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Dr. Ames Delights In Church 
With Deep Roots 



BY JEANNE VooRHEES 

Dr. John Ames was intrigued when 
he read that the East Hampton Pres
byterian Church was searching for a 
minister who would appreciate the 
church's past while preparing the con
gregation for the future. Little did he 
know, when he responded to the call, 
that he would be a participant in the 
Town of East Hampton's 350th Anni
versary lecture series. 

rallies, and worked tirelessly to end the 
war. "Oh, yes. I was idealistic back 
then," he said in his warm, southern
accented voice. "I still am. Very idealis-
ti " c. 

It was in Washington that he met his 
wife, Gillian,. the daughter of a Scottish 
diplomat. He soon accepted a call to 
Louisville, Kentucky, where he served 
as minister for 21 years. 

He was a natural for the lecture se
ries, however. Always interested in his
tory, Dr. Ames earned a B.A. in History 
from the University of Mississippi, and 
a Ph.D. in Church History from Duke. 
Wherever he is, he says, he could never 
be indifferent to the history of the place. 

He and Gillian brought up three chil
dren in Louisville, John, Andrew, and 
Jean, and he thoroughly loved the area. 
But he began to feel that "I had one 
more place to go. Louisville was a city; 
the church was suburban. I was think
ing of a different kind of community." 

As a young man entering college, he 
had become disenchanted with the fun
damentalist atmosphere of his child
hood Presbyterian Church, so entering 
the ministry hadn't occurred to him. 
Once in college, however, Dr. Ames be
came involved in the civil rights move
ment. He realized that the leadership 
of the movement came from the 
churches. The stricter religion he had 
rejected had also been rejected by oth
ers. He began to meet religious people 
who were liberal, who were working for 
civil rights. He discovered that a per
son could be deeply religious without 
being prejudiced. 

Answering the Call 
As he became involved with more 

religious leaders and lay people, his 
own le · s award the ministry slowly 
grew, and by e en o co ege ere -
ized he had been called. There ·as no 
bombshell, no flash of lightening, sim
ply a stronger and stronger belief that 
this was where he belonged. 

From college, he went straight to 
Union Theological Seminary in Virginia, 
and emerged a Presbyterian minister. 
Then he earned the Ph.D. Later, he 
taught Church History at the theologi
cal seminary in Louisville. Listening to 
him speak of his two major interests, 
one realizes that history and the church 
are intertwined disciplines. The history 
of religion is the history of people. 

This was true, he points out, in the 
Puritan beliefs. Presbyterianism is a 
direct descendent of Puritanism. As the 
Puritan church evolved into the Con
gregational church in New England .. it 
became Presbyterian in the middle 
states and the South. The early Puri
tans, he explains in his lecture, believed 
that the governing of the church came 
from God to the people, not to the rul
ing crown or government. That is why 
the Puritans left England to find a place 
where they could worship in their own 
manner. 

He found that community in East 
Hampton. Dr. Ames had never been on 
Long Island, didn't even know where 
East Hampton was. He says he was 
immediately drawn to the place. "I think 
that because I'in a historian, they were 
interested in me, and I in them. I could 
not be indifferent to the church's his
tory," he said. 

He preached a sermon in March 
1995, and felt that he belonged here. 
He felt he could fulfill the obligations of 
worship leadership and pastoral care. 
The congregation, obviously, agreed. 
They have a man who is both a scholar 
who can expound upon the history of 
the church and its people, and a pas
tor with a comfortable air that sets 
people at ease immediately. 

Biggest Shock 
Coming from a city in the South, his 

Hao1111Jton was 
that it is a very small town. He hadn't 
lived in a small town since high school. 

His biggest shock was having to do 
without a daily local newspaper. "I 
couldn't imagine how people found out 
about funerals without a daily paper," 
he laughs. Ministers, he explains, read 
the obituaries with their morning cof
fee. He soon discovered that word gets 
around in a small town \vithout a daily. 
He admires the weekly papers, which 
he says don't pretend to be anything 
but local, "which is quite right." 

The history of the East Hampton 
Presbyterian Church grabbed him right 
from the moment of his first visit to 
town. As he was shown around the 
church, his guide told him that the first 
three ministers had served for 50 years 
each. Certain that his guide was wrong, 
or that he had misunderstood, he mur
mured something to the effect that he 
was afraid he might not have 50 years 
to give, and left it at that. 

Very Idealistic 
The 1960s found Dr. Ames in Wash

ington D.C. as a Presbyterian minister 
working for the Friends Peace Service 
Committee alon!!side ministers of other 

Once he began researching the 
church and its first leaders, he discov
ered that this was just one example of 
the folklore of East Hampton turning 
out to be the truth. Ht was able to do 
most of his reading from original 
sources, although he now realizes that 
the available secondary sources are 
reliable. 

"I started with the easily available 
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Answering the Call 
As he became involved with more 

religious leaders and lay people, his 
own leanings toward the ministry slowly 
grew, and by the end of college he real
ized he had been called. There was no 
bombshell, no flash of lightening, sim
ply a stronger and stronger belief that 
this was where he belonged. 

From college, he went straight to 
Union Theological Seminary in Virginia, 
and emerged a Presbyterian minister. 
Then he earned the Ph.D. Later, he 
taught Church History at the theologi
cal seminary in Louisville. Listening to 
him speak of his two major interests, 
one realizes that history and the church 
are intertwined disciplines. The history 
of religion is the history of people. 

This was true, he points out, in the 
Puritan beliefs. Presbyterianism is a 
direct descendent of Puritanism. As the 
Puritan church evolved into the Con
gregational church in New England,, it 
became Presbyterian in the middle 
states and the South. The early Puri
tans, he explains in his lecture, believed 
that the governing of the church came 
from God to the people, not to the rul
ing crown or government. That is why 
the Puritans left England to find a place 
where they could worship in their own 
manner. 

Very Idealistic 
The 1960s found Dr. Ames in Wash

ington D.C. as a Presbyterian minister 
working for the Friends Peace Service 
Committee alongside ministers of other 
denominations and religions. His con
victions had led him to protest the war 
in Vietnam. He attended protests and 
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tor with a comfortable air that sets 
people at ease immediately. 

Biggest Shock 
Coming from a city in the South, his :J 

first impression of East Hampton was ~ 
that it is a very small town. He hadn't >j 

lived in a small town since high school. r .. ·.•.\.' 
His biggest shock was having to do 1 

without a daily local newspaper. "I 
couldn't imagine how people found out 
about funerals without a daily paper," 
he laughs. Ministers, he explains, read 
the obituaries with their morning cof
fee. He soon discovered that word gets 
around in a small town v.-ithout a daily. 
He admires the weekly papers, which 
he says don't pretend to be anything 
but local .. "which is quite right." 

The history of the East Hampton 
Presbyterian Church grabbed him right 
from the moment of his first visit to 
town. As he was shown around the 
church, his guide told him that the first 
three ministers had served for 50 years 
each. Certain that his guide was wrong, 
or that he had misunderstood, he mur
mured something to the effect that he 
was afraid he might not have 50 years 
to give, and left it at that. 

Once he began researching the 
church and its first leaders, he discov
ered that this was just one example of .····· 
the folklore of East Hampt:on turning ... 
out to be the truth. He was able to do 
most of his reading from original 
sources, although he now realizes that 
the available secondary sources are 
reliable. 

"I started with the easily available 
stuff. That's when I discovered that 
nearly all the folklore is true," he says. 
'The popular histories of East Hamp-



·ch ton are more reliable than you'd think." 
Te. He cites Jeannette Rattray, Thomas 
; of Breen, and Nancy Hayden Woodward 
re. as reliable secondary sources. 
ed. "It's all here," he says. "So much his-
1lar tory. People kept the records. The 1i
' of brary has marvelous resources. The 
as- church has session records going back 
ets to 1699. We plan to give them to the 

library." 

Thousands of Sermons 
is Dr. Ames was amazed at the amount 
as of primary sources available to histori
n't ans in East Hampton. "It's because so 
ol. many families stayed put," he says. 
do East Hampton was never industrial

ized. Factories would have changed 
things. People didn't sell their land be
cause the early summer visitors weren't 
farmers who would have bought land 
and houses." 

People didn't pack up and leave, dis
carding old records, letters, diaries. "I 
grew up in Mississippi," he explained, 
"but if I were to go up to West 
Bridgewater, Massachusetts, I bet I'd 

ton find ancestors. People in more indus
ght trialized areas didn't stay in one place." 

to As he prepared for his lecture on the 
the first four ministers, Thomas James, 

st Nathanael Huntting, Samuel Buell, and 
Lyman Beecher (they all have Lanes 
named after them but Beecher, Dr. 

ur- Ames noted), he took advantage of the 
he library's literally thousands of sermons, 
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the 

handwritten manuscripts. What were 
they like? "Long," Dr. Ames said, laugh
ing. "But those first four men were real 
scholars." He admires their articulate, 
precise use of language. "You do, re
ally. get a feeling for them through their 
writing." 

An avid reader, Dr. Ames is still 
studying East Hampton. He's not com
fortable being the subject of conversa
tion. He'd rather talk about the church 
and East Hampton, but he did allow 
that he and his wife love music. They 
both take time out to sing with the 
Choral Society of the Hamptons. He 
admits to having once "played an in
strument," but hasn't time to devote to 
playing now. He used to refinish old 
furniture, another interest that just 
can't be fit into the schedule any more. 
Gillian Ames is active with the quilters 
in the area. 

Dr. Ames still doesn't know much 
about the rest of Long Island, "except 
what I see from the Expressway." He's 
still learning as much as he can about 
this one town. "East Hampton is more 
complicated than a superficial exami
nation would indicate," he said. "Visi
tors have no clue. Many communities 
live here in tranquility." 


