair for tourism came to the fore as they built hotels and made the British (and growing numbers of other nationalities) immensely welcome. The Swiss too had expert first hand knowledge of the mountains and their guides became legendary. The affinity between the Swiss guides and British climbers is evidenced here by the new Biner plaque on the south wall (ICS plaque reference 30A) marking the gratitude of modern climbers to one Zermatt family. Swiss hoteliers (the Seillers of the Monte Rosa and the Clemens of the Mont Cervin) were the first donors to the building fund. 
But why did hoteliers want to provide places of worship? Not only because the Swiss look after their guests well, but also because God was at work, the second and most important player in the story of Zermatt’s English Church. The vision that God imparted to those who visited or lived in Zermatt for the holding of church services here in the 1850s and 1860s, and then the building of an ‘English church’, has resulted in countless people hearing the Bible preached and being built up in their faith and countless others hearing Jesus Christ’s call to ‘come, follow me’. 
God was equally at work in ICS. ICS (then C&CCS
) had become concerned for the spiritual welfare of all Britons and other English-speakers living in and travelling to continental Europe in the late 1830s, as well as in its main spheres of work in Canada and Australia. So ICS sent chaplains to minister at the sanatoria in Bagna di Lucca in Italy in 1839 and began its first seasonal outreach to tourists in Interlaken in 1844. The first British climbers were drawn largely from the wealthy English upper classes, from whose ranks many clergy then came. Churchgoing amongst the British upper and middle classes was then still widespread and these ministers held church services for their fellow mountaineers. As early as 1858, the Monte Rosa hosted church services in its lounge. The lounge was soon full, so salons were provided and ICS was approached to provide chaplains from 1862 onwards. By 1865 it was evident that a church was needed. So God was at work both in the vision of C&CCS and in men and women’s hearts here and I think it is fair to say that the commitment of ICS and its supporters (as our work is entirely funded by donations) to ministry in Zermatt is the third force at work.  
However the July 1865 appeal for funds to build of St. Peter’s was overshadowed by the Matterhorn tragedy (145 years ago next Wednesday) when the first British expedition to climb it met with disaster on the way down: the then British monarch, Queen Victoria, even asked if mountain climbing could be banned, such was the level of ensuing public horror. However, the disaster diminished neither the public’s appetite for Alpinism nor the vision for a church to be built. The contributions book very poignantly records donations from the Hadow and Queensbury families who both lost sons, alongside the guides and an evangelical clergyman, ICS seasonal chaplain and military chaplain called Charles Hudson, in the Matterhorn tragedy.  
Undeterred, on St. Peter’s Day, 29 June 1869, the foundation stone was laid, and on 29 June 1870 this church’s doors opened for public worship. The church cost £1,575. At its dedication in 1871 the clergy and laity walked into the church reciting Psalm 24. Every summer, from June to September, clergy came out for about a month at a time. Today’s chaplains just hold two services each Sunday and one mid-week: chaplains then held at least three, sometimes four, each Sunday and at least two midweek. On Sunday 10 July 1892 115 people attended the 1030 am service, 50 the 5 pm service, and 38 the 8 pm service: 203 in total. But where did all the people come from? The pioneers of the nascent travel industry, Thomas Cook (a Baptist) and Henry Lunn (Methodist), had begun to bring the middle classes to Switzerland (Cook began in 1873) so the coming of easy travel is the fourth factor. Guests who stayed at Riffelalp had a separate church built for them by ICS in 1884, which operated until 2002: it is now a concert hall, but its priests’ chairs are now preserved here. Riffelalp’s chapel was the brainchild of the Irish-born Dean of Norwich, William Lefroy, who was very influential in ICS’s ministry here and in other places in Switzerland. Lefroy died in Riffelalp in 1909 and you can inspect his grave by the side of the Riffelalp church (from where there is super view of the Matterhorn): Lefroy Road in Norwich, UK, is named after him as he was held in high regard by the people of the city, as he was a man who brought the gospel to working people as he did to the more privileged. And that is of course ICS’s ministry, to anyone, regardless of class or culture, who speaks English. 
The fifth factor is of course individual human responsibility and our search for God. The registers offer glimpses of both. July 1893’s entry illustrates the support that the local community offered:
‘The rain being heavy had come into the church a good deal. I saw Mr. Seiler about it, and he promised to set two competent workmen to repair the roof immediately and to do it very thoroughly, as they were especially skilful at this kind of roofing…’ 
Time after time you read in the 1891 – 1899 chaplain’s book that the Seiller family offered every assistance to the chaplains and church in the ministry. The generosity of local people and others have helped keep this ministry alive, and the local authority was kind enough to contribute funds to the 1998 restoration project. 
Humans search for God, and need to remember and worship their maker, even if many westerners know little of him now. Countless people have come here to give thanks (an anonymous gift of £50 to the building fund in July 1868 is attributed only as ‘a thank offering for success’) and to seek solace from the one true shepherd of human souls in times of need. St. Peter’s quickly became a memorial chapel: people die in the mountains and friends and relatives have come here to mourn, remember a loved one, and celebrate a life. We think there are 24 graves and 35 plaques. The earliest plaque dates from 1877 (Lewis, north wall, number 9, above the first pew – though the Wilson and Hudson plaques both commemorate 1865 deaths): many record the names of prominent and able people, of whom Cicely Williams writes in her book Zermatt.  
If you want to look at some of the plaques I can give you a little history of some. Our historian is researching all of them, but for example 
· Leo Amery (plaque 7 on the north wall above the second pew) was a British parliamentarian whose son became a cabinet minister. Leo took the young Winston Churchill up the Monte Rosa in 1894 but Winston never climbed anything again as he had severe mountain sickness. 
· Adjacent to the Amery plaque is that of Edward Beddington-Behrens (plaque 8, north wall) who was an international economist.
· Dent (the middle of the south wall, 26, upper) was an eminent mountaineer both in the Alps and the Caucasus. 
· Some of those remembered are, though, not uncontroversial: the Ferguson plaque (32, south wall above the last pew) indicates that he was the first amateur to climb the Matterhorn without a guide, though that claim has been made by others.
· The youngest commemorated is of Iain Craven, a 17 year old, killed with his father on the Matterhorn (plaque 7, north wall). 
As to graves, 
· I mentioned Charles Hudson who died on the Matterhorn. His remains were moved here from the village churchyard in 1911, to be interred behind me under the communion table: his plaque is to the right of the altar and I speak from the lectern given in his memory. In 1925 his daughter gave new altar rails in his memory. The pulpit was given in memory of Frederick Borckhardt who died in 1886 and is buried here (grave 11, south side).
· The furthest from home to be remembered here are John Spottiswoode from Stellenbosch (grave south side, member of Cambridge University Mountaineering Club) and Edward Jackson (plaque 18, west wall) from the Cape of Good Hope.
The 20th century saw significant global and tourism changes. During WWI only a handful of Britons made it here: following WWI skiing became increasingly popular, but in the words of Cicely Williams ‘the wealthy leisured guests of the “silver age” (1866 - 1882) were gone forever’. Still though the roof leaked as in 1925 a new roof was paid for by the Alpine Club. So many British climbers had worshipped in this church that it had become known as the ‘parish church of the Alpine Club’. There is plaque recording their generosity on the south wall (number 22).
Of course, until 1927 Zermatt’s hotels only opened in the summer. Winter sports began in winter 1928 - 1929, opening up a new lease of life for Zermatt and widening St. Peter’s mission to new generations and yet more nationalities. Sadly, though, the 20th century (at least in Britain and much of northern Europe) has seen a trend of significant decline in church attendance. Congregational numbers have varied enormously, such as in the years immediately after WWII. During WWII the church was closed (Williams’ book Zermatt relates her own wartime correspondence with Zermatters) and post WWII austerity cut visitor numbers. Cicely Williams tells how one café owner one day in 1950 gave her fresh flowers saying that they were for ‘for the English church – I know things are difficult’. The building was also shared for a time with the Swiss Reformed congregation. Undeterred, and always convinced that we must be obedient to the call of God to proclaim the good news, we installed heating so that the church could open in winter, and in December 1953 winter services were held of the first time. The pattern of sending chaplains winter and summer to Zermatt continues. Travel has of course changed, and now instead of coming here for a month people come for a night or two on a rail tour, and have little time to dwell or attend church on Sunday – many are simply not here on Sundays. Humans are though unchanged in that they are still designed to know the God who made them, and will be restless until they do. The relaxation of Swiss property laws permitting wider ownership by non-residents, and the increasing numbers of e.g. Britons marrying Swiss, has meant that more English-speakers live here for part or all of the year. We thank God for our small permanent congregation and pray for it to grow. 
As I close mention should be made of the sterling service as church wardens of Ivor Nixon (whose wife continued the tradition of offering drinks after the service and providing teas begun by Ivor’s predecessor, Betty), Elisabeth Ratiu, Vivienne Hoeks, and now Hazel Perrin. Many different chaplains have served here: one was John Fulton: his father had climbed the Monte Rosa in 1927, so it was fascinating for John to return as chaplain many years later. Our historian, Brian Underwood, preached at the Alpine Club’s 150th anniversary service in 2007, just as we provided a preacher for its centenary service in 1957. Without a permanent large congregation, maintaining the church is a real challenge: it had major renovation in 1998, and will need some rewiring shortly to cater for new lighting and heating that is needed. My hope is that we can establish an endowment fund to ensure that the building is provided for and ministry funded for decades to come. We of course do not generate tourist income for the town, but we are grateful for the goodwill of the community, railway, tourist office and many local people. 

So 140 years of ministry in this building has seen many lives touched, comfort counsel and prayers offered, the bereaved comforted, the happiness of wedding blessings, the Word of God being regularly preached, and people finding faith: a fitting testament to the vision of ICS and local people who saw the need for St. Peter’s back in 1865. 
My fifth factor included human’s search for God and I would like end this historical overview by asking the Revd Roger Scoones to illustrate how God sought out Roger and used ICS’s ministry at St. Peter’s, some years ago, to touch his life. 
Following that my colleague Trevor Letchford, who is responsible for selecting and organising the volunteer chaplains for our seasonal outreach in fourteen resorts, including here, will talk about the ministry today and the current challenges and opportunities we face. We will end with a reading from Psalm 24, the Psalm read at the dedication service in 1871 (from Charles Hudson’s prayer book), and read today by Paul Ridgway whose life has also been touched by the ministry here. Then please join us for a glass of wine. 
David Healey, General Manager, Intercontinental Church Society www.ics-uk.org jdhealey@ics-uk.org [image: image1.jpg]
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