
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.  


