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Message from the Senior Minister
The Center at the First Unitarian Universalist 
Society of San Francisco speaks of a pivotal 
moment in the congregation’s life. At the 
time the growing church had a need for 
more meeting rooms for its adults and 
burgeoning religious education program.  
However, the Center was always more than 
what the congregation alone needed.  It 
was conceived of and designed as a larger 
gathering place.  Its fountain and courtyard 
were to be a kind of watering hole and oasis in 
the heart of the city.  The open space design, 
with windows and skylights throughout, 
spoke in design of a congregation that 
was both letting the world in and choosing 
to become a place where church and 
city connected to and with one another.  

Fast forward to today where one estimate has 
it that 3000 people pass through the building 
in a given week, gathering for everything from 
spiritual practices to advocacy, education, 
immersion in the arts or any excuse for the 
simple and essential joy of being together 
in a city that can feel all too anonymous 
sometimes. Seven days a week the Center 
is bustling. On a given night you might hear 
a neighborhood 20-piece brass band, see 
through a window a small group checking in 
during one of their twice-a-month gatherings, 
join a Buddhist group in the Chapel for 
meditation, or attend one of the many twelve-
step gatherings hosted through the week.  
The Young Women’s Choral Project with its 
four choirs and offices headquartered in our 
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space fills the halls and meeting rooms on 
any given Sunday afternoon and Wednesday 
evening, and Montessori kids arrive early 
during the week, while the Up On Top kids 
from the Tenderloin arrive for enrichment 
after school each day.  Elderly, disabled folks 
gather monthly to organize and advocate for 
their rights, passing in the hall folks stopping 
by to see the newest art exhibit and our 
homeless friends getting a cup of coffee and 
a chance to use the bathroom, welcomed 
by staff who know them by name. This is just 
some of the life that is sheltered by our Center.

All in all the dream of a place where city meets 
church, and church facilitates larger life, is 
therefore not a dream but a reality and has 

been for the 50 years since our predecessors 
conceived of and made this vision possible. 

Make no mistake about it, the Center takes 
our ongoing commitment to the vision.  It 
requires four times as many sextons as a 
congregation our size would otherwise need, 
and resources devoted to care and cleaning 
and repair and power and light and more to 
keep it alive. However, it also speaks to our 
values unceasingly, as it has since 1968, and 
it is a dream and a ministry we take time this 
year especially to witness to and to celebrate!

Rev. Vanessa Rush Southern
Senior Minister
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UUSF Capital Campaign begins with 
building improvements including:

• Renovating the Noehren Organ
• New Sanctuary lighting & sound
• New garage door
• Upgraded kitchen appliances
• Remodeled RE meeting space
• Landscaping on Franklin St. 
• Main restroom renovations
• New roof for the Center



By John Buehrens

Unitarianism came to San Francisco along 
with the Gold Rush, trying to meet the spiritual 
needs of the rapidly growing community 
along the West Bay. Organized in 1850, 
the congregation had its first service on 
October 20 in a rented hall. Other meeting 
places included the U.S. District Courtroom. 
Despite fires besetting the city, the early 
departure of its first minister and the sudden 
death of a second, the congregation built 

its first building, in a neo-classical style, at 
805 Stockton near Sacramento, in 1853.  
California Unitarianism began to flourish with 
the arrival the Rev. Thomas Starr King in April 
1860. An eloquent preacher and lecturer, 

King worked tirelessly to keep California in the 
Union when the Civil War broke out. He raised 
millions for humanitarian relief. The rapid 
growth of the congregation led to a new 
building, neo-Gothic and seating over 1500, 
at 133 Geary at Stockton (where Nieman 
Marcus stands today), across from Union 
Square. Dedicated in January 1864, that 
building heard King preach only nine times. 
He contracted diphtheria and pneumonia, 
and died on March 4, at the age of only 39.

Over 2000 people appeared for the installation 
of King’s successor, Rev. Horatio Stebbins, who 
served 36 years, retiring in 1900. A trustee of 
both the University of California and Stanford 
University, Stebbins helped to support the 
spread of liberal religion up and down the 
West Coast. The church trustees sold the Union 
Square site in 1888 for $120,000, and built on 
the Franklin street  site, nearer the residential 
areas of the city, for $91,000, utilizing materials 
from the previous building, including the pulpit 
and chancel furnishings. A second Unitarian 
church began in the Mission District, lasted 
two decades but suffered in financial crises 
and remerged with the original congregation. 

After the Earthquake and Fire of 1906, First 
Unitarian, one of the few houses of worship 
to survive, served as temporary hospital. The 
original bell tower was damaged, however, 
and was taken down out of prudence. The 
Rev. Bradford Leavitt led interfaith efforts at 
humanitarian relief. He also helped to uncover 
corruption at City Hall that led to the trial 
and removal of the mayor and resignation 
of the entire Board of Supervisors. Afflicted 
with failing eyesight, Leavitt resigned in 1913. 

Born in England, the Rev. Caleb S.S. Dutton 
came to the San Francisco church from 
Second Unitarian Church of Brooklyn, where 
he had helped to found the NAACP. He 
served through the difficult years of World 
War I, the Great Depression, and World 
War II. During the latter, in protest against 
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The History of the Church and its Ministry
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the removal and internment of residents of 
nearby Japan Town, First Unitarian hosted 
the founding of the Church for the Fellowship 
of All Peoples, co-led by the Rev. Howard 
Thurman. By the time Dutton retired in 1948, 
the congregation had dwindled badly and 
the building was greatly in need of repair. 

The eight-year ministry of the Rev. Harry 
Meserve, a social activist and leader in the 
field of religion and mental health, saw a 
notable increase in membership. He greatly 
inspired the congregation to social action, 
especially in the realm of civil rights, as did 
his successor, the Rev. Harry B Scholefield.
Greatly respected for his spiritual depth and 
leadership in the 1960s, Scholefield was urged 
by colleagues to be a candidate for the 
presidency of the denomination in the election 
of 1969. Suffering heart problems, he declined 
to do so. He also felt obliged to see through the 
complex process of developing the Center.  

Although he later expressed regret that 
the church had not included high-rise 
housing in the project, Scholefield strongly 
support the building of the Center. When a 
significant challenge emerged, he led the 
decision to proceed in faith. In 1966, during 
preparations to install a new organ, structural 
issues discovered in the sanctuary presented 
the congregation’s leaders with difficult 
decisions. Added costs greatly exceeded the 
generous bequests by Edith and Lucy Allyne 
that made the Center seem possible. They 
also drained the congregation’s unrestricted 
endowment, depriving the Center of 
funds needed for ongoing maintenance. 

Scholefield retired in 1973. His two immediate 
successors, the Rev. David Rankin, an eloquent 
activist who found it difficult to raise his 
young family in the city, and the Rev. Stanley 
Stefancic, a self-described “bricklayer-poet,” 
who found housing costs here difficult, each 
served for five years. In the 1980s, as the 
culture dealt with AIDS, gender wars, and a 

conservative resurgence, UUSF felt conflict.
The Rev. Victor Carpenter and Associate 
Minister Joan Hull were not able to work 
together well. The congregation then chose to 
call a male-female co-ministry team, the Rev. 
Margot Campbell Gross and the Rev. John 
Marsh. During their nine-year tenure, UUSF 
raised the funds for an accessibility and seismic 
retrofit of the buildings. Working with Minister 
for Social Justice, the Rev. Kay Jorgensen, they 
also created a weekday afterschool program 
(Up on Top) in underutilized space above  pre-
school rooms leased by the Montessori House 
of Children, and a street ministry (Faithful Fools) 
to the homeless of the nearby Tenderloin. 
UUSF became, and remains, one of only four 
houses of worship in the city that volunteers 
3 or 4 weeks of free space each year for the 
Interfaith Winter Shelter, established in 1989. 

 
As the congregation and its UU Center 
celebrate its 50th anniversary, some 
challenges are clear. The development 
of a $2.1 billion hospital nearby will greatly 
change the neighborhood. Land values 
have soared, as they did around Union 
Square in the 1880s.What is the future of the 
land, buildings, and mission we hold in trust?
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Third building viewed from Starr King Way and Franklin 
St. before the addition. 



By Nathan Gandrud

In the 1956 city planners developed the 
Western Edition A-I redevelopment zone. The 
proposal’s stated purpose was to “eliminate 
blighting conditions in the area surrounding 
the intersection of Geary and Fillmore Streets, 
and to allow for the City of San Francisco’s 
plans to widen Geary Street into an east-
west boulevard” (City of San Francisco).  
The proposal included an underpass at the 
intersection of Geary and Fillmore Streets, 
directly through an ethnically diverse 
neighborhood  and disproportionately 
affecting one of  the city’s largest black 
communities. The proposal also called for 
the retention of certain land uses including 
churches which is how UUSF was able to acquire 
its current lot for $72,226 in 1959. The five church 
groups who took part in this land purchase 
would eventually architecturally redefine the 
newly formed Cathedral Hill neighborhood.

Large-scale redevelopment projects occurred 
in many American cities between WW II and 
the Vietnam War. Low-income housing gave 
way to boulevards and freeways. Framed 
as “slum removal” or “urban renewal,” the 
effect was often “Negro removal” or working-
class displacement, while white workers 
gained easier commutes by car to city 
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Proposal for the Jefferson Square neighborhood redevelopment plan. Note the high rise residential building  
adjacent to UUSF.

City of San Francisco A-I Redevelopment area with 
the current lot configuration.

Outline of buildings demolished during the A-I project.



centers.  Furthermore, these projects directly 
resulted in increased pollution, plummeting 
property values, and the evaporation of 
family savings specifically for communities 
of color, unable to take advantage of the 
same government welfare programs that 
white families used to become middle class.  

Newspaper accounts of the time indicate 
that Rev. Scholefield and the Unitarian 
congregation understood the massive 
disruption of the redevelopment plan and 
its tie to housing discrimination.  In 1963 the 
California legislature passed the Rumford Fair 
Housing Act to help end racial discrimination 
by landlords and property owners. 
The congregation opposed a subsequent 
Prop 14 effort to get around it. They 
marched, lobbied, and contributed to 
efforts promote Fair Housing and to reach 
out to communities of color in the area, but 
by that time much of the A-I Zone has been 
demolished. The building of the church’s 
Center was, in no small part, an attempt 
to provide meeting space for community 
groups impacted by redevelopment.
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Sketch depicting the creation of Starr King Way 
before the finalization of the addition.

Fillmore and Post before redevelopment. Photograph of buildings being removed during the 
project.



Architectural Innovation

By Merle Lynn Easton, AIA

Following World War II, American churches 
grew rapidly. At First Unitarian in San 
Francisco, worship and church school 
attendance increased so dramatically 
that the congregation soon outgrew the 
1889 Parish Hall and even the 1956 religious 
education building added at the rear of 
the church. When devoted members Edith 
and Lucy Allyne left the church a large, 
unrestricted bequest in 1963, an expansion 
seemed possible.  Some favored giving 
the money to support community needs 
rather than expand. Land for expansion was 
available from the City’s Redevelopment 
Authority due to street realignment.
 
Dr. Harry Scholefield’s skillful ministerial 
leadership helped the decision-making.
The new Center would have large meeting 
rooms, classrooms, a chapel, library, offices, 
and spaces for art. It would serve not only the 
church, but also the many community groups 
seeking meeting places. The design would be 
of high aesthetic quality and integrated with 
the 1889 church designed by Percy & Hamilton. 
An innovative Architect was essential.
 
Dr. Cloyse Duncan, a church member who 
had met his wife Dr. Evans at the church, 
invited Dr. Scholefield to dinner at their 
new home on Twin Peaks. Impressed by the 
dramatic spaces and use of wood in the house, 
Scholefield inquired about the architect. 

The name of Warren Callister reached the 
church’s Architectural Selection Committee.
 
The firm of Callister, Payne & Rosse applied a 
distinctive method to the project. The design 
was to be “one of a kind,” organic, reflect 
the region and result from “listening” to the 
site for inspiration. Warren Callister (1918-
2008) was influenced by Unitarian architect 
Frank Lloyd Wright, the Arts and Crafts 
Movement, and by California Architects 
Greene and Greene and Bernard Maybeck, 
including a taste for Japanese wood joinery.
 

The Groundbreaking Ceremony was held in 
October 1966. The parish hall and classrooms 
were demolished.  An unexpected crisis 
came when work began in the church 
itself to install a new organ. This uncovered 
severe problems in the stone structure, never 
detected after the 1906 earthquake. Now 
not only the offices, church school, and social 
activities would have to be off-site; so would 
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Early architect’s model of the center’s expansion that preserves the parish hall. 

Model of Callister’s expansion proposal



worship. The news was so upsetting that 
demolition of the church was considered. 
St. Mark’s Lutheran Church, Women’s City 
Club, Temple Beth Isreal and Temple Emanu-
El were all generous with space.  Church 
offices were in a leased house on Vallejo 
Street. Meeting in scattered locations for two 
years caused membership and morale to 
suffer and finances were seriously depleted. 
Yet the project went forward and was 
dedicated 50 years ago on October 13, 1968.
      
Upon entering the Center, the first thing one 
sees is the light-filled outdoor courtyard.  
Light streams into the galleries through glass 
doors on three sides. A bronze sculpture with 
water by Aristides Demetrios sits against the 
chapel wall. A pattern is set in the concrete 
paving and, with benches and planters, 
it is delightful place for contemplation or 
social gatherings. The MLK & Starr King 
meeting rooms feature dramatic roof forms 
with skylights covering lofty interior spaces. 
Light colored concrete walls inside and out 
feature wood texture beautifully detailed by 
carefully selected use of narrow wood form 
boards. The eight sided chapel projects into 
the courtyard, creating more intimate spaces 
on either side and features narrow stained 
glass windows by Jean Jacques Duval.
 
The Center shares similar features with 
Maybeck’s noted 1910 Christian Science 
Church in Berkeley, with wood trellises for 
wisteria vines around Allyne Court, while 

concrete quatrefoil tracery on the exterior 
also reflects the1889 sanctuary.  Masterful 
integration with the 1889 stone church includes 
the curved forms of the classroom wing and 
kitchen, echoing the form of the previous 
parish hall, its blue-grey basaltic stones reused 
and placed in walls along Franklin St. and 
on the kitchen exterior. The Architectural 
Community and press of the time praised the 
design. The Center in 1970 received the John L. 
Merrill Design Award from the SF Planning and 
Urban Renewal Association. In a Chronicle 
article, “Architects name SF Favorites” (April 
17, 2007), it was listed as one of the city’s 25 
favorite buildings. The Church and Center 
are City Landmark #40, while the Starr 
King sarcophagus is State Landmark #691.
 
The architecture of the era explored 
using concrete for its expressive qualities, 
including the use of imprinted wood grain 
from carefully selected form boards. The 
many advantages of concrete walls include 
a feeling of stability, permanence and 
balanced composition with the stone church. 
Concrete “brutalism,” however, became 
controversial over time. Such buildings have 
the disadvantage of being inflexible. They are 
difficult to remodel. Solid walls are immovable 
and cannot hide electrical and telephone 
lines. Building codes, continually updated to 
reflect seismic standards and accessibility, 
have and will continue to be a challenge.
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Image depicting Callister’s integration of Brutalist architecture with the Sanctuary.  



Allyne Court: Edith and Lucy Allyne were 
granddaughters of the 9th Mayor of San 
Francisco, E. P. Burr, served 1856-59. They 
lived in a large home at Green and Gough, 
and never married. The site of the house 
is now Allyne Park. In the ‘30s they came 
early on Sunday mornings to fuel the 
church boiler. Edith died in 1960, Lucy in 
1963. Their bequest to First Unitarian of well 
over $1 million made the Center possible. 

A. Thomas Starr King Room – Son of a 
Universalist preacher whom he succeeded 
at age 20, Starr King never went to college, 
yet served a Unitarian church in Boston so 
ably that Harvard gave him an honorary 
M.A. An eloquent advocate for the Union 
and for Transcendentalist ideals, he is 
credited with saving California for the Union 
and raising millions for humanitarian relief. 
His sarcophagus, moved from the church 
he built on Union Square, but preached in 
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for only three months, lies just to the east.

B. Martin Luther King Room: Dr. King, killed six 
months before the Center was dedicated 
in 1968, is memorialized to recall UUSF’s long 
engagement with issues of racial and economic 
justice. The UU Forum on social issues takes 
place here most Sunday mornings at 9:45 am. 

C. Murdock Room: Charles A. Murdock (1841-
1928), born in Massachusetts, came West as a 
teenager and by 1864 was a Unitarian in San 
Francisco with a printing business. He befriended 
both Unitarian author Bret Harte and Rev. 
Horatio Stebbins, whose biography he wrote. 
He edited the Pacific Unitarian, served on the 
Board of Education, the Board of Supervisors, 
and as State Representative. An amateur 
astronomer, he also left a remarkable memoir. 

D. Kincaid Room: Miss May Kincaid, like 
the Allyne sisters, was a devoted, generous 
member of the congregation, completely 
averse to any acknowledgment of her many 
acts of kindness. Her friends dedicated 
this room to honor not only her but also 
others like her. UUSF now gives an annual 
award in the name of another quiet, faithful 
servant of the life we share, Anne Dillon.

E. Scholefield Fireside Room: Harry 
Scholefield, orphaned early in life, became 
a Unitarian minister, and, while serving 
First Unitarian in Philadelphia, wrote an 
essay, “The Effect of Psychotherapy on My 
Ministry.” His spiritual practice of what he 
came to call “Living by Heart” influenced 
many. Graced with a sculpture by his friend 
Ruth Asawa, this room is the site of board 
meetings, adult education, small weddings, 
and other efforts to keep the hearth warm. 

F. Sophia Lyon Fahs Room: Most recently, 
UUSF has used funds from a recent capital 
campaign to create a room dedicated 
to the Sophia Fahs, whose progressive 
approach to religious education inspires us 
to put young people and their real spiritual 
needs at the center of our programming. 
G. Classrooms: For nearly thirty years, UUSF 

has shared the downstairs rooms of its religious 
education wing with the Montessori House of 
Children, a  multicultural  early  childhood  school. 
The upstairs rooms, including one named for 
Emerson and another for Thoreau are shared 
with Up on Top, an after school program for low 
income children. These surround a courtyard.

H. Hinckley Court: the center of our education 
wing remembers Capt. William C. Hinckley and 
his wife Alice. Childless themselves, they left a 
substantial trust, controlled by church members, 
for the benefit of “liberal religion, education, 
and the striving poor.” Real estate left by the 
Hinckleys also endowed the church’s SCW, or 
Society for Christian (now Community) Work.  
 
I. Stebbins Room: Horatio Stebbins was 
minister from 1865 to 1900 and a trustee of 
both University of California and Stanford 
University. The room is currently a meeting 
space and houses a little used library, 
endowed by his congregant. Repurposing 
this room remains an open question.  

(Rooms on Other Floors) 

Dutton Study: is used by the Senior Minister 
and is the site of staff meetings, spiritual 
direction, counseling, and Small Group 
Ministry gatherings. Caleb S. S. [Sam] Dutton, 
born in England, was minister of First Unitarian 
from 1913 to 1949. Scholarly, engaged with 
the NAACP, he saw the church through 
two world wars and the Great Depression.

Macondray Hall: Capt. F. W. Macondray 
(1803-1862) arrived here from New England 
in 1849 and led the effort to establish a 
Unitarian church. As the Moderator, then 
Clerk, he both financed and recorded our 
early history. Located below the church 
offices,the hall houses choir rehearsals 
and those of other musical groups.

Special Thanks - to UUSF member Leon Luey 
for research and editorial support. 
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UUSF Center Dedication - October 6, 1968


