
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. 


