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This map of the new Southwest’s church locations was found in the cornerstone of St. Augustine’s Episcopal Church when it was
unsealed in 2014. It appears to reflect plans circa 1963, as it does not show the new locations of Friendship Baptist or Westminster
Presbyterian churches, which broke ground in 1964. (Courtesy St. Augustine’s Episcopal Church)
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MIDCENTURY MODERN CHURCHES
OF SOUTHWEST WASHINGTON

Introduction
In steel, brick, and concrete, the six modernist church buildings
constructed as part of the new Southwest express the vigor of
religious life as well as social conflict and new conceptions of
community in mid-twentieth-century America. Built in the
early 1960s as part of a model urban renewal program that
transformed 600 acres of Southwest Washington, the churches
occupied land the federal government had claimed and
cleared. In place of the houses, stores, schools, and businesses
that had shaped the old Southwest, planners, developers,
politicians, and bureaucrats created a new town that sought
to transcend the ills of the past. New churches were integral
to this vision. They provided critical social bonds as well as
elements of continuity for the new community. Reflecting
different denominational identities and distinct congregational
visions, the church buildings incorporated elements and
artifacts from their congregations’ pasts in modernist designs
that welcomed new architectural forms and encouraged new
ways of worshipping.

serving churches, and several synagogues, it also included some
of the city’s most impoverished streets and alleys. Here damp
and dank alley dwellings, houses without indoor plumbing
or electricity, and dilapidated structures that were crumbling
from lack of maintenance were disproportionately occupied
by African-Americans.
The widespread blight had inspired efforts at reform since the
late nineteenth century. Pioneering reformers like Charles and
Eugenia Weller of the Southwest Neighborhood Settlement
House fought against alley housing and the unhealthy living
conditions of the area’s poorer residents. On Van Street SW, in
1904, the reform-minded Washington Sanitary Improvement
Company built duplex houses with indoor plumbing for
working-class African-Americans. Within a few years, 150
similar “sanitary houses” had been constructed for AfricanAmerican tenants on Carrollsburg, Half, and South Capitol
Streets.2 During the late 1930s,Washington’s sanitary housing
companies constructed the modern multi-unit SternbergKober Courts near the intersection of Second and P Streets
SW for white tenants and a second complex for AfricanAmerican tenants in the unit blocks of P and Q Streets SW.3

BEFORE WORLD WAR II
The geography of the old Southwest had been solidified
first by canals and later by rail lines. By the opening of the
twentieth century, the elevated Pennsylvania Railroad rightof-way that ran along Virginia Avenue was the area’s most
obvious geographical divide. Warehouses, light industrial
structures, and newer federal office buildings extended to
Independence Avenue on its north side. South of the tracks
were blue-collar neighborhoods of modest row houses
bounded on the east by the light industry and warehouses
of the South Capitol Street corridor. Further south were
the warehouses and power plant of Buzzard Point as well as
the walls of Fort McNair. On the western boundary was the
Maine Avenue waterfront.

In 1937, the Alley Dwelling Authority (ADA), a federal
agency created by the New Deal, built Southwest’s first public
housing, a sixteen-unit complex for white families near the
intersection of Sixth and K Streets.4 With the coming of the
war, the ADA built the James Creek Dwellings and Syphax
Homes in the area near First and P Streets for AfricanAmerican defense workers.5 Through World War II, however,
efforts were piecemeal and limited in scale.

POSTWAR CONCERNS
The 1950 Census confirmed a growing sense that center
cities had been declining nationwide since the war’s end.The
District of Columbia provided a salient example. Its population
had fallen from an estimated all-time high of 900,000 in
1945 to 836,000, and its share of the metropolitan area’s
population had slipped from 68.3% to 53%.6 In response, a

Four-and-a-Half Street was Southwest’s most important
commercial strip and a long-established racial dividing line,
with African-Americans living to its east and whites to its
west.1 Although the area included blocks with the well-kept
homes of whites and African-Americans, a number of long6

This federally funded and administered process moved
redevelopment from plans to active programs. The NCPC
had chosen Southwest for the nation’s first model urban
renewal project in 1950. A radical and visionary Southwest
redevelopment plan, finally approved after enormous
controversy and debate in 1956, targeted more than 600 acres
and resulted in the demolition of some of the city’s worst
housing and the building of modernist apartment and town
house complexes of a high architectural order. Although the
renewal program was accompanied by the construction of a
much smaller number of public housing units on its periphery,
its effects included the substantial replacement of a poor and
working class population, which was substantially AfricanAmerican, by a predominantly middle to upper middle-class
population that was largely white.

Demolition of the old Southwest, which began in 1954,
continued for more than ten years. In 1964, the Redevelopment
Land Agency (RLA) cleared the site for St. Augustine’s Episcopal
Church at 6th and M Streets. (Courtesy St. Augustine’s Episcopal
Church)

web of postwar legislation linked federal and local interests in
a national urban renewal program, a public/private partnership
that sought to reverse cities’ decline by removing “blight”
and creating housing to attract and retain a middle class that
was migrating to new suburbs.
Urban renewal differed from earlier housing programs in
scale, methods, and legal underpinnings. In 1949 and 1954
Congress passed housing acts that provided local governments
with federal funds to acquire and demolish properties in
“blighted areas” and to bundle the cleared land for sale at
less-than-cost to private firms for large-scale redevelopment
projects that conformed to government-approved plans.
These laws made the federal Redevelopment Land Agency
(RLA), which Congress had established in 1945 to conduct
renewal projects in Washington, eligible to receive such funds.
Congress made the National Capital Planning Commission
(NCPC) an independent federal agency in 1952 with its
own appropriation and a focused mission to work with the
RLA for the urban renewal of the District.
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Old Southwest’s Churches
Old Southwest included two synagogues and more than
forty churches, twenty-four of which were Baptist, six
Methodist, and four Episcopal.7 Single churches served
Roman Catholic, Greek Orthodox, Presbyterian, African
Methodist Episcopal, Assembly of God, Church of God
in Christ, and a variety of independent congregations.
Most congregations were small and were either exclusively
African-American or white.8 Many had adapted
existing buildings for worship spaces. However, several
had commissioned designs from the city’s outstanding
architects, including T. Franklin Schneider, who designed
a mission chapel for the Fifth Baptist Church in 1887;
Glen Brown, whose Faith Chapel at 493 M Street was
erected as a mission of the New York Avenue Presbyterian
Church in 1893; Appleton Clark, who designed the
Peoples’ Tabernacle Baptist Church at 900 Seventh Street
in 1895; and the pioneering African-American architects
Calvin Brent, whose Zion Baptist Church was built at 337
F Street in 1891, and John Lankford, who designed the
People’s Temple Church on Fourth Street in 1930.9

St. Monica’s Chapel (built 1909, demolished circa 1958) on South
Capitol Street was designed by Hill & Kendall, architects for the
Ontario Apartments, a Northwest Washington “best address.”
(Courtesy St. Augustine’s Episcopal Church)

The physical structures of these houses of worship represented
the diverse strands of old Southwest’s history. Red brick
Gorsuch Methodist Church had been erected in 1855 as the
mission church of an established Southwest congregation.10
St. Dominic’s Roman Catholic Church, constructed of
stone, was designed in the Gothic style in 1865 by Patrick
Keely, a prominent New York City ecclesiastical architect. Its
foundation was rumored to hold the cornerstone of Barry’s
Chapel, the city’s first Catholic church, built on Buzzard
Point in 1806.11 Adding to the diversity of the area was the
Byzantine-Moorish style Talmud Torah Synagogue, erected at
407 E Street in 1906 by immigrant Jews who began to settle
in the area during the late nineteenth century.12 Architectural
variety also expressed the preferences and aspirations of
the congregations. An African-American congregation that
included a large number of formerly enslaved persons built
Friendship Baptist Church, a brick building with paired spires
at 734 First Street in 1884-85.13

The Temple Church of God in Christ at Sixth and H Streets
told a story familiar to many of old Southwest’s congregations.
Led by Reverend Samuel Kelsey, a charismatic young minister
from Philadelphia, the newly formed African-American
congregation set up a gospel tent for revivals at Second and
M Streets in 1923, and baptized converts in the Potomac
River near Seventh and O Streets. For the next ten years, the
congregation occupied small rented quarters in Southwest and
other areas of the city before transforming a former reception
hall at 463 K Street into its first permanent worship space.
In 1943, the congregation purchased a large neoclassical
sanctuary at Sixth and H Streets from a white Disciples of
Christ congregation, most of whose members had moved
out of Southwest. Reverend Kelsey, ordained a bishop of the
National Church of God in Christ, became a leading figure
in the religious and civic life of the city. He began weekly
broadcasts from the church, whose choir made recordings
that have remained on print for nearly 60 years.14
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and linking the redeveloped Southwest community to
downtown.This “New Southwest” would include high-rise
elevator apartment houses and a larger proportion of middleand upper-middle-class units, retail business concentrated in
shopping centers, and a street grid that consolidated L’Enfant
Plan squares into superblocks.16 By its silence, the JustementSmith Plan implied that houses of worship should be cleared
along with the homes of their congregants.
The NCPC issued a “final” plan in late 1952 based on
a report by Bartholomew and Associates that synthesized
the competing prior plans and delineated a redevelopment
zone roughly bounded by Independence Avenue on the
north, South Capitol Street and Canal Street on the east, P
Street and Maine Avenue on the south, and Twelfth, D, and
Fourteenth Streets on the west. This redevelopment zone
was split into office and residential sections by the proposed
route of the Southwest Freeway, which ran along the F Street
SW corridor. Low-income housing, not specifically treated
in the Justement-Smith Plan, was to be concentrated east of
Fourth Street.17 While the Bartholomew Plan had suggested
that existing houses of worship would not be retained, the
NCPC Plan stated that “structurally sound” churches would
remain.18
Westminster Presbyterian Church (built 1899, demolished 1965)
stood at 434 Seventh Street. (Courtesy Westminster Presbyterian
Church)

The NCPC Plan delineated the neighborhood which
contained old Southwest’s most dilapidated housing as “Area
B,” bounded by the railroad tracks and E Street to the north,
I Street, Half Street, and K Streets to the south, Fourth Street
to the west, and South Capitol Street to the east, and assigned
it the highest redevelopment priority. After the original
redevelopment firm relinquished its contract, the Area B
project was re-awarded to the New York firm of Stevens and
Scheuer. Urban renewal officially began on April 26, 1954,
with the demolition of the houses on Dixon’s Court, an alley
that the Washington Post had called a “sore spot of crime,
illegitimacy, refuse, and disordered lives.”19 Shortly afterwards,
William Zeckendorf, the flamboyant head of the New York
real estate firm Webb & Knapp, submitted a proposal that led
to his firm receiving a contract to create a new plan for the
rest of the redevelopment zone. Architects I.M. Pei, director
of Webb & Knapp’s in-house design firm, and Harry Weese,
who would later design the Washington Metro system’s
stations, devised what newspapers dubbed the “Z- Plan.”With
the support of former Ambassador George Garrett, whom
President Dwight D. Eisenhower had appointed to expedite
the stalled redevelopment effort, the “Z Plan” became the
official blueprint for the new Southwest in 1956.20

DESIGNED DESTRUCTION,
PLANNED RECONSTRUCTION
The NCPC had issued its first comprehensive plan for
Washington in December 1950, while still under the
authority of the Congressional committee on the District.
The report proposed that an area comprising most of the
Southwest quadrant become Washington’s pilot urban renewal
project. The plan was controversial and spawned many
counterproposals. However, while these alternative visions
dueled and the plan was revised repeatedly, urban renewal
never died. Through the early 1950s, it loomed over old
Southwest, whose congregations faced a growing certainty
that their members would be dispersed, their buildings
demolished, and their future defined by a new cityscape.
The urban renewal plans considered by the NCPC varied
widely in their treatment of houses of worship.The Peets Plan
(1951), which mingled new construction with rehabilitation
and would have preserved a substantial portion of Southwest’s
buildings, specified that houses of worship would remain in
place.15 The more purely “urban renewal” Justement-Smith
Plan (1952) focused on total reconstruction after widespread
demolition, with the goals of maximizing economic return

The Zeckendorf Plan envisioned the new Southwest as a
rationalized “Ideal City” constructed on a virtually blank
landscape as a set of interwoven functionally specific modules.
Like the Justement-Smith Plan, it incorporated modern urban9

planning concepts such as the superblock, distinct separation of
commercial and residential zones, and “interlace[d]” modules
of high-rise and mid-rise apartment buildings and townhouses
arranged around green “landscaped commons.” Many of its
modernist urban forms incorporated abstract versions of
traditional elements. The axis of the Zeckendorf Plan was
Town Center, which was to be a pioneering mixed-use project
with four apartment towers linked by courtyards, pathways,
and arcades to a shopping plaza that centralized virtually
all the quadrant’s retail activity. Bounded by a municipal
building, library, schools, churches, and a village-green-like
park, it reimagined the traditional town square by providing
“an important focal point for residents... unifying all of the
residential areas.”21

tradition.” It would restore a lost communal spirit, combining
townhouses that provided “unequaled privacy and amenity
for larger families wishing to live according to their own
design” and commons “developed according to the wishes
of those sharing” them to provide “a high degree of group
response and sense of belonging...bringing to the heart of
the city attributes of village life.”22
From the first Puritan settlements, building a “new Zion in
the Wilderness” was a recurring theme in American history.
However, as a government agency, the RLA recognized the
social, rather than the moral or teleological, importance of
churches. They were essential for Southwest to become “a
community and not just a dormitory.”23 Their importance in
building the new community and in the psyche of American
values was evidenced by the RLA’s pledge that new “churches
would be in or close to Town Center” at the redevelopment
area’s civic core.24 The Zeckendorf Plan provided two church
sites in Town Center, as well as an additional pair of sites in
the 300 block of N Street. However, implementing the plan
required that, with two exceptions, houses of worship be
demolished and their land repurposed.

Indeed, the Zeckendorf Plan presented these modernist
forms as a means of restoring traditional community values.
It offered assurances that redevelopment that leveled the
land and began again from scratch meant “regenerating the
area’s best qualities” and would require “no sharp break with
Prepared by architects I.M. Pei and Harry Weese, the
Zeckendorf Plan became the official blueprint for most of
the new Southwest in 1956. It proposed four new church sites,
highlighted here in red. (Webb & Knapp Urban Renewal Plan)
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African-American architect Robert Lionel Fields (1918-86) designed
Delaware Avenue (now Second Union) Baptist Church (1950).

Temple Church of God in Christ sold its handsome building
to the RLA and purchased the former Third Christian Church
on Park Road NW.
In 1963, three years after the destruction of its original
church at 230 Twelfth Street SW, the Bethel Pentecostal
Tabernacle moved to a new building at 60 I Street SW.There,
after the demolition of the quadrant’s two synagogues on E
Street, members of Southwest’s Jewish community rented
space for services. Other congregations relocated to different
neighborhoods, shared worship space with congregations
in other areas, consolidated with other churches, or simply
went out of existence.

Edward Woltz (1860-1903) designed Rehoboth (now Carron)
Baptist Church (1898).

CHURCHES IN THE EYE OF
THE STORM
Despite the adoption of the Zeckendorf Plan, the new
Southwest would not assume its final shape for nearly fifteen
more years. Acquisition, relocation, and demolition progressed
erratically, slowed by economic forces, a lawsuit about the
RLA’s right of eminent domain that reached the Supreme
Court, and higher-than-anticipated land prices, which in
1959 led the NCPC and the District Commissioners to
abandon the requirement for the inclusion of low-income
housing.25 When Capitol Park opened as the redevelopment
zone’s first residential complex in 1959, five years had passed
since demolition began.

Only two churches within the redevelopment zone survived.
Initially in the path of the Southwest Freeway, St. Dominic’s
was saved in 1957, reportedly through the intercession of
Monsignor Philip Hannan, a confidant of future President
John F. Kennedy.27 Friendship Baptist Church was spared
after its pastor, Reverend Benjamin Whiting, established its
importance to the Southwest community. The churches of
two other long-established African-American congregations,
Rehoboth (now Carron) Baptist Church at 1354 First Street
(1898) and the Delaware Avenue (now Second Union)
Baptist Church at 1107 Delaware Avenue (1950; replacing
an 1882 structure), survived because they were just outside
the redevelopment zone. No other house of worship from
the old Southwest was spared demolition.

Most of old Southwest’s houses of worship were within
the redevelopment zone or the footprint of the adjoining
Greenleaf Gardens public housing development, which the
National Capital Housing Authority (NCHA) opened in
1958.26 They responded to these years of upheaval, demolition,
and displacement in a variety of ways. In 1955, after selling
its original church at Second and N Streets SW, the Second
Baptist Church built a new sanctuary on land purchased from
the NCHA just outside the redevelopment zone. In 1957, the
11

recommendation of the Comity Commission of the National
Capital Area Council of Churches that it reserve sites for new
churches representing the Methodist, Presbyterian, Lutheran,
and Episcopalian denominations.
The council reported that no Jewish congregation
was interested in building in Southwest and that it had
recommended just four new sites to avoid the problem of
“small struggling churches.”29 The new churches omitted only
only the Southern Baptists among the nation’s five largest
Protestant denominations.The two surviving redevelopment
area churches, the relocated Bethel Pentecostal congregation,
the three African-American Baptist churches outside the
redevelopment zone, and the Fifth Baptist Church at 609
E Street, which had a white congregation, would serve a
community projected to be slightly smaller than that which
had supported forty congregations a decade earlier.
Allocating sites among the new churches followed a somewhat
different process than that for new Southwest’s early residential
complexes. Capitol Park’s developer had been selected on
the basis of competitive proposals, and the Tiber Island,
Carrollsburg Square, and Chalk House sites were awarded
through juried architectural competitions. However, the
RLA had determined in 1958, long before any design work
had been completed, that the Town Center sites would be
occupied by new Methodist and Presbyterian churches. By
July 1960, shortly after each of the four new congregations
had selected its architect, agreement had been reached on
which sites would be occupied by the new Episcopal and
Lutheran churches, as well as the new Bethel Pentecostal
Tabernacle and Friendship Baptist Church.30

Patrick Keely (1816-96) designed St. Dominic’s Roman Catholic
Church (1865).

NEW CHURCHES,
DEMOGRAPHICS, AND
COMMUNITY
Southwest’s new churches, although individually distinct from
the area’s planned residential complexes, were products of the
redevelopment planning process and its centralized decisionmaking.The transition from old to new Southwest caused a
massive demographic and economic shift.The new residential
complexes, with their high rents, attracted residents who were
predominantly white and almost entirely middle class. Only
about 20% of the redevelopment area’s original population,
which heavily represented poorer African-Americans, resettled
in the quadrant. Although this change was predictable, its
full implications were unknown when new churches were
planned, long before ground was broken for most of the new
Southwest’s housing complexes.

It is sometimes suggested that a survey conducted by the Parish
Ministry of Southwest also influenced the allocation of land
for Southwest’s churches. Several churches, anticipating the
challenges of recruiting members in an area populated largely
by unacquainted newcomers who lived in secured apartment
buildings, formed the ministry in September 1961. The
ministry hired James L. Hudson, the evangelism coordinator
of a congregation that had moved to Southwest, as “Parish
Visitor.” Each evening Hudson would stand in the lobby or
on the steps of an apartment building and greet residents
as they returned home. After striking up a conversation, he
would complete a card with contact information, which
he would pass to the pastor of the appropriate church for a
follow-up call. Hudson found that, during 1963, 25% of his
contacts were Catholic, 11% Episcopalian, 10% Methodist,
9% Jewish, 6% Presbyterian, approximately 5% Lutheran, and
that the remainder represented twenty-seven other faiths
and denomination.31 However, by the time he presented his
research, all of the new churches had secured sites and many
were under construction.

When construction began, the most recent data available,
from a 1951 NCPC survey, found that the residents of the
proposed redevelopment area, about two-thirds of whom
were African-American, were 68% Protestant, 14% Catholic,
and 16% not church attendees.28 In April 1958, a week after
ground was broken for Capitol Park, the RLA adopted the
12

Between 1966 and 1968, the construction of Waterside Towers,
Harbor Terrace and Channel Square, as well as the remaining
modules of Capitol Park and the Town Square apartment
tower, and the refurbishment of Sternberg-Kober Courts as
St. James Mutual Homes, completed the new Southwest’s
residential portfolio.

St. Dominic’s Roman Catholic (1865) and the Fifth Baptist
Church (1902) faced each other across E Street. Although plans
called for both to survive urban renewal, only one would be
spared. (RLA, Annual Report, 1961)

Meanwhile, Southwest’s population was increasing steadily
after a half-dozen years of demolition. The first residents
moved into Capitol Park and Greenleaf Gardens in 1959.
On February 9, 1961, Webb & Knapp officially opened
Town Center’s east towers at 1000 and 1100 Third Street.
With Town Center’s west towers and the first town house
module of the Capitol Park development now occupied and
constriction of the River Park complex underway, ground
was broken on May 13, 1962, for Christ United Methodist
Church on the easternmost of the Zeckendorf Plan’s Town
Center church sites. One week later, St. Matthew’s Lutheran
Church broke ground at 222 M Street.

These complexes were accompanied by the construction
of a church that was not anticipated in the 1957 RLA plan.
After a change in redevelopment plans caused the Fifth
Baptist Church to sell its E Street sanctuary to the RLA,
the congregation erected the Riverside Baptist Church at
the intersection of Seventh Street and Maine Avenue. With
its dedication in 1968, the new Southwest’s church building
was complete.

FINDING FORM

Between 1963 and 1965, Southwest’s population grew even
more rapidly with the construction of River Park,Tiber Island,
Carrollsburg Square, Chalk House, and Harbour Square, as
well as several additional modules of Capitol Park and the
Town Square townhouses. Christ Church, St. Matthew’s, and
the new Bethel Pentecostal Church opened in 1963, while
Friendship Baptist Church at Delaware Avenue and I Street,
St. Augustine’s Episcopal Church at the corner of Sixth and
M Streets, and Westminster Presbyterian Church on the
western Town Center church site were dedicated in 1965.32

Southwest’s urban renewal occurred near the climax of one
of the greatest surges of religious participation in American
history, as membership in religious organizations, which
had stood at 25% of the population in 1900, crossed the
50% threshold in the 1940s and reached an all-time peak of
63% in 1958.33 Rapid postwar growth has sometimes been
attributed to attempts by baby-boom parents to provide a
religious grounding for their children, or to anxieties about
the atom bomb and the Cold War. However, religion and
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in the words of a study by the architectural history firm of
Robinson and Associates, is “not so much an architectural style
as ... a flexible concept, adapted and applied in a wide variety
of ways.”37 Their designs share such common principles as:

Bethel Pentecostal Tabernacle at 60 I Street in 1963. (RLA,
Annual Report, 1963)

church membership also offered a traditional path to stability
in a time of rapid change.34 This surge in religious affiliation
combined with suburbanization to produce a church building
boom. During the 1950s, more than 70,000 “worship units”
were constructed nationwide.35
Six of Southwest’s seven redevelopment-era churches
are indisputably modernist. Even the exception, Bethel
Pentecostal Tabernacle, described by a Historic American
Buildings Survey study as a “rather simple brick structure,”
possesses a quasi-modernist rectangular tower.36 Although
architectural historian Jay Price has estimated that that only
about one-third of the houses of worship constructed in the
1950s and 60s were of modernist design, modernism’s bold
forms were particularly associated with new communities
and a contemporary architectural aesthetic.
However, the dominance of modernist church designs in
the new Southwest reflects more than a simple desire to
harmonize with its residential complexes or evoke a suburban
environment. Modernism reflected denominational beliefs,
theological movements, evolving worship forms, and new
conceptions of the functions of a church, as well as the vision
of a new community.
These six churches differ considerably in appearance but
can collectively be termed Modernist because modernism,
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•

Substitution of simplified geometric forms and surfaces
for embellishment and decoration. Many modernist
churches make use of triangular forms, which symbolize
the unity of God in the theology of many denominations.

•

Form that follows function and eschews symbolic
historicist associations, as expressed in the maxim “Less
is more.” The exterior form of a modernist building
expresses both its structure and the functions that take
place within, rather than recapitulating the forms of
buildings that served the same purposes in the past.

•

Embrace of new materials and technologies.

•

“Truth in materials” through artistic but undisguised use
of industrial materials such as concrete, metal, and glass.

•

Integration of structure and landscape. Modernism’s
embrace of functionality, efficiency, industrial materials,
and advancing technology resulted in “reduced costs and
speedier construction [which] made Modernist buildings
appealing to developers [and] city administrators,” as well
as to religious congregations.

Modernism was also often applied to church designs for
ideological reasons. Urban renewal, in Washington as well
as other cities, was presented as reformist in that it sought
to cure such residual “sins” of the past as blight, which had
fostered the crime, “illegitimacy,” and “disordered lives” that
the Washington Post had alleged were characteristic of Dixon’s
Court.

“a removed altar as the holiest place, separated from other
parts of the building, are essentially UnProtestant.”42 Tillich
instead endorsed church designs where “members of the
congregation look at each other and in which the minister
is among the congregation for preaching and leading the
liturgy...The place for the altar should ... preserve the character
of a table for the sacramental meal in which, ideally, all
members participate.”43

Modernism’s renunciation of past practices in favor of
functionality and efficiency suggested that it represented
“progress” in the form of a universalist and rationalist
deconstruction of the biases, inequities, and parochialisms
embedded in architectural tradition. As architectural historian
Diane Ghirardo has written, an underlying modernist constant
was “a belief in the power of form to transform the world...
Through modern architecture’s...structural rationalism,
architects passionately believed, housing and other social
problems could be solved.”38 Modernist church designs, like
modernist housing, linked this faith in the transformative
power of architecture to achieving the moral and social goals
common to most mainstream denominations.

Tillich further contended that “an architecture that could
be termed essentially Protestant” must reach beyond the
organizational plan of the church to its essential aesthetic
conception. The application of contemporary modernist
principles would strip away empty historicist forms and
shape the church’s spaces in such a way that “the numinous
character of the building is manifest.”44 Tillich cited an
“innate disapproval of figural representation” in individual
paintings or statutes as too indicative of Catholic traditions,
but contended that murals and other “works of art that are
actually part of the church structure” and hence are “elements
of architecture rather than objects of veneration” as well as a
sculptural arrangement of walls or doors” could appropriately
evoke the sacredness of the worship space.45 While he called
on architects to explore the power of clear white light,
Tillich noted that stained glass, as an architectural element
rather than in decorative objects, could contribute to “the
numinous atmosphere” with abstract, “nonrepresentational
patterns.”46Tillich controversially concluded that the choice
“between modern and imitative traditional architecture is
not just a matter of taste and preference. Only through the
creation of new forms can Protestant churches achieve honest
expression of their faith.”47

Some denominations regarded modernist designs as aesthetic
reflections of theological movements that had been gathering
force since the early twentieth century. Historian Mark
Torgerson has argued that traditional Christian house-ofworship architecture reflected a conception that emphasized
divine transcendence of the human sphere. The Gothic
cathedral, with its elaborate decoration, soaring spaces,
diffused, tinted light filtered through stained glass, and altar
elevated above the congregation, presented God as remote
and supernatural, while its classical basilican seating plan,
with rows of pews divided by a center aisle before a chancel
rail that clearly separated lay and clerical spaces, reinforced
a sense of hierarchy and separation between the human and
the divine.39 Torgerson contended that twentieth-century
theology placed a new emphasis on the divine presence
within the human community and the individual.

Modernist architecture, with its rejection of historicist
associations in favor of a functionalist embrace of
strong geometric forms, abstract artistic elements, and
new construction technologies, was adopted by many
denominations to express the contemporary interpretations
of God’s presence and human community. It became widely
diffused as post-World War II architects became active in
professional associations. For decades the national offices of
many denominations had provided guidance and assistance
to the building committees of local congregations, and, by
the 1950s, these functions had become formalized under
such titles as the Methodist Bureau of Architecture and the
Episcopal Commission on Architecture and Allied Arts. By
the 1960s, architectural offices had also been established
by interfaith organizations like the National Council of
Churches, which published widely distributed books and
employed consultant or staff architects who were members
of professional groups like the Church Architectural Guild
of America.

The focus on divine immanence rather than transcendence
radically changed both Catholic and Protestant church
design between the 1940s and the 1970s. The influential
theologian Dr. Paul Tillich of the Harvard Divinity School
offered an outline of the relationship among theology,
modernist architecture, and Protestant church design. In a
1964 essay Tillich contended that modern architecture had
made “genuine Protestant church architecture ... possible,
perhaps for the first time in history.”40 He distinguished
Protestantism from Catholicism by “the predominance of
the Word (Protestant) over the sacrament (Catholic)” and
“the predominance of the congregation (Protestant) over
the liturgical leader (Catholic)”41 and pronounced that
Protestant churches that reflected Catholic tradition with
15

Across a broad spectrum of Protestant denominations and
in many Catholic parishes of the 1950s and 1960s the
“architecture of immanence” identified by Torgerson became
the new norm. Distinctions between the chancel and nave,
or seating area, became less well-defined. Altars became less
elevated or were placed on the same level as the congregants.
Sometimes they were extruded into the nave, or even set in
the round, to integrate the congregation with the celebrant
as well as facilitate visual contact across the altar between
members of the congregation.

stylized and abstracted versions of Gothic trusses, often
formed of modern materials like wood laminates. Later,
many American modernist churches featured extremely
dramatic roofs that might billow like waves or reach upwards
to suggest praying hands and provide soaring spaces within
their sanctuaries.

SACRED SPACES AND THEIR
C R E AT O R S
Southwest’s churches echoed the larger acceptance of
modernist architecture across the District.Although modernist
buildings had begun to appear in major American cities
during the1930s,Washington was architecturally conservative.
It was not until 1940 that William Lescavage’s Longfellow
Building at Seventeenth Street and Rhode Island Avenue
NW became downtown Washington’s first modernist
commercial building.51 Some high-end modernist houses
appeared in outlying areas of the city before and after the
war, but modernism gained widespread local acceptance only
with postwar apartment houses like Berla & Abel’s Crestview
(1949) and Boston House (1951) in Northwest.52

The emphasis on the congregation as a community extended
beyond the sanctuary. In the words of Price, “structures
responded as much to needs for social gathering spaces
as for religious worship.”48 Worship spaces became more
multi-functional and might be designed to accommodate
meetings or be used as performance spaces between services.
The narthex, or atrium inside the church entrance, increased
in size and importance as a gathering space before and
after services, performances, or meetings. Often it included
homelike features, such as a fireplace or built-in table for
a coffee urn.49 Often glass, providing a view of gatherings
in the narthex, was substituted for the stoutly timbered
traditional church door. Domestic elements entered Sunday
school classrooms, which contemporary critics often assailed
as secluded, airless closets. Observers remarked upon the
growing role of church kitchens and conference rooms in
facilitating the sense of community.

By the 1950s, modernism was becoming the style of choice
for major downtown office buildings as well as suburban
commercial developments, and modernist houses of worship
had begun to appear in both the city and suburbs, including
St. Luke’s Church (1957), at 4925 East Capitol Street SE, by
Thomas E. Locraft & Associates, and synagogues for Beth
Shalom (1958), at Thirteenth and Eastern Avenue NW by
Daumit & Sargent, and Ohev Sholom Talmud Torah (1960), at
Sixteenth and Jonquil Street NW by John d’Epagnier.53 The
modernist downtown sanctuaries of St. Stephen the Martyr
Roman Catholic Church, in the 2500 block of Pennsylvania
Avenue NW, and the First Congregational Church at Tenth
and G Streets NW, designed by Milton Grigg, opened in 1961.

Other elements of modernist houses of worship also were
transformed or modified in response to postwar life. While
tall steeples served as guideposts amid the identical tract
houses, curvilinear streets, and cul-de-sacs of a suburban
development, they proved less useful amid urban high-rises.
Frequently churches announced their locations with large
signs displayed at right angles to traffic. Increasingly, the house
of worship was designed as one element of a site plan, which
might be one-third building footprint, one-third landscaped
space, and one-third parking. Its entrance was often oriented
to a parking lot at the rear of the sanctuary, with the result
that the church became inward-facing with its chancel wall
facing the street.50

Washington’s modernist church-building wave crested with
Southwest’s new sanctuaries. Although I.M. Pei and Warren
Plattner (Town Center) and Morris Lapidus (Chalk House) of
New York, and Washingtonians Keyes, Lethbridge & Condon
(Tiber Island, Carrollsburg Square), and Charles Goodman
(River Park), designed influential churches elsewhere, none of
these distinguished architects contributed a house of worship
to the new Southwest.The reason may be that, as Price noted,
“the complexities of congregational, diocesan, and synodical
politics often left little room for the individual expressions
that had come to characterize modern architecture.” Or, as
modernist master Pietro Belluschi succinctly stated, churches
“take too much time and effort and you lose money.”54
Rather, Southwest’s churches were designed by a different
and diverse group of architects. Several were established

Many modernist church buildings deviated from the rigorous
principles of academic modernism. Price has noted that
the flat-roofed, rigorously right-angled European church
architecture of the 1930s and 1940s was frequently softened
in the United States by the substitution of familiar peaked
or arched roofs above high walls. Some architects argued
that Gothic cathedrals had maximized stone construction to
manipulate light, which modernist churches could similarly
achieve through the innovative use of advanced building
technologies and materials. Such churches might contain
16

ecclesiastical designers such as A. Hensel Fink (Christ United
Methodist) and Harold Wagoner (Westminster Presbyterian),
Philadelphia architects active in the Church Architecture
Guild of America. Many were active in the ecclesiastical
community. Alexander Cochran (St. Augustine’s Episcopal)
participated in denominational affairs in Baltimore, and Milton
Prassas (St. Matthew’s Lutheran) had served as president of
Washington’s Lutheran Lay League. Riverside Baptist was
designed by Ward-Hall Associates, a northern Virginia firm
specializing in planned suburban communities and large
office complexes, while Friendship Baptist Church was the
work of Vaughn, Ferguson and Woodson, a long-established
African-American firm in Northwest Washington. Given such
a varied cast of designers, it is not surprising that Southwest’s
modernist churches vary in every aspect from materials to
configuration. The stories behind their construction are as
unique as the buildings themselves.

This photograph of the groundbreaking ceremony for St.
Augustine’s Episcopal Church on April 22, 1964, was recovered
from the church cornerstone in 2014. (Courtesy St. Augustine’s
Episcopal Church)

17

THE CHURCHES

Christ United
Methodist Church
900 FOURTH STREET SW
A R C H I T E C T: A . H E N S E L F I N K ( 1 9 0 3 - 1 9 9 9 )
CONSTRUCTED 1962-1963

A. Hensel Fink’s original plan for Christ United Methodist Church included a campanile and education building. (Courtesy Christ
United Methodist Church)
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Christ United Methodist was the first modernist church
built in the new Southwest. Constructed in 1962-63 on the
southeast corner of Fourth and I Streets, the building replaced
the Gorsuch Methodist Church, which was built in 1855
and was one of the quadrant’s oldest houses of worship.55

of African-American Sunday School pupils, Reverend
Welch sought to further integrate the new congregation by
actively recruiting members from the neighborhood. 59 At
the same time, he led the congregation in the construction
of a permanent home. Using proceeds from the sale of its
two former sanctuaries, the congregation sought the church
site at Town Center which is now on the southwest corner
of Fourth and I Streets.60 However, in December 1961, it
paid the RLA approximately $64,000 for the tract on the
east side of the same intersection, just a block from Gorsuch’s
former site.61

Gorsuch’s congregation had relocated to rented space in the
education building of the Fifth Baptist Church near Sixth
and E Streets SW after a final service in the old sanctuary
on March 20, 1960.56 Shortly afterwards, the Washington
Methodist Conference sold the Lewis Memorial Church
at Fourth and Hamilton Streets NW, which had been
experiencing a decline in congregants as the area became what
Washington Post called “a racially changed neighborhood.”57
After Washington’s Methodist bishop asked Lewis Memorial’s
pastor, Reverend Lester K.Welch (1912-76), to build a church
in Southwest, Reverend Welch proposed that his former
congregation combine with that of Gorsuch. A few weeks
after they began worshipping together in the basement of
the Fifth Baptist Church, the two congregations voted to
merge as Christ Church in July 1961.58

Even before land had been acquired, architect A. Hensel
Fink and the Martin Brothers Construction Company had
been selected as designer and builder. A church meeting
approved Fink’s building plan in April 1962.62 Ground was
broken on May 13, 1962, 63 and the the cornerstone, with
a time capsule inside, was laid on October 21, 1962.64 On
Christmas Eve, worshippers dragged the contractor’s electric
heaters into the unfinished sanctuary for a first service. On
Palm Sunday, April 7, 1963, Christ Church was formally
consecrated in a ceremony presided over by Washington
Bishop John Wesley Lord.65

Although Lewis Memorial Church had had a small number
Christ Church has stylized Gothic trusses and an entrance
wall whose glass center unites the church interior and the
world outside.

The Washington Post remarked on the church’s pastoral setting
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Architecture Guild of America.69 Fluent in a wide variety of
styles, he contributed colonial, Spanish revival, and modernist
designs to Methodist church-planning guides. In the words
of Jay Price, Fink was among those “capable, competent
and thoughtful” church architects who “understood the
function of worship space from an insider’s perspective,”
and are more noted for the overall quality of their work
than for any individual project.70 Although he designed the
Brightwood Park Methodist Church (1951) in the colonial
revival style, Fink’s modernist works in Washington include
a major portion of Wesley Theological Seminary (1958), as
well as American University’s innovative circular Abraham
S. Kay Spiritual Life Center (1965) and Capitol Hill United
Methodist Church (1967).

Christ Church, with its butterfly roof, faces Fourth Street.

on a three-quarter acre lot,“surrounded by parks on three sides
with a promenade on the fourth.”66 Street parking remained
plentiful even as surrounding complexes opened, and for years
numerous former Lewis Memorial congregants carpooled
to services from their homes in Northwest. Many eventually
joined local churches, and today most of the congregation,
which still includes several early members, lives in Southwest.

THE ARCHITECT
A. Hensel Fink, chair of the Department of Architecture at
Drexel University in Pennsylvania, designed hundreds of
churches and church schools nationwide.67 A West Virginia
native and 1926 graduate of the Carnegie Institute of
Technology, he began practice in Philadelphia, where he
founded the firm of A. Hensel Fink and Associates in 1947.
Fink was associated with the Interdenominational Bureau
of Architecture for sixteen years and with the Methodist
Board of Missions’ Department of Church Building for 35
years,68 serving as one of its two national review architects
in the 1950s and 1960s. He was also president of the Church

THE CHURCH
Rather than fronting on a street, Christ Church originally
faced a plaza set within Town Center Park, a component of
the early vision of Southwest as a neighborhood linked by
a pedestrian network of pathways, courts, and squares. Since
2008, when the Town Center superblock was subdivided,
the church has faced Westminster Presbyterian Church the
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reconstructed 900 block of Fourth Street.

theme emerged over lunch at a Southwest restaurant when
Reverend Welch and Fink agreed that it should express the
unique mission of Christ Church in the nation’s capital by
showing “Christ ruling the world through natural law.”This
concept inspired Prather to combine a dove representing
the influence of the Holy Spirit, the Star of Bethlehem
representing Jesus Christ, and palm branches symbolizing
brotherhood and peace with images of Christ Church, the
Capitol dome, and a brown and a white hand reaching toward
each other. Reverend Welch wrote that a blank space in the
mural’s lower left section suggests that “God’s dream for His
world is still unfinished… It will never be completed until you
and I… play our part in helping Him create the ‘new earth’
wherein dwelleth righteousness, brotherhood, and peace.”73

Fink’s original rendering included an education building with
a scalloped roof and a tall, slender freestanding bell tower,
a signature feature of his designs for Wesley Theological
Seminary and Capitol Hill Methodist Church. For reasons
of cost, neither the tower nor education building was built.
The church has a “butterfly roof ” with extended eaves, whose
inverted gable is echoed in the small roof above the front
entrance. High walls of red brick support the roofline with
its upthrust ends, creating a dramatic effect Reverend Welch
sought for ensuring the visibility of the church amid highrise buildings. The front façade of the church is now clad in
contrasting white limestone, replacing the original marble
facing, with a center grid of glass and aluminum panels that
includes the sanctuary entrance. This glass section, whose
patterned rows of panes subtly suggest a row of crosses, is one
of Fink’s most inventive touches. Reflecting the surrounding
landscape by day, it showcases the interior of the sanctuary
when it is illuminated at night.

The 26 by 13 foot mural, which contains an estimated 300,000
tiles in as many as 1500 shades of color, was fabricated by the
Venetian Art Mosaics Studio of New York. In 1997, its design
was replicated in a large stained glass sculpture mounted above
the sanctuary entrance. The artist, Ann Byrd, also designed
the abstractly patterned stained glass windows that replaced
the sanctuary’s original clear panes in the same year.74

While long straight lines, sharp angles, and plain materials
characterize the exterior of Christ Church, its lofty interior
mingles a variety of shapes and textures. The sanctuary’s tall
red brick walls are set in undulating waves, displaying the
craftsmanship that won a 1963 Washington Builders Congress
award for the A. Myron Crowell Company’s masons.71 A series
of laminated wood trusses with incised triangular apertures,
stained dark to contrast with the light-finished plank ceiling,
support the butterfly roof. The tall column sections of these
trusses and rows of narrow windows running nearly from
floor to ceiling enhance the sanctuary’s sensation of height.
The ceiling planks, running the length of the sanctuary from
altar to entrance walls, further accentuate its volume. Taken
as a whole, the interior provides a modernist interpretation
of the traditional European Gothic style.

Christ Church, eagle pulpit.

Reverend Welch worked closely with Fink to incorporate
architectural features that make doctrinal statements. The
integration of the nave and narthex, which are divided only
by a low wall of glass panels, represents the openness of the
church to the community.The location of the baptismal font
in the narthex symbolizes the entrance to faith through the
sacrament of baptism. Reverend Welch also championed the
altar’s double pulpits, with a high pulpit decorated with a
sculpted marble eagle for reading scripture and a low pulpit
for preaching.
On the east wall of the chancel above the altar is the tile mural
“Christ Church Penetrating the World,” by Odell Prather
(1912-2001), a Philadelphia artist who contributed stained
glass and murals to a number of Fink’s churches.72 The mural’s
21

The sanctuary basement contains a fellowship hall, which
during the 1960s was sometimes used for rehearsal space by
the Arena Stage, and large kitchen.

“Christ Church Penetrating the World,” a mosaic mural by
Odell Prather (1912-2001), is mounted on the chancel wall.

Christ Church‘s administrative wing is a single story structure
on the north side of the sanctuary that fronts on I Street. It
contains a parlor room with fireplace, a discussion room, and
Sunday school classrooms, some re-purposed as office space.

The Christ Church complex also includes a parsonage located
to the church’s rear. The church and parsonage are linked
by a sunken garden with a walk-out entrance from the
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A stained glass sculpture by Ann Byrd that replicates the design of Prather’s mural hangs above the main entrance.
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Christ Church’s parsonage, which shares mechanical systems
with the church, is often considered the only detached dwelling
in the Southwest redevelopment zone.

fellowship hall in the sanctuary basement. This green space,
equipped with a large brick oven, was intended to function
as a gathering place. It softens the flat-roofed, brick parsonage,
which has a square footprint, flat planar walls, and rectangular
foundation-to-roofline grids of rectangular windows that
reinforce its rigorous right angle geometry. Reverend Welch
secured permission to build the parsonage, often described
as the only detached house erected in new Southwest, by
arguing that it was not a fully separate structure since it shared
mechanical systems with the church. He also successfully

lobbied for the street that runs beside the parsonage, which
faces Town Center Park, to be named “Wesley Place SW.”
Inset in the sanctuary wall near the garden’s southwest corner
are twin cornerstones for the Gorsuch and Lewis Memorial
Methodist Churches, commemorating the congregation’s
dual heritage.

Cornerstones for the former Gorsuch and Lewis Memorial
churches, whose congregations combined to form Christ United
Methodist Church, face the sunken garden that separates the
church building and parsonage.

Light and shadow play on the concrete vaulting trusses of St. Matthew’s Lutheran Church during a service in the 1970s.
(Courtesy Ruth Beaver)

St. Matthew’s Evangelical
Lutheran Church
222 M STREET SW
A R C H I T E C T: M I LT O N J . P R A S S A S ( 1 9 1 6 - 1 9 9 4 )
CONSTRUCTED: 1962-1963, DEMOLISHED 2008
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There was no Lutheran church in Southwest when urban
renewal began, nor did planners envision adding one.
However, Reverend John A Scherzer (1901-94), the pastor
of Southeast Washington’s St. Matthew’s Evangelical Lutheran
Church, persuaded the RLA to provide a new site for his
church.The inclusion of St. Matthew’s, the only congregation
without roots in old Southwest to be allocated a site in the
redevelopment zone, reflected both the extraordinary growth
of Lutheranism, which in the decade after World War II added
more than two million new members nationwide, and the
persistence and determination of Pastor Scherzer.
Relocation was nothing new for St. Matthew’s. The
congregation had begun in 1893-94 as a mission church
serving Northeast Washington’s burgeoning German
population, which included many bakery workers. In 1900
the congregation moved from rented space into its own
church on the 1000 block of D Street NE. By 1927 it had
outgrown these quarters and was holding services at the
Home Theater in the 1200 block of C Street NE. In 1930,
it settled into a newly constructed church at 527 Kentucky
Avenue SE, which was a replica of North Carolina’s Bethabara
Church, constructed by German speaking settlers during the
1700s.The congregation had over 400 active members at its
golden anniversary in 1943.75

St. Matthew’s included a single-story education and
administrative wing that formed three sides of an enclosed
courtyard. (Courtesy St. Matthew’s Lutheran Church)

As the racial composition of the neighborhood changed after
World War II, St. Matthew’s membership declined. By 1948,
the congregation was considering a move out of the city, and
in 1951 it purchased a tract of land in Suitland, Maryland.
However, in 1953 it donated this suburban land to establish a
new and separate congregation, which many of its members
who had moved to the area then joined. Two years later,
in 1955, St. Matthew’s congregation, “faced with potential
disintegration,” voted by a narrow majority to remain in the
Kentucky Avenue church rather than relocate.76
At this decisive moment Pastor Scherzer approached the
RLA about resettling the congregation in the new Southwest.
According to congregants, a site application filed through the
Lutheran Church and the Comity Committee of the Council
of Churches was initially rejected by the RLA, which felt
that sufficient space had already been allocated for churches.
However, Pastor Scherzer, a German emigrant who had mined
coal in Pennsylvania before joining the ministry and serving as
commissioner for Lutheran War Relief in Europe, was an able
and persistent negotiator who spent the next eighteen months
convincing the agency otherwise.77 A parallel evangelism
and outreach effort in the Kentucky Avenue neighborhood
yielded disappointing results, and in December 1957 the
congregation voted to relocate to Southwest.78 Although the
congregation had been offered the land that later became
the site of Riverside Baptist Church, it instead purchased

St. Matthew’s was the only one of Southwest’s six midcentury
modern churches to have a traditional rooftop steeple. (RLA,
Annual Report, 1961)

a 50,000 square-foot tract at 222 M Street that was about
two-thirds larger than the Town Center sites of either Christ
United Methodist or Westminster Presbyterian Church. 79
In May 1959, St. Matthew’s congregation retained Milton
J. Prassas, who had designed several local churches and
just completed a term as president of the Lutheran Lay
Fellowship of Metropolitan Washington.80 The congregation
enthusiastically accepted his proposed design for the new
26

Prassas’s original design had included a soaring shingled roof
supported by trusses made of wood. However, late in the
planning process fire safety concerns required that concrete
be substituted. Congregants recall precast concrete trusses
and roof slabs arriving by truck near Christmas 1962, causing
traffic jams and street closings as they were slowly hoisted
into place. Finally, on May 12, 1963, the congregation held its
first service in the uncompleted Fellowship Hall. Six months
later it began worship in the sanctuary, more than six years
after the RLA had accepted its site application.84

St. Matthew’s sanctuary and fellowship hall were entered
through a plaza delineated by metal arches with upthrust points.
(Courtesy St. Matthew’s Lutheran Church)

church and sold its Kentucky Avenue property in March
1961. After a final service at the old church on April 30,
1962, the congregation removed its organ, bell, cornerstone,
several memorial stained glass windows, baptismal font, and
communion vessels for reinstallation in its new church, and
began worshipping at the Metropolitan Police Boys Club at
Sixth and I Streets SW.81

St. Matthew’s dramatic roofline and huge, colorful art glass
windows made it a symbolic boundary marker for the new
Southwest and it became one of city’s iconic modernist
buildings. The Washington Post reported that it attracted
“national notice as a fine example of modern architecture.”85
The church was once visited by an airline pilot who had
wondered what the building could be after noticing its roof
while landing at National Airport. However, by the turn of the
twenty-first century, services had moved from the sanctuary

Construction bought tribulations. Difficulties became evident
shortly after ground was broken for the new St. Matthew’s
on May 20, 1962, one week after Christ Church.82 According
to a lawsuit the congregation filed against the RLA in 1965,
fill on the site was studded with “automobile tires, mattress
springs, shoes, cardboard” and other debris. More seriously,
huge concrete blocks from a junkyard that had once occupied
the land forced a redesign of the building’s foundations.83
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to the Fellowship Hall because of chronic water leakage from
the roof and windows. The church was demolished in 2008
and the congregation has worshipped with another Lutheran
congregation while plans are prepared for a new sanctuary,
scheduled to open in 2017.86

The tinted glass panes in the window above St. Matthew’s
entrance outlined a cross. (Courtesy Ruth Beaver)

Prassas (1908-87).87 In 1953, the RLA awarded the contract
to redevelop Southwest’s Area B to a military contractor, the
Bush Construction Company of Norfolk, Virginia, which
hired Prassas to plan and design the vast project.

THE ARCHITECT

For two years, Prassas’s plan remained the blueprint for Area B,
just as the Zeckendorf Plan would become for Area C. In May
1955, however, the Bush Company was forced to relinquish
its RLA contract after being temporarily ruled ineligible for
FHA-insured mortgages.88 Area B’s new developers, Stevens
and Scheuer, then hired the firm of Nicholas Satterlee and
Chloethiel Woodard Smith to plan its development. Although
Prassas’s plan influenced Satterlee and Smith, in the end St.
Matthew’s was the only building in the new Southwest that
Prassas would design.

When he was hired to design St. Matthew’s, Milton J. Prassas
was already a veteran of Southwest’s redevelopment’s planning
battles. A Pittsburgh native, 1936 civil engineering graduate of
Purdue, and student at the Chicago Institute of Architectural
Design, Prassas had spent five years as a designer with the blueribbon Chicago architecture firm of Holabird & Root. As a
naval officer, he had supervised air base construction during
World War II and after the war founded an architectureand-engineering firm in Washington with his wife Viola

28

THE CHURCH

of which contained a large, colorful window. To some, the
arrangement of the baptismal font, altar, and light falling from
high windows was architectural symbolism for the passage in
Romans 6:3 that traces the arc of earthly life from baptism
to death and the reaching to the light through Christ. The
sanctuary’s rough, lightly tinted brick walls, smooth raw
concrete trusses, and dark-finished wooden pews provided
richly patterned contrasts.

Much of Prassas’s work in the 1960s and 1970s represented
“mainstream modernism” within the bounds of wide
commercial acceptability. However, several of his church
designs, including St. Matthew’s and the award-winning
Pilgrim Lutheran Church in Bethesda, Maryland (1957)
were dramatic and adventurous. Lutheran congregations
often favored such cutting edge architecture. In 1964,
architectural historians Albert Christ-Janes and Mary Mix
Foley wrote,“Lutheran Congregations have led the way in the
contemporary approach to religious design, often electrifying
conservative communities with their modern churches.”89

Colorful “distressed glass” windows designed by Viola Prassas
were the sanctuary’s only source of natural light. The nine
triangular gable windows on its M Street façade were abstract
representations of biblical miracles, while those on its south
façade presented the parables of Jesus. Each window combined
a pattern of clear and tinted glass with three panes depicting
images associated with a miracle or parable, such as an oil
lamp evoking the parable of the wise and foolish bridesmaids.
The large window in the entrance-end gable presented the
outline of a cross in tinted panes.The four small gables at the
base of the steeple were each filled by an assortment of tinted
panes illuminated from within. Some years after the church
opened, congregants discovered that many of these panes had
been shot out. They replaced the missing glass with plastic.

St. Matthew’s incorporated two main elements: a sanctuary
with soaring gables that faced M Street and a U-shaped
flat-roofed wing to its rear. They enclosed a square central
courtyard landscaped with trees and flowers that contained
the cornerstone of the Kentucky Avenue church. St Matthew’s
often reminded observers of Walter Netsch’s renowned Cadet
Chapel at the United States Air Force Academy (1958), a
resemblance more evocative than actual. Netsch’s concrete
chapel was constructed as a series of repeating bays whose
complex geometric shape was formed by the reverse-angled
lower walls and a triangular upper section. In contrast, St.
Matthew’s sanctuary was rectangular, with perpendicular brick
walls and a roof organized into a series of steep, intersecting
triangular gables, said to represent “folded hands reaching
into the sky.”90 A tall spire topped by a cross which rose near
its east end was the only traditional rooftop steeple among
Southwest’s modernist churches.

St. Matthew’s largest and most colorful window was in the east
gable above the altar, where it was brilliantly illuminated by the
morning sun. Executed in mosaic glass by the Russell Church
Studios of Winston-Salem, North Carolina, this memorial
window depicted the Lord’s Prayer in abstract terms. In Viola
Prassas’s design, radians linked a central panel containing
symbols for God and Christ to panes depicting such images
as a hand holding a loaf, symbolizing the prayerful request to
“Give us this day our daily bread,” an orb surmounted by a
cross, symbolizing the injunction “Thy will be done,” and a
lightning bolt, symbolizing the plea to “Deliver us from evil.”92

The U-shaped wing which adjoined the sanctuary’s south
side included the Fellowship Hall, an informal “fireplace
room” decorated with the stained glass windows moved from
the Kentucky Avenue church, Sunday School classrooms, a
kitchen, and offices, as well as space for mechanical systems.91
At the church’s northwest corner, a line of arrowhead arches
supported by metal pillars demarcated an entrance plaza,
which was connected to the rear parking area by a covered
walkway with similar arches.
Pastor Scherzer is remembered as a longtime advocate for
housing for the elderly and disabled, and St. Matthew’s
sanctuary fused accessibility and inclusivity with modernist
adaptations of traditional sacred architectural forms. Except
for the recessed baptismal font, the sanctuary floor was level
with the entry, with the altar a free-standing, movable table on
a platform elevated by just two steps. A choir balcony at the
entrance end of the building was equipped with an amplified
electronic organ. Concrete trusses, which suggested Gothic
strength and massing, framed the triangular roof gables, each
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The “East Window” above St. Matthew’s altar was designed by Viola Prassas as a memorial to the congregation’s departed members. It
symbolized the Lord’s Prayer. (Courtesy St. Matthew’s Lutheran Church)
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Friendship Baptist Church
9 0 0 D E L AWA R E AV E N U E S W
A R C H I T E C T S : VA U G H N , F E R G U S O N A N D W O O D S O N
CONSTRUCTED 1964-1965

Friendship Baptist Church’s tall bell tower became a landmark of the new Southwest.
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Whiting, which spanned the redevelopment era, Friendship
Baptist’s congregation grew twelve-fold. Reverend Whiting
(1889-1980) spent his childhood just a few blocks from the
church in Willow Tree Alley, a place often cited as a prime
example of the squalid and impoverished living conditions
that oppressed Southwest’s poor. After delivering mail for a
decade, he was ordained in 1919 and founded the Corinthian
Baptist Church in a storefront near Fourth and K Streets NW.
He accepted a call to Friendship Baptist Church in 1927 and
became a leading figure in Baptist denominational life as well
as in the Southwest community.94
Early urban renewal plans slated Friendship Baptist’s site
for redevelopment. Reverend Whiting contended that
the juxtaposition of the church, the nearby school, and
neighboring community health center should be viewed
more holistically. Friendship, he argued,“is one corner of the
triangle that serves the people of Southwest. Randall Junior
High School and the Southwest Health Center make up
the other two corners, one serves the mind, one serves the
body, and we serve the soul.”95 In 1955, the RLA exempted
the church from the redevelopment zone, ostensibly because
it had just constructed an educational annex. Addressing
Friendship’s congregation, John R. Searles, Jr., the executive
director of the RLA, expressed hope that its church would
“stand as a beacon between the old and the new in southwest
Washington.”96

The church’s original sanctuary at 734 First Street was sold by
the congregation in 1974 (above). The building is now used as an
art and performance space by a nonprofit group (below).

Under Reverend Whiting’s leadership, Friendship Baptist
continued to thrive and expand despite the demolition and
redevelopment of much of the surrounding neighborhood.
By 1960, the congregation had been allocated a site at 900
Delaware Avenue SW, which it purchased between 1962 and
1964.97 On June 6, 1964, it broke ground for a new church
designed by the firm of Vaughn, Ferguson and Woodson.98 The
new church, Southwest’s largest, was dedicated on September
26, 1965, the congregation’s ninetieth anniversary and the
thirtieth anniversary of Reverend Whiting’s pastorate.99
The congregation sold its original church to another
congregation in 1974, but when the structure was listed
on the DC Inventory of Historic Sites in 2004, it had been
vacant for several years. More recently, it has been repurposed
as a community performance and arts space.

Friendship Baptist Church is the modernist house of worship
of a congregation whose roots were established in nineteenth
century Southwest. It was founded in 1875 as the Virginia
Avenue Baptist Church by fifty-four former members of
the First Baptist Church of South Washington, an AfricanAmerican congregation in the 700 block of Sixth Street.
In 1886 the new congregation built a renaissance-revival
style brick church at 734 First Street, probably designed by
builder James A. Boyce. In 1905, the congregation renamed
itself Friendship Baptist Church.93

THE ARCHITECTS
Vaughn, Ferguson and Woodson, the firm which designed the
current Friendship Baptist Church, was a partnership between
two of Washington’s senior African-American architects and
a distinguished African-American engineer. Architect Roscoe
Ingersoll Vaughn (1884-1971) was the central link in the
triad. In 1918, he founded a private practice, intermittently

During the fifty-year pastorate of Reverend Benjamin S.
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neighborhood during the 1920s and 30s, as well as an official
in many Northeast Washington civic groups. Modernist
high-rise Woodson High School, erected in 1972 and now
demolished, was named for him.

Reached by seemingly weightless staircases, Friendship Baptist’s
main entrance is in a bay beneath an octagonal rose window.

partnering with architectural engineer Howard Dilworth
Woodson, architect George Alonso Ferguson, or both through
the 1930s. After World War II, the trio united in a partnership
that endured for the remainder of their careers.100

In the partnership Woodson typically managed the engineering
and Vaughn the specifications, while Ferguson acted as senior
designer.104 Each partner had individual building designs to
his credit.Together or individually, they were responsible for
a number of churches, including the First Baptist Church
of Deanwood, the Vermont Avenue Baptist Church, and the
Metropolitan Baptist Church. The 1952 education wing of
the original Friendship Baptist sanctuary has been credited
to both Vaughn and Woodson. Although the design of the
current Friendship Baptist Church is credited to the firm, by
1964 Woodson was deceased and Vaughn was in his eighties.
It thus seems likely that Ferguson was the only founding
partner to have played a major role in the project.

Both Vaughn and Ferguson had close ties with the District’s
Armstrong Technical High School. One month after
graduation in 1904,Vaughn had returned to his alma mater as
a teacher of drafting, continuing an association with Armstrong
that lasted for fifty years.101 George Alonso Ferguson (18951979) was an Armstrong graduate who became the first
African-American graduate of the University of Illinois
School of Architecture. Like Vaughn he taught drafting at
Armstrong, with time away to serve in two world wars, while
maintaining his architectural career.102

THE CHURCH

H.D. Woodson (1877-1962) was trained as a civil engineer.
Among the first African-Americans to graduate from the
University of Pittsburgh, he worked as a draftsman for a
number of major industrial corporations and was hired by
the firm of the renowned architect Daniel Burnham to help
design the roof of Union Station. He came to Washington in
1907 and soon began an engineering career with the Office of
the Supervising Architect of the Treasury that lasted more than
thirty-five years.103 An entrepreneur and activist, Woodson
was a founder of Suburban Gardens, an amusement park for
African-American patrons that operated in the Deanwood

Standing at the intersection of I Street and Delaware Avenue,
about a block from the congregation’s original sanctuary,
Friendship Baptist Church has seating for 1500 worshippers.
Set on a large lot surrounded by lawn and trees, it is a tall redbrick building whose gable roof has overhanging eaves. Its side
walls, the west of which faces Delaware Avenue, are divided
by brick pilasters into a repeating series of asymmetrical bays.
On their first level, these bays contain either single windows
or, at either end of the façade, doorways. The upper level of
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most bays contains two tall columns of stacked tinted glass
windows separated by an extruded brick screen. The roofto-ground pilasters and narrow incised window columns add
to the building’s sensation of height.
Although bell towers were included in the design of several
of Southwest’s modernist churches, only Friendship Baptist’s
was ever built. Situated at the northwest corner of the church,
this massive octagonal brick tower visually commands the
intersection of two major local streets. Its flat roof is topped
by a tall, slender aluminum spire surmounted by a stylized
crown. Each of its vertices has two staggered rows of tiers of
clear and brightly colored glass panes, which help illuminate
a chapel and classroom within.
The bell tower is not a classical freestanding campanile because
it is connected to the church’s front façade by an extruded
concrete bay with entry foyer above and assembly space
below. These rooms, stacked one upon the other, have rows
of floor-to-ceiling windows separated by paired pilasters and
vertically divided by concrete spandrels.The formal entrances
to the church, which faces I Street, are on either side of the
upper story of this bay. Each is approached by a concrete
staircase whose upper flight attaches to a cantilevered platform
and appears to hang weightless in space. On the front façade
above the entrance bay and below the roof gable is a stylized
modernist version of a stained glass rose window, whose
octagonal shape mirrors that of the bell tower.

Friendship Baptist’s bell tower is topped by a spire encircled by
a stylized crown.

Westminster Presbyterian Church originally faced Christ United Methodist Church across a park-like plaza. Today the churches are
separated by the reconstructed 900 block of Fourth Street.

Westminster
Presbyterian Church
400 I STREET SW
A R C H I T E C T: H A R O L D E . WA G O N E R ( 1 9 0 5 - 1 9 8 6 )
CONSTRUCTED: 1964-1965
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Westminster Presbyterian Church is one of the longestablished Southwest congregations that urban renewal
forced not just to rebuild, but to re-establish itself. Founded
in 1853, Westminster’s congregation worshipped in a stone
Gothic-style church at 434 Seventh Street SW that had
replaced its original sanctuary in 1899.105 This neighborhood
had been slated for redevelopment as an office district since
the early days of Southwest urban renewal, and the RLA
allocated the congregation a site at Town Center in 1958.106
Land acquisition and demolition proceeded especially slowly
in the office district, and for seven years the congregation
continued to occupy the Seventh Street church. By 1964, it
was the last building standing in the block and membership
had fallen to as few as sixty congregants, of whom nearly
two-thirds were former Southwest residents who arrived
every Sunday from the suburbs.107
In April 1964, ground was broken for a new Westminster
church on the west Town Center site, which the congregation
had purchased in 1963. The new sanctuary was dedicated
on October 31, 1965, just as preparations began for the
construction of the HUD Building immediately across
Seventh Street from the old church’s location. Soon after
the move, Westminster began to rebuild its congregation
through an expansive outreach program to the new Southwest
community. It became home to an experimental ministry
sponsored by the United Presbyterian church that was directed
toward apartment dwellers.108

THE ARCHITECT
Harold Wagoner was a prolific ecclesiastical architect whose
career intersected with that of A. Hensel Fink, designer
of Christ Church. A Pittsburgh native, Wagoner, like Fink,
graduated from the Carnegie Institute of Technology in
1926. Like Fink, he settled in Philadelphia after graduation,
worked with the Methodist Bureau of Architecture, and
taught at Drexel University. During the 1930s, Wagoner
worked with a variety of architects including Bruce Wenner,
who later became Fink’s partner. Wagoner served as chief
of the Army’s Philadelphia Camouflage Unit during World
War II, and in 1948 he founded Wagoner and Associates, one
of the few firms specializing in church architecture.109 Like
Fink, Wagoner was a long-standing official of the Church
Architecture Guild of America, which gave his firm numerous
awards during the 1960s.110

Westminster Presbyterian’s new church was constructed in 196465. (Courtesy Westminster Presbyterian Church)

and the Department of Building and Architecture of the
National Council of Churches. His firm received commissions
from Methodist, Baptist, Lutheran, independent Protestant,
and Presbyterian congregations, while also working on interdenominational projects that included the interior of the
Cadet Chapel at the Air Force Academy.111
In 1958, when more than one hundred buildings designed
by his firm were under construction,Wagoner told a Church
Architectural Guild Conference, “It is not what a structure
is but what we think it is that matters.”112 He believed his
greatest strength as an architect was to express his clients’

Wagoner and Associates had an ecumenical practice that
represented a broad spectrum of Protestant denominations.
In addition to his work with the Methodist Bureau of
Architecture,Wagoner, a Presbyterian, was also an official of
both the Lutheran Society for Worship, Music, and the Arts
36

Westminster Presbyterian’s curved façade reflects its architect’s
observation that “straight lines are not in nature.”

prominent works, the Deco-accented, neo-Gothic National
Presbyterian Church on Nebraska Avenue NW.

vision rather than imposing his own sense of style. In a widely
quoted assessment of Wagoner’s work, fellow architect Vincent
Kling emphasized Wagoner’s versatility:

THE CHURCH
Wagoner once observed that “straight lines are not in nature,”
and later added that the modern era “might be termed the
plastic age – or the sculptural age.”115 It was a philosophy
captured in the curving façade and asymmetrical form of
Westminster Presbyterian Church.

No two buildings are alike which, in my opinion,
is a great asset. He [Wagoner] has always been
able to select the architectural mood which
is most suited to the environment of the
community in which he works. When the site
and the sponsorship suggested a very dramatic
building, Mr. Wagoner has risen to the occasion
and produced good architecture. On the other
hand, when the established community and
its sponsorship suggested a modest building in
character with the neighborhood, Mr. Wagoner
again was sensitive to the situation and produced
good architecture.113

To many observers, the church’s signature visual element
is the screen of vertical smooth white concrete louvers
bearing an elegantly plain cross that rises in front of its
front entrance. Between this lattice, which is attached to the
façade by horizontal concrete beams, and the entrance was
a garden and a now-demolished wall that once formed an
enclosed entryway.
The shape of the church’s asymmetrical main block could
perhaps be called a stylized backwards letter “J” with a curved
stem. Its front façade of roughly textured white concrete
block faces Christ Church across what was once a plaza
and is now the 900 block of Fourth Street. The façade has
asymmetrically placed window apertures filled with clear
glass panes in aluminum grids near either end of the building.
The aperture at its northern end, which is screened by the
concrete lattice, incorporates the front entrance. Between the

Although Wagoner designed numerous Gothic and Colonial
Revival churches, some of his most admired works were
modernist, including St. Paul’s Evangelical Lutheran Church of
Savannah (1957), which has been called “one of the truly great
churches of the south.” 114 His earliest church in Washington
was the Gothic-style First Baptist Church (1955) at Sixteenth
and O Streets NW, followed in 1966 by one of his most
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enclosed vestibule, the narthex is essentially an oval section
at the rear of the nave. Its west wall is bathed in light falling
from the rear façade’s ribbon windows, which are placed
above ceiling height in a light well. During a twenty-first
century remodeling, the concrete sanctuary floor was tiled
and chairs substituted for the original wooden pews, some
of which have been relocated to the sides of the sanctuary
for additional seating. Small stained glass windows were
also hung, one above the entrance and another among the
ribbon windows, although the other glass in the sanctuary
remains clear. The altar wall bears a plain polished wood
cross and row of four wall-mounted candles in black metal
holders above the altar table. Although the original large
semi-circular wooden pulpit, which was bolted to the rear
chancel wall, has been removed, two of its carved wooden
panels have been repurposed as the sides of the sanctuary’s
media cabinet. Beside the current lectern-style pulpit is a
vividly colored art glass luminaire which evokes a column
of fire. The sanctuary, which has excellent acoustics, is used
for the weekly blues and jazz events which are noted features
of the church’s outreach ministry.

Harold Wagoner’s original design for Westminster Presbyterian
included a campanile and education wing enclosing a sunken
garden. Much of the framework around the original entrance
shown in the model was demolished in the early 2000s.
(Courtesy Westminster Presbyterian Church)

window apertures, the façade curves in a smoothly radiated arc.
The truncated bar and tail of the reversed J-shape are
asymmetrical wings which reach back toward Sixth Street.
The land to the rear has been graded to expose the basement
level, which contains offices, Sunday school classrooms, and
a fellowship hall that incorporates a large kitchen. The rear
façade, which follows an incompletely radial curve, is split
into five bays, the center three of which are topped with a
ribbon of rectangular windows that provide indirect lighting
for the sanctuary.

In Wagoner’s original model, a tall campanile stood to the
church’s southeast and one-story rear wings connecting to
its rear at obtuse angles enclosed a sunken rear courtyard.
As with Fink’s full design for Christ Church, which also
was larger and grander than the congregation could afford,
neither the tower nor the wings, which would have contained
educational space, were ever built.

The interior walls of Westminster’s sanctuary trace the curves
of its façade.Although the sanctuary is entered through a glass-

Chancel, with altar table and luminaire.

38

St. Augustine’s Episcopal
Church
600 M STREET SW
A R C H I T E C T: A L E X A N D E R S . C O C H R A N
CONSTRUCTED: 1965-1966, DEMOLISHED 2014
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has commented that using communion bread from the
restaurant and wine from the bar reinforced the association
between the Eucharist and food, and baptisms were no less
joyful when conducted with water in a large kitchen bowl.
The unusual worship space made national news, and an

Viewed from Sixth Street, St. Augustine’s roofline suggested a
billowing wave.

The establishment of St. Augustine’s is often attributed to the
results of a survey conducted in 1963 by Parish Visitor James
L. Hudson which determined that over 10% of Southwest’s
new residents were Episcopalians.116 However, planning for
a new Episcopal church far predated Hudson’s study. The
RLA had promised a building site to the Episcopal Diocese
of Washington in 1958, and the diocese agreed by July 1960
to purchase the plot at the southwest corner of Sixth Street
and Maine Avenue.117

Reverend Alfred Shands preparing communion in “St.
Augustine’s Chapel,” the dining room of Hogate’s Restaurant, in
the early 1960s. (Courtesy St. Augustine’s Episcopal Church)

At approximately the time the church site was selected,
Reverend Alfred R. Shands III, who had been living in New
York City, accepted an assignment from the Washington
Diocese to establish a new parish in Southwest. Reverend
Shands had a strong interest in contemporary forms of
worship, including “house churches,” which brought intimate,
participatory services to the homes of worshippers, and he
had recently authored a book on the liturgical movement.118
Settling at Capitol Park, the first apartment building
completed in the new Southwest, he began a “house church,”
worshipping with fellow residents in their apartments.119
Soon they required quarters larger than an apartment living
room. Reverend Shands had developed a friendship with
Joseph Rulon, the owner of Hogate’s Seafood Restaurant, a
popular establishment on the Southwest waterfront. Rulon
offered use of his dining room, and in April 1961, Reverend
Shands accepted. Worshipping in the dining room, called
“St. Augustine’s Chapel” by the congregation, affirmed the
distinction between the church as a physical structure and as
a community with shared spiritual values. Reverend Shands
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arrangement that was planned to last six months continued
for nearly five years.120

Nearly 50 years later, the congregation once more set out
to prove that its spirit and spirituality were independent of
its building. After a final service on June 8, 2014, the 1963
church was demolished to make way for a mixed-use building
that will incorporate a new St. Augustine’s sanctuary on an
upper floor with an inspiring river view.

The new congregation included members from Grace
Episcopal Church, a white congregation formerly located
at Ninth and D Streets, and St. Monica’s Chapel, a venerable
African-American church that had moved to Thirteenth
Street and Massachusetts Avenue SE after the demolition of
its sanctuary at the corner of L and South Capitol Streets.
Congregants made house calls in both apartment complexes
and public housing to recruit new members. Reverend
Shands’s activism extended to civic affairs. He co-founded
the Southwest Neighborhood Assembly (SWNA) with his
Capitol Park neighbor Neal Peirce.121 The congregation
continued “house church” meetings during the week,
continually reaffirming its commitment to participatory and
inclusive services that focused on the spiritual experience of
worshippers. It also extended its outreach with daily summer
“play parades” for children in nearby housing projects.William
D. Slayton, the Kennedy administration’s chief urban renewal
administrator, commended Reverend Shands for “fashioning
his church and the community while the community is
being rebuilt.”122

THE ARCHITECT
Architect Alexander S. Cochran (1917-89) had an august
background. Shortly after graduating from the Harvard
University Graduate School of Design in 1939, Cochran met
Frank Lloyd Wright at a party and asked whether he should
practice in his hometown of Baltimore. Although nearly a
decade would pass, Cochran eventually followed Wright’s
advice to “Go to that benighted city, young man!”125 For
nearly thirty years, he was principal partner in the firms of
Alexander Cochran & Associates and Cochran, Stephenson &
Wing; and Cochran, Stephenson & Donkervoet Inc., which,
under the name CSD, remained active until 2009. Cochran
was an uncompromising modernist, who reportedly told
“prospective clients that he simply wouldn’t do a building
unless it was modern.”126 His self-designed home, which
incorporated an open floor plan, flat roof, thirty-five foot
long skylight, untreated cypress walls, and floor-to-ceiling
windows, won an AIA Award of Merit in 1951.127 Active in
downtown Baltimore’s redevelopment program, Cochran
designed the noteworthy Bauhaus-influenced Freedom
Apartments and Shopping Center (1951) for the Rouse
Company and the Le Corbusier-influenced Flag House
Courts public housing complex (1952), as well as Baltimore’s
award-winning modernist Church of Our Savior (1959). He
remains most famous for the ultra-modernist residences he
designed in Baltimore and its suburbs for clients who included
developer James Rouse.

Like congregations around the country, St. Augustine’s raised
building funds by hosting chicken suppers, often held at
Capitol Park’s outdoor pavilion. By late 1963, the congregation
had raised some $93,000, and the diocese completed purchase
of the plot at Sixth and M Streets.
The diocese had chosen Baltimore architect Alexander S.
Cochran to design the new church even before its site was
formally selected. Cochran came from a wealthy family and
was active in denominational affairs, and it is thought that
he may have discounted his fee to ensure the construction
of St. Augustine’s. His architectural principles were strongly
modernist. One preliminary design he submitted was recalled
as a “pillbox” by a member of the congregation’s building
committee. At one point, the committee found itself at such
loggerheads with Cochran that it considered commissioning a
new design by a congregant who was an architect. However,
the committee, congregation, and architect persevered and
found common ground. Construction began in March 1965,
the church cornerstone was laid on September 18th, and
Washington Bishop William F. Creighton participated in a
consecration ceremony on Palm Sunday, April 3, 1966.123

THE CHURCH
St. Augustine’s website reports that the building’s form was
felt to suggest an ark.128 The structure was a simple rectangle
of white cut-stone walls beneath a billowing copper roof,
which swept like an ocean swell from a high gable above
the altar at the church’s rear to a low gable above its front
entrance. The roof accentuated what a booklet called the
building’s “two architectural foci” – the altar beneath its
highest gable and the baptistery beneath its low one. 129 The
structure stood unencumbered by service wings. Instead,
its classrooms, meeting room, kitchen, and other utilitarian
spaces were contained in the basement.

Even after construction, St. Augustine’s kept its tradition of
outreach. During the 1960s, it hosted an innovative youth
coffeehouse called “No Exit,” which featured rock and folk
music.124 For many years, it shared its space with Temple
Micah’s Jewish congregation and displayed a menorah above
its front entrance as a sign of welcome and inclusivity.

A band of clerestory windows wrapped around the walls
following the sweep of the eaves. Rather than conventional
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stained glass, these windows were constructed with tinted panes
intended to cast a wash of warm light on the white interior
walls. In a modernist reinterpretation of the conventional
steeple, an austere tall aluminum cross stood mounted above a
skylight immediately behind the roof ’s upsweep to the front
gable. Set back from the street and covering a relatively small
portion of the lot, the church was surrounded by lawn, large
trees and a garden tended by parishioners.
The location of the baptistery just inside the entrance
symbolized the union of “the inner life of fellowship with
the Christian’s wider life in the World.” Its carved stone
baptismal font, which was thought to date to eleventh century
Europe, had been rescued by Reverend Shands from a New
York City garden where it was serving as a planter.130 It was
placed directly below the skylight, which provided a dramatic
view of the soaring aluminum crucifix from beneath.
Besides containing the baptismal font, the entrance area
provided egress to the sanctuary, and connected it with the
church offices. It was used as a social space for after-service
gatherings and generally called the meeting or coffee area
rather than the more traditional “narthex.”When congregants
viewed a model of Cochran’s design in 1963, the most
common complaint was that a wall of glass panels and
wooden doors separated the baptistery from the sanctuary.
Cochran argued that the wide doorway would allow a sense
of integrated space and free-flow when the doors were fully
opened. The dialogue between congregation and architect
captured the ongoing effort to retain the spirit of the house
church in a formal building.

St. Augustine’s “architectural foci” were the baptistery (above)
and the altar (below). (Courtesy St. Augustine’s Episcopal
Church)

The sanctuary, which also sought to capture the house church’s
intimacy and sense of community, realized many of the
precepts of the liturgical movement. Its free-standing altar
was placed on a low platform in front of the celebrant’s chair
and a large free-standing cross. The platform, which did not
include a pulpit or front rail, extruded from the wall and
was surrounded by the congregation on three sides, allowing
its members to view one another during worship. Seating
consisted of wooden chairs that could be moved about the
sanctuary floor. Shortly after the church was consecrated,
a large tapestry woven by Barbara Peirce, a member of the
congregation, was hung on the altar wall, which was paneled
with battens of finished wood that extended from the floor
to the sills of the clerestory windows.
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Riverside Baptist Church
680 I STREET SW
A R C H I T E C T: WA R D - H A L L A S S O C I AT E S
CONSTRUCTED: 1967-1968
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increased to 400 members, built a larger brick church in
1878.133 Although noise from the Baltimore and Potomac
Railroad’s roundhouse frequently disrupted services, the
congregation continued to grow.134 In 1902, it erected one
of Southwest’s largest and most architecturally distinguished
houses of worship at 609 E Street. Designed by William J.
Palmer, an architect who also directed the Fifth Baptist choir,
and built by local contractor Victor Montgomery, the new
grey brick and Indiana limestone church had four turrets,
the tallest of which commanded the intersection of E and
Sixth Streets.135 The congregation added Darlington Hall in
1925, an education building named for the congregant who
had represented the church in its twenty years of litigation
against the noisy railroad.136 By 1932, the congregation had
more than 1,400 members, and its church had become a
center for community activities.137

Church members assembled on the steps of the Fifth Baptist
Church at 607 E Street SW in the early 1900s. (Courtesy
Riverside Baptist Church)

Riverside Baptist Church’s original sanctuary almost joined St.
Dominic’s Roman Catholic and Friendship Baptist churches
as survivors of urban renewal.The congregation’s roots reach
to antebellum Southwest, when the Washington City Canal
and James Creek still demarcated much of the quadrant from
the rest of the city.131 Its history began in July 1856, when
Southwest’s Baptists became discontented with their long
journeys to church and met at aptly named Island Hall to
organize a local Sabbath School.The group formed the Fifth
Baptist Church in July 1857.132
During the next fifty years, the rapidly growing congregation,
which for years was popularly called “Island Baptist Church,”
occupied four different buildings. In 1868, it left Island Hall
for the former Shiloh Baptist Church building in the 400
block of D Street SW. Here the congregation, which had

Despite some uncertainty, redevelopment plans called for
Fifth Baptist Church to be retained. On the eve of the
congregation’s centennial celebration in spring 1957, the
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RLA formally notified the church trustees that Fifth Baptist
would be exempted from urban renewal, as would St.
Dominic’s on the opposite side of E Street.138 However, in
1959, the trustees learned from news reports that the RLA
had approved the construction of a truck terminal nearby.139
Having endured years of disruption from the railroad, the
trustees and congregants objected to having a noisy new
neighbor. The RLA held firm, likely because it had come
to believe that retaining the church building would make a
large surrounding parcel unsuitable for office development.140

The old church was finally demolished shortly before the
congregation changed its name to Riverside Baptist Church
and dedicated its new sanctuary in June 1968.144

THE ARCHITECTS
Riverside Baptist Church was designed by Ward-Hall
Associates, a large planning, architectural, and engineering
firm based in Fairfax, Virginia. It was founded in 1964 by
two graduates of Virginia Polytechnic Institute School of
Architecture, George Truman Ward and Charles E. Hall, Jr.145
Ward had previously been a partner in the firm of Vosbeek &
Ward, which designed the Georgia Avenue Baptist Church
(1957), listed in the Maryland Register of Historic Places.

The pace of redevelopment remained slow, and the Fifth
Baptist congregation did not sell its building to the RLA
until October 1963.141 More than another year elapsed before
the RLA began to clear the site that the church had agreed
to purchase at Seventh Street and Maine Avenue.142 The
congregation continued to worship in the Sixth Street church,
where it celebrated its 109th anniversary in June 1966.143

Ward-Hall Associates has designed and built projects worldwide,
including planned communities, major commercial complexes,
churches, hospitals, schools and governmental office buildings
in the Washington metropolitan area. In 1989, it partnered
with Arquitectonica on the Center for Innovative Technology,
a towering inverted pyramid sheathed in mirror glass, which

Riverside Baptist’s main entrance faces the church parking lot
on I Street.
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pitched gable roof that sweeps downward from ridgeline to
ground level. Some observers find biblical references in this
form, which historian Mark Torgerson has suggested resembles
the early tent tabernacles of the “people of God sojourning
in the wilderness between Canaan and Egypt…a place where
at times the spirit of God could linger in the midst of the
people.” Torgerson suggested that tent churches became
popular because “the scale and volume of the design did not
overwhelm worshippers; it appeared to be more inviting by
virtue of its more modest expression.”147
Riverside Baptist may have been inspired by the most famous
“tent church,” the chapel that Eero Saarinen incorporated
in his design for the Concordia Lutheran Seminary in Fort
Wayne, Indiana. Constructed some ten years before Riverside,
Concordia Chapel is a true structural triangle, whose tent
roof essentially formed its walls and whose concrete trusses
met the earth outside the building. Riverside Baptist differs
in that its first story has dressed-stone outer walls that stand
perpendicular to the earth.Above its first story, the sanctuary is
covered by a tent-style roof supported by a system of wooden
trusses set within their stone walls.
A shed roof that protrudes beyond the stone walls wraps
Riverside Baptist’s sanctuary on three sides.Along its northeast
wall, facing the parking lot, the sanctuary is spanned by a shedroofed narthex, which attaches to hipped-roofed single story
wings at its east and west ends. An open-air walkway lined
with shrubbery stretches between the wings to the church’s
main entrance.The area beneath the doorway’s overhanging
eaves has been enclosed by the addition of glass doors. Beyond
Chancel, with baptistery, choir area, and organ pipes.
Altar table and pulpit.

critic Benjamin Forgey has called “an astounding exclamation
point” in the Dulles Airport skyline.146

THE CHURCH
Among Southwest’s modernist churches, Riverside Baptist’s
site plan most clearly echoes the automotive orientation of
many suburban houses of worship built in the 1950s and
1960s. The building occupies somewhat less than half of its
attractively landscaped plot, which is surrounded by streets on
three sides.While the building occupies a prominent position
facing Maine Avenue, it is set back from this arterial street by
a wide lawn, and a grassy berm separates its west wall from
multi-lane Seventh Street. The church is entered from the
rear, as its sanctuary doors face a large parking lot accessible
only from I Street, a less busy side street.
Riverside Baptist is a modified version of a “tent church,” a
triangular building form whose defining feature is a steeply
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this entry is the narthex, which functions as a gathering space
with a fireplace and display of wall plaques, furniture, and
other artifacts from the Fifth Baptist Church building. The
narthex connects to the east wing, which houses meeting
and classrooms, while offices occupy the west wing, which
has a secondary entrance from Seventh Street. These wings
are illuminated by a narrow ribbon of clerestory windows on
their outer sides and a row of large glass single pane windows
facing the inner walkway to the main entrance.
Riverside Baptist’s sanctuary is a high open space with a
planked ceiling, whose dark finish complements the tones
of the sanctuary’s wooden paneling and trusses and contrasts
with the white plaster finishes of the lower side and upper
entrance end gable walls. An organ loft is attached to the
chancel wall, which is paneled with richly finished wood to
its full height. The chancel area has a central pulpit, behind
an altar table bearing a gold cross. Behind the pulpit is a
choir area, as well as the elevated full immersion baptistery,
which is reached by hidden flights of steps on either side. A
large gold cross on the chancel wall overlooks the baptistery.
The only natural light in the sanctuary enters through stained
glass windows, the largest of which are placed near the peak
of the sanctuary’s gable-end walls. These triangular mosaic
windows have matching images of a radiant sun, surrounded
by flecks of blue sky and golden sunlight. Five tall narrow
stained glass windows line each of the sanctuary’s east and
west walls. Each window features a central image of a biblical
symbol such as a dove, Bible, or lamp surrounded by an
abstract pattern of vividly colored panes of varying shapes.

Riverside Baptist’s sanctuary’s only source of natural light is its
stained glass windows.
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