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First Immanuel  has been a presence in the Near West Side for 170 years.  It began in 1854 as a small Lutheran church  near Roosevelt and Blue Island where St. Ignatius College Prep now stands. This small church was 46 ft. long and 24 ft. wide. The city of Chicago boundaries at that time were North Ave on the north, 31st St. to the South, Wood Street on the West and Lake  Michigan to the East.  34 years later they built this lovely church.
This Lutheran church was called Immanuel which means “God is with Us” (overhead).There have been worship services every Sunday during those 170 years.   It has been a special place for many people during its 170 years.  This morning, I want to tell you why it has been special to me.

I came to First Immanuel in the summer of 1959 as a deaconess student from Valparaiso University in Indiana. I was 20 years old and to put it into perspective,  George Manning was 10.  I was to spend the summer helping the new  pastor with the children in the Sunday School.  At that time about 200 children were enrolled in the Sunday School thanks to the work of the former pastor and staff. After I was there for several days, I asked some women that I had never met Mrs. Becker. They laughed and said “Girl ---never have we. When I went back to college in the fall this pastor Donald Becker came to visit me several times.  So, when I graduated and was “called” as a deaconess  to First Immanuel in June of 1960 this Pastor Becker and I were married in Nov. of 1960 and lived across the street at 1129 S. Ashland.  

The area around the church at that time was quite different from now.  From Roosevelt to the West, we had a theater and a bowling alley on the South side of the street. And Tony’s grocery store. . The hospitals were being built behind the church and to the north.  Across the street on Ashland there was a huge apartment on the corner of Ashland and Roosevelt and large houses on the East side of Ashland.  To the East down Roosevelt there was the West Side Organization (WSO) A funeral home Biggs and Biggs, liquor store, Dept. Store (Weiners)  Midwest grocery store and a large Centennial Laundry.  With my family living across the street this was our neighborhood too.

    But the real blessing for First Immanuel was the housing project from Roosevelt to 15th Pl and Ashland to Racine called ABLA which consisted of many row houses and about 5  15 story buildings. This was where I and the pastor went into the homes and invited children to the Sunday School and VBS which saw enrollments of over 200 children mostly from the projects. It was through the children of the Sunday School that adults came to First Immanuel. This church was racially integrated in 1953. Many white members stayed to welcome the new people like the Zielkes and Blanks. The church was so special that when the Blanks died, they put on their tombstone “Members of First Immanuel Lutheran Church. Already in the late 1950s students from Concordia College in River Forest came on the Lake Street El and later shuttle buses from the College every Sunday to help teach S.S. along with members of the church.  Barbara Mahler and Dennis Malone were in this group. This integration was not happening in other Lutheran  churches, so it was appealing to students and others to mingle with people of other races.  It still is today. This is how the church grew at that time.    We would have Sundays where the teachers would go to the homes of the children in their classes and invite the adults to church.
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 This Sunday school and the youth programs that followed were the reason for the growth of this church. Remember most of these children could walk to this church.  Many people sitting here today came from that era.  In fact, people who are now in their late 60s and 70s can go on and on about how important the youth program was to them. I can run into some of these youth years later and they have fond memories of that program.  For a period of about 10 years, we had young men and women spend a year here and run the Youth Program or our Pre-school. We had a basketball team with the Luth. Athletic Assn. in the city and they won the championship 3 years in a row. All these guys came from the projects or lived on Grenshaw St. They probably played street ball for years.  The team was coached by George Smith and Gerald Downing.   That is what the trophies downstairs are from. Pastor Ann told me she moved one of the trophies and was immediately asked about it.  Moral of story -  Don’t mess with the trophies.

This place is special to me because of the acceptance of the people to me and my family. Here I was at 20 years old and born on the northwest side of Chicago (Chicago was very segregated at the time and still is) This meant that you mainly hung around with your own group Which was one racial group and language. 

  When in 1962 our first son was born, and we found out he had autism we thanked God that we were at First Immanuel because of how they accepted him. (he is now 61) 

Also, in 1962 the church called a young man fresh out of the seminary in St. Louis, as asst. Pastor to work with the Spanish speaking in the church and neighborhood.  His name was Rev. Gale Schmidt.  Little did we know at the time that 57 years later, after we both were widowed, that we would get married.  So FILC is special to him too. He started the ESL program (English as a second language) in the 1960s.  Glad to hear that this may be part of FILC again.

  When our second son Martin was born in 1970 his presence here at this church affected his life also in learning the acceptance of all people, which is important at a young age. When he was 13, he was involved with a group of people from church who bowled at the UIC lanes.  His first ball he THREW down the lane.  Then Mr. Melvin Davis stepped in and said he would show him how to bowl.  Clarice Bowman also helped with this young kid.  

Being here through the 1960s meant that we shared the agony of the assassinations of JFK, 1963  Medgar Evers 1965  Malcolm X 1965 MLK in 1968 , and RFK.1968 and the beginning of the Viet Nam War and the protests. We shared the visitation of MLK speaking at this lectern in 1966. He came here because our church had a good reputation in the neighborhood and was involved in the West Side Organization called WSO.  We shared the riots on the West side. We survived the Black Power Movement.  Pastor Becker had a mentor in Rev. Bill Griffin an African American pastor from the South Side.  He talked with him about whether he should leave Immanuel, but he told him “I will tell you when and if I think you should Leave.”  Thirty years later he hadn’t called.  It was a great gift when Eleanor Brown gave me a red long-sleeved t-shirt with the words “Black by popular demand” on the front. This was during the “Black is Beautiful” era.     I felt we were blessed to be here with the people of First Immanuel while we walked through this tumultuous  history together. And much later the sheer joy of seeing Barack Obama taking the oath of office in January of 2009.
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In the 1960s more than half of the membership walked to church.  In the l970s most came by bus or car.  By this time women were now involved in all aspects of congregational life contrary to the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod’s policy where the  women could not vote, read lessons or help with communion or hold office. Mrs. Beatrice Carter was the first female deacon. She was worried that the men would drop away if she became a deacon. But at  that time the men supported their involvement, and  it is still that way. In fact, they are downstairs running the reception. Now women are full partners in the ministry of this church. After Pastor Becker retired, he was worried that maybe the new pastors would take away the involvement of women.  I said “Don’t worry.  We have strong women at FILC and they will make sure that doesn’t happen.”   Through the years I can’t tell you how many women told me that the Sunday morning I came to church wearing pants (we called them slacks). They said “Praise the Lord .  If she wears slacks so can we.  I told them they didn’t have to wait for me.
I was involved in groups that were striving for the ordination of women in the Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod.  This did not happen.  But thanks be to God I have lived long enough to see Pastor Ann installed here at our beloved First Immanuel.  In fact, I am thrilled about it. Thanks be to God and the ELCA.

In the 1980s and 1990s we  welcomed several Native Africans who were studying at the Medical Center.   Tanzania, Nigeria and Ghana.  This was special because we got to learn about their rich African culture rather than from the dumb Hollywood movies about Tarzan.  Their family names were: NSHIMO, KUZILWA, AGWUNCHA, ODENUKWE,NGASSAPA AND UKACHUKWU. Also Fred from Indonesia. They returned to their native countries but .  Christian Ukachukwu is with us still. 

There is another way that this congregation is special.  FOOD.  When I came here, I ate most parts of the chicken.  Now only WINGS.  I used to eat Mac and cheese out of the Kraft blue box – now only in a big pan straight out of the oven.    Before pumpkin pie – now SWEET POTATO PIE.  
   It even gets crazier.  You get to like certain dishes made by certain people.  
Only Connie Woten’s spaghetti,  Pat Downing’s tuna fish and George Mannings; red punch.
And you can tell the difference.

When people would ask me where I grew up, I would say “I was born on the Northwest side of Chicago, but I GREW up on the Near West side at a church called First Immanuel.”  That is because of knowing the people of this church and what they have taught me through the years. So many times, I would hear of something painful happening in their family or life and the words from their mouth was usually “But I am so blessed by God. Or God will see me through it.” Your faith is so visible through your actions to one another.
  We felt comfortable with each other because they would tell me their stories.  Some were happy and some were quite painful. 
  - MR.MELVIN DAVIS  - After World War II and landing in New York he was with a group of uniformed Black soldiers who boarded a train to come home to Chicago. They were asked to leave the train to make space for German White Prisoners of War who were on their way to a camp in Nebraska.
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-     THE TRIALS OF TRAVELENING DOWN SOUTH AND NOT KNOWING WHERE TO EAT OR GET GAS.
                                                                                                                                                     -      - GEORGE MANNING – STOPPED BY POLICE when he would drive into Oak Park.
- MEMBERS WHO WERE  PASSED OVER FOR PROMOTIONS  OR ADVANCEMENT
- Members told me    OTHER HISTORY OF 1919 – RIOT IN Chicago when a Black youth swam into the “white” part of Lake Michigan and was beaten and drowned.
- Or about the Black neighborhood in Tulsa OK that was burned to the ground in 1921
because they were professional people with wealth.
       But why didn’t we learn in school about the accomplishments of black and brown people, Asians and women.
Composers, writers, scientists, business leaders, artists, musicians, etc.
  
   Western movies –Native Americans were portrayed as savages. But the Hunter family at this church were from the Apache tribe. Mr. Hunter would tell me about his ancestors and one of them was Geronimo. Their daughter Veronica graduated from Concordia college  and taught at their reservation at San Carlos, Arizona.   By the way, we are now standing on Potawatomie Land. 

Watching the movie Hidden Figures and wondering why we didn’t know this story WHEN it was happening.  Women computing the trajectories of rockets on a BLACKBOARD WITHOUT COMPUTERS. Astronaut  John Glenn saying he would not go up into space without Katherine Johson doing the computing (ON THE BLACKBOARD).  Thank goodness President Obama presented the Medal of Freedom to her in 2015 when she was 97.

The other sad part of all these stories is that some of these things are STILL happening today. It seems that people and institutions are still discriminating in the year 2024. Being at this church with people of other races and languages  made me aware of discrimination in other areas: People with disabilities, People that are gay, People that are transgender like my niece. And people from other countries that are seeking justice. That’s why it is important not to ban books and every student should learn the real history of our country and other countries.
.
This is what I mean about “growing up” at this church.  All these stories were told to me in person by loving members of this church. But this specialness at this church is because after all the things that happen in the world and to each of us, we still know the grace of God.  Seeing your faith in action all these years has been such a special blessing.

There is no church like First Immanuel. So friendly and accepting to each other and to those who come to our doors. It is very enriching to be with the people here.    So full of God’s grace and goodness to all.  So much fun and laughter. What other church choir almost gets kicked out of a restaurant because we were laughing so much hearing Chicken Jokes. 
   There is no other Lutheran church that has the “peace of the Lord” like here.  Other churches  may say it to the person beside them (and sometimes the pew in front of them) but NEVER DOWN THE AISLE.)  We had to tell visitors that the service wasn’t ended at this time only a welcoming to each other with this peace.
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In closing – People from other places ask me how it is going at First Immanuel.  Are all the people you knew still active or is the church closed or being closed.
   I tell them this -  I know that many of the pillars of the church have passed.  But their children have become the new pillars. (see attached list)
  
A  sign of a very healthy church is that there are a lot of new people and programs.   You shouldn’t just have the people present who were here 30 years ago when Pastor Becker retired.  A lot of you I do not know very well.  THIS IS A GOOD THING.  You are most welcome to move this church forward into a new era.  

There is a new pastor now who loves this church and its people just like we did many years ago.
Pastor Ann has God’s hands on her shoulder as she works among you together in ministry.

And the word Immanuel still means “ GOD WITH US.’. 

   

 

The following are children whose parent or parents have died and were pillars of the church. They would be pleased that their children are still very active at FILC, 

Rodney Bailey and Gilda Bailey Maxwell
Janice Blackman Thomas
Karen Brooks Arnold and David and Alissa Brooks
Fred Brown and Tracy Brown Howard
Nate Burns and Gloria Hoskins
Betty Carter Stanfield
Sharon Culberson Evans
Gail Davis
Gerald and George Downing and Sylvia Downing Ross
Jessica and Larry Halbert and Cecilia Wilson
Michelle Harris McGraw – Adelle Is still living
George Manning
Sabrina Moore Rawls
Gainelle Roberts Cox
Paulette Rogers Gumbus
Shelva Stewart Echols and Rhonda Jones
The Thomas Family – Kay Thomas still living
Tyrone Wallace
Jonathan Williams and Janet Williams Crawford
Laurice Woten Karnett and Yvonne Woten Tabb



