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| n The Begi nni ng
he earliest stirrings of our church came in October 1869, Contents Page
I when a small group of local people organized the first Uni-  7p¢ History 3
tarian movement in northern New Jersey, calling it The Lib- Nuggets of Interest 3
eral Christian Society. They met in Watchung Hall, and drew 88 ,
attendance from as far away as Ridgewood, as we learn through an Appendices 30

1874 letter from Lucy Dawes, who wrote that she and her daughter
traveled to Montclair by sleigh to attend a Unitarian service and to
learn how to cultivate a Unitarian movement in her own town. Mr.
and Mrs. Frederick Angell were members of that early group,
which seems to have vanished after seven or eight years. Perhaps
they were responsible for including some of those early records in
our archives.

The Foundi ng Mot hers

any years later it was Mrs. Angell who gathered a group
Mof women to meet at her home on February 18, 1897 to

talk over the need for a liberal church and, most particu-
larly, a liberal Sunday school for their children. Later, several of
those women wrote reminiscences which give us a warm, human
glimpse of our beginnings.

One such writer was Martha Brown, who became one of our
founding trustees but was initially unsure of the need for another
church in town. “As Montclair had at that time but 10,000 inhabi-
tants and as it was well supplied with churches of various creeds,”
she wrote, “it seemed to me that a real Liberal might have his spiri-
tual needs satisfied without further emphasizing the sectarian issue,
especially as Dr. Bradford at the Congregational Church was
preaching very liberal sermons for those days. Hence 1 was some-
what lukewarm in my response until a Liberal Sunday School was
proposed.

“As the teaching of a Sunday School is usually less progressive
than that of the church to which it belongs,” Mrs. Brown continued,
“I felt there existed a real need that our children should have the
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From an 1897 i ssue

of the Montclair Tinmes

A tea was given by the
ladies of the Unity
Alliance, on Thursday,
November 18th, at the
house of Mrs. Edward
C. Seward, on Walnut
street. The ladies
receiving were Mrs. F.
A. Angell, Mrs. Charles
Barry, Mrs. Harold
Brown, Mrs. W. A.
Bryant, Mrs. F. F. Cutler
and Mrs. Seward, assist-
ed by Miss Angell, Miss
Fanscher, Miss Worces-
ter, the Misses Parsons
and Miss Beatrice
Wheeler, in the tea
room. A pleasant fea-
ture of the afternoon
was the delightful play-
ing on the piano of Miss
Walton, of Brooklyn.



Liberal point of view presented to them. So I whole-heartedly fell
in with the idea.... As the women also wished to meet, it was decid-
ed that a Women's Alliance should be formed and that its chief
function should be the support of a Sunday School. I think the
Alliance began to hold regular meetings in the spring of 1897, for
my memory of the gatherings is that they took place usually on
verandas. We discussed our problems, read aloud from some solid
book and finished with a social cup of tea.

“Our little circle was soon joined by others,” continued Martha
Brown. “Mrs. Hemphill was especially interested in the formation
of a Sunday School as she had three children, and she generously
offered the use of her home on Midland Avenue. So we started with
about a dozen children. Before long the men of the families began
to express themselves as feeling left out, and asked if we could not
hold meetings in which they could be included.”

To accommodate their husbands’ work schedules, the women of
the Alliance initiated evening gatherings every other week, holding
the first of these co-ed meetings on April 1. They rented a room in
the Bank of Montclair for the occasion and invited Rev. Hale of
Orange to speak. Meanwhile they continued to operate the Sunday
school and to hold afternoon meetings at each others homes.

By early summer, interest in founding a Unitarian Church was
gaining momentum and the Sunday school was outgrowing Nettie
Hemphill’s home. Susie Louise Dix, another of our founding moth-
ers, wrote that “it was probably in September when a group of men
and women gathered on the porch of 20 Clinton Avenue to draw up
a Constitution and By Laws for an organized Church. This accom-
plished, regular Sunday services began in the Bank rooms and the
Alliance still met at Mrs. Angell’s.”

Mrs. Graham, who attended the services, later wrote, “Although at
that time New Jersey was regarded as very barren soil to sow liber-
al ideas, to our encouragement and surprise, our numbers increased
to such an extent that we needed more room. Unitarians were
regarded with mild curiosity by the people of the town. One promi-
nent lady remarked at a Meeting, ‘What Queer religions are com-
ing to Montclair now; Swamies & Unitarians!” Nevertheless we
concluded there was need for a liberal church, and a vision of Unity
Church dawned upon the Horizon.”
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More Montclair Tines
News from 1897

Unity Church (Unitarian)-
Services at the residence of
Mr. William R. Dix, 20
Clinton avenue at 4 o’clock,
sermon by Rev. Frederic J.
Gauld, of Reading, Mass.
All interested are cordially
invited.

Unity Church (Unitarian)-
Services at the residence of
Mr. Harold P. Brown, 125
Midland avenue, at 4 o’clock,
sermon by Rev. Charles H

orter, of Hingham, Mass.
All interested are cordially
nvited.

Under the auspices of Unity
Church, Rev. Minot J. Sav-
age, pastor of the Church of
the Messiah, New York City,
will preach Sunday evening,
promptly at 7:30 o’clock, at
the Montclair Club Hall. A
cordial Invitation is extended
to all.




CGetting O ganized

n October 6 of 1897, 34 people gathered at the bank build-
Oing to hear a reading of the newly created constitution and

by-laws. Received with enthusiastic applause, it was adopt-
ed by 28 of those present who immediately enrolled as members.
Papers were filed for the Church as a “body politic and corporate at
law” and a committee was appointed to nominate officers. The
handwritten record refers to this as “The First Annual Meeting” of
Unity Church.

Public notices were posted, and two weeks later nine officers and
trustees were elected, four of them women from the group that had
initiated informal meetings just that spring. President Frederick
Angell then signed a lease for Unity Hall, the second floor of a
commercial building which was not yet complete, and called a
Board of Trustees meeting for five days hence.

At that first board meeting, they set up 10 Committees, discussed
how they might raise money independent of regular dues, hired a
part time janitor for $18 a month, rented a grand piano at $10 a
month and arranged for a delegation of women to represent our
church at the upcoming Sunday School Union meeting in New
York City.

Lhity Hall

rs. Brown reminisced that, “Just at that time a new build-
Ming was going up on the corner of South Fullerton and

Church Streets. The owner consented to finish the second
floor as a hall with a platform and anterooms at the south end. As
soon as it was ready, the Sunday School opened there with about
thirty pupils. I was the first Superintendent and also taught the
Young People’s class. We had an especially capable and intelligent
colored janitor named Mr. Valentine and he soon brought his chil-
dren to Sunday School, where they set an example of attention and
good manners.”

The first meeting in Unity Hall was a grand occasion, held on a
Thursday evening in January of 1898. Several Unitarian ministers
were introduced by Alliance president Abby Angell. One, identi-
fied as the Rev. Bellows, told the congregation that 25 years earli-
er, his cousin, John Bellows had attempted to start a Unitarian
movement in Montclair. It failed, he said, because at that time it
was not known “how to plant a church.”

Though our start may have been somewhat hesitant, with that long
pause from the fading of the 1869 society to the early spring
Alliance meetings of 1897, once we got properly started we cer-
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More news from

At a meeting of the Unity
Society last night the organi-
zation was perfected and the
following officers and board
of trustees elected: President,
T. A. Angell; secretary, Mrs.
W. R. Dix; treasurer, J. S.
Voute; trustees, one year, Mr.
Angell, Mrs. Dix and Mr.
Voute; for two years, Dr. C.
W. Butler, Mrs. J. A.
Hemphill and Horace Stone;
for three years. Mrs. W. A.
Bryant, E. C. Seward and
Mrs. Harold Brown.

From t he
New York Ti nmes
Cct ober, 1897...

“A Church Without Creed” was
the subject of a sermon preached by
the Rev. Dr. Rylance, in St. Mark’s
Episcopal Church, yesterday morn-
ing. Dr. Rylance said, in part:-

In a town not many miles from New
York, where live an unusual propor-
ion of intelligent, respectable peo-
ple, there is just now a movement to
found a church without a creed. It is
because, so the founders of this
movement say,in other churches the
embers are bound by prescribed
reeds that a new church will be
arted. Its members will be bound
Yy no belief.

his movement is one to be frowned
upon by all believers in an Almighty
God. Every branch of the social
orld has its creed. Every govern-
ent, every church, even political
arties, are founded upon some set
rinciple constituting what is.really

...continued...



tainly moved along quickly! Less than a year after that first “social
cup of tea”, we had incorporated our church, rented and moved into
new quarters that we christened Unity Hall, disagreed by mail fre-
quently and eventually effectively, with the regional Unitarian
Association (which was determined we should share a minister
with some other church) and were ready to seek our own first min-
1ster.

In examining our beginnings, it is satisfying to discover that 23
years before women had the right to vote in our country, our church
not only included them as voting members but elected them to
serve as trustees. It is gratifying, too, to know that from the very
first year our congregation was racially integrated.

Qur Frst Settled Mnisters

n September 20,1898, we installed the Rev. Arthur Hastings
OGrant of Newburg, N.Y. as our first settled minister. He

expressed initial reservations about committing himself to
the ministry for more than a year or two, but soon gave way to his
sense of being “enthralled” with our church. He was apparently
community minded and led the young church very quickly on the
path toward becoming an acknowledged presence in town. Less
than four years later however, he found the lure “of an editorial
position that I had long desired too much to resist.” Announcing his
resignation on May 18,1902, Rev. Grant told the congregation:
“You and I have built a good foundation, strong and broad enough
to sustain whatever building may come in the future.”

And build we did! Under the three-year stewardship of Rev. Leslie
W. Sprague, our second settled minister, Unity’s inspired congrega-
tion found both the will and the way to construct the small but ele-
gant stucco and wood-frame building that still stands at 67 Church
Street. The Rev. Sprague came to us at age 32. He had ministered
to churches in Boston, Massachusetts, San Francisco and Pomona,
California, overseeing the building of a church for the latter. Then
in Helena, Montana he led the congregation in erecting a church
the size of a cathedral. We benefited from his extraordinary experi-
ence.

Besides our building project, Rev. Sprague made other enduring
contributions to Montclair. He became vice president of the local
women’s suffrage organization and created the Unity Club, where
one could hear lectures by “liberal speakers... not likely otherwise
to be heard in our community.” But soon after the completion and
dedication of our church, Rev. Sprague was off to a new assign-
ment.
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...continued...

a creed.

The people who are founding
this church tell you that other
churches take away your per-
sonal liberty. Fie! Such talk is
nonsense. They ask Christians
why they don’t break away from
the old fixed principles and
become progressive. If such a
movement constitutes progres-
sion [ say I don’t want to be pro-
gressive.

Part of Frederick
Angel | s response

Your experience in dealing with
your fellow men will I trust
cause you to realize that this
writing is made only because of
my desire to correct a misappre-
hension of our movement here.
A part of the notice calling the
Liberals together, which reads
“whose members will not be
asked to assent to any creed or
statement of faith” you no
doubt misunderstood to mean
that we would have no belief.

The Dedi cati on Servi ce
whi ch was held on

East er Sunday, 1905
is reproduced in
Appendi x A.
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edicated in January, 1905, our
DChurch doubled its size in 1913

by adding the transepts, the
kitchen and the classroom across the hall. &g A«
It was rebuilt after being gutted by a dev- T
astating fire in 1919 and expanded again © w1 §
by the addition of a parish hall, first S &=
called Unity House and later, Fletcher
Hall. In 1924, when the growth of Unity
Institute, with it’s concerts and other cul-
tural programs necessitated more room,
office space was added above the stair-
well to the boiler room. In 1937 the church was “built beneath™ and
a large basement was created and divided into rooms for the Sun-
day School. We bought the vacated town library next door in 1957
to ease our growing pains yet again, and in the late 1980’s, connect-
ed the two buildings with a large, indoor walkway to make an
attractive, unified whole - which we are already beginning to out-
grow.

The process of getting our church built was like most construction
projects, a mixture of marvelous dreams, minor disasters and many
compromises. The Montclair Times of Aug. 27, 1904 tells us that
“the progress of the building has been watched with interest by
many of our townspeople. To those who did not know of its pur-
pose, the quaint structure adjoining the Public Library was an
object of some curiosity. It could not be a dwelling house, they
thought, and it did not have the stereotyped appearance of a public
institution. When they learned that it was to be the future home of
Unity Church they drew near, and found that it was admirably
adapted for church purposes.” The Times describes the interior in
some detail, including the cypress woodwork and the three class-
rooms at the rear of the pulpit, and concludes that, “the whole inte-
rior is suggestive of practical utility, combined with quiet
elegance,” adding that “we heartily congratulate our Unitarian
friends upon their new church home.”

The women who had labored so diligently to create our turn-of-the-
century Sunday school were delighted with the classrooms. The
Sunday school and its curriculum continued to be their central
focus. In an open letter to the congregation, Sunday school leader
Annie Stehli, touched on a controversial issue that might easily be
raised in our church today: “We believe, and we are not alone in
this opinion, that one of the greatest dangers of the liberal churches,
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June 30t h,

1902
The Trustees purchased

the land for the church
at a cost of $4,000.

Oct ober 18th, 1902

President and Treasurer
authorized to obtain
plans and an informal
estimate of cost.

April 20th, 1903

A special meeting of the
Society voted that the
Trustees be authorized to
build a Church, cost of
building and lot were not

to exceed $12,000.

June 26t h, 1903

E ght architects sub-
mtted plans for a
church building. The
one consi dered best
suited was subm't -
ted by M. W Leslie
Vél ker of Montclair.



is that in the effort to avoid a superstitious veneration for the Bible,
we shall end by neglecting it too much. The Bible is a book which
ought, for numerous reasons, to be well studied. Apart from its reli-
gious value, the Bible is so interwoven with all art and literature,
that anyone without a knowledge thereof is at a disadvantage in try-
ing to appreciate the great masterpieces of all Christian countries.”

Rev. Edgar Swan Wers

y the time the Rev. Edgar Swan Wiers, our third settled min-
Bister, arrived in 1906, his congregation of about 90 people

had thoroughly settled into their new home. When the
young Edgar Wiers graduated from Cleveland’s Adelbert College
(now Case Western Reserve) in 1895, he was determined to find a
calling that would allow him to enrich the world he lived in. One
year at Harvard Law had convinced him that as an attorney he
“would be in the wrong pew.” Two years later, after simultaneously
graduating from New York’s Union Theological Seminary and
earning a Masters Degree from Columbia University, the Pennsyl-
vania-born scholar had decided on a career as a Unitarian minister.

Dr. Wiers came to Montclair at the age of 34, after six years as min-
ister at the First Parish in Billerica, Massachusetts. During his 25
years as our minister, he was to have a profound impact on the
building, the membership and the town. A man of great vision and
boundless energy, he started out as he intended to go forward, in
thoughtful, enthusiastic motion.

An Effective Suburban Church

uch of what we know about the church in the early years
Mfollowing Dr. Wiers’ arrival is provided by an unusual

article by Helen Bennett, printed in the Ladies Home
Journal of July, 1914 and preserved in our archives. Titled “An
Effective Suburban Church,” it reports that our church by that time
had a congregation of 300 and a building that was in use 25 days in
every month. This is quite an impact in itself, but to take a look at
the myriad activities initiated, sponsored or carried out by Unity
Church is to become both inspired and a little in awe at the pace
and range of activity.

“Unity Church of Montclair,” says the Journal article, “is a town
factor and a town father. It has originated and fostered more town
activities than any other town agency. It posts as its motto: ‘Noth-
ing human is alien to me.”” The article gives us this example of the
minister’s involvement. “‘One day,’ said Mr. Wiers, ‘I sat and
looked out of the window and I saw that the yard of the church was
full of children running about aimlessly, doing nothing. They were
not poor children; they were the sons and daughters of the trades-
people about, but they hadn't anywhere to play just the same. Then
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Rev. Edgar
circa 1914

Sept enmber 8th, 1903

The Trustees reported to
the Society that it would
cost $16,000 to erect the
church building. Society
authorized Trustees to
proceed.

Decenber 16th, 1903
Actual cost of building
was $19,050.

The Chairs in the
Sanct uary

The 1904 bill of sale for
those double chairs in
the sanctuary indicates
that we paid $1.65 for
each pair.

Swan W ers

The bulletin of the
Sunday School for
1906 is reproduced in
Appendi x B.



it dawned on me that we needed a playground for those children.’

“Mr. Wiers told his congregation about the need for a playground,”
the article said. “One of the church members, Miss Anna Washburn,
made a census of children in near-by streets. In one block she found
sixty. When Mr. Wiers presented her figures, his astonished congre-
gation, convinced, consented to open the playground in the back-
vard of the church. The church members agreed to stand the
expense of equipment and to be satisfied with an attendance of thir-
ty-five. Miss Washburn, who was a trained teacher, volunteered to
take charge. All summer the attendance averaged eighty. For three
vears the church ran the playground and then the Board of Educa-
tion agreed to transfer the equipment to the school grounds oppo-
site and to make the institution permanent.”

Sunday Eveni ng Lectures

ext was the question of activity for grown-ups. Mr. Wiers
and his congregation began a series of free Sunday evening

lectures as a Course of Problems of Today. Authorities in
their field lectured on such topics as England’s duty to Ireland, pure
food and meat, the economic situation in Mexico, race relations,
the new Negro movement, immigration and birth control. Both
sides of controversial ideas were presented. Labor, for example,
was looked at from both the worker’s and the employer’s stand-
point. As Dr. Wiers remarked, “Anybody may talk in Unity
Church, about anything; the only requirement is that the speaker be
sincere.” Isn’t it surprising that the fascinating topics of the early
1900’s seem so current at the end of the century?

At that time, notable speakers could be lured to Montclair for an
evening lecture in part because of our easy access by train or trolley
from New York, Philadelphia, Trenton or Newark. Among those
notables were Booker T. Washington, Robert Frost, W.E.B.
DuBois, Mother Jones, William Jennings Bryant, Rabbi Stephen
Wise, Langston Hughes, Samuel Gompers, Margaret Sanger and
Clarence Darrow, to name but a few.

Audiences for the talks were diverse and numerous. According to
the Journal article, “the people who attended the lectures at Unity
began to look out on life through wide-open windows.” And while
one socially prominent citizen remarked, “The best people in town
go to those lectures,” another, a college professor, said earnestly,
“The main value of those lectures is that they have provided some
interest for the workingmen.”

After four years, Unity Forum, as it came to be known was, like the
playground before it, spun off to become an independent organiza-
tion that continued to benefit the community for many years.

Page 9

e ——— 5

— i rp—

Muity Foraum

Fliincile, New Herarg

Bty D i e Plakleena wif Wl

" : o+ e

[RIL)]

Fehruary .- Professor V. E. B.

‘ DuBais, Ph, D). of Atlania
University, Atlanta, Ga.

H“Ruur Prejudice.™

1911
ehruary 12.- Hev. Anna Howard
¥ Shaw, President, National
American YWomen's Suffrage

Association *“The New Democracy
S, L E e

1912

Junuary 28, - Booker T.
Washingion, of Toskegee
Institute, Ala.

“The Bace Problem,™

1913

January 12.- Jacob A. Riis, author
of “How the Other Hall Lives®,

“The Making of an American™, etc
ppic: “The Housing Problem.™

1914

e

January 25.- Gutzon Borglom,
sculptor, “Insurgency in Art”

o e --#
1915
March 14, - Debate on Woman's
uffrage, Affirmative: Mrs. Helen
Huov Greeley and Mrs.E. I
elckert. Negative: Miss Minnie
ronson and Mrs, Frank [J.

-

1923

January 20, - Bertrand Russell,
< famous English philosopher, on
“How to Secure World Peace,”



About that time, the Federation of Women’s #

Clubs in town heard Mr. Wiers suggest that the
school plant ought not to be idle so many hours
out of the 24 and decided to organize a series
of people’s concerts in one of the schools. As
the group’s president explained, “we decided
on them at a time when we hadn’t a cent, even
for advertising. But we said that we knew
where to get the money. We would go to Unity.

I am not a member nor an attendant at Unity o

Church, but I know that Unity doesn’t care
about being the big thing; it wants to help any-
thing good. So we went to Mr. Wiers, and what
did he say? ‘Certainly, here is twenty-five dol-
lars for the advertising. And we will help you
all we can.””

Movi e

Montclair s Fi rst

Theat er

ith the children and grown-ups
s ’s / attended to, Mr. Wiers began to be |

concerned with public entertainment
for young people. He wondered why Montclair
had no moving picture show. After learning of
someone who was willing to start a movie the-
ater but had been denied a license by the town
government, he and members of the congrega-

High Grade

MOVING PICTURES

Saturday May 4th 1912

d p. m. and & p. m.

Unity Church

Moniclais, M. J.

Abrabam Lincolns Llemency
The Cocoa Industry, from the Planting to the Serving
W hat Twao Tots Saw in 1h;z Laed of Mod
Fhe Mended Lute--Lile and Customis of the Indians
Hansel and Gretel-the opera from the fairy tale o
GI'I.-I'.TIT

Ard tweo comic and inck pictures—Grotesque Mix-LUp
andl Mather Goose

Admission o &= Ten Cents

Childrer gedar legrraar wdebred Tor [ies ceon bs the altriirean

The lum respaires ihai childres under 18 prom of age med be soompapbed by i
grardisn ar adulr frind

Come and Bring thg Children

Sutariday allernooni and evenings Mowing Pictures will he phonen
in Unity Church

Pragram for Saturday Bay 11 i 1 o'clock and 8 &'clock

A Frooviar Haie Eder: al e Plsiera
Bl Jedistrs I8 e Al unr Frawi ol July
Fieraplaae bs Pl eed Corsfrusbian Tha |sa Angalas Aarop by Bast
[} Jdemn =l Ber

e i I b ¥

tion undertook a study, taking the trolley to
Newark in the evenings and learning that &

movie theaters there were filled with young people. When he felt
sure there was a ready audience, Dr. Wiers wrote to a big film com-
pany and got its cooperation in sending a lecturer and lending some
films for a demonstration project at the church. The free lecture
drew a full house. And the church was packed for an entire series
of films at a nominal price. After two months of this, the govern-
ment reconsidered and provided the required license so that the
town could have a movie theater.

The high cost of living in town was addressed by the church with a
cooperative grocery and butcher shop, which reportedly caused
prices to fall all over town within a year or two. Then, with food
and fun for all taken care of, Unity Church members and their min-
ister turned their attention to stirring people up a bit with an adver-
tising campaign. Under the direction of a church member who was
president of a large New York advertising firm but whose name has
been lost in the mists of time, Unity bought space in both weekly
and daily papers and ran a series of professional quality ads which,
during the fall, winter and spring months listed sermon topics,
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activities, lecture subjects, and
occasional comments about a sub-
ject of general interest. During the
summer months, when regular
Sunday services were suspended,
the advertisements, according to
the Ladies Home Journal, “were
given wholly to town interests; trol-
ley cars, the simple life for the peo-
ple of Montclair, the use of the
school plant and similar topics are
used as subjects. The statements
made are most carefully verified
and Montclair people read them,
knowing that they speak the truth.”

Ef fecti ve Movenents

n October of 1917 Unity
IChurch celebrated its 20th
anniversary at a Sunday service
followed by an anniversary dinner.
The sermon was preached by the
Rev. Anna Garlin Spencer, one of a
very few women ministers at that
time. The Montclair Times editori-
alized, “Unity Church is one of the
youngest of the Montclair church-
s... It has witnessed a steady
growth in numbers and strength
and influence, standing especially
for freedom and independence in
religious thought and for the ser-

vice of humanity. Unity has been a prolific mother of organizations
and a number of the effective movements of Montclair have been
conceived and launched in Unity Church.”

To provide a taste of the “effective movements” incubated at Unity
Church, we can list the “Committee on the Simplification of the
Life of Young People,” The Montclair Deutscher Verein, The
Alliance Frangaise, Young People’s Concerts, The Equal Suffrage

“Montclair

Manhood
A.D. 1914"

will b the theme of
Sr. Wirra' ermnmn
Sunday morming at
L1 eebock,

RINDERGARTEN DURING CHURCH SERVICE

Any father ar mother can bring the Little opes 19 Unity and have them cared
for wrhile be of she Allends Lhe mosning servese,

THE CLASS 1IN EUGENICS AND THE TEACHING
OF SEX HYGIENE

meets “undays at 1215 Lectwre VI Heredioy,
Callege af the City of Mew York,

JOSEPH T. LINCOLMN
author af the genial Cape Cod stcries, will read from his ows waorks before
Linity Alliance, Tuesday 5t 3 F, M, Admisicon (eee. AN mvited

Shall Manielsir Reduce the Number of Its Liquor Licenses §
Shall the Teaching of Sex Hygiene Be Absoluotely Forbidden in the Schoals?

I'he Men's Club will have a meeting of open discussion of thess guesiions,
Thursday at 8 P. M. Al men amd women are invited to atkersd ansl participate.

A LITTLE IDURNEY THROUGH BOHEMIAN NEW YORK

satordey alfiernoon erd evening Flanned by Mr. Thomas Capek, the
leadirg author writing in Bobhemian m Amerca.  Exhibat of physical training

by Dir. (. G, Soott, of the

Iy Babemian childeen in the Sokel Hall, Sieging of Bohemian Telk sangs,
Supper of Bobemian dishes. Visits to all Bohemian points of interest. In
everming the Zabog Society will sang and there wall be the plavieg of the Slavani
dances anid pisaibly folk songs sung in nabioral costumse. ARy One Interesbed

tor o shwould phome Montclasr 23R

SOTHING HUMAN |15 ALIESN T WF FVERMORE “EW LIGHT

One of our 1914 Adverti senents

NOBLE.T® FXIL-
TS DARE- 1S
IENOBLE- ) .

League, The Dante Circle, The Montclair Single Tax League, The

Psychology Club, The Montclair Vigilance Committee, Children’s
Matinees, The Association for the Blind, The American Social
Hygiene Association, Unity Players, The Strollers (a group that
walked in the country on Sunday afternoons) and a Travel Group
which gained awareness by visiting such places as Chinatown,

Harlem and Bohemia.

II--'""—"——_-_.

ST SHARE IT.
NESS \WAS
am
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An Qut door Sernobn, June 29, 1918 ,

These activities, however, apparently still left some time hanging
heavy, for the church also took out active memberships in many
organizations it considered of import to society at large; the Ameri-
can Peace Society, The National Conference of Charities, the Asso-
ciation for the Study and Prevention of Tuberculosis, The National
Consumer’s League, The New Jersey Child Labor Committee are a
sampling.

“It might seem that with these manifold activities,” said the Journal
article, “Unity Church members would be in danger of running
over each other and of tripping each other up; but Unity Church is
as well organized as a business.... The Church keeps records of all
activities outside its own walls and never duplicates an entertain-
ment or a time of entertainment. It knows what it spends in adver-
tising and it computes the results. It knows what it costs for every
church attendant and for every member of any church organization.
It has no paid seats and it has given up the practice of taking up a
collection. It reckons on spending about thirty-six dollars a year on
every member: it pays its pastor thirty-five hundred dollars a year.
Its annual expenses are about nine thousand dollars; these are
borne by voluntary contributions from its members and visitors.”

1917 brought some heartbreak as well as our 20th anniversary. Paul
Gannett Osborn, brother of our 6th church president, Albert
Osborn, became the first American to die in World War 1. A paci-
fist, serving with the American ambulance corps, the twenty three
year old was cut down on the French Front and buried there in
June.
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Advi ce for Sunday
School Teachers

In 1908 Unity’s R.E. director
advised the church’s Sunday
school teachers to draw on the
“Brownlee System” of child
training. Offering an example
to illustrate this method she
said: “Don’t say ‘John, you
must obey!” but ‘John, you
must make yourself obey. Now
tell your feet to do so and so.
They will do it if you tell them
to. They are your little servants
and they will obey you.’ As you
apply this system you realize
that the thought in back of the
action is the fountainhead of
power. And you see why Miss
Brownlee emphasizes that
thoughts are things.”

One day an alumnus of our
church school was trying with-
out success to tell a story to
her inattentive father. Finally
she looked him straight in the
eve and said, “If you had gone
to the Unitarian Sunday school
like I did, you would have
learned how to listen ’cause
that's one thing they taught us
for sure!”



D saster!

resh disaster struck on March
F2, 1919. On a mild Tuesday

afternoon, sparks from a rub-
bish fire at the adjacent town
library apparently blew over to
Unity and started a devastating
fire. Only Dr. Wiers’ study escaped
damage. By the time the fire was
out, we had sustained a loss of
$25,000, a very large amount at
that time. In a sympathy letter, the
N.Y. League of Unitarian Women
said “We wish you all success in
the rebuilding of your church plant
and we wish that all plans may be

The Sanctuary After the Fire
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just a fulfillment of a new hope that Unity Church of
Montclair will be in the future as it has always been,
the ‘live wire’ of Unitarianism in this vicinity.” A
number of churches offered us temporary haven, for
which we were most grateful. We settled in the small
chapel at First Congregational church, where Rev.
Emory Bradford was a close friend of Dr. Wiers.

Unity Science Course
" Under the saspices of
LNMITY INSTITUTE OF UNITY CHURCH

FIRET SEABDM
1925

Friday, Jamuary $—Dun. Harcow Snarcxy, L¥irec-
tor of the Harvard College Observatory, -u:'lﬂ

Several years earlier, the Women’s Alliance had initi- “The Total Eclipse of the Sua® (Mlustrated

ated Easter Monday Concerts to bring great musi- Thursday, F 26—Aw EveniNG o SCIEN-
cians to town. These paved the way for Unity e mfﬂm
the mew *Coal Light” proc-

Concerts, which began in 1920. In 1919 Percy
Grainger, the very popular Australian pianist, had
already been scheduled, and the entire proceeds of
the sold-out concert were donated to start a rebuild-
ing fund. By late May, the fund had reached $32,000
and we were able to engage Leslie Walker, the origi-
nal architect, to plan the renovation.

Thmsday, March 26—Dr. Fuawck Basswr Jaw-

aind Tw’_ Coenpany, 1n m:;;“m of Devel-
Less than a year later, on Sunday, Feb. 1 of 1920, we
rededicated our church building and moved back in.

We were without doubt, still on the fast track.

Unity Concerts

e had sufficient unexpended energy that

s ’s / year to launch Unity Concerts, one of the
most lasting of the “children” of Unity

Church - those activities that were conceived and
nurtured by this congregation, then helped to grow
into independent existence. Unity Concerts, which
still brings the finest and most renowned virtuosi and
orchestras to town, remained under our direction until 1986.

Elsctr
usdmudf,hrwnimm

filled 1 d picesesr isvestigator in the
field <. Engineering, on “The il

twre of the Atome™ I

POFULAR YET .A.Uﬂi'ﬂRI.IﬂTl\'!
The Leoding Autheritier in Thewr Fields af Sciewee

s later Dr. Irving Langmuir was
awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry.

Sone of the Collegiate
The Collegiate Pulpit, introduced in 1922, brought an astounding Pul pit Speakers

array of philosophers, artists, poets and other notables to our pulpit.  Rpeinhold Niebuhr John

The public was invited to these Sunday morning sermons - or lec-  Haynes Holmes, Rabbi Stephen
tures, as some called them - and the church was usually packed,  Wise, Bishop Francis

with chairs set up in both side aisles and in back, all the way to the =~ McConnell, Langston Hughes,
outside walls. In later years, loudspeakers were sometimes setup in ~ Margaret Halsey, Lloyd C.
Fletcher Hall to accommodate the overflow. Much later, the advent ~ Douglas, Louis Adamic,

of television with its vast audience, and the lecture circuit with its Robe( tG. Millik_"”’ N O?el

vast fees, made it impossible to attract speakers of the quality we  Lauriate; Francis Perkins,

) . . Secretary of Labor in Presi-
wanted, and the Collegiate Pulpit finally ceased in 1988. dent Franklin D. Roosevelt’s

Dr. Wers 25th Anni versar y Cabinet, Norman Thomas, Sen-

n March of 1931, over 300 people attended a party to celebrate ator Harold H. Burton, later

S . . . Justice of the Supreme Court
Dr. Wlers 25th anniversary as our minister. There were testi- 4 John G. Stoessin ger
monials from speakers representing Montclair’s welfare organi-
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zations, schools, ministers, and town officials. Henry Lardner, a
former Mayor, wrote, “Many can not recall what Montclair was
without you, so beneficent has been your touch. So many things
that are woven firmly into our thought and life have been the result
of your splendid mind and generous heart.”

And then suddenly, at the end of June, Dr. Wiers died. The Mont-
clair Times wrote later, “Out of the brilliant sky of rejoicing in [his]
exceptional leadership... came the staggering bolt of Dr. Wiers’
sudden passing. Stunned for a time, the church, nevertheless, guid-
ed still by the indomitable spirit in her whole history, buckled on
her armor and pressed forward, bearing aloft the standard of her
lost leader and seeking a new leader who should add lustre to her
bright name.”

Frederick Melcher, editor of Publisher’s Weekly and an important

figure in the literary world, was president of Unity Church at this

time. He must also have been involved in the search, for in Novem-

ber, 1931, he wrote to the congregation that “Norman Fletcher from

Haverhill is a young minister of unusually fine record, and his vis-

its to Montclair... will have real interest to all of us.” And so they
Page 15

Letter fromthe Mnt-
clair Col ored Chauf -
feurs Qdub, on the
deat h of Edgar Swan
W ers:

“Although the communi-
ty as a whole mourns the
loss of Reverend Wiers,
the colored population
especially grieves
because of his death as it
has lost a great friend.
He served the whole
community, irrespective
of color or class, and
‘Greater love hath no
man than this’”




did, for Dr. Fletcher became our fourth settled minister in March of
1932.

Rev. Nornman D. Fl etcher

he young preacher from New England had graduated magna

I cum laude from St. Lawrence University, was fascinated

with theater, widely read and gifted in the use of language.

He had the unusual ability to make social vision and things of the
spirit vivid and compelling.

The Montclair Times announced his appointment by saying “Uni-
ty’s new pastor is considered of outstanding merit as a scholarly
preacher and leader of youth as well as for his cultural attainments
and liberal progressive views.”

In his very first sermon in Montclair, Dr. Fletcher outlined his con-
cept of “The Church the Modern World Needs” [here abridged]:
“The modern church’s primary interest will not be theological. It
will have no creed to bind the minds of its members. It will seek to
apply the idealisms of the spirit to the contemporary life of individ-
uals. What is the relation of discipline to freedom? Is discipline a
process good for our Puritan ancestors but not good for us? What is
the future of the family? Of marriage? Of sex? What are the moral
standards adequate to this new day and precisely how do they
apply? It is all very well for the church to say ‘be good’, but how
be good? to say ‘believe in god’ or ‘believe in man’ but how
believe in either in a day of bewildering skepticism and cynicism?

“The church the modern world needs is also one which will
valiantly and sacrificially go out against civic corruption, political
debauchery, murderous war and all social injustice everywhere in
our economic and industrial society. It will be the conscience of the
community, the nation and the world. To be such it must be socially
intelligent; it must love the truth disinterestedly; and it must follow
the light as it sees the light, as all great souls have done.”

Thus, he announced himself; dedicated, visionary, articulate, eager,
young. In outreach and courage, in intellect and appreciation of the
arts, in concern for society’s needs, Dr. Fletcher was a worthy suc-
cessor to Dr. Wiers. Yet this young man came at a time of shock
and mourning, into an atmosphere rife with unresolved resentments
toward an unkind fate. The very fact that he was not Dr. Wiers
made Dr. Fletcher’s early years here difficult. There were those
who could not accept him, who would not, at that time, have
accepted anyone.

For eight or nine years, he and his family were asked at each annual
meeting to step out and wait - in considerable tension, no doubt - as
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Nor man Fl et cher
as he appeared in a
1939 phot ograph

Rev.

A 1936 Sernmon
Series by Dr. Hetcher

on
PRACTI CAL PROB-
LEMS I N

EVERYDAY LI VI NG

I. How to Have a Hone

It is the experience of many
people today that both the
tempo of modern life and the
way in which the modern
community is organized
really constitute a “threat
against the home.” Those
who believe that the home is
the fundamental unit of
human society are greatly
concerned about this prob-
lem. Those who want to have
a home find it increasingly
difficult to lay hold of those
values which emanate from
home life. What, practically,
can we do to have a home?




the congregation indulged in heated debates about his tenure.
Meanwhile, he persevered as preacher and leader, reaching the
minds if not the hearts of his congregation, steadfastly following
the light as he saw the light. While very gradually, his own light
began to penetrate the congregational shadows of grief and loss,
until at last, over ten years later, Norman Fletcher was accepted as
the real, new minister of Unity Church; beloved, respected and
tenured.

Conti nued Community | nvol venent

uring those years neither Dr. Fletcher nor members of the
Dcongregation were simply marking time. Various church

organizations were extremely active: the Women’s Alliance
met weekly to carry on their social, charitable and cultural endeav-
ors; Unity Players presented at least two plays annually, often
involving Norman and Hazel Fletcher; Unity Singers, who in 1931
had extended their membership to residents of the “mountain
towns” of Verona, Bloomfield, the Caldwells and the Oranges,
became a successful choral group; Unity Travel Course instituted
“Talking Picture Epics”; Unity Concerts brought Paul Robeson, the
Sousa Band and Paderewski to town as well as the Boston Sym-
phony; and speakers in the Collegiate Pulpit included Reinhold
Neibuhr and Norman Thomas. The church launched new groups
such as “Unity Social Problems Clinic” and “Unity Fireside Poetry
Hour.”

The School of Religion was an integral part of the church, and in
1934 under the leadership of Florence Klaber, a rigorous curricu-
lum of nine levels was offered to children from kindergarten to age
fifteen. During the week the Community Nursery School made
good use of the church facility. The sermons and the Sunday
soloists continued to receive extensive publicity and a sense of
excitement surrounded the church and its many activities.

The 650 members and “persons connected with the church” were
vitally involved in both church and social concerns such as race
relations, the consequences of the depression, the League of
Nations, burgeoning fascism and impending war. One member,
Elvira Fradkin, became widely known as an author and lecturer.
Her book about the use of air power and poison gas in warfare
caused great controversy in the New York Times Book Review.
Her outspoken support for international peace eventually led to
threatening letters from the Ku Klux Klan and a burning cross on
her lawn.
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Il1. How to be Happy

While it is true, as Maeter-
linck has shown us in such a
masterly way, that happiness
cannot be found by definitely
seeking for it, it is equally
true that happiness can pass
us by if we do not discipline
ourselves in the experience of
it. Happiness is a by-product,
but we must be sure to have
that from which it comes.
What can we do to put our-
selves in the way of being
happy. Of what is happiness
the by-product?

Ill. How to be Courageous

People have needed courage
in every age, but especially
in our own. We have had
many difficult situations to
face in the past few years. No
one knows what future is
ahead of us. Unless we great-
ly miss our guess, courage
will be needed. Emerson used
to maintain courage was an
extremely rare virtue. How
can we have courage? Where
can it be found? What can we
do to get it?

IV. Howto See Life Wole

Despite the newspapers,
books, magazines, the radio
and all modern instruments
of communication, it is
increasingly difficult for us to
get a whole picture of any-
thing. This is an amazing
contemporary paradox! The
difficulty is enormously
extended by the division of
labor into more and more
specialties. Yet seeing things
whole is essential to a bal-
anced life. How can we see
things whole? How can we
see life whole?




That un-Anerican M ni ster

red Melcher was denounced in the local paper, along with
Ftwo other town officials, as “members of the ACLU, an

allegedly communistic organization.” Dr. Fletcher, also a
member of that organization, defended both his parishioner and the
ACLU. He then took on the notorious Mayor Hague of Jersey City
for ordering the arrest of C.I1.O. representatives who were distribut-
ing union literature and was promptly denounced by a Montclair
town commissioner, considered a Hague ally, as “subversive... un-
American... communist leaning.” And though The Montclair Times
in covering that story, referred to Unity as “Montclair s ultra-fash-
ionable Church,” the paper was apparently comfortable printing
editorials denouncing one or another of our minister’s sermons. Dr.
Fletcher, never one to flee from his principles, kept breaking new
ground and asking us to look thoughtfully in new directions.

In a 1935 sermon titled “Break That Line - the Color Line,”
preached on Inter-Racial Discrimination Sunday, Norman Fletcher,
who was chairman of the Montclair Ministers’ Association, put
himself right on the front line by declaring, “Unless Christians are
personally and collectively active in breaking the color line, their
doctrine of good-will is a sham and their preachment of brother-
hood a hypocritical mouthing.”

Another Fire

nce again, in February
01938, fire - though not

brimstone as far as we
know - darkened our door. An
hour before a scheduled con-
cert in the parish house, sexton
John Brooks, discovered and
reported the fire when he came
in to check the furnace. The
two-alarm blaze caused more
than $5,000 in damage to the
building while destroying stage
curtains, scenery, fittings and a
rented $3,000 grand piano,
ruined by heat and water. As
The Montclair Times put it,
“nearly 200 persons who had
purchased tickets for the recital
arrived at the scene... [and]
were treated to an impromptu
symphony composed chiefly of
gurgling water, hissing steam
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V. How to Bear Burdens

No life is free from burdens.
Sooner or later some experi-
ence comes to us, an acci-
dent, a bereavement, a
financial reversal, which
puts a heavy burden on our
shoulders. There is no way
of shifting these burdens.
They must he borne by those
upon whom they descend.
How can we bear these bur-
dens? What can we do to
lighten these burdens? Is
there anything that can make
them more of an asset and
less of a liability?

LMITY INSTITUTE
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and the rhythmic pound of fire

pumps, with the firemen providing Children s Choir, 1937
Q gani st, John O ane

unmelodious choral parts and an Drector, Mss K dd
obligato of axes on the roof.” The |
fire was apparently started by a
short circuit, the damage was cov- |
ered by insurance and the building |
was put to rights rather quickly.

War and Post - War

he 1940’s brought a variety
Tof stresses to both the church

and the nation. On the larger
scene the period was marked by
the end of the Great Depression,
the continuing rise of Hitler in Ger- 3
many, America’s entry into World
War II, the war years, the opening
of the post-war era and the begin-
ning of the baby boom. As Unity _ )

. Bonnet Fei stel Fei stel

was a county-wide, rather than a ( Nowak)
neighborhood church, attendance Eve Bern. Naomi
at its functions was affected by gas hardt Tl etcher
rationing and travel restrictions
during the war years. Low attendance was accompanied by low
income. During the financial crunch, Dr. Fletcher’s salary was cut
to $5,000. It was not until 1945, when attendance picked up and a
number of new families joined the congregation, that our budget

rebounded sufficiently to restore his salary to the 1932 level of
$6,000 annually.

Unity Concerts led off the 1940’s with a highly acclaimed concert
by Marian Anderson. Successfully directed by Luella Wiers after
the death of her husband, Unity Institute flourished until the mid-
40’s when Mrs. Wiers moved to California to live with her brother.
As church committees took over and began struggling with book-
ings, ticket sales and promotions, along with the usual emergencies,
the concert series began to have some rocky times. The church and
members of our congregation searched for a new director and con-
tinued to underwrite the concert series until it began to break even
again, at least from time to time, under the Directorship of Barbara
Russell.

66 Overl ook Road

y 1946, when the Fletchers’ rented house on Brookfield

BRoad was no longer available, the church bought a parson-

age at 66 Overlook Road in Upper Montclair and the Fletch-

ers moved in with their young daughters, Naomi and Phoebe.
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Almost immediately the parsonage became a center for small and
large meetings. A group called the Younger Marrieds met there
once a month to hear speakers or hold discussions, to socialize and
to enjoy Hazel Fletcher’s luscious home made desserts. Soon the
Younger Marrieds attracted people who were more mature and/or
less married and the number of participants outgrew the Fletcher
living room. Rather than relocating, the group chose to split into
manageable parts and the Sophomores were born. These two
groups remained popular into the 70’s.

Throughout the 40’s our minister and our members continued to
take strong ethical stands. Dr. Fletcher worked toward better condi-
tions for migrant farm workers, warned against the evil of Hitler
and the Nazis, yet, as a pacifist, stood against American entry into
the war. He spoke out against segregation in Montclair theaters,
declared himself against censorship, and called for the abolition of
the House Un-American Activities Committee.

To mark the 50th anniversary of the church in 1947, a fund was
raised to move the organ and redesign the chancel. The organ con-
sole had been in the east transept at that time, with the pipes in the
north wall of the chancel, behind the pulpit. The changes, complet-
ed in 1951, moved the organ console and pipes to the balcony. The
narrow steps up to the chancel were removed, and the two present
broad platforms established. A magnificent silver and blue curtain
covered the area where the pipes had been and formed a back-
ground for the Sunday services.

The Women’s Alliance, with a membership approaching 200, con-
tinued as a major factor in the social and charitable life of the
church . A Men’s Club was started and a small, but lively group of
teenagers, called the Wiers Club, met independently on Sunday
evenings for supper, discussion and occasional mischief. Several
alumni of the group are still active in the church.

In 1948 Dr. Fletcher attracted many townspeople to the church with
a sermon series titled “Understanding the People of the World
Through Their Religions,” for which he recruited a Rabbi, a Hindu,
a Buddhist and a Muslim, each to give one of the sermons. In
December of 1949, a Unity member, Jane Barus, was one of the
national officers of the League of Women Voters who called on
President Truman on behalf of a voter education program.

Norman Fletcher was inordinately fond of the theater and spent
most of his days off going to plays, lectures and classes in New
York City. In the early 50’s, he particularly enjoyed the opportunity
of visiting backstage at the Plymouth Theater where his parish-
ioner, Edgar Stehli was appearing in “The Happy Time.” Through-
out his career, Norman Fletcher based many of his sermons on
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My First Chance

It was our custom to
engage promising young
musicians to sing or play
for our Sunday morning
services. While I was
chairman of the music
committee I received a let-
ter from a lady in Wichita,
Kansas, saying that a
young woman from her
town was coming to New
York to study at The Juil-
liard School. Would we
audition her to sing at one
of our services? We
arranged an audition and
as a result, she sang for us
several times each of the
four years she spent at
Juilliard. We paid her $25
each Sunday. This was
Leontyne Price!

Years later my husband
and I were in Hollywood
when we heard that she
was to sing with the Los
Angeles Orchestra in the
Hollywood Bowl. Of
course we went to hear
her. After the concert |
went backstage to see her.
I asked if she remembered
singing at our church. She
said, “Indeed I do! You
were the ones who gave
me my first chance to sing
professionally.”

from a reminiscence
of Emilie G. Stehli



