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Parish History

In 1919, when the population of Los Angeles barely exceeded a half-million, a group of Episcopal women
who called themselves St. Mary’s Guild raised the possibility of founding a parish in the still largely rural
Palms area. The diocesan missionary sent out by the then Bishop of Los Angeles reported back, however,
that he doubted the neighborhood could support a viable parish.

Others thought mustard seeds, however small, worth planting, and over the next couple of years a
mission church sprang up on a tract of donated land just a block north of the current St. Mary’s. The first
service was held Easter Sunday, 1922, with 40 congregants, 19 communicants, and an offertory of $18.61.
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The parish moved to its present location in 1954. Six years later, the Rev. Robert Worster came to
St. Mary’s, where he would minister for the next three decades. Father Worster was the first of St. Mary’s
clergy to have come from the Order of the Holy Cross, and, in that capacity, to have served as a
missionary priest overseas. His successors, Father Connor Lynn (1990-2005) and Father Vincent Shamo
(2005-20), share the same lineage, one that has woven St. Mary’s into the fabric of the larger Anglican
communion and into the networks of social justice ministry and interfaith friendship.

In 1994 St. Mary’s thus hosted a polling place for the Republic of South Africa’s first free
election. Parishioners recall participating in civil rights marches, walking the picket line in support of
Cesar Chavez and the United Farm Workers, raising funds for Amnesty International, sponsoring medical
missions to Ghana and Liberia, working in the AIDS luncheon program, contributing to the food-bank at
St. Augustine’s, Culver City, and, in the wake of 9/11, reaching out in solidarity to the IMAN Cultural
Center. The parish has sponsored refugees from Liberia and sheltered two Cameroonian physicians who
had sought asylum here. From 2013 until the pandemic it offered weekly Masses in Spanish as well as
daily Masses in English. In 2015 it helped establish the Palms Emergency Preparedness Coalition, whose
earthquake supplies currently fill barrel after barrel in the rectory garage.

Yet the parish has always been primarily a place of reflection and worship in the Anglo-Catholic
tradition. Assisting clergy have included the eminent UCLA professors Fred Erickson and Marilyn
McCord Adams (later Oxford’s Regius Professor of Divinity). From an early date members of the Order
of the Holy Cross, the Sisters of Charity, the Good Shepherd Sisters, the Society of St Francis and the
Society of Sacred Mission (Kelham) were regular presences and spiritual guides—most recently, Brother
Derek Ford, SSF, whose glorious baritone, deep faith, and Latin jokes filled the choir loft. Throughout
these decades, up to the multiple crises of the past two years, there has always been daily Mass: said every
weekday, always with some of the faithful in attendance, sung on Sundays and all feasts of holy
obligation, ad majorem Dei gloriam.

        St. Mary’s has never been a large parish. At present we are a very small one, with an average
pre-pandemic Sunday attendance of just under 30 persons.  However, our parishioners are deeply
committed, and even during the pandemic and without a rector, there was worship every Sunday, the
Triduum celebrated, Evening Prayer or Mass on the greater feasts.  In addition, our ties to the Palms2

community are disproportionate to our size: besides housing the Emergency Preparedness Committee’s
supplies, we founded and hosted an annual block party for the neighborhood council, our then rector sat
on various neighborhood boards, we hosted 12 step meetings six days each week; even during the

2 Videos of the services enjoy an afterlife on the parish’s Facebook site.

1 Among the original cohort were George and Phoebe Alexander, whose progenitors included Richard
Hooker, the greatest of Anglican theologians and spiritual father of Anglo-Catholicism, and whose progeny
include Phyllis Thomas (a.k.a. St. Mary’s splendiferous alto) and her beloved sister, the late Bea Boggess.



pandemic, when parties and meetings ceased, we hosted (and continue to host) a community refrigerator.
For years we have provided housing for three to four men: one now a church organist in Hawaii; another,
a political refugee, now a physician in Texas; a second political refugee now working in Cameroon; and
others, fellow-congregants, still living in St. Joseph’s Hall, serving as acolytes, thurifers, supply priests,
and sacristans. All this we have done on an annual operating budget of (sometimes much) less than
$125,000. With that, we have employed a full time rector as well as a music director, organist, and parish
administrator at part-to-half time.
        In January 2019, a long-time associate priest of this parish, Fr. O. Harold Anderson, died.  Our then
rector, Fr. Vincent Shamo, was a concelebrant at his funeral.  During the communion, Fr. Shamo collapsed
in the sanctuary.  He was transported by ambulance to the hospital, where it was determined that he had
stomach cancer. He went into remission long enough to preside over our centennial that fall, but the
cancer returned. He celebrated Easter with us—outdoors in the Meditation Garden, since the pandemic
had by then begun. Easter 2020 was the last time he said Mass. He died that December.

It was during Father’s illness that our bookkeeper stopped responding to emails and basically
disappeared, taking with her all passwords and account information. And then, in the early summer,
cancer came for the senior warden.

At present, it should be added, we have a splendiferous new bookkeeper, and the senior warden,
having recovered, remains the senior warden. Moreover, even with a sick priest, sick senior warden, and
no bookkeeper, we pulled off a magnificent centennial. The Most Reverend Rowan Williams flew in for
the occasion. Bishop Taylor and other parishes in the diocese provided generous financial support. The
entire congregation pitched in—painting, flooring, cooking, composing liturgies with their accompanying
bulletins, training acolytes, and, hardest of all, hunting for parking spaces. The diocese was invited, and
so many faithful and clergy came to celebrate with us, that a number of parishioners stood in the patio so
that guests could gather inside the church.
         

In January of 2021, the Right Reverend C. Franklin Brookhart, generously offered to serve as our
interim rector as we work on calling a new permanent rector.

neighborhood

Being one of the few Anglo-Catholic parishes in Los Angeles, St. Mary in Palms draws a congregation
from across the city; yet, being the only Episcopal church in the immediate vicinity—that is, in the three
communities described below--it also serves as a neighborhood church. As its name indicates, St. Mary’s
lies in Palms. Immediately to the south (two blocks away) is Culver City. Equally close to the north is
Cheviot Hills. These are quite different neighborhoods, and it seems more illuminating to describe each
separately. It seems also worth mentioning at the outset that perhaps half the congregation live at a
considerable distance from the parish. It likewise seems worth mentioning at the outset that both Palms
and Culver City are changing rapidly: the new light rail line (the Expo), with a stop less than three blocks
from St. Mary’s, opened shortly before the pandemic. HBO, Amazon, TikTok, and Apple are in the
process of moving some significant portion of their operations into Culver City. New apartment buildings,
new office high-rises, new restaurants, new bike lanes are everywhere to be seen. How this will all play
out, however, is not yet evident.



Before turning to the individual neighborhoods, however, a couple of charts giving overall figures for the
area within a six miles radius of the parish may help convey a sense of the sheer diversity of the
demographic terrain:3

The short version of the following overview of the individual neighborhoods is that Cheviot Hills is an
exceedingly wealthy area with a rather elderly population; Culver City, an upscale
middle-to-upper-middle-class community; Palms, a far more modest neighborhood, but by no means an
impoverished one.

Since the church is in Palms, we shall begin there. The area, which is almost exclusively residential, is a4

mix of traditional California bungalows and low-rise apartment buildings on quiet, tree-lined streets, with,
here and there, brand-new and considerably larger apartment buildings rising from the ground—taken

4 What follow is based on MissionInsite, Wikipedia, and City-Data, plus a couple of Los Angeles Times pieces and
(on occasion) personal observation.

3 The charts were created by MissionInsite.



together, comprising one of the few concentrations of relatively low-cost housing in West LA. This is5

mostly rental housing; as of 2000, 92% of those living in Palms were renters. A goodly number are
young, mostly UCLA graduate students. Yet the median household income is $83,000 (per capita,
$48,00), with about 25% of adult residents holding a graduate degree, another 35% with a BA or BS,
about 80% working in white-collar professions. The residents are considerably more colorful than their
collars, Palms being one of the most diverse of LA neighborhoods: about 40% white, 30% Hispanic, 20%
Asian, 10% Black. Here, as in most of LA, slightly over 40% are foreign-born.

Cheviot Hills, although only a few blocks away, is considerably older, whiter, and richer. The current
housing prices rival those of Beverly Hills, but many unpretentious older homes remain. Wikipedia speaks
the actors and studio executives living in the area, yet a recent New York Times piece, I suspect more
accurately, describes it as a Leave-it-to-Beaver neighborhood (albeit a pricy one) of “quiet winding streets
and pretty single-family homes,” with “something of an Everytown, U.S.A., feel to it.” And Wikipedia
itself acknowledges the area’s unusually high concentration of World War II and Korean War veterans.

Culver City has, perhaps, more in common with Palms. They’re about the same size (pop. ca. 41,000),
with a similar ethnic diversity: 42% white, 24% Hispanic, 15% Asian, 9% Black. The educational profile
is similarly impressive, with 25% of adults holding a graduate degree. On paper, Culver City is only
slightly wealthier: median household income $95,000; per capita $54,000. But in contrast to Palms, over6

half its units are owner-occupied (54%). The transformation of Culver City, a transformation that will
inevitably spill over into Palms, means that statistics, which reflect the recent past, aren’t all that
probative. In the words of a recent LA Times piece, Culver City, a “once sleepy Westside suburb known
for movie studios, auto repair shops and affordable single-story homes for aerospace workers” is
becoming “one of the fastest-growing digital media hubs in Southern California,” with 7300 new jobs
expected by 2022 and a state mandate to build 3300 new homes. Over the past few years, restaurants,
galleries, shops, quirky museums, and bicycle lanes have proliferated. Yet, unlike Santa Monica or
Beverly Hills, it’s a neighborhood not a scene; and although the community seems likely to become both
more urban and more upscale, California law--which allows only a miniscule increase in residential
property taxes no matter how great the increase in a property’s market value—should slow, if not prevent,
toxic gentrification.

The primary upside of all this, as far as St. Mary’s is concerned, looks to be the influx of individuals and
families in need of a church.

The primary downside, again with respect to St. Mary’s, will probably be a decrease in the already
insufficient number of parking spaces within walking distance of the church (more on this later), a
problem exacerbated by the fact that Angelenos seem to consider a distance greater than 1.5 blocks not to
be walkable.

6 The City-Data site, however, says $101,683 in 2019, up from $51,792 in 2000.

5 “Low-cost” in West LA terms: a quick survey of ads for three-bedroom rentals in Palms found an average price tag
of $4000 per month!



Buildings and grounds

Pictures here will prove more illuminating than words.

The church itself, which dates from the
1920s, is in reasonably good repair and
has truly splendid acoustics.

It sits at the Y-junction of quiet,
nondescript residential streets. There’s
a communal patio in front, the only
public “park” in all of Palms, where
people often sit. At present, the patio
also houses a refrigerator and cupboard
with free food for all comers. Behind
that is a tiny open library, curated by a

member of the parish.

The church interior is gracious and peaceful. It’s kept open during daylight hours, and one often finds

someone in there saying prayers, lighting a candle,
or sitting quietly. The altar, here decorated for
Christmas, is quite beautiful.



There’s also a Lady Chapel on the side (here set up for
the Maundy Thursday Watch before the Blessed
Sacrament) where daily Mass is celebrated.

The
building
next door,

St. Joseph’s Hall, is adequate: the large gathering room,
used almost every night by AA and similar groups, has been freshly floored and painted; the kitchen
appliances mostly work.

Upstairs is a fairly large corner office for the rector, a good-sized rather drab office for the parish
secretary, plus a half-dozen classrooms, conference rooms, and makeshift bedrooms. At present, the roof
is not leaking, the termites (now eradicated) seem not to have done too much damage, and the
plumbing works.

There’s a lovely covered patio between St. Joseph’s Hall and (the building on the left) the rectory, where
parish feasts are held and where, in past summers, daily Mass was celebrated.



And then (not shown), in front, the stumbling block: a parking lot of only six spaces in an area where
on-street parking has become increasingly difficult to find. There are a couple of good-sized parking lots
we probably could rent, if we had a shuttle van or if Angelenos might consider walking three blocks.

The patio leads to the Meditation Garden, which had been little used until last year, when it proved to

,

be a worship space of considerable beauty, peace, and sanctity, despite the occasional helicopter
fly-over.

The rectory opens out to the rear into the Meditation Garden and adjoining one-car garage. It has three
baths, at least three bedrooms, the usual living room, dining room, and kitchen, plus a small private
patio immediately behind the house and, in front, a porch. The building itself must have originally been a
standard-issue duplex—judging from the (now replaced) original wiring, probably dating from the
1920s--but somewhere along the line, the church acquired both halves for its rectory. Further along the
line, a rector with a sense of style and humor had the interior reconfigured into an Elizabethan rabbit
warren of nooks, crannies, odd angles, and unexpected tiny rooms tucked into corners. About 15 years
ago, when the 1920s wiring was replaced, the parish repaired the foundations and installed central
heating.

The rectory is also splendidly located: that is to say, except for pastoral visits, a priest wouldn’t really
need a car, since two grocery stores, a plethora of restaurants, shops of all sorts, a weekly farmers’
market, movie and live theater, and a light-rail station lie within a half-mile.



worship
The source and summit of our corporate life at St Mary’s, Palms, is the celebration of the
Eucharist, which (except when without a priest) the parish has celebrated daily for the past sixty
years, with High Mass on Sundays and the greater holy days (usually at 7 p.m. on weekdays or
10 a.m. on Saturdays), offered with such music and ceremonial as our circumstances allow. We
offer the Proper Liturgies for each of the days of the Triduum, and, in the last year before the
pandemic and the death of our Rector, we sang Evensong every Sunday afternoon.

While our liturgical ethos is firmly Anglo-Catholic, it is very much an ethos informed by
Liturgical Movement of the mid-20th century. The Celebrant faces the People. We use the 1979
Book of Common Prayer, albeit with certain additions from the Roman Rite common among
Anglo-Catholic parishes, e.g. the Orate, fratres (“Pray, my brothers and sisters”). Except during
Lent, when we turn to Rite I for its more penitential general confession and to better suit the
Great Litany, our usual language is that of Rite II.

We use incense at Sung Mass. We ring sacring bells. We wear Eucharistic Vestments—or, to
speak more precisely, those serving on the altar wear eucharistic vestments; the congregation
remains in street clothes.

Historically, when we have had the personnel available, the Celebrant at Sung Mass has had the
assistance of a deacon, subdeacon, thurifer, torchbearers, crucifer, reader, and choir. Nowadays,
alas, as our congregation has shrunk, it has been more usual for the Celebrant to be assisted by
subdeacon, thurifer, reader, and choir, or by thurifer, reader, and choir only.

While we try to offer Divine Service to the glory of God with due solemnity and reverence, we
do so without fussiness. As Anglo-Catholic parishes go, our congregation is fairly easy-going.
While we do have a few liturgically knowledgeable folks who are happy to articulate their
opinions, when sought, smelling salts are never needed when someone makes a mistake!

Music

Our music is fairly traditional. We love hymns, which we sing primarily out of The Hymnal 1982,
supplemented by spirituals (as liturgical and musical suitability allows) from Lift Every Voice and
Sing II. We sing a lot of plainchant (both simple psalm tones and, lately, more elaborate
Gregorian propers) and, when we have the musical forces, Anglican chant. Our choir is small
(one voice to a part), but we are blessed with a singing congregation.

At Sung Mass, we sing as much of the liturgy as we can. For example, we are used to the
Celebrant singing the Collect of the Day, the Gospel, and the Preface and Doxology of the
Eucharistic Prayer. The congregation sing the Ordinary of the Mass, as well as joining in the
singing (either to plainsong or Anglican chant) of the Psalm.

In the last year before the pandemic, we sang Evensong on Sunday afternoons to simple
plainsong, save on the fourth Sunday of the month (summer excepted), when our professional
Schola Marialis sang Solemn Evensong, with choral settings of the Responses, the Psalms, the



Canticles, and an Anthem drawn from the great English cathedral tradition. Our Director of
Music has just announced that we will resume these offerings.

In all things, we strive to offer Divine Service with beauty and reverence to the glory of God and
the building up of his people.

Preaching

Of the pastoral specialties to which respondents to the parish survey gave priority, preaching,
along with spiritual guidance and teaching, scored highest, with music ministry, pastoral care,
and crisis ministry as close seconds. We’re used to sermons around ten to fifteen minutes in
length. We have a strong lay preaching roster available at the Rector’s discretion.

budget and finance

In regard to finances, the congregation is faithful but not wealthy. The annual operating budget
was just under $140,000 in 2015, between $120,000 and $130,000 from 2016 through 2018, an income
that did cover the core operations of the parish (the salaries of the rector and part time parish
administrator, honorariums for the volunteer music director and organist, utilities, and supplies for
church services). This budget has been viable in large part due to the rectory, which, being a7

three-bedroom single family residence in West Los Angeles, would be worth upwards of $3,000 a month
at market value. Other ministries and special expenses are funded on an ad hoc basis, yet these special
appeals are almost always met, whether with hard cash, in-kind donations, or volunteered service.

Between half and two thirds of the budget is raised with pledges, the balance coming from plate
offerings and from donations by those using the fellowship hall and other buildings.  Approximately half
the average Sunday attendance of 27 pledges (or, to put it another way, one third of those who pledge)
are tithing or more.  Almost all who do not pledge give plate offering. Recent events only slightly
dampened giving, with most pledges now up to date or being caught up.

Although small, the congregation is faithful, often generous, in terms of stewardship. Yet we still
fall short with respect to bringing Mission Share within diocesan guidelines, setting aside reserve funds
for future capital expenditures and major repairs, and  stabilizing funds for other ministries While there
is room for some increase in giving on the part of existing members, the bottom line is that development
will likely need to take the form of congregational growth.

A NEW RECTOR
The parish survey indicated that the ministries congregants deemed most important were spiritual
guidance, preaching/teaching, and pastoral care. Vestry members were then asked to list the two or

7 Our rector’s illness and death, together with the pandemic and a string of minor catastrophes, interrupted
budget-tracking for 2019-2020; our income for the first half of 2021 was $70,093; our expenses, $34,850.



three qualities each sought in a new rector. The qualities named turned out to fall into two quite distinct
groups:

I. charismatic personality, energetic (not afraid of work), experienced in growing congregations.

II. loves Jesus, holy.

If the first category reflects justified concern about our current borderline viability, the second bespeaks
the parish’s fundamental commitments and character.


