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125 Years

uick arithmetic gives away the

origins of Old First Church in

San Francisco, which is celebrat-

ing its 125th anniversary this year. . . .
Yes, a congregation of forty-niners.

San Francisco is still, in significant
part, a city of the restless and rootless
seeking good fortune; Old First is still,
in part, a congregation of the restless,
together with those who have taken
root.

The Christmas celebration at Old First
does not conclude with the service the
Sunday before Christmas or the night
before Christmas, but on Christmas
Day, when friends and members of the
church crowd the social hall to share
the holiday meal with others. The

church is engaged in a rewarding min- adults, homosexuals, and 1= / s g ! e
rie ( other ’

istry, and, much of the time, a preca
ous one.

£

seen a full half of the c
who remember the large\Gothic.sanc-

tuary that was destroyed \by fire on
April 20, 1906—yes, by lhe‘ﬁie\that fol-
5

small handful of members w th
hon

lowed the earthqufake. —\ \

Just so is the \%:y 6F'rhe> church
coextensive with the history of the city,
and more, because. N{& church is not
only as old-as lhé"titv,,\l{ut it was the
church that,in a number of impressive

ways ﬁovide\d\l insgitutions that
made<tke\ ity a city,

1/[!5:1%'{5: r founded California’s
fifst public s
Z

ool. Its second pastor
‘H@;:si | jthe College of California
\Acr}‘ibeé/bay in Berkeley; it soon be-
came- University of California. The
churech founded the city’s YMCA, and
| [also helped to establish the world-
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. est groups.

It is @ ministry maintained in large . Given that situation,
part by those who have settled’ Cele-~_pa:
brating the present anniversary ié///a\

ch his\Q[\i{/
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famous social agency, Cameron House,/ /

Over the next half-century the con-(__//
gregation and its members;’o{lﬁnu =
to launch Presbyterian cohﬁegd;ions\
and institutions, most significantly ‘perd/
haps when its pastor and a wé:?/
layperson led the fouri't‘zlfng San Fran-
cisco Theological Sgiﬁr;ﬁ \au San

Anselmo. A
Today, the weal;zri/ e@nb45 have f
moved elsewti¢re, and Old First sits on Ff

the edge of downtown in a small no-
man’s land surrounded by several com-
munities: in.oné direction Chinatown,

; o 5 4
in andther a IE'IELUV;H transient area of / '}
: LR :
middle-class_apartment houses, in an- i / / J /

other x théroyghly transient area with _~
a mixture ui/}rl‘aight young
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Old First Presbyterian
“Church traces its ongin
—aLliCh)

to the time of the erection
of this tent.

Here California’s first

Protestant congregation
worshiped during the fall

and summer of 1849 in what

is now the heart of

San Francisco’s Chinatown.

theologically rather than socmioglcaljy,
to proclaim and celebrate the gospe'so
that people coming any distance from
any direction can participat the
good news.

of ministry that can be shared by~ any
of the diverse communities that
surround i tutoring in English

ng Kaug_and_ Taiwan

mined to define the church’s situation.

The result is a thoroughl ,dfverse
congregation that carries on a program

rant’a, a weekly senior citizen
acuvumprogram a weekly young adult
program, and, most ambitiously, a pro-
n the performing arts.

e fruits of that program are evi-

\dént in the anniversary celebration now

under way. The church and its friends
are hearing the Oakland Symphony

Chamber Chorus, pianist Sarj Bira, bari-
tone James Tippey, cellist Laszlo Varga

and mezzo Donna Pelersen, a 01

whom have donated their services.

The primary purpose of the perform-
ing arts program is to provide young
artists with audiences and to provide
people of modest means with a chance
to go to live performances. Tens of
thousands of people have been to
dance and music programs at Old First
in the past three years, all for a dollara
head or a free-will offering.

As reckoned on the East Coast,
much less in Pastor Bodo's native Buda-
pest, 125 years is not a very long time.
But in the American city of San Fran-
cisco, that span stands on the brink of
eternity, for that is the only history.

This congregation, the oldest in Cali-
fornia, does well, then, to celebrate
and appreciate a witness that has never
ceased, even though witness in the
heart of this secular, restless city has
never been simple, easy, or assured. It
can celebrate, too, its discovery that its
best assurance is in facing its difficult
task, for in declining to be distracted
from that task, Old First Church has
found the vitality to allow it to antici-
pate more decades, or centuries, of
ministry. A.D.

Lincoln Richardson was formerly associate ed-
itor of Presbyterian Life. Currently he is
engaged in independent writing for West Coast
magazines.
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