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we remain a lively center for God’s mission 

and ministry in the heart of Des Moines!  

 Throughout the year, we will give thanks 

for the grace of God that has sustained us 

in the past, enlivens the present moment, 

and that leads us into the future. Our grat-

itude for such grace will be woven into song 

and speech, praise and prayer, welcome and 

service to our neighbors - both here in Des 

Moines and around the world.  

 In an ancient prayer, the Psalmist 

wrote:  Bless the Lord, O my soul, and do not 

forget all God’s benefits… (Psalm 103:2). 

The benefits of God shown to this con-

gregation are beyond our ability to count! 

They have brought us this far in faith,  

and they will carry us into the future. In this 

anniversary year, we enter that future with 

truly grateful hearts and joyful expectation!

Praise the Lord!

The Rev. Rachel Thorson Mithelman

Senior Pastor

Our Grateful Hear ts We Lift In Praise

1. Our grateful hearts we lift in praise to you, O blessed Lord,

For you have been our dwelling place, O God, by all adored.

Your faithful people heed your call and gather in this place,

To hear, to touch, to taste your Word, receive your living grace.

2. Your plans for us are full of good; our prayers of thanks ascend 

For promises you will fulfill; your mercies never end.

With joyful expectation, Lord, your people long to see

Your steadfast love made new again, the future yet to be.

3. We join the chorus of your church in every time and place,

And blend into the great refrain of saints, who see your face:

All glory be to God: the Father and to Christ, his Son,

And glory be to Spirit blest, to you, the Three in One!

“Our Grateful Hearts We Lift In Praise” was commissioned in 2014 
by St. John’s Lutheran Church, Des Moines, Iowa, in celebration of  
150 continuous years as a congregation. Funding was provided by  
the Lois Valbracht memorial fund. Text, based on Psalm 90:1 and  
Jeremiah 29:11, and tune (ST JOHN’S DES MOINES) written by  

Michael D. Costello (b. 1979).

AS WE CELEBRATE ST. JOHN’S 150TH ANNIVERSARY, 



FROM HUMBLE BEGINNINGS

It was May 1865. The Civil War had just ended. In the still-
small town of Des Moines, Iowa, Rev. Morris Officer, one of 
America’s most prominent 19th Century Lutheran mission-
aries, was holding house meetings. He had been traveling 
the western frontier of the Midwest seeking to establish 
English-worshiping Lutheran congregations for the General 
Synod, an Eastern U.S. body formed earlier in the 19th Cen-
tury. Upon arriving in Des Moines, he was said to be “pleased 
with the town, but made to mourn over the wasted condition 
of the Lutheran Church.” Still, he managed to identify a small 
group interested in forming a congregation. He appointed 
a committee of four people—two men and two women—to 
search for interested people in the area while he continued 
his travels, and then subsequently found a pastor willing to 
take on this mission project, Rev. Andrew M. Geiger. 

A few months later, Rev. Officer and Rev. Geiger met in 
Des Moines, and on the morning of November 26, 1865, 

Rev. Officer preached to a gathering of 24 people, who then 
adopted the constitution he had prepared for them, officially 
establishing the First English Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of Des Moines, Iowa. On December 5, before leaving Des 
Moines the next morning, Rev. Officer wrote in his journal, 
“Had a meeting with him [Rev. Geiger] and the church council 
to arrange definitely for his support. This closes eighteen 
busy days, during which I have been encouraged by the man-
ifest interest of some and sorely tried by the indifference 
of others.”

This is the story of how from those early, humble beginnings 
in the oldest part of Des Moines came a church—eventu-
ally renamed St. John’s Evangelical Lutheran Church—that 
would for the next 150 years, from its uninterrupted post in 
the city’s downtown, serve as a powerful beacon of Christ’s 
word in its neighborhood and city, in the state, and in the 
world beyond.

Rev. Morris Officer, upper left, a prominent Lutheran missionary, founded the mission church in Des Moines that would eventually become St. John’s Lutheran. 
Rev. Officer recommended Rev. Andrew M. Geiger, upper right, who served as the congregation’s first pastor—from 1865 to 1871.
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MISSION CHURCH ON THE FRONTIER

At its start, the congregation was nomadic. For a few Sundays 
after formation, the congregation held worship in a small 
dilapidated brick church opposite the courthouse. Next, a 
courtroom, then a wagon maker’s shop, then again in the 
little brick church, then again in the courtroom. Despite its 
wanderings, the congregation grew, and it soon began to 
search for a permanent home. 

In March 1867, the members secured the deed to a lot on 
the southeast corner of Seventh and Sycamore (now Grand), 
the site today of the Ruan Center. The cost of the lot was 
$1,500. Construction didn’t start for a year, and then stalled 
because of contractor issues. Finally, on January 3, 1869, the 
congregation dedicated the first church building it could call 
its own. The 35 x 66-foot frame building cost $6,000. Rev. 
Geiger wrote, “We then thought the little house a gem, and 
it was beautiful. We said to one another, ‘The Lord hath done 
great things for us, whereof we are glad’ as we went into the 
house of the Lord.”

Rev. Geiger, feeling that he had accomplished his charge of 
establishing a Lutheran Mission in Des Moines, submitted 
his resignation in 1871. He was followed by Rev. Aaron I. 
Crigler of Springfield, Ohio, from 1872-1874, and then Rev. 
Charles A. Gelwicks of Elvira, Iowa, beginning in 1875.

The next big milestone for the congregation came in 1877, 
when it declared in a letter to the General Synod’s Board of 
Home Missions that it no longer needed monetary support 
and would become a fully self-supporting congregation. In 
a congratulatory letter, the Secretary of the Board of Home 
Missions wrote, “...when your letter and resolutions were 
read, every face brightened with joy and gratitude to God 
that the little band which had gone through so many trials 
had at last overcome. The child is now able to walk alone 
and we pray that it may never faint and fall by the way. Your 
object and efforts as a congregation are now to go forward.”

Three years later, the congregation voted to amend its con-
stitution and take on the name it still uses today, “St. John’s 
Evangelical Lutheran Church.” Also in 1880, Rev. Gelwicks 
resigned and was replaced by Rev. George F. Behringer of 
Mendon, Illinois, who would remain only until the end of 
1881. After a vacancy that lasted a year, Rev. George C. 
Henry of Millersburg, Pennsylvania, became pastor in Jan-
uary 1883. It’s at this point that early histories of St. John’s 
mark the beginning of a period of ministry growth, a time 
that included the relocation of the church to the downtown 
site where it remains today.

The congregation dedicated its first church building, above, in 1869. “The joy of these people in their beautiful church home can well be imagined,” wrote member 
Grace C. Roe in a 50-year history of St. John’s, “when we remember that for almost four years they had been wandering about with no place to call their own.” The 
building stood at the corner of Seventh and Sycamore (now Grand). When the members bought the lot, it was a cabbage patch. Today, the Ruan Center is at that corner.
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SETTING DOWN ROOTS

Among Rev. Henry’s first steps to increase the scope of St. 
John’s ministry was organizing a chapter of the Women’s 
Home and Foreign Missionary Society. The group’s secretary 
later filed this report, “This year we have studied the ‘Islands 
of the Sea’ at six of our meetings, which has given us much 
information in regard to the influence of the gospel among 
these island people... Our Home Department is very encour-
aging both in interest, in literature and voluntary giving... 
We have assisted South Omaha and Clarksburg, Va. and the 
Iowa Home Missionary.” In just his second year, Rev. Henry 
and the congregation proudly served as hosts of the Thirtieth 
Convention of the Iowa Synod (but only after giving their 
church building a new coat of paint both inside and out).

By 1889, the now-150-member congregation felt ready to 
entertain the overtures it had been receiving for its increas-
ingly valuable property at Seventh and Sycamore (Des 
Moines by then had grown to a population of 50,000) and 
proceed with planning for a new church building. A $15,000 
offer for the property was accepted in July 1889—consisting 
of $7,000 cash and an $8,000 piece of property at Sixth and 
Chestnut (later Keosauqua Way and now Watson Powell Jr. 
Way), the corner where St. John’s still worships. Within just 
two months, builders laid a cornerstone at that site for a new 
church, and on March 23, 1890, services were held for the 
first time in the building’s basement. Because the congrega-
tion was determined not to take on indebtedness and com-
mitted to proceeding only as money allowed, it wasn’t until 
February 28, 1892, that dedication services were held in the 
grand building that came to be called the “Red Brick Church,” 
which served the congregation for the next 43 years.

“Many, many hands contributed and many, many hearts prayed for the erection 
of this church,” said a write-up for the dedication ceremony, “and to no one is all 
the credit due. But if distinction is made, due acknowledgment should be given to 
the devoted pastor, Rev. George C. Henry, who in season and out of season, has 
labored with singleness of purpose for the strengthening of his church.... Under 
his charge the church has been built and his has been the voice that fired the 
enthusiasm....” The building cost $34,000, measured 60 x 80 feet, and featured a 
steeple rising from its southeast corner. The pulpit was at the northwest corner 
of the building, with organ pipes behind it. A balcony swung around three-quar-
ters of the sanctuary. The ceiling featured what was described as a “dome-like 
cavity.” The pews were antique polished oak and said to be “very comfortable.” A 
parsonage stood at the north end of the building, “sheltered under the wing of 
the larger structure and...built in the same general style.”

Rev. Henry resigned in 1895 after 12 years’ service. To replace him, the congre-
gation called Rev. John A. Wirt, D.D., of Hughesville, Pennsylvania. Ministry 
growth at St. John’s continued under Dr. Wirt. Early in his tenure, he asked 
the council to select a group of 10 or more women to assist him in making calls, 
attending the sick and needy, looking up prospective members, and otherwise 
advancing the work of the church. A few years later, in 1902, a Young People’s 
Missionary Society was organized with 14 charter members. Also at that same 
time, St. John’s entertained 300 delegates who were in Des Moines for the 40th 
Biennial Convention of the General Synod of the United States. Dr. Wirt also 
held services for several years in Sevastopol, the name at that time for the south 
side of Des Moines, and even made plans to build a permanent chapel there. The 
chapel, however, was never built, because some members moved to other parts 

Rev. George C. Henry, above, who served St. John’s 
as its fifth pastor from 1883 to 1895, was just 26 
years old when he was called.

The congregation’s second church building, above—
its first at the corner where St. John’s is now 
located—was affectionately known as the “Red 
Brick Church.” Members worshiped in this space 
from 1892 to 1935.

St. John’s Lutheran Church

 Our History 3



of the city and the remaining worshipers decided they would rather attend the 
downtown church than have a chapel in their part of the city. 

In 1908, Dr. Wirt died suddenly at age 61. Said a tribute in the local press, “Des 
Moines is a better, more friendly, more human city for his living in it, and the 
measure of the city’s life will be the measure of his influence.... Coming to the 
pastorate of St. John’s Lutheran Church in Des Moines, in June 1895, Dr. Wirt 
found himself pastor of a church whose membership measured scarcely 200. 
Working ceaselessly, tirelessly, he built up his church until at the time of his death 
it had a membership of approximately 600.”

The pastor who preached at Dr. Wirt’s funeral, Rev. Angus B. Leamer, D.D., of 
Iowa City, who also was President of the Iowa Synod, was subsequently called by 
St. John’s to replace him. Dr. Leamer successfully served St. John’s for 17 years, 
but from a historical perspective this period is most noted as the time when the 
congregation gave serious consideration to leaving downtown. At the church’s 
annual meeting in September 1921, Dr. Leamer reported, “Last December we 
purchased a new site for our church at 35th and Ingersoll Avenue for $36,000. 
This has been the greatest forward step that the church has taken in long years. 
It is located in the very heart of a great residential district and in that part of the 
city in which over 70 percent of our present membership live.”

What happened next is captured in a reflection written by Dr. Leamer’s successor, 
Rev. Frederick J. Weertz, D.D., who was called to St. John’s from an Omaha church 
in 1925. Dr. Weertz reported that the original plan was to defray the cost of the 
Ingersoll site by selling the church’s downtown property. “This, however, did not 
materialize,” Dr. Weertz wrote, “and the indebtedness, because of this venture and other purchases, ran up to $58,500. 
The present pastor and the church council, after six months of prayerful consideration of the problem, felt that the city 
[downtown] must be maintained for Christ....” Through the sale of the Ingersoll property and gifts from the congregation, 
that debt was retired. “One of the tragedies of our Lutheran Church,” Dr. Weertz continued, “is that so often we have evaded 
the downtown church problem. The Roman Catholic Church has always maintained cathedrals in its metropolitan areas. The 
Lutheran Church has often been content to move away from, rather than to grapple with the changing conditions.... [A]s 
long as God shall give strength to the leadership of St. John’s Lutheran Church, the city shall continue to be kept for God.”

St. John’s worshipers gathered outside for a group photo, above, on the last Sunday of services—September 15, 1935—at the “Red Brick Church,” which was 
then razed to make room for a new structure. This building served the congregation from 1892 to 1935.

Rev. John A. Wirt, above, served St. John’s from 
1895 until his sudden death in 1908. “In our 
bereavement we had the sympathy and sorrow of 
the entire city for he was ‘a kindred soul to all man-
kind,’” noted an early church history.

St. John’s Lutheran Church
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COMMITTING TO DOWNTOWN

Dr. Weertz served St. John’s from 1925 until 1956 (except for a brief one-year 
departure in 1940-41), and during that 30-year span he and the congregation 
demonstrated time and again their firm commitment to staying downtown. 
In 1934, less than a decade after the situation with the Ingersoll property was 
resolved, serious planning began to raze the red brick church and replace it with 
an entirely new structure. By September 1935, the congregation was holding 
a “Grand Rally” to mark its last day in the old church and beginning to attend 
services in temporary quarters at a former Christian Scientist church at 927 
Eighth Street. Builders laid the cornerstone for the new building in March 1936 
and just eight months later, on November 1, 1936, the congregation celebrated 
the dedication of its new church—with not just one or two services, but five of 
them, from early morning until late evening. The magnificent Gothic structure, 
which cost $116,000, is the one—minus a couple of large additions and a few 
remodelings—that St. John’s still worships in today.

One of those two large additions started moving forward just seven years after 
the dedication of the new building, when in 1943 the congregation authorized 
the purchase of the adjoining property to the north. Then in 1951, St. John’s ded-
icated a four-story, $250,000 “Parish House” addition on that property, housing 
a fellowship hall, lounge area, chapel, and classrooms.

Dr. Weertz’s long tenure at St. John’s, of course, was marked by more than just 
building projects. Ministry highlights included the start in 1932 of a tradition of 

asking everyone to bring to services on Christmas Eve or Christmas Day a “White Gift” food or household item for distri-
bution to those in need. In 1938, Dr. Weertz played a key role in the creation of the Lutheran Welfare Society of Iowa—
forerunner of today’s Lutheran Services of Iowa—and was elected a member of the organization’s first Board of Directors. 
In 1941, the first member of St. John’s to become a missionary, Rev. Paul Lewis, set sail for Africa. With the help of funds 
from St. John’s member Sylvia Heidt, Rev. Lewis eventually oversaw construction of two chapels in Liberia. Back at St. 
John’s, January 1948 marked the start of weekday church school on Wednesday afternoons, a practice that has continued 
at the church in various forms up through the present day. One interesting note in a St. John’s history book described an 

On November 1, 1936, the members of St. John’s, above, proudly marked the dedication of their new Gothic-style church building, which—with two major 
additions, one across the north end and one across the west end—continues to serve the congregation.

Rev. Frederick J. Weertz, above, was St. John’s lon-
gest-tenured senior pastor, serving from 1925 to 
1940 and 1941 to 1956. He relished telling stories 
of his rough-and-tumble childhood and early adult-
hood, including a stint as a boxer.

St. John’s Lutheran Church

 Our History 5



early exploration in 1930 of civil rights for African Ameri-
cans. “Sunday evening, March 2, the Luther League held one 
of the most interesting meetings of the year—150 people 
were present. Bill Haydon, Jr. made the acquaintance of sev-
eral young men who are members of Burns United Brethren 
Church, one of the Negro congregations of this city.... The 
main interest of the evening centered on the discussion of 
the race question.”

Membership grew substantially during Dr. Weertz’s tenure, 
topping 2,000. A report from his retirement reception in July 
1956 noted, “Civic, state, religious and organizational leaders 
were present to pay tribute to a man who had done so much 
in his chosen field, and whose influence in the community 
had left a considerable mark. St. John’s will always be a last-
ing monument of Dr. Weertz’s devotion and consecration to 
his Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ.”

Dr. Weertz was succeeded by the church’s then-Associate 
Pastor, the Rev. Henry W. Opperman, D.D., who originally 
came to St. John’s from Toronto, Canada. Dr. Opperman 

remained until he accepted a call to return to Canada in 
December 1961. These were active years at St. John’s as well. 
A church history notes, “The year 1957 exceeded all other 
years in the realm of stewardship. The apportionment to the 
whole work of the whole church was not only paid in full, 
but overpaid by $635.79—Lutheran World Action goal was 
reached—$500 was given to our new mission, St. Stephen’s, 
Urbandale for their building fund—$4,559 was contributed 
to the Iowa Synod Camp Fund as well as a substantial sum 
contributed toward local needs such as the Des Moines Coun-
cil of Churches and emergency gifts to needy families.”

St. John’s then called Rev. Louis H. Valbracht, D.D., an Ohio 
native who was serving a Chicago church. Dr. Valbracht 
would lead St. John’s from 1962 until 1979 and thus join 
Dr. Leamer for the distinction of having the second-longest 
service as a senior pastor at St. John’s. Early in his tenure, 
Dr. Valbracht and the congregation embarked on the second 
of the church’s two big additions. In July 1962, St. John’s 
bought at a cost of $135,000 the Cutler plumbing-supply 

St. John’s honored the retired Dr. Weertz in 1971 on the 50th anniversary of his ordination. Above left, he and his 
wife, Dorothea, sit near a plaque noting the dedication of Weertz Fellowship Hall in his name. Above right, Rev. 
Louis H. Valbracht, then St. John’s senior pastor, escorts Dr. Weertz at an all-congregational service.

Rev. Frederick J. Weertz and his wife, Doro-
thea, above, pose with their son, Louis, who 
became famous as pianist Roger Williams.

To make room for a 
mid-1960s addition to 
the west of the original 
1936 church structure, 
the adjacent Cutler 
plumbing-supply build-
ing and lot, left, was 
bought for $135,000.  
The addition included 
an office tower, choir 
loft, transept, court-
yard, lecture hall, and 
classrooms. Church 
histories note that the 
congregation in 1900 
had the opportunity to 
buy the same property 
for $3,000, but mem-
bers voted to pay no 
more than $2,500.

St. John’s Lutheran Church
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property immediately to the west of the church. Then, in early 1963, the congre-
gation authorized development of a master plan for the St. John’s building and 
grounds that anticipated an addition to be completed at the time of the church’s 
centennial celebration. A “Second Century Challenge” fundraising campaign in 
1964 was highly successful, and on October 25 of that year Dr. Valbracht, wearing 
pastoral robes, mounted an excavator to break ground for the addition that would 
add an office tower, choir loft, transept, courtyard, lecture hall, and classrooms to 
the west of the original building. The cornerstone for the project was laid in June 
1965 and the $1-million-plus addition was dedicated May 1, 1966.

In the memories of many members from that time, Dr. Valbracht’s hallmarks 
were his powerful oratorical style and flair for the dramatic. He dressed in full 
Roman-centurion costume—complete with helmet, sword, and shield—to preach 
his first St. John’s Easter service. For one Lenten sermon series, he dressed as 
a different character from the Passion story each Sunday. “For a person to be a 
good public speaker, there must always be a bit of ham in him,” he was quoted 
as saying in a Des Moines Register article at the time of his retirement in 1979. 
But there was plenty of substance to go with the style. That same Register article 
noted Dr. Valbracht’s firm backing of civil rights reforms for African Americans in 
the 1960s when such a stand was far from universally accepted. The article notes 
that Dr. Valbracht spoke out strongly in favor of open housing and invited St. 
Paul African Methodist Episcopal Church to join St. John’s for Vacation Church 
School. “I have spoken out on controversial issues,” Dr. Valbracht told the Register 
reporter, “because I felt it was the task of the church to be the conscience of the 
state—not to run the state, but to be its conscience. The prophets of old were 
the conscience of the king.”

Dr. Valbracht’s time as senior pastor was marked by continued migration from 
city to suburb and a steep decline in downtown’s role as a retail center. Mainline 
religions like Lutheranism also began to experience a steady loss of members. Yet 
St. John’s remained vigorous. Again from that 1979 Register article: “In his years 
at St. John’s, the church has been able to maintain a strong, viable Christian wit-
ness in the downtown, Valbracht says, while refusing to flee the area as so many 
churches have. He sees that as a major accomplishment.”

Known for his dramatic flair, Rev. Louis H. Valbracht, who served St. John’s from 1962 to 1971, poses, 
above left, in the Roman centurion costume he once wore as he delivered an Easter sermon and, above 
right, atop a beam that would support the church’s major addition in the mid-1960s.

To put its civil-rights advocacy into practice, St.
John’s held joint Vacation Church School with St. 
Paul African Methodist Episcopal Church and other 
African American groups in the 1960s and 1970s. 
The mosaic, above, showing one white and one black 
lamb, was finished by students at one session. It can 
be seen today hanging in a hallway on the lower 
level of St. John’s. Below, a tuba draws plenty of 
attention from three Vacation Church Schoolers.

St. John’s Lutheran Church
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MINISTRY TO A CHANGING WORLD

In the years since 1979, those outside challenges of growing suburbs and declining 
membership in mainline religions have remained—even intensified. Yet, through 
the development of inventive ministries and a steadfast focus on strong music, 
worship, and preaching, four senior pastors and a committed membership have 
kept St. John’s flourishing.

In September 1979, Rev. Jerry Schmalenberger, D.D., of Mansfield, Ohio, became 
senior pastor at St. John’s. Dr. Schmalenberger remained until 1988, when he left 
to become president of the Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary in Berkeley, 
California. During his tenure, St. John’s addressed a critical need for convenient 
parking by purchasing a half-block lot across Park Street directly to the north 
of the church building. “The purchase of the parking lot made it possible for not 
only ample Sunday morning parking, but also parking during the week,” notes 
Dr. Schmalenberger. “This opened up daily programs and ministries so import-
ant to the life...of St. John’s.” Also during this time, St. John’s played a central 
role in the building of Park Place, a housing complex intended for the elderly at 
the corner of Seventh and Park streets. New ministries abounded throughout 
Dr. Schmalenberger’s time at St. John’s: year-round Saturday evening worship; 
the creation of a Health Ministry and the calling of a Parish Nurse; ministry 
for the deaf and hearing-impaired; a strong emphasis on reaching out to people 
of color and different sexual orientation; and an expansion of women’s roles, 
including the 1987 calling of St. John’s first female ordained pastor, Rev. Mary 
Faith Nesmith, as an associate. Dr. Schmalenberger also served in Liberia on a 
three-month teaching sabbatical.

Rev. Jerry Schmalenberger, above with his wife, 
Carol, served as senior pastor from 1979 to 1988. 
Dr. Schmalenberger was a graduate of Wittenberg 
University in Ohio, a Lutheran institution with ties 
to many of St. John’s earliest clergy. Rev. Louis H. 
Valbracht, Schmalenberger’s predecessor, also was 
a Wittenberg graduate.

In the mid-1980s, St. John’s was a limited partner in 
the development of the nearby housing complex called 
Park Place, shown above while under construction. The 
complex was originally planned as elderly housing, but 
now rents to a broader market.

When the members of St. John’s in 1987 called 
Rev. Mary Faith Nesmith, above, center, to be 
their associate pastor, she became the church’s 
first female ordained pastor. Rev. Nesmith 
served the church until 1995.

In the 1980s, St. John’s worked with Lutheran Hospital 
to launch an innovative health ministry program, inte-
grating pastoral concepts with nursing knowledge and 
practices. Jean McKinney, above, was hired as Parish 
Nurse and faithfully served for the next 25 years. 

St. John’s Lutheran Church
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A big step taken during this time to ensure the future of St. John’s came in 1980 
when members organized the St. John’s Lutheran Foundation to receive contri-
butions and build an endowment fund, the proceeds of which would be used to 
“aid and assist in the mission” of the church. That fund, which has underwritten 
a number of significant projects and initiatives in the years since its formation, 
now exceeds $3 million.

Dr. Schmalenberger’s successor as senior pastor, Rev. Elton Richards—who came 
in early 1989 from a church in Reading, Pennsylvania—found himself focusing 
first on bringing the congregation together after a contentious vote on gay rights 
and balancing the church’s budget. One move he made to address the budget situ-
ation was to create a “Ministry Team” of church members who each assumed, for 
minimal compensation, responsibility for a ministry, as well as attended weekly 
staff meetings. The first four: Cecil Brewton, Deb Donald, Darla Stiles, and Jean 
Williams. “They were wonderful in spirit and service,” Rev. Richards notes. “They 
fit so well with the existing staff.” Rev. Richards also led the congregation in a 
strengthening of its arts emphasis, including the introduction of midweek noon-
day music recitals and artist-of-the-month displays. A large gift and a campaign 
for matching donations during this time made it possible for St. John’s—without 
incurring any debt—to accomplish a long-time goal of replacing its mid-1950s 
pipe organ and remodeling some features of the sanctuary that had been the same 
since the original construction in 1936.

Rev. Elton Richards, shown above, at left, sharing 
a laugh with church securityman Bob Bainbridge, 
served as senior pastor from 1989 until his retire-
ment in 1997.

A large-scale remodeling of the St. John’s sanctuary, above, in the late 1990s often was referred to as “the organ project” because it involved installation of 
an entirely new pipe organ in the back of the sanctuary and the removal of the previous organ from near the front. But this remodeling project also featured 
significant changes to the floor, ceiling, and lights in the then-60-year-old space.

St. John’s Lutheran Church
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Upon Rev. Richards’ retirement at the end of 1997, St. John’s called Rev. Roy 
Nilsen, a Wisconsin native who was then serving an Iowa City church. From 1998 
until his retirement in 2004, Rev. Nilsen emphasized strengthening St. John’s 
leadership on the acceptance of people of different sexual orientation, both within 
the congregation and in the larger Des Moines community. Rev. Nilsen also played 
an instrumental role in the creation of “The Bridge,” a cooperative ministry with 
The Cathedral Church of St. Paul and later St. Ambrose Cathedral and First United 
Methodist Church. The ministry’s aim is to plan and develop programs to address 
needs in the downtown area, especially among the poor and the homeless. 

Other ministry initiatives during Rev. Nilsen’s tenure included the development 
of more small-group opportunities to create greater intimacy at St. John’s, the 
launch of discussions about how to support downtown workers in their attempts 
to live out their faith, and a partnership with Iowa Public Radio to create a monthly 
show that helped the community of faith contemplate public affairs. It was during 

Rev. Roy Nilsen, shown above, at far right, with then Associate Pastors Dan Witkowski and Susan Schneider, was a strong advocate of St John’s as “A Church 
for All People,” including the draping of a rainbow banner, above left, from the loft on the west side of the sanctuary. Rev. Nilsen served as senior pastor at St. 
John’s from 1998 to 2004.

Ever since being added to the west side of the 
church’s exterior in the early 2000s, the words “In 
the City for Good!”, above, have become a memora-
ble phrase to passersby on Seventh Street.

The Connection Cafe, begun in 2004, is part of “The Bridge,” a ministry overseen by St. John’s and three 
other downtown churches. Five days a week, the program provides a free meal to 150 homeless and low-in-
come individuals. St. John’s members, such as  Nancy Budrevich, above, at right, often serve meals.
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A BEGINNING,  
RATHER THAN A COMPLETION

At each milestone in St. John’s long history, pastors and members 
have not just honored the past, but also declared a need to focus on 
the future.

“What the last fifty years have held is now a matter of history,” wrote 
member Grace C. Roe in a 1915 church history. “What the next fifty 
have in store for us will depend almost entirely on our own efforts 
and the proper use of the talents God has given us to be used in the 
furtherance of His Kingdom.”

At the 1936 dedication services for the new St. John’s church building, 
worshipers were urged on the last page of the bulletin to see the day 
as a “beginning, rather than a completion” of their work. “Until and 
unless this beautiful temple is made to minister to the daily living of 
those who need its message, we have failed.... Today we celebrate the 
completion of the material; tomorrow we begin the building of the 
church spiritual.”

Members were exhorted at the time of both the 75th and 100th anni-
versaries to never let flag their continued service to downtown Des 
Moines. The program for the 1940 Diamond Jubilee celebration put 
it this way: “Here is the ever-burning challenge for the future. Keep 
downtown Des Moines for Christ! No church has a better opportunity 
in this field than our own St. John’s.” 

Now, at its 150th Anniversary, St. John’s Lutheran Church is poised to 
continue that mission for years to come. In the City for Good! Indeed!

Rev. Nilsen’s tenure that the words “In the City for Good!” were affixed 
to the west side of the St. John’s building.

In 2005, St. John’s called its current—and first-ever female—senior 
pastor, Rev. Rachel Thorson Mithelman, an Iowa native who came to 
Des Moines from a church in La Crosse, Wisconsin. During her time 
at St. John’s, Rev. Mithelman has advocated ministries that broaden 
the congregation’s understanding of “who the ‘neighbor’ is that we are 
called to love and serve.” A Companion Parish relationship established 
in 2008 with the Lutheran church in Mramba, Tanzania, she notes, 
“has enriched the lives of both faith communities” through regularly 
scheduled visits by members of St. John’s and collaboration on projects 
that benefit particularly the children and women in the rural mountain 
village. Also, through support of a scholarship fund, the women of St. 
John’s have financed the education of Tanzanian women who want to 
serve the church there as evangelists and parish workers—but who 
likely would have no other chance of obtaining the necessary schooling. 
In Des Moines in 2007, St. John’s launched—and continues to this day 
to be heavily involved in—an After School Arts Program for children in 
the Des Moines public schools. “This program,” Rev. Mithelman notes, 
“has assisted hundreds of under-served third- through eighth-grade 
students discover and explore their God-given creativity and worth 
as human beings.” Another highlight of Rev. Mithelman’s tenure at 
St. John’s came soon after her arrival with the reorganization of the 
church’s Wednesday evening school-year programming into an inter-
generational “Beloved Community” event that in the years since has, 
she says, “established and deepened friendships, taught hospitality and 
generosity, and centered us, mid-week, around the Word and in prayer.”

Rev. Rachel Thorson Mithelman, above, who came to St. John’s 
in 2005, continues as senior pastor today. A hallmark of Rev. 
Mithelman’s tenure has been an emphasis on ministry outside 
the walls of the church. Associate Pastor Bob Speirs, above, at 
left, came to St. John’s in 2007 and still serves today.

St. John’s began in 2008 what is now a thriving Companion 
Parish relationship with the Lutheran church in Mramba, Tan-
zania. Rev. Mithelman and St. John’s members Carol Fisher and 
Judi Langholz are shown above on one of several trips that have 
been taken to the rural mountain village. St. John’s has provided 
vital support not just to the church in Mramba, but also to the 
wider community, particularly its children and women.

St. John’s member Kris Joy, above, works with two students 
attending one of the Summer Arts Camps sponsored by the After 
School Arts Program, an outreach ministry launched by St. John’s 
in 2007 to serve select students from two Des Moines elementary 
schools. Now its own non-profit entity, ASAP has grown to include 
more elementary schools, as well as middle schools.
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For nearly 80 years, worshipers entering the St. John’s sanctuary have looked up in awe at what likely is the institution’s most 
iconic symbol—the 23-foot-tall stained-glass window that towers above the altar with the Inviting Risen Christ, above, at its 
center. The window, as with all the other stained-glass windows in the sanctuary, was the work of Paul H. Wolff of St. Joseph, 
Missouri, and was installed when the current church sanctuary was built in 1936.
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we remain a lively center for God’s mission 

and ministry in the heart of Des Moines!  

 Throughout the year, we will give thanks 

for the grace of God that has sustained us 

in the past, enlivens the present moment, 

and that leads us into the future. Our grat-

itude for such grace will be woven into song 

and speech, praise and prayer, welcome and 

service to our neighbors - both here in Des 

Moines and around the world.  

 In an ancient prayer, the Psalmist 

wrote:  Bless the Lord, O my soul, and do not 

forget all God’s benefits… (Psalm 103:2). 

The benefits of God shown to this con-

gregation are beyond our ability to count! 

They have brought us this far in faith,  

and they will carry us into the future. In this 

anniversary year, we enter that future with 

truly grateful hearts and joyful expectation!

Praise the Lord!

The Rev. Rachel Thorson Mithelman

Senior Pastor

Our Grateful Hear ts We Lift In Praise

1. Our grateful hearts we lift in praise to you, O blessed Lord,

For you have been our dwelling place, O God, by all adored.

Your faithful people heed your call and gather in this place,

To hear, to touch, to taste your Word, receive your living grace.

2. Your plans for us are full of good; our prayers of thanks ascend 

For promises you will fulfill; your mercies never end.

With joyful expectation, Lord, your people long to see

Your steadfast love made new again, the future yet to be.

3. We join the chorus of your church in every time and place,

And blend into the great refrain of saints, who see your face:

All glory be to God: the Father and to Christ, his Son,

And glory be to Spirit blest, to you, the Three in One!

“Our Grateful Hearts We Lift In Praise” was commissioned in 2014 
by St. John’s Lutheran Church, Des Moines, Iowa, in celebration of  
150 continuous years as a congregation. Funding was provided by  
the Lois Valbracht memorial fund. Text, based on Psalm 90:1 and  
Jeremiah 29:11, and tune (ST JOHN’S DES MOINES) written by  

Michael D. Costello (b. 1979).

AS WE CELEBRATE ST. JOHN’S 150TH ANNIVERSARY, 
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