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npHE WRITER assigned to a history 
i of St. John's Lutheran church, in 

 ^ Charleston, is compelled to make fre 
quent use of the superlative, oldest. 
The superlative of age applies to the 
church edifice itself, and it is repeated 
in the records of the St, John's parish 
life w erein numerous longevities ap 
pear as testimony to the endurance of 
Christian faith.

St. John's Lutheran church has 
achieved its record of longevities re 
markably, despite elements that cur 
tailed many facets of its surrounding 
community. Survivor of earthquake, 
storms, wars and secular attack, it 

< stands aged in beauty and dignity as 
$ the monument to a Lutheran move- 

* ment which began in the Southern col 
onies 215 years ago.

It was in 1734 that a ship bearing 
Salzburgers from their Austrian home 
land to the promise of religious free 
dom in the colonies, arrived a; the 
entrance to Charleston harbor. The 
Salzburgers sent ashore their commis 
sary, Baron von Reck, and their pas 
tor, the Rev. John .Martin Bolzius. 
These plenipotentiaries were pleasant- 

received in Charleston by German

settlers who were adherents to the doc 
trine of Martin Luther. The Salzbur 
gers moved on to their settlement at 
Ebenezer, Georgia, but von Reck and 
Bolzius returned to Charleston for a 
second visit. Early accounts relate 
that Lutherans attended a communion 
service conducted by Bolzius at a 
Charleston hotel.

Henry Melchoir Muhlenberg, the 
father of Lutheranism in America, was 
en route in 1742 to the Sal/burger set 
tlement at Ebenezer, Georgia. His 
journey to and from the Salzburger 
settlement included stops at Charles 
ton where he preached to the Luth 
eran settlers and fostered the growth 
of a congregation.

The flock that had been nurtured by 
Bolzius and Muhlenberg. and two 
Salzburger pastors named Gerock and 
Kabenhorst, obtained the site on which 
the present St John's edifice stands at

the corner of Archdale and Clifford 
streets, in Charleston. Construction of 
the original St. John's church edifice 
began late in 1759. and the completed 
building was dedicated on June 24. 
1764. _________«___

ONE OF the earliest records of lon 
gevity in the St. John's parish was that 
of Captain Jacob Sass, great grand 
father of Herbert Ravenel Sass. the 
Charleston author of current fame. 
Captain Sass was a militant Christian. 
During the American Revolution, he 
commanded a company of German 
Fusileers that served in defense of the 
colonies against British aggression. 
Sass, who was later elevated to a col 
onelcy, was a man of distinction in the 
lay ministry. Having served as a 
vestryman of St. John's church since 
1786, he became president of the con 
gregation in 1807 and held that office 
until his death in 1836.

A most notable era of Lutheranism 
in the St. John's parish and in the 
South, was the pastorate of the Rev. 
Dr. John Bachman, who came to 
Charleston from Rhinebeck, N. Y. Dr. 
Bachman's pastorate at St. John's ex 
tended from 1815 to 1874, and was the 
longest in the history of the parish.

As a theologian and in scientific 
fields. Dr. Bachman's eminence was 
worldwide. He was a friend of Audu- 
bon with whom he collaborated in or 
nithology. Bachman and Audubon, in
their lives and in their friendship, de 
fined a close relationship between re 
ligion and science.

It was through Dr. Bachman's In 
fluence that the South Carolina Luth 
eran Synod was organized in 1823. The 
Southern Lutheran Theological Sem 
inary and Newberry college were es 
tablished as results of his .labors. Un 
der Dr. Bachman's leadership, the St. 
John's parishioners began construction 
of the present church edifice which waa 
dedicated in 1818.

The St. John's steeple, which was 
put up between 1840 and 1845, was 
designed by Charles Eraser, the noted 
Charleston architect and miniaturist

of that period. For many years, there 
was a bell in the steeple, which called 
worshippers to the sanctuary on Sab 
baths and special holy days. During 
the Confederate War when the Con 
federacy issued an appeal for gun, 
metal, the bell of St. John's, with the 
bells of St. Michael's Episcopal and 
other churches in the Charleston area, 
went to the foundry pool to be fash 
ioned into instruments of war. The 
St. John's bell was never replaced.

AMONG the oldest organizations of 
its kind in the South, the Ladles' Sew 
ing society of St. John's church had 
its origin in 1825. The members of 
the society make garments and articles 
of needlecraft which they sell to raise

; funds for assisting students at the 
Southern seminary. Assistance of the

, divinity students is the primary-pur-
, ; pose of the society. Miss Catherine L. ' 

Bachman, the youngest child and 
daughter of Dr. Bachman, served as \ 
president of the Ladies' Sewing socie-

: ty from 1868 to 1908 when she died at 
the age of 76. ;

The name of Robert George Chis- > 
olm, who was known as a philanthro- 

  pist of his time in Charleston, is as-  

sociated with a glowing record of Ion- ! 
gevity in the service of St. John's par 
ish. Mr. Chisolm was president of the 
St. John's board of vestry and wardens 
for 30 years. When he died in 1907, 
he had also been superintendent of '. 
the St. John's Sunday school for more 
than 45 years. Mr. Chisolm was the 
donor of an organ which was dedicated 
at St. John's church on Easter Sun 
day, 1879. The organ, which is still 
in use, relates to another longevity in 
that It was recently renovated by An- 

, ton Got t fried, 87-year-old Industrialist 
I who founded the Got t fried organ 
; works at Erie, Pennsylvania, in 1890. 

Mr. Gottfried has relocated his organ 
company near Charleston.

Mrs. Emma C. Tovey, at the time 
of her death in 1917, had been a teach 
er of St. John's Sunday school classes 
for more than 50 years. One of Mrs. 
Tovey's catechetical scholars was Wil 
liam S. Lanneau who was elected to 
the St. John's board of vestry and 
wardens in 1899 and was its president 
when he resigned from active member 
ship In 1945. He Is now president 
emeritus and a lifetime honorary mem 
ber of the board. Mr. Lanneau suc 
ceeded Mr. Chisolm as superintendent 
of the St. John's Sunday school and 
served in that capacity for 33 yean.

THE SECOND longest pastorate in 
the history of St. John's was that of 
the Rev. Dr. George J. Gongaware, 
now pastor emeritus. Dr. Gongaware 
came from Pennsylvania In 1913 to 
accept the call to the St. John's pulpit.

He served as pastor of St. John's for 
29 years, and his office now as pastor 
emeritus is one of busy service to the \ 
St. John's congregation and the Luth 
eran church at large. He is now en 
gaged In the writing of a church his 
tory.

In 1946, Dr. Gongaware was hon 

ored at a special service held by the 
congregation at St. John's church in 
recognition of the 50th anniversary of 
his ordination to the Lutheran min 
istry.

The Charleston Library society, es 
tablished on June 13, 1748, selected St. 
John's church for Its centennial ser 
vice of commemoration. Dr. Bachman 
was the officiating clergyman at that 
service. Last year, the Library socie 
ty held its bl-centennial service at St. 
John's and Dr. Gongaware offered the 
invocation.

Present pastor of St. John's church 
is the Rev. Heyward W. Epting. of 
Chapin, and he is driving zealously 
to spread the Gospel In Charleston as 
he approaches the end of his first 
decade in longevity of service at St. 
John's. He was called to St. John's 
as assistant pastor in 1940 and became 
pastor in 1942. The Rev. Mr. Epting 
is encouraging a parish program of 
educational expansion, which antici 
pates the building of a new Sunday 
school.

The eldest members on the St. John's 
church roll are Mrs. Kate Schirmer, 99, 
who now resides at 1006 Bull street, 
Columbia, and F. Meyer LaTour, 91, of 
Charleston. Mr. LaTour, an artisan 
in woodcraft, made the magnificent 
sounding board which surmounts the 
St. John's pulpit

KNOWING about the longevities and 
traditions established in the parish, 
one can better understand the feeling 
of the congregation at St. John's when 
it sings, "On Christ, the solid rock, I 
stand; all other ground is sinking 
sand." St. John's congregations have 
stood on the solid rock for more than 
two centuries. One should know that 
longevities are never built on sinking 
 and.

-> THE STATE MAGAZINE

November 20, 1949



In
te

ri
or

 o
f 

S
i, 

Jo
hn

 a
 c

hu
rc

h,
 s

h
ow

in
g 

ch
an

ce
l, 

pu
lp

it
, 

al
ta

r 
an

d 
w

in
do

w
. 

B
ap

ti
sm

al
 

to
n

t 
Is

 
pi

ct
ur

ed
 

at
 

le
ft


