
HISTORY OF FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OF TACOMA, 
WASHINGTON, 1873-1979 

 
This document was transcribed from a typescript in the church archives. Most of 
the document appears to have been written in 1973, the centennial of the church, 
with a postscript added in 1979. 
 

In mid July of the year 1873 an important telegram was received in a little 
settlement nestled among the fir trees on the shores of Puget Sound in the then 
Washington Territory. It read: “To Gen. M. McCarver: We have located terminus 
on Commencement Bay.” This exciting news was to be the final incentive for the 
development of the Presbyterian sect way out in the far west only eight years after 
the close of the Civil War. Seventeen days after that telegram reached the Puget 
Sound shores, machinery was in operation to begin that which was to be the rich 
history of our congregation, then to be known as The Tacoma Presbyterian Church. 
The terminus mentioned in the telegram was that of the Northern Pacific Railroad, 
which was to pass by the settlement at the water’s edge. 

It was not surprising that a small, but determined, group of residents, under 
an organizing pastor, the Rev. Mr. A. L. Lindsley of Portland, Oregon, desired a 
church in their midst for it could not be denied that “the wild little village was in 
sore need of the saving grace” of God. Tacoma was to hear in its very beginning 
the mellow peal of a church bell giving out its sonorous clang even to its last 
vanishing echo in the deep woods that shadowed the narrow clearing. 

It was one year before the authorization of the town government (May 21, 
1874) that a nucleus of seven believers officially united to make up this first 
congregation. Like a candlelight fluttering before the overpowering force of a 
fierce wind, so the little nucleus soon scattered in the storm of the financial crash 
of September 18, 1873, the worst of its kind in the 100-year history of the 
relatively new country. 

But the church shall stand, and thus it was that four years later, in September 
of 1877, that two of the original believers in the growing village, along with a 
number of other new residents representing eight states and two provinces, under 
the leadership of the Rev. Mr. John R. Thompson, petitioned Puget Sound 
Presbytery to restore the church to the rolls. This was done at Port Townsend and 
the Rev. Mr. Thompson stayed on as pastor until 1881. 

The gathering place during those early years was located at what is now the 
corner of 9th and Pacific in a building called Fife Hall, a scene where many social 
events took place. It was somewhat awkward, and even difficult however to share 
the place of many activities, some questionable, with the place the place of 
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worship, though it was shared also with two other denominations. Having grown to 
some 75 members, the congregation, with their second pastor, the Rev. Mr. T. C. 
Armstrong, gathered together a sum of $4,000 to build a church home. It was in 
December of 1882 that the anticipated building was dedicated to the Almighty God 
“free from encumbrance,” at the corner of what is now 11th and Broadway. Past 
this location flowed a fresh water spring which came to be known as “Presbyterian 
Spring” which helped to slake the town thirst for several years, later to be used for 
the boilers which provided steam heat. 

As the west opened up, following the famous injunction of Horace Greeley 
“Go west young man, go west”—an interest in developing mission churches grew 
within the congregation. With such a noble aim the body of believers came to the 
close of the first quarter century under their first installed pastor, the Rev. Mr. W. 
A. Mackey, who came in October of 1885 and remained until 1890. I was in the 
year of his departure that the congregation became restless again concerning a 
church home and thus they sold their property at a value ten times over that of the 
previous year for an amount of $50,000. The old building was moved up the hill 
where another denomination occupied it until 1937. 

For a year after the sale, worship was held in a tent on their new site, which 
tent collapsed on one occasion during a heavy wind. This site was later to be 
occupied by the Pierce County court house, Tacoma having become the county 
seat in 1880, and still later by the County-City Building. When the new church was 
completed it, too, was dedicated debt free on June 15, 1890. It was to be the home 
of the congregation for 37 years. 

Like the snowfall of the winter of 1879, the congregation grew by leaps and 
bounds as the city increased in size and spread. The fourth pastor in the seventeen-
year history was the Rev. Mr. James M. Patterson who took over the spiritual 
leader ship of the congregation for the next four years. It was in this second quarter 
century that the interest in mission churches bore fruit as some six sprung up in the 
years of 1891 and 1892. Contributing to this effort was the favorable results of 
revival services sponsored by the churches of the city. On one occasion some two 
hundred new people united with our congregation. 

At the close of this period of expansion there was the founding of three more 
Presbyterian churches. They included the Second Presbyterian Church which later 
became the Immanuel in January of 1888; the Third Presbyterian in January 1889, 
which became the Calvary; and the Westminster Church in 1890. 

Four further pastorates of relatively short duration were those of the Rev. 
Mr. James Patterson, 1890-1894, Rev. Mr. A. N. Thompson, D. D, serving from 
1894- 1897, the Rev. Mr. C. H. Little, D. D, 1898-1902, and the Rev. Mr. A. H. 
Barnhisel, 1902-1907.   
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Serving through the early years leading up to, and including the beginning 
of, World War I was the Rev. Mr. Murdock McLeod, D. D, 1907-1915. His 
pastorate like that of many a church pastor, then and now, was beset by problems 
of maintenance and upkeep of the church plant, all a part of a pastor’s concern over 
and above the ministry. The problems of the congregation in their second church 
home as that of sagging floors, rotting joists, leaking roofs, etc., with the traditional 
deficit in the budget. Three different assistant pastors served under Dr. McLeod. 
During this time in 1911 a series of meetings with notable religious leaders began 
the first of which was with Gipsy Smith, whose special ministry was sponsored by 
the combined churches of the city. 

Four years later, the second longest pastorate of our congregation’s history 
was to begin, that of the Rev. Clarence W. Weyer, D. D, under whose guidance 
some great things were to happen. During his service the membership was to 
increase from 700 to 2,650, from 215th in size in the denomination to 11th in 1929 
at the close of the pastorate. A note of interest was that on the 18th of March in 
1917 more than 100 people were turned away from a worship service after every 
available seat had been taken and 175 additional chairs had been placed in the 
sanctuary. By June of that year the church was one of only 100 churches in the 
United States of the Presbyterian denomination that had a membership of 1,000 or 
more. Notable theologians continued to appear in the church as Dr. A. C. 
Gaebelein, a Bible student and teacher of note, preached at the evening service. 

The long black fingers of the world conflict reached into the congregation in 
the World War I years and the church used its facilities freely to give comfort and 
encouragement to the dough boys. Though the boys were away at war, life 
continued at home. The months of October and November of that year the church 
as closed down for five weeks because of an epidemic which swept the country, 
and it was during this enforced vacation that the members realized how relevant 
the church was to them individually and to the community as well. Concern about 
foreign ideologies was strong in the church as members of the congregation were 
asked to bring books and magazines to be distributed to the logging camps, mines, 
and other industries to curb the tide of propaganda of the Reds, already strong as a 
result of the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia. 

The world was quite small even in those days of lesser transportation 
facilities for interest in foreign missions was undertaken in the support of a 
missionary as well as one at home. The church was to enjoy the ministry of another 
Bible teacher, that of Dr. James M. Gray, then Dean of the Moody Bible Institute, 
in a five day Bible conference. 

It was as early as January of 1921 when the leaders of the church proceeded 
toward the building of a new edifice, the church and Sunday School having 
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doubled in the preceding five years. By October of that year over 252 thousand 
dollars had been subscribed, representing 1,200 pledges. 

The relatively new medium of radio had come to the fore by 1922 and in 
September of that year the church secured a government license for a broadcasting 
station. This was to be the beginning of one of the strongest arms of the church’s 
ministry down through the years. Early broadcasts were heard as far away as the 
Island of Hawaii, being relayed by a central receiving station in Honolulu. 

By this period of history the General Assembly of the national church was 
already engaged in a controversy between what was called “the modernists” and 
“the conservativists,” the latter reaffirming its faith in the infallibility of the Bible, 
the virgin birth, the atonement and the second coming of Christ. It is interesting to 
note how history repeats itself; and then, as now, the local church maintained its 
fidelity to the Word of God. 

A most joyful occasion in the experience of the congregation was that of the 
noontime hour, October 13, 1923, when, following the morning worship, the 
congregation made its way to the side of their “new home” toward which they had 
been working and sacrificing for so many months, to break ground. 

The formal opening of the new edifice at the corner of Tacoma and Division 
Avenues, followed by a full week of dedicatory services, was carried out amidst 
great praise on the part of the congregation to God who made possible such an 
undertaking. Romanesque in style, it was designed by a church architect of note, 
Ralph Adams Cram. Filled with Christian symbols in wood, stone and glass, the 
member and visitor alike is constantly reminded that it is the House of God and all 
that transpires within its walls is to be to the glory of God and the carrying out of 
His purpose on earth. 

Much could be said about the many outstanding features found in both 
structure and furnishings- - the great four manual Reuter organ, the largest on the 
coast at the time, the 100-seat memorial chapel, the great mosaic tower reaching 
165 feet into the skyline, serving in earlier days as a landmark to mariners entering 
the harbor which it overlooks. It stands as a fine example of ecclesiastical 
architecture, unmarked by time. 

 By March of the following year, 1926, the church claimed a membership of 
over 2,250. It was then that Dr. Weyer was to sever a marvelous pastorate of over 
thirteen and a half years, leaving in June of 1929. Following a year’s vacancy of 
the pastorate, the Rev. Mr. Roy Talmadge Brumbaugh was to become the 10th 
pastor. During his time dark clouds began to rise on the horizon and a few years 
there after, August 21, 1935, he bolted the church, taking much of the leadership, 
and formed an independent church. In the words of the departing letter, “as 
reformation in the denomination is impossible and reconciliation between the two 
groups is impossible, separation is necessary,” he did not acknowledge that he had 
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had difficulties with the foreign Missions Board of the denomination, and justified 
his rash action by failure to come to a solution of his problem, there being no 
difficulty within the local church. 

As the difficult task of adjusting began, some 500 remaining members 
gathered on September 6th to elect officers to replace those lost in the schism. It 
was in October of 1935 that Dr. B. B. Sutcliffe came to serve the church in the 
interim and in December was called as regular pastor by the congregation, which 
position he maintained for two years.  

The man of God’s choosing who was to hold the third longest pastorate was 
Dr. J. Renwick McCullough, 12th pastor. The heavy indebtedness that had hung 
over the church since the original pledges had been made (their payment having 
been cancelled in the dark days of 1935) was now to be removed by a concentrated 
effort, and also the membership was to rise once again, after the division, over the 
thousand mark. 

The winter of 1941 brought another world conflict and the Stone Hall 
balconies of the church were open to servicemen guests as a dormitory. Many of 
the young men of the church served in that conflict also and left a void, not only in 
the church, but in many a home as well. 

It was in 1945 at the close of the war that the congregation purchased forty 
acres of land with 1,100 feet of shoreline on Pike Lake at a cost of $4,300. This 
area has been developed over the years and is the scene of many conferences and 
gatherings for young people and adults. 

Radio, having made an early appearance for the broadcast of the worship 
services, came to an abrupt halt in September of 1946. But through the years such 
disappointments came as well as the joyous occasions, one of which was that of the 
last payment on the building, which task had begun some twenty-three years 
earlier. This was in February of 1948. 

The aftermath of World War II was yet on the scene as the First Presbyterian 
launched into a new quarter century. The dawn of that era brought a new pastoral 
relationship, on which God has blessed in a marvelous way and which has lasted 
into this our anniversary year, nearly a quarter of a century. This very full and 
innovative new quarter century has had for its spiritual leader the Rev. Mr. Albert 
J. Lindsey, D. D who received a unanimous call to be the 13th pastor of the 
congregation. Many new things were to enliven the path of the congregation in the 
things of God. Perhaps the foremost of these was to be the increase of interest in 
missions, both at home and abroad. During these years, giving to missions has 
increased 1070. Twenty-four annual periods of special mission emphasis known as 
Missionary Conferences have been held resulting in the dedicating of many lives to 
full-time Christian service. 
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For ten years, beginning in 1951 the Tacoma Bible Institute, with our Pastor 
as one of its founders and its president for eight years, held its classes in our church 
building. 

Another avenue of ministry that has multiplies many times over has been 
that of radio. In February of 1952 the church began broadcasting both the morning 
and evening worship services, thus developing a large listening congregation. 
Currently the morning service is heard over three stations. This ministry has 
continued. Another avenue of ministry in the same medium that has had a marked 
influence in its outreach has been that of the Good News Broadcast by our pastor 
which began September 10, 1951, and is heard on three local radio stations three 
times a day, also has been heard from border to border up and down the west coast 
and on the island of Okinawa. This daily 15-minute program now has had a 
continuous run for twenty-three years. 

The women’s work in the church, under the organization of the Women’s 
Association, has made great contributions to the work and worship over the years. 
It has taken responsibility for the women’s touch – the preparation of new and used 
clothing bundles for missions, the arrangements for receptions and other festive 
occasions and the have borne the brunt of the special organization of Medical 
Missions which has collected, packaged and sent nearly two million dollars worth 
of sample medications and equipment to mission hospitals overseas. Visitation has 
also been a part of their work through the circles and guilds within the 
organization. 

The Christian education program has consisted primarily of the Sunday 
School and the youth groups, the leadership of which has been that of our youth 
director. These have helped our people to make great strides in the Christian 
growth and service. Each year a number of our young people have gone out on 
world deputation work to such countries as Mexico, Panama, Canal Zone, Brazil, 
Canada, Ethiopia and also to Hawaii to assist in the summer months in mission 
work.  

Families have always been most important to First Presbyterian and family 
participation emphasis has been not only in the Sunday School where there have 
been classes and provisions for every member but the midweek service is also 
geared to that most important social structure. In 1956 we launched out on an 
energetic program called the Family Church Night. The evening begins with a 
Family Buffet Dinner. Following this there are Bible and music classes for all 
children and young people. Four choirs and two bell groups meet during the two-
hour evening. The Adult Bible Hour is carried on at the same time. 

Currently the church staff consists of fifteen workers including the Pastor. 
There are two associate pastors to assist in ministering to a membership of 1. We 
function with a total budget of $298,120, of which $117,955 is for missions.  
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As we see ourselves in this centennial year of 1973, we are grateful to God 
for having brought us this far. We look to Him for direction and strength, for 
courage and conviction. May our congregation be truly a “tower and a fortress,” a 
light in this dark world through which we travel as pilgrims on our way to our 
heavenly citizenship. May those who follow after us be ever true to the Word of 
God and His mission. May they carry the torch, if the Lord tarry, on into the 21st 
century and to the second centennial. May they leave a record of faithfulness as has 
been left for us through the faithful servants of God who made up the congregation 
in times past. May all that is done be to the glory of our Heavenly Father, and 
when our time to depart this congregation comes may we have been faithful, 
leaving behind a rich heritage for our posterity.  

 
A Dream Come True 

 
Thursday 6 November 1969 a meeting convened at 7 PM in the office of Dr. 

Albert J. Lindsey, pastor of The First Presbyterian Church, Tacoma, Washington. 
Those present included H.A. Briggs, Orville Hunter, Frank Jackson, Dr. David 
Lundberg, and Richard North. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss the 
possibility of the church to sponsor a retirement home. 

Many meetings followed making contacts with architects, contractors, HUD, 
City Officials and in 1971 a questionnaire was prepared for the congregation 
asking if they would be interested in a retirement apartment. Three hundred twenty 
five answered in the affirmative. In 1972 the government placed a moratorium on 
all public housing. In 1974 it was revised and questionnaires were again presented 
to the congregation, also to anyone interested, and over 500 expressed and interest 
in such and apartment.  

Because of this interest in an apartment that would provide comfort, food 
and recreation to our elderly and handi-capped, a non-profit corporation, Outreach, 
Inc. was formed including thirteen men of the church to make possible for the First 
Presbyterian Church to co-sponsor this project with Security Pacific, Inc. of 
Seattle. It is understood that the church has no desire for ownership, but are the 
limited partners, from which Security Pacific, Inc. are to raise the equity capital 
and the church’s involvement will be that of advising in the operations and 
assisting in the tenant selection of the project. 

This beautiful building has been erected in the shadow of our church, A 
Dream Come True and will be dedicated immediately following the worship 
service Sunday 17 June 1979 at 12:30 PM at Commencement Terrace. 
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The following have been invited to attend this ceremony: Mayor Parker, the 
representatives of FHA, HUD, Sieferd, Forbes and Berry, architects, Absher, 
Construction Co. Security Pacific, Inc. and First Columbia, management.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


