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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


