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CHURCH HISTORY 

Abraham Lincoln was president, and the Civil War was at its 
height. The country's population was about 35 million, and the tele-
phone wouldn't be invented for 13 years. 

It was 1863, just four years after Waukegan became a city, 
when 63 people formed what was then called the German 
Evangelical Protestant Church of St. Johns Congregation in 
Waukegan, Lake County, Illinois. Today, it is called St. Johns United 
Church of Christ. 

For their first eight years, the founders had neither a building 
to call home nor a single leader to call pastor. This congregation is 
believed to have met in such diverse places as the old Central 
School, a County Street building once known as the Salvation Army 
Building, and even the basement of the town's courthouse. Ministers 
from neighboring churches conducted services and offered the 
sacraments. 

In 1871, they called their first pastor, Rev. August Becker. 
That same year, the church was reorganized as the German 
Reformed Church of St. John's Congregation. The German language 
was spoken at services, which may have attracted a number of 
parishioners who otherwise would not have worshiped at all. It was a 
heady time for German-speaking people, in general, for in Europe 
Otto von Bismarck boldly was leading a nationalistic charge that led 
to a new German state in 1871. 

At a cost of $850, St. John's erected its first building, a church 
at 110 North West Street. Since razed, it later became remembered 
by members as the building across from the fire station, which occa-
sionally erupted with wailing sirens during services. The cornerstone 
for the original building was laid August 5, 1872, and the dedication 
was less than four months later. The church was incorporated 
November 25, 1872, and it is from this date that anniversaries are 
observed. The first church building had facilities for a private school, 
which operated there for 10 years. Rev. Becker was the principal and 
a teacher, and the curriculum naturally included the German lan-
guage. By 1874, church membership was up to 137, while the popu-
lation of Waukegan hovered around 4,250. 

Not much is known about the church from the time Rev. 
Becker resigned in 1883 until 1914 when Rev. H. Holliger became 
pastor. In all, nine pastors served during the 31-year span, which saw 
Waukegan get its first electric lighting system (1890), telephone 



exchange (1892) and the worlds first moving picture (1895). 
Under Rev. Holliger, the church made a transition from the 

German language to English, which no doubt was hastened by ten-
sions surrounding World War I. Also under Rev. Holliger, the church 
auditorium and basement were renovated, central heat replaced the 
stove in the sanctuary, fine art glass windows replaced older windows 
and a new, remodeled electric pipe organ replaced one that was 
pumped by hand. Rev. Holliger's 13-year tenure would be the longest 
in the church's history until Dr. Richard E. Barbour left after nearly 14 
years in 1990. 

Rev. Raymond Klingeman became pastor in 1927 and served 
until 1930, initiating strong emphasis on a youth program, which, 
along with a general influx of citizens that put Waukegan well over 
33,000 by 1930, helped church membership grow. The organized 
program continued through the Great Depression and up until World 
War II. 

After the Klingeman ministry, Rev. John N. Naly spent five 
years at St. John's. He was there in July of 1934, when the church 
changed its name again. Our denomination, the Reformed Church in 
the United States, merged with the Evangelical Synod of North 
America, thereby forming St. John's Evangelical and Reformed 
Church. 

Rev. Edward Hamme (1935-38), who previously was a profes-
sor of Hebrew at a seminary in Dayton, Ohio, and Hungarian-born 
Rev. Frank Erdey (11939-43) were the next two pastors. When 
Hamme's seminary merged with one in St. Louis, many professors 
searched for other work, and Hamme spent his final years before 
retiring to Hagerstown, Maryland, at St. John's. Erdey, who came to 
the United States at age nine, made weekly trips to Waukegan from 
Sheboygan, Wisc., to preach to the congregation before graduating 
from the seminary with the agreement that he would become the 
church's next full-time pastor. During Erdey's stay, the church base-
ment was remodeled, oil heating was installed and church member-
ship reportedly increased. 

In 1944, Rev. George A. Mohr became St. John's sixteenth 
pastor, and he remained until 1951. For the church's 75th anniversary 
celebration in 1947, when membership was 195, major remodeling of 
the building took place. The organ was rearranged and got a new, 
remote console. New lighting, flooring and decorating gave the church 
a fresh look on the inside, while the removal of the original steeple in 
favor of a short belfry and small spire, along with a new entrance, 



gave the outside a new look in 1948. 
In 1952, the second year of Rev. Vance Geiers three-year 

stay, the house at 108 North West Street was acquired. In 1955, it 
became the parsonage, allowing the house behind the church to 
become the Fellowship House for use as Sunday school rooms and 
for other meeting purposes. 

Rev. William F. Kamphenkel served from 1953-56, and then 
Rev. Frederick A. Ludwig began a seven-year stay, during which the 
church's name changed again. In 1957, the Evangelical and 
Reformed Church merged with the Congregational Christian Church 
to form the United Church of Christ, thereby giving us our current 
name. 

In 1961, church leaders exercised keen foresight and moved 
toward acquiring new church grounds. They noted that Waukegans 
population base was spreading westward while seven major 
Protestant churches continued to exist within a few blocks of each 
other downtown. With or without a little spiritual congestion, physical 
space became a problem. After the fire station was moved across the 
street in the 1960s, parking became especially difficult in the area. 

Eventually, the church's current seven-acre tract on McAree 
Road was bought for $23,000, and plans were developed for con-
struction. The address was 1520 McAree but somehow it soon 
became 1400 for many years before the mistake was realized and 
changed back in the late 1980s. Ground was broken in 1967, the first 
service in a new building was held on August 25, 1968, and a dedica-
tion was held Nov. 2, 1969. Although it was designated as just a "first 
phase" of construction until a more traditional sanctuary could be 
built, the western-most structure of today's McAree complex func-
tioned as the main church hall for more than 20 years. The upstairs 
and downstairs classrooms became the church's first facilities primar-
ily designed for a Christian education program and continue to be 
used for that purpose today. "First phase" construction cost $120,000. 

The outside grounds were developed, which include the 
chapel garden, which has been used for sunrise services, weddings 
and other functions through the years. An endowment from the widow 
of the late William Graf, one of the garden's strongest influences and 
early molders, helps keep the ring well-serviced today. The focal point 
of the garden is a hand-hewn wooden cross made from a fallen tree 
by the late Alfred Knox, one of the church's most active members, 
who dedicated the creation in the memory of his good friend John 
Froelich, another active member who died in 1970. The chapel gar- 



den and a sun dial dedicated to Richard Sherer, have both been pop-
ular with members of the general public. To date, just a third of the 
church's seven acres has been cleared for use. The unused land 
stretches west from the chapel garden and parking lot. The land to 
the south remains heavily wooded and somewhat swampy, while the 
narrow parcel to the north (between the church and the city works) 
also is wooded. Both tracts have been targeted for housing develop-
ment, but at this time there is no sight of progress. 

Before moving into the new building, the church sold its West 
Street holdings in 1967 to a lawyer for $46,000. Eventually, the old 
church was torn down, and today a small red brick professional build-
ing sits in its place, across from what is now City Hall. Because the 
old site was sold before the new building was finished, the congrega-
tion met at Glenwood and McCall elementary schools in Waukegan. 
Also, since the parsonage was sold with the old church, a new par-
sonage was acquired at 2602 Roberts Avenue in Waukegan. 

Rev. Robert J. Tripp served from 1965-67, during which time 
the plans for the "first phase" all-purpose chapel and classrooms were 
approved. Other plans for a sanctuary and classrooms were selected 
earlier, but they were deemed too expensive and rejected. 

The first service in the McAree building was held August 25, 
1968, with Dr. William A. Young preaching. At a meeting of the con-
gregation following the service, Dr. Young was called to become the 
church's twenty-first pastor. In Dr. Young's final year, 1975, the church 
had 187 members. 

In the spring of 1976, the church called Rev. Richard E. 
Barbour, Jr., who brought a melodious singing voice and New 
England accent from Bangor, Maine, for a 13-year 9-month stay, the 
longest of any pastor in the 128-year history of the church. Under 
Rev. Barbour, many changes took place. 

One of them led to many others: in 1985, he earned his doc-
torate, which was the cause for many projects at St. Johns. During 
Dr. Barbours stay, the church expanded its role in the larger UCC 
context; Pastoral Care, Mission and Evangelism committees, among 
many others, were formed; and the church constitution was revised. 

There was also a distinct generational change in the make-up 
of the congregation during his ministry. For a variety of reasons, the 
church congregation generally became much younger from the 1970s 
to the 1990s. By the time Dr. Barbour conducted his final service the 
last week of 1989, membership was about 230. 

During Dr. Barbours stay, the church sold its Robert Avenue 



parsonage, and he acquired a house of his own in Zion. But the 
biggest physical property change was the work toward a new sanctu-
ary. When Dr. Barbour interviewed for the St. John's job in the mid-

1970s, plans for expansion were mentioned. They were put on hold, 

partly because of a recession, but in the mid-1980s, he helped fire 

them up again. A feasibility committee examined the prospects in 

1986, and by May of 1989 plans were drawn up. The congregation 

voted to go ahead with a fund-raising project, and construction began 

in May of 1990. 
Fund-raising and construction efforts continued under strong 

lay leadership, while the search for a full-time replacement for Dr. 

Barbour took place. Rev. Ralph Smith was a guiding light from the 

pulpit as interim pastor. 

On Oct. 28, 1990, Peter M. Cook of Berkeley, California, was 

unanimously called as St. John's twenty-third pastor. Rev. Cook came 

to Waukegan full of ambition and plans for his new congregation and, 
quite literally, new church. 

The building we dedicate today signifies the completion of 

what was planned more than two decades ago with the move from 
West Street. The first service held in the new sanctuary was Easter 

Sunday, March 31, 1991. It features exposed wooden ceiling planks 

and support beams, similar to the former church halt (now called the 
"Fellowship Hall") .The lower level has storage space, classrooms, 

new restrooms and a commercial kitchen, which provide numerous 

opportunities for church and community functions. A brand new baby 

grand piano was donated to enhance worship and the music pro-

gram. Touches from the original West Street Church remain as well. 

The organ, which made a two-decade-plus pit stop in the "first phase" 

sanctuary, and stained glass windows in the rear of the church began 

their lives in the original downtown church. 

The year is 1991 and George Bush is president; Rev. Peter 

Cook is pastor; the name has changed several times; the language 

has changed from German to English ; the house of worship has 

changed twice since West Street. And St. John's enters another 

new era. 


