
ONE HUNDRED AND FIFTY YEARS OF SERVING CHRIST  

AND OUR STORY IS STILL UNFOLDING  

OF THOSE 150 YEARS, WE HAVE SERVED  

IN OUR MAYFAIR COMMUNITY FOR SEVENTY-TWO YEARS  

TO PLANT THE SEEDS OF GOD’S LOVE  

THROUGH CHRIST IN WITNESS, OUTREACH, AND THE WORD (WOW)  

The long line of 100-plus people, carrying a large cross walked from the movie theater at Cottman and 

Frankford Avenues, where they had been worshipping temporarily, to the newly constructed stately 

brick Romanesque style building, characterized by rounded arches and heavy marble columns, at Tyson 

Avenue and Hawthorne Street.  The old church at 15th and Ogden in North Philadelphia called St. 

Johannis, established in 1867, was now the new St. John’s Evangelical Lutheran Church Mayfair.   

The land, where St. John’s is now located, was used as victory gardens for the neighborhood during the 

war years.  Victory gardens, also called war gardens or food gardens for defense, were vegetable, fruit, 

and herb gardens planted at private residences and public parks in the United States, United Kingdom, 

Canada, Australia and Germany during World War I and World War II. They were used along with 

Rationing Stamps and Cards to reduce pressure on the public food supply.   

This block of land “out in the country” was purchased in 1942 from monies given by the confirmation 

classes at old St. Johannis.  The devout and determined people from St. Johannis had mortgaged their 

homes, taken out loans on their cars, and donated their wages so that the new St. John’s could be born 

from the old inner-city church St. Johannis.  A group of women who worked at the Theobold & 

Oppenheimer's Cigar Factory located in Philadelphia’s Northern Liberties at 1147 North 4th Street were 

among those who donated their wages.  At that time in the 20th century, tobacco companies preferred 

to hire young women, because women were thought to be more docile and reliable than men, could be 

paid even less than men for unskilled labor, and usually didn't smoke cigars, and so posed no threat to 

the product.  

The Sunday School of St. Johannis began in 1860 in an auditorium even before St. Johannis church 

building was planned.  The Sunday School had an enrollment of 500!  In 1867, Pastor Adolph Spaeth was 

called to be the first Pastor.  Council voted to begin building a new church with a $40,000 loan from St. 

Michael’s-Zion.  St. Johannis cornerstone was laid at 15th and Ogden in 1867, and the completed 

building was dedicated on May 10th, 1868.  In 1919, the congregation had to adapt to services 

conducted in English instead of German.  As the neighborhood began to change around 1937, the 

congregation was challenged to integrate, but with community resistance to that idea, decided to 

mission in a new field.  

The church bells, that were cast by Bernard’s Bell Foundry in Philadelphia, cost $1,315 in 1868 and still 

ring at the new St. John’s today, especially during the Lord’s Prayer.  The painted glass windows 



depicting the life of Christ that were first installed in St. Johannis in 1908 were preserved and installed in 

the new St. John’s.   St. Johannis building was condemned in May 1945, and services were then held 

temporarily in the Mayfair Theater at the intersections of Frankford and Cottman Avenues in northeast 

Philadelphia until St. John’s sanctuary building was completed.  

Our current church sanctuary building was dedicated on Reformation Sunday, October 

1946.  Surrounded by three Roman Catholic churches within walking distance and several firmly 

established Protestant churches, St. John’s had its mission cut out to serve the community, the world, 

and our Lord.   

During the 1950s and 1960s northeast Philadelphia continued to grow with rows of houses having grass 

plots and small gardens, until there was no more area for the city to expand.  Church attendance began 

to increase, and in 1949, St. John’s called a charismatic pastor, Carl Weber, who served the congregation 

for 31 years.  The parsonage at 3158 Longshore St was purchased for $17,500 in 1955.  During the late 

50’s and 60’s, there was a large growth in church attendance throughout the United States, and St. 

John’s membership grew from 160 communing members to over 1500.  Two church services were 

offered each Sunday.  We began to receive new members five times a year.  Sunday School enrollment 

mushroomed from 74 to 610, and classes were held at 9:30 in the nave and basement.  We needed to 

expand to accommodate the people and ministries!   

An educational wing was added, so that our building now covered a full city block, and was dedicated in 

October 1957.  This additional space gave St. John’s more opportunities to reach out into the community 

to meet its needs.  A third worship service was added at 9:30 AM and Sunday School was offered 

simultaneously during that service.   

In 1955, the congregation unanimously approved final plans for this building expansion, at an estimated 

cost of $361,000, and pledged to support this with giving to the Building Fund of $150,000 over a three-

year period.  Efforts to obtain a mortgage for the estimated cost were fruitless, so in 1956, architectural 

plans were changed to bring the cost down to $250,000, and we rejoiced when Lutheran Brotherhood 

offered a mortgage for $250,000 at 4 ½ percent interest over 20 years. Total payout over 20 years, 

including interest, came to $379,451.93. On November 4, 1956, we had our ground-breaking ceremony 

for the new educational wing, having hired the low-bidder of nine bids, Frank H. Wilson Company, the 

same contractor that erected the sanctuary.   

Then Mother Nature had her way delaying construction, with only 3 dry days above freezing between 

January 1st 1957 and February 11, 1957.  Even so, we had our Cornerstone laying ceremony on May 19, 

1957.  Our archives display a brochure picturing construction and advertising St. John’s as The 

Friendliest Place in Town.  That is something we still hold dear today, as All Are Welcome.  

In 1956 we burned our mortgage taken out to build the sanctuary on Tyson Ave.  In 1968, air 

conditioning was added into the sanctuary.   

Tuesday nights were church meeting nights:  Men’s Brotherhood, the missionary society of women 

(later to become the ELCW), the Daughters of St. John’s (the money raisers), and Church Council made 



up of 21 men elected by the congregation.  (It would be many years before women were elected to 

council.) Ladies Aid met during the day as they were all retired women.  During the week, young people 

used the space for scouting activities.  Sunday nights were for Luther League.  A public speaking class 

was offered, with the monies collected going to the church.  Soon a couples Club emerged with no age 

limit, and later was named the Friendship Club.  The 20-to-40 Club was formed for singles.  All these 

organizations helped to cement friendships among the members.  There was a bond formed between 

the members which continues until the present time.  Some people have been members for more than 

30 years.  St. John’s had the usual oyster/ham dinners hosted by the ladies, the roast beef dinners 

offered by the men, and breakfasts too.  All the proceeds went to the church or a church-related charity.  

Music has played an important role in the life of St. John’s.  The Senior Choir (now called Adult Choir) 

sang at the 11 AM service.  In 1967, there were 23 women and 12 men in the Senior Choir, and another 

choir was added to sing at the 9:30 AM service.  We were fortunate to have people capable of singing 

difficult music and usually had concerts at Christmas and during the Easter season, accompanied by 

instrumentalists. A children’s choir, called the Junior Choir, (now called XClaim Choir) sang at the 8 AM 

service.  In 1967, the Junior choir consisted of 15 girls and 4 boys.  Two bell choirs were added under the 

leadership of Nancy Evans, the organist-director, in the 70s.   

Several years ago, we added a Praise Band, which now regularly plans and plays at one worship service 

per month.  We have several guitar players, a bass and harmonica player, a mandolin player, a 

tambourine player, two pianists and several vocalists.  

The Wurlitzer theater organ, affectionately named “Tubby,” chugged along until 1962, after years of 

service to St. Johannis and St. John’s.  In 1962, a $50,000 Austin pipe organ was installed and dedicated 

in November.  St. John’s is the only church in the area to have a large pipe organ.  The organ has 37 

ranks of pipes and two percussion stops – a harp and chimes. The intervening 55 years have taken their 

toll on this instrument, now in need of major repairs.  It really is time to preserve the second largest 

asset the church owns.  

Eucharistic lay visitors were, and still are, commissioned to visit our sick and homebound members and 

those in nursing homes.  We currently visit about 50 people each month and share communion with 

them.  

We became increasingly aware of the needs of people who lived in other countries.  St. John’s adopted a 

family that emigrated from Southeast Asia.  Under the leadership of Pastor John Barton, we began to 

have a Boar’s Head and Epiphany Feast celebration every January.  Music, dance, and beautiful 

costumes, all told the story of our Lord’s birth and the visitation of the Magi.  The youngest baby in the 

congregation played the part of baby Jesus.  This worship celebration was followed by a traditional 

English dinner in the Parish Hall, which about 300 people attended.  All proceeds, about $30,000 

altogether, from these Boar’s Head festivals were donated to ECLA World Hunger.  

Hunger and poverty have become a major issue in Philadelphia, and St. John’s responded in the early 

years of 2000 by feeding nine families in the congregation.  Community residents were also requesting 

food, and it became apparent that this was an overwhelming task that St. John’s people could not 



handle alone.  Soon other churches in the area began to contribute food and money, and so was born 

the ministry of Feast of Justice, which is now one of the largest food banks in the Philadelphia area.  In 

July 2007, Feast of Justice was incorporated and no longer an arm of St. John’s, although it uses our 

large Parish Hall.  In 2010, St. John’s took on a $350,000 mortgage loan to renovate the Parish Hall to 

accommodate the needs of Feast of Justice.  Only $63,000 of that loan principle remains to be paid 

between 2017 and 2022, when we can again burn our mortgage!  Pastor Tricia Neale, who was called to 

St. John’s in 2007, is currently Executive Director of Feast of Justice and manages over 100 community 

volunteers.  Feast of Justice now offers food, clothing, worship services, and other programs, including 

literacy programs, to 2100 families monthly.  At Thanksgiving and Christmas, 500 families receive food 

baskets with all the traditional trimmings, and at Christmas each registered child receives toys.  Feast of 

Justice has food distribution four times per week.  Free meals are offered on a Feast Day and two Feast 

Nights, followed by a worship service for those who wish to participate.  St. John’s facilities are now 

open seven days a week!  

As our ministry with Feast of Justice multiplied, St. John’s set our Vision from Matthew 25 CEV:  

35 When I was hungry, you gave me something to eat, and when I was thirsty, you gave me something 

to drink. When I was a stranger, you welcomed me, 36 and when I was naked, you gave me clothes to 

wear. When I was sick, you took care of me, and when I was in jail, you visited me.”  St. John’s also helps 

the hungry and homebound by cooking 100 chicken dinners for Aid For Friends every first Monday of 

each month.  

In 1993, St. John’s Christian Preschool was established under the direction of Pastor Janice Vogt.  It 

began with 25 students in morning-only classes, and now has approximately 90 students with AM and 

PM sessions two, three, or five days a week for three- and four-year-old children.  In addition to learning 

socialization and academic skills, the children learn the love of Jesus, many for the first time.  In 2016, 

our Preschool became state licensed, CCIS eligible, and Keystone Stars recognized under the leadership 

of Director Gina Hughes-Polychronakis.  

Saint John’s knows how to work hard and how to play hard!  Just a few of these events include the 

annual baseball game at Riversharks or Trenton Thunder; the annual picnic at Neshaminy State Park; 

Vacation Bible School where 50 – 70 children have fun doing crafts, watching videos, eating snacks, 

playing games, learning songs and dance and Bible story lessons for one week in July each summer.  St. 

John’s has embraced and welcomed all of God’s people, regardless of race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 

gender, financial status, etc.  Holy Communion is offered at every service each Sunday to all who desire 

to receive the body and blood of our Lord.  

Worship has changed also.  The “old” traditional hymns are sung with reverence and modern praise 

songs are sung with great enthusiasm.  Hymns and other music are often accompanied by percussion 

instruments and clapping.   

In 2008, we arranged a child-friendly area within the sanctuary where parents can remain in worship 

and supervise children five years old and younger playing quietly during the service.  This offers a chance 

for children to experience worship.  Pastors also always offer a Children’s Time before the sermon, to 



engage all children in the theme of the day.  We also added small clipboards with Bible scripture stories 

and pictures, and crayons to encourage youngsters to color and learn about Jesus during the services.  

St. John’s is the only church in the Synod to have had two missionaries serving in the field.  Susan and 

Tom MacPherson served in Irente, Tanzania from 2011 through 2014.  In the early years of this century, 

the pastors and a few members went to visit the ELCT sites in Tanzania, including Kana Parish in Tanga, 

Tanzania, which became our companion church.  In 2008, six people from St. John’s visited Kana and her 

sub-parishes, and Tom and Sue felt called by God to return as missionaries.  Again in 2013 another six 

people went to Tanzania to repair buildings in Irente where our missionaries lived.   

As we look at the church calendar each month, we see that we serve the community with our 

facility.  Senior groups, DeMolay, Police and Fire Association, Brownie Daisy scouts, CTK Refugee classes, 

Redeemer Church (a Pakistani Christian church), Christ the King (formerly known as St. Phillip’s Church 

for the Deaf), and 12 Step groups (AA, AlAnon, Families Anonymous) all utilize our facility.     

We have been empowered to begin other ministries.   For several years, every baby who was baptized 

received a blanket.  The prayer shawl ministry was a blessing to many people in the hospital, and the 

Quilting Cuties who meet each week have made over 400 quilts for Lutheran World Relief.  Members 

are reminded to send birthday cards to shut-ins.  Fellowship hosts monthly Game Nights.  

In 2015, we voted to join a collaboration called God’s Grace Lutheran Community, consisting of St. 

John’s, St. Petri-Hope, and Redemption Lutheran churches.  We share pastoral staff, and several 

ministries have joined together because of this collaboration:  our adult education forums meet several 

times per week; our choirs join in cantatas; we have monthly “prayerful painting” meetings.  While the 

3-church “official” collaboration ended in the Fall of 2017, our discipleship together continues. 

As we reminisce over 72 years in Mayfair, we see the hand of our Lord guiding us to serve St. John’s 

people, our community, and the world.  Just as St. Johannis people in 1867 and in 1945 took bold steps 

to be disciples in mission and ministry, we know that God has a plan for us and God’s  Will will be 

done!  We go forward in faith! 

 


