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The old fishing village with its scenic harbour is a honey pot for tourists, but we 

had settled well into our five 

bedroom terraced upstairs, 

downstairs Manse at 1 Bedford 

Road, St Ives. It still retains a 

quaint charm and celebrates a 

number of old Cornish customs, 

although many of the old ways 

we are told by the locals have 

long since been lost in the 

crowds.   

 

It was a wet drizzly 

morning as we drove up the 

length of Stennack Hill. The 

colourful flower boxes that line 

the street were beginning to fade and with autumn leaves falling I had noticed the red 

berries emerging on the bushes to provide a smorgasbord for the birds during winter. 

The long hill climb leads to a forked exit from St Ives. The road to the right winds 

around to Zennor and St Just, while veering left leads to Penzance.  At the top of the 

hill, back between the forked 

roads stands a solid grey stone 

granite Chapel called Hellesveor. 

 

I had preached at Hellesveor 

before but on this morning I 

enjoyed a healthy sense of 

anticipation and a readiness to 

begin my second year of ministry 

in Cornwall. Beryl and myself 

made a damp entry through the 

doors into the heated Chapel. The 

carpeted floor and wide, clear 

glass windows provided a soft 

morning light, a sort of uplifting ambience.  A good number of elderly folk were 

already seated and soaking in the quiet sacredness of the moment. Joe had promised 

that he would be there and sure enough he called out and waved from the back seat 

where he was sitting alone. 

 

Joe was a “hard case”, a 47 year old hooked on methadone. He had slept under a 

bridge for some months but with the help of the local Salvation Army Captain 

changes were starting in his life. He had called at the Manse every morning for a 

cuppa immediately following his ‘fix ‘ for the day at the chemist. While we were in 

Australia a miracle had taken place. Joe had started some sort of de-tox process and 

had also become a Christian. The transformation was clearly visible in his facial 

features and here he was at a very traditional Cornish Sunday Service. 

I made my way to the vestry. Two young mothers sat on the bench seats by the 

wall. I introduced myself and then struggling to untangle the Cornish accent I asked, 

“Was your name Merry or Mary?”  Sorting this out I asked, “Any children this 

morning ?” “Probably not.” Mary replied. “We sit here most mornings in hope. An  

 

 



 

occasional grandchild comes now and then but not often.!!” I commended their 

faithfulness and couldn’t help but feel a little of their disappointment. Hellesveor and 

the scenario that would be played out this morning was similar to many across the 

country areas of Cornwall.  There are another three Methodist Chapels in St Ives, all 

within a stone’s throw of each other. Hellesveor is just one of many Chapels caught in 

a time warp where the loyal will continue to remain faithful to the old ways, even if it 

means denying the real world. 

 

The lady who played the pipe organ was a lovely, ‘well weathered” old Cornish 

lady who was awaiting a hip replacement, but she was as determined as the others to 

take her place behind the empty choir pews to do her part.  We lifted our voices in 

praise to sing 109 in the Hymn Book,  

                                                                 “Jesu thou joy of loving hearts,  

Thou fount of life,  

Thou light of men.” 

 

The old 1933 Methodist Hymn Book rattled memories of the Church in my 

childhood back at Salisbury in SA, but the words, although old fashioned and gender 

dated were inspired and still as rich as ever. Focussing on the theme of journeying I 

used Psalm 106: 7-12 and Luke 24:25-31 as a means of introduction and exhortation.  

 

For fifty pounds a week Joe was now living in an old caravan in a farmer’s field 

close to the church. He was keen for us to see his new sleeping place and to have a 

cuppa. Beryl was hesitant but relaxed more when Joe welcomed the offer of a few 

cups we had in the car. After getting the car through the slush and mud of the farm 

yard and trying to ignore the heaps of silage and abundance of litter we squeezed past 

a decaying vintage tractor into Joe’s van. It was rough and musty, but to Joe it was a 

‘palace for a king’. As he poured our tea he ran his story past us once again. Kicked 

out of home at the tender age of 15 he learnt to fend for himself. His marriage failed 

and he turned down the offer of a vocation as a jockey. Joe had an intimate knowledge 

of the 13 different drugs he had used over the last 30 years and he talked about them 

in the same way that most talk about breakfast food. His own hurt and marginalisation 

often triggered strong emotions when confronted by justice issues, but his intentions 

were sound. We stood together in the doorway of his van and prayed claiming a 

continuing miracle in his life and that his dependency would be redirected to the 

source and giver of life in all its abundance. In our heart of hearts we left knowing 

that it would be the grace and the mercy of Almighty God that would keep Joe on 

track. 

 

That evening at 5.30 pm the 

doorbell rang. It was Joe again 

offering to walk with us to the 

Bible Christian Chapel in St Peter 

Street where I was due to preach. 

We strolled along the wet 

cobblestone streets of ‘Down-a-

long, St Ives’, past the Market 

House and the Parish Church that 

dates from 1410. In fact it is 

claimed that Christian have 

worshipped on this site since the 

5th century.  

 

 



 

As we wound our way through the maze of little streets, passages and court- 

yards Joe talked non-stop and so loud that strolling tourists turned their heads to see 

who was making all the racket. 

 

We turned up the Digey and past Teetotal Street, a reminder of the Temperance 

Movement with its associated Circuit of Chapels in west Cornwall. We had already 

past the Congregational Chapel, (of the Countess of Huntington tradition) and the 

Independent Fore Street Methodist Chapel. Joe persisted, “Why don’t all the churches 

who are into God and Jesus do it together”? The question was so simple and logical. 

While I didn’t want to trivialise things I knew any attempt at an answer would seem 

complicated.  “Baggage Joe,” I said. A silence followed. Joe had no idea what 

‘baggage’ meant but he quickly moved on and with some passion started to breathe 

threats against any of his old enemies who would dare to question his new found 

Christian position. 

 

The tiny Chapel was cute indeed, comfortably furnished and intimate with a 

central raised pulpit.  That evening the singing in Cornish harmony was nothing less 

than inspiring and the deep spirituality evident in the prayers and responses, while 

“old world’, was strong and uplifting. Not all visitors to this little Chapel (that still 

holds the view that only males should mount the pulpit) would feel comfortable here. 

There is a strange mixture of contemporary and traditional music laced with reverence 

and what some would describe as Godliness. 

 

I found I could relax enough to be myself and with a touch of the Spirit my 

thoughts and words seemed to flow freely. The residue of early Methodism still 

lingers in the Peter Street Chapel, in fact a Society existed in St Ives as early as 1743 

and it was a base from which both John and Charles Wesley operated.  The Wesley’s 

sect we are told met bitter opposition from local fisherman and miners and the Mayor 

was compelled to read the ‘riot act’. St Ives eventually became such a Methodist 

stronghold that during much of the 19-century fishing boats were not permitted to 

leave the harbour, and children were not allowed to play on the beach on Sundays. 

 

Among the old people surviving in the Churches of St Ives there remains a quiet 

reserve, a Godly manner and piety typical of early times, but I find myself constantly 

asking, is it ‘law’ or is it ‘grace’? “Everyone who thirsts, come to the waters of life 

and you that have no money come buy and eat.” With this invitation to experience 

grace from Isaiah we broke bread together following the preaching of the Word. Our 

host was present as He 

promised in that sacred 

moment and we fed well 

upon the richness of His 

grace. 

 

Our first Sunday in St 

Ives was bathed in the 

heritage of the place. It bore 

the marks of both worship to 

God and Service to the 

needy. Jesus was present 

with us and perhaps He was 

present in a sort of Wesleyan 

way.  


