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The Walls Tell Our Story 



 

First Congregational Church  

September 10, 1916 

Order of Worship 
 

Just 5 days after the fire, Dr. William Barton 

reflected the church’s resolve to rebuild. This 

message was contained in the Sunday 

worship bulletin. 
 

Our Baptism of Fire 
 

“Our holy and our beautiful house, 

where our fathers praised Thee, 

is burned with fire; 

and all our pleasant things are laid to waste.” 

Isiah 64:11 
 

 

Our beloved church building was struck by lightning about 5:45 o’clock 

Tuesday morning, September 5, 1916, and totally destroyed. The fire was 

reported at 6:10 and the fire department was on the ground and hard at work 

before the arrival of the pastor about 6:20.  
 

At that time the spire was blazing fiercely. No flame was visible inside, but the 

fire was breaking out at the ridge pole above the echo organ, and at the eaves on 

both the east and west sides at the points of junction of the nave wall and 

transepts. At the same time fire was almost certainly under way in the swell 

organ in the extreme northeast corner of the church. The main building was not 

set on fire by the falling of the spire, for the fire was already well advanced in 

the attic, though the fall made more apparent the hopelessness of our effort to 

save the church. With a strong south wind blowing, there was imminent danger 

that the church house also would be lost; and the greater part of the church 

house furniture was moved by the willing and heroic service of volunteers, 

through the rain into near-by homes. 



About 9 o’clock, it became evident that the fire had been halted at the north wall 

of the church, the people gathered upon the lawn, and prayer was offered for 

courage and a united spirit of service, with thanksgiving that there had been no 

loss of life and that much of what we loved was still spared to us. The Trustees 

met in the pastor’s study at 10 a.m. while the fire was still burning; and the 

Deacons held a meeting on the same day, both bodies reporting at night to a 

special meeting of the Church convened in Unity Church. 

 

A strong Building Committee was appointed consisting of Mr. Clarence S. Funk, 

chairman, E. Y. Horder, Jos. R. Noel, James A. Dick, W. H. French, H. H. 

Rockwell, A. F. Allen, H. W. Austin, J. Fred Butler, Willis S. Herrick, Calvin H. 

Hill, Rev. Wm W. Newell, Clarence S. Pellet, J. Fletcher Skinner, Charles W. 

Stiger, H. R. Hamilton, Walter A. Rogers, W. C. Stephens, and Henry A. Taylor.   
 

Members of the Church have been at work in the building continuously 

preparing the church house for immediate use. An earnest and impressive 

service was held here on Wednesday evening.  
 

Deep is our sorrow over the loss of our beautiful building; large is our comfort 

in the Christian spirit of sympathy shown by other churches and in the devotion 

and courage of our own people. This is a time when no member of the Church 

should refuse to do anything he is asked to do for the Church. The consecration 

and willingness to serve already manifested will carry us safely through this 

crises and give to us not only another church building, but a rich spiritual 

blessing.  

 
“Who is left among you that saw this house in its former glory? 

And how do ye see it now? Is it not in your eyes as nothing? 

The latter glory of this house shall be greater than the former, 

saith Jehovah of hosts; and in this place will I give you peace.”  

Haggai 2: 3, 9 



FIRST CONGREGATIONAL CHURCH OF OAK PARK 1863 - 1975 
 

First United’s  100-year history of our building is depicted in photos, paintings, 

and treasures from church archives. The numbers found in this booklet 

correspond with the numbers found on the frames of historical photos and other 

items hung in our church lounge. 

 

 
 

1.  The pre-1917 sanctuary decorated for a wedding. The frame also includes a 

card and wedding invitation from the Bolles and Gale families.  

2.  Below left, First Congregational Church prior to the fire on September 5, 

1916. Note the Church House. On the right, rebuilding after the fire. This frame 

also contains a list of the contents of the copper boxes in the cornerstones of 

1873 and 1917.  



   
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

3.  Remains of the church building after the 1916 fire. You can also read the Oak 

Park Oak Leaves account of the fire. 

4.  Sunday School class after 1917. Certificate issued to children who paid 10 

cents annually to support the missionary ship “Morning Star.” 



FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OF OAK PARK 1883 - 1975 

5.  First Presbyterian Church erected in 1886. Replaced in 1902 by the 

Romanesque building currently standing at 931 Lake Street. The 1908 Session 

(left to right, seated) A. G. Copeland, Dr. George N. Lucock, C. L. Kimball, A. B. 

Wright, W. P. England (standing) David Grant, E. D. Eyman, E. B. Stoddard, C. 

R. Blanchard, C. A. Reed, John Nobel, Frank C. Caldwell, E. R. Hills.  

6.  Holiday pageant photos and program. On the left, The Christmas 

Celebration. On the right, Paulus of Bethlehem. 



7.  Sanctuary prior to 1950s remodeling. 

8.  The Church House, completed in 1931 

at a cost of $305,000. 

9.  The first school building in Oak 

Park, built in 1859. Here, both First 

Congregational and First Presbyterian 

congregations met prior to the erection 

of their own buildings. The property 

was owned by Henry Austin and was 

located on the corner of Lake Street and 

Forest Avenue. It was later called Tem-

perance Hall. The frame also includes 

letters that relate to the uniting of the 

two congregations in 1975.  



CHURCH BUILDING CORNERSTONES AND CONSTRUCTION MARKERS 
 

Ad Gloria Dei 1917 - Cornerstone marks the rebuilt sanctuary of First 

Congregational Church after the fire. It is located next to the Lake Street church 

entrance. This Cornerstone contains various items that are listed on the wall of 

historic photos in the church lounge. The Cornerstone has a cavity which 

contains artifacts related to church activities and history as well as other 

community materials. 
  

First United’s current building has four other construction markers that are 

found in various places at the foundation level. They are located on the north, 

west, and south sides of the building. 
 

 AD 1873 - original stone building housing First Congregational Church 

 1955 - Chapel addition  

 1964 - Sunday school added   

 2006 - Lounge and office renovation; building extensions 

10.  Temperance Hall (painting)  

Grace Hall Hemingway 

(West wall of Lounge) 

11.  First Congregational Church of 

Oak Park (painting) Grace Hall 

Hemingway (West wall of Lounge)  



HIGH POINTS IN FIRST UNITED CHURCH HISTORY 
 

1863  Oak Ridge Church of Harlem is formed, adopting Congregational 

  governance  and worship. 
 

1871  Name is changed to First Congregational Church of Oak Park. 
 

1874  First Congregational Church moves into a new stone building at 

  Lake and Kenilworth. 
 

1883  First Presbyterian Church is formed as a spinoff from First  

  Congregational Church. 
 

1880s-1920s First Congregational Church is known as the Mother of Churches, 

  encouraging, financing, and transferring members to nine new 

  churches, including First Methodist, First Baptist, Pilgrim  

  Congregational, and North Berwyn Congregational. 
 

1883-1975 First Congregational Church and First Presbyterian Church  

  maintain close ties, sharing facilities and other resources and 

  carrying out many joint efforts. 
 

1902  First Presbyterian Church moves into a new stone building on 

  Lake Street. 
 

1905-1952 First Presbyterian Church encourages, helps to finance, and  

  transfers members to five new churches, including Fair Oaks 

  Presbyterian, Forest Park Presbyterian, Third Presbyterian, and 

  First Presbyterian Church of Elmhurst. 
 

1913  First Congregational Church builds a new Church House wing 

  north of the sanctuary. 
 

1916  Fire started by a lightning strike destroys First Congregational 

  Church’s sanctuary. 



1916-1917 First Congregational Church immediately decides to rebuild and 

  proceeds with the project. 
 

1918  First Congregational Church dedicates its rebuilt sanctuary. 
 

1924  First Congregational Church adds the Gym Wing to the Church 

  House. 
 

1955  First Congregational Church opens the Chapel to provide space 

  for small worship services,  prayer, weddings, and special  

  occasions. 
 

1958   The Nursery School opens in the church school classrooms at First 

  Congregational Church. 
 

1964  First Congregational Church replaces the original Church House 

  with an enlarged wing north of the sanctuary. 
 

1972  Oak Park Housing Center, located at First Congregational Church, 

  provides community resources for open housing and increased 

  racial integration in Oak Park. 
 

1973  First Presbyterian Church and First Congregational Church form a 

  Joint Exploration Committee to develop recommendations on how 

  the two churches might work together in pursuit of their common 

  ministry and  mission.   
 

1975   The two churches vote to unite, forming First United Church of 

  Oak Park and maintaining affiliations with both the United  

  Church of Christ and the Presbyterian Church USA. 
 

1979  The former First Presbyterian Church building is sold to Calvary 

  Memorial Church, with proceeds from the sale forming the basis 

  of the  Special Mission Endowment Fund. 



1980   Oak Park River Forest Food Pantry moves into First United  

  Church basement, working to assist members of the community 

  who have inadequate food resources. 
 

1983   New organ is purchased and installed. 
 

1992  First United Church helps to found and support Tri-Village  

  PADS, later West Suburban PADS, later Housing Forward,  

  working to assist homeless people in the community. 
 

2006  First United Church completes upgrades and expansion of church 

  lounge, office, library, and Centennial Hall. 
 

2006  Walk-In Ministry, later Prevail, later a program of Housing  

  Forward, is founded at First United Church to assist people in 

  urgent need of financial help and other services. 
 

2017-2018 First United Church undertakes replacement of 100-year-old  

  sanctuary slate roof and associated repairs. 



 


