
Church History (for 2022 Heritage Sunday) 

Good morning, and welcome again to St. John’s Heritage Sunday.  My name is Mike Lindell, and I am the 

great-great-great grandson of founding member Maria Hilma, and great-great grandson of founding 

members William and Hedda Sandberg.  As such, our church heritage has always been a source of 

fascination to me, and I’m proud to be able to serve on our heritage committee. 

50 years ago, give or take a month, I was baptized in this very sanctuary under the watchful gaze of our 

beautiful stained glass windows, many adorned with the names of my ancestors. While I’m proud to be 

a member of this church for half a century now, what is even more impressive to me is what was 

happening over 150 years ago in this sleepy little section of Texas. 

In the mid-19th century, several families of Swedish immigrants had settled in the Union Hill area. This 

was a few miles southeast of Georgetown, in an area today east of I-35 and heading toward the toll 

road. As early as 1871, many of these families had opened up their own homes to the Reverend Carl 

Charnquist, who was actually the organist for the Swedish Lutheran church in Austin. He led revival style 

services in these Swedish homes for almost a decade, conducted solely in Swedish, of course.  

Eventually, this informal congregation outgrew the size of these small farmhouses, and they secured the 

use of a nearby schoolhouse for their services. Unfortunately, the Swedish Lutheran church was also 

operating out of the same building. As much as Reverend Charnquist wanted to formally organize the 

Methodists, hostile differences between the Methodists and Lutherans created an environment where 

meetings were disturbed, furniture broken, and efforts made to openly force Reverend Charnquist from 

the Methodist group.  

Once Reverend Charnquist left as minister, Reverend Victor Vitting served the Methodist group for 2 

years. Upon his departure, Reverend P. R. Johlin came from Burlington, Iowa, to lead the congregation. 

It was during his ministry, in 1882, that 3 acres of land were purchased to build a church at the 

Northwest corner of the intersection of Rabbit Hill Road and Old Round Rock Rd (today this would be 

the FM 1460, or A.W.Grimes Rd and Westinghouse Rd intersection). Church records differ on the 

purchase price of the 3 acres listing either 30 or 40 dollars as the cost. On March 10th, 1882, 140 years 

ago, the Swedish Methodist-Episcopal Brushy Church was formally organized. The church building itself 

was built at a cost of $2200, and was dedicated on October 28, 1883. The cemetery was located next to 

the church, where it still stands, with several of the early pioneers of the church buried there. 

The first 16 pastors of the church were Swedish, with the first 9 born in Sweden and immigrating to 

America.  A decade after the formalization of the church, the original leader, Reverend Charnquist, 

returned to serve from 1891-1893.  It was during this time the first parsonage was built with two rooms 

and a kitchen to house the pastor’s family.  A barn for one horse and one cow was also provided. 

In 1902, a second parsonage was built.  The congregation purchased a large lot in Georgetown on 

University Avenue at a cost of $1,250. The parsonage was built on this lot at the cost of $3,000 so the 

pastor’s children could more easily attend school in town. 

The original church at Brushy was located in a prime spot, in the middle of the Swedish community that 

attended it.  However, as years passed, many of the Swedes purchased land East and North of 

Georgetown.  At the turn of the century, only about a third of the congregation still remained in the 

Union Hill and Brushy area. The pastor at the time, Reverend Lindstrum, broached the emotional subject 



of moving the church into town with such arguments as “the parsonage is outdated,” “drinking water 

out of a cistern surrounded by graves is beyond my capacity to endure,” “the selection of a graveyard on 

a sloping hill was folly,” and “to top it off, the church is located wrong…it should be in town!”  In 

addition, he told his flock that the idea of a man and wife being separated in church was, to him, a 

heathen notion. “Let the husbands and wives sit in the same pews in church,” he said. The elders of the 

church had never seen this, here or in their native Sweden. Only two of the husbands ever dared take 

their seats on the “ladies side” in the old church. One of those husbands was my great-grandfather, 

Frank Sandberg, who insisted on sitting with his new bride, Rebekah. 

Now, Reverend Lindstrum was known to be a headstrong pastor, continually breaking up the old 

customs and habits of the church. It was said that, while he was managing affairs, changing things, he 

always “had his bible under his arm and on Sundays would lay it open on the pulpit and give his 

congregants the contents.” The old folks of the church were “balky, quarrelsome, contentious, and 

would stare at him in awe.” After much agonizing and soul-searching, and by a very small majority, the 

voting was settled and it was decided that a new church would be built in town, and the old church in 

the country be torn down. The next chapter in our church history was about to be written. 

So it was then, in 1906, that a new sanctuary, THIS sanctuary, was built. Constructed of limestone, and 

designed by C. H. Paige, Jr., it is in the Gothic Revival style and was built by Swedish carpenters. It 

measures 43 x 73 feet and was originally designed to house up to 400 congregants. The rear portion of 

the church was originally constructed to support a balcony that would seat an additional 60 people, but 

would never come to fruition. The beautiful stained glass windows, described as priceless by the experts 

that have repaired them over time, as materials used in the making of the glass are no longer available, 

were made in Kansas City for approximately $557. The largest windows on the East and West walls of 

the church were donated by the families of the members listed on each window. The Good Shepherd 

window at the back of the church, on the South wall, was donated by the Sunday School of the old 

church at Brushy. The twelve pews at the back of the church are noticeably different from those that fill 

the rest of the sanctuary.  This is because those at the back of the church are from the original building 

at Brushy. Those of you in these original pews can look up and see the large light fixture that also 

originally came from the old church at Brushy. The fixture originally held kerosene lamps, with the 

shades turned upward. When it was moved here, to the new church, the shades were turned down to 

accept lightbulbs. The large fixture originally hung in the center of the larger portion of the church and 

was later moved to the back. 

The total cost of the new building was $11,000. A dedication ceremony was held in December of 1906, 

at which time the cornerstone was laid, containing “a well-thumbed Bible, a Swedish paper, the 

Georgetown paper, a list of the officials’ names, along with other mementos.” All day long there were 

speeches, singing, rejoicing, testimonials, and, of course, lots of food! Unfortunately, after the 

celebrations, there was a day of reckoning. The church was enjoying a new start with a new building, 

along with new debt of $10,000. Dr. Olander, a well known pastor and the district supervisor from 

Austin, was invited to conduct a fund raising drive. After seeing the wonderful cotton crop the local 

farms were having that year, he read a text in church about the rich man’s barns bursting with grains. 

And he praised the Temple built to the Glory of God, all done by the blessed cotton crop the Lord had 

given that year. Members of the congregation, most of whom were farmers, rushed the altar with 

purses open, giving all they could. Church elder Henry Lundblad, known as a “tight-fisted” individual, 

even for that day and age, got so caught up in the enthusiasm that he loudly professed he would match 



every $1000 raised with a $100 donation of his own.  This drove even more members forward, with 

congregants pooling money together to reach another $1000 just to see Henry pay! At the end of this 

single, glorious day of fund raising, the church debt, in its entirety, was paid! This new church quickly 

outgrew the name Brushy Methodist Church and became the Georgetown Swedish Methodist Church.  

In 1912, the Swedish Methodist Churches in Central Texas, along with several in the Dallas/Ft. Worth 

area, were officially organized into the Swedish Mission Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church.  

The Sunday morning services were conducted only in the Swedish language until the late Thirties/early 

Forties, although the Sunday evening services, which were the “contemporary” services of the day, had 

been in English since 1920. In the Forties, Swedish services were discontinued all together with the 

exception of special services such as Jul Otta, the Swedish early morning Christmas candlelighting 

service that we still celebrate today.  

In 1926, the Swedish Mission Conference was merged with the Gulf Conference to form the Southern 

Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church. In 1939, this Conference was then divided among the 

existing conferences of the former Methodist Episcopal Church, South, in Texas and Louisiana, and was 

from then on known as the Central Texas Conference of the Methodist Church. It was at this point we 

formally took on the name of St. John’s Methodist Church. 

In 1942, the church had an enrollment of 110 people. At this time, many young men were called to serve 

their country in World War 2. Many of these young men brought back brides from other areas, and 

several married and moved away. In order to provide a social group for the young married couples, the 

“Tri-Ms” were formed and met monthly for Bible study and to help needed things get done for the 

church. This group, while short-lived, did raise the money to purchase the first electric organ for the 

church, purchased for $2200 and played for the first time on Mother’s Day, 1948. These were lean times 

for the church with little increase in membership. The pastor at the time, Dr. Berquist, supplemented his 

income by lecturing at Southwestern. It was at this time he received his honorary doctorate. After Dr. 

Berquist retired in 1948, Bishop Martin recommended that St. John’s, with its weakened membership 

and finances, merge with First Methodist Church across the street. The bishop didn’t see the need for 

two Methodist churches across the street from each other in a town the size of Georgetown. When the 

minister for St. John’s was asked if we would merge with First United, he responded “Yes… as soon as 

First Methodist comes over to St. John’s!” 

In the early 1960s, the original parsonage was torn down and a new one built next to the sanctuary at a 

cost of $16,000.  This building now serves as the church offices. While the parsonage was under 

construction, the pastor’s family stayed with one of the church families. 

The traditional Methodist money making project, known as “Lord’s Acre, Lord’s Hour,” was begin at St. 

John’s in 1966. It was so called for the custom of farmers setting aside one acre’s yield for the Lord. 

Salaried people gave a day’s wages. The custom continues today with our Harvest Fest traditional turkey 

dinner on the first Saturday of October (which we will be celebrating again this fall!) followed by the 

Lord’s Acre offering on Sunday. 

In the late 1960s, the education building was built on the north side of the sanctuary for $42,000. 

Around this time, 1968, the Methodist Church untied with the Evangelical United Brethren Church and 



was then called the United Methodist Church. It was then that our church became St. John’s United 

Methodist Church.  

Between 1969 and 1974, the sanctuary underwent several transformations. It was redecorated, 

including painting, new pew cushions, and our familiar red carpeting installed. The stained glass 

windows were re-leaded and broken panes repaired. Even the parsonage was painted and redecorated. 

The church was enjoying explosive membership growth. In a single year 50 members were added and a 

new college age Sunday school class was created that at times served 45 students. It was also at this 

time that the Youth Group began the live nativity that is still portrayed at Christmas on the church lawn.  

In the late 1970s, a new Hammond organ was purchased for the church at a cost of $6,000. A new 

Sunday School class, the “Seekers” was formed with a nucleus of 10 people at this time. The current 

reverend, pastor Tusha, also began the tradition of making and hanging Chrismons on the Christmas 

tree. It was also at this time the church hired its first youth minister. In 1979, the new educational wing 

was financed, built, and consecrated at the Charge Conference. The cost of the new addition was 

$22,000 and four new Sunday School classes were organized along with the creation of an expanded 

nursery. 

In 1981, the parsonage was completely redecorated. The sanctuary, in preparation of the Centennial 

celebration the following year, was painted, renovated, and protective coverings were placed over the 

stained glass windows. It was also during this time of expansion, during Reverend Bill Smith’s ministry 

into the 1980s, that several programs were started at the church, such as the taped sermon ministry for 

our shut-in members, the “Hanging of the Greens” service during the weekend after Thanksgiving, and 

reinstating the tradition of giving apples at the Swedish Christmas Jul Otta service. In 1988, the Family 

Life Center was constructed as the final building to round out our church campus. This added several 

more Sunday school classes, a professional kitchen, and a multi-use auditorium that has housed several 

events and celebrations over the years. 

As our church has entered the 21st century, it has continued to be blessed by several relationships in the 

community and has overcome hardships of both internal and external, local and global varieties. Until 

the Wesleyan Homes moved, we worked closely with them and still do to this day. And in 2020, Covid 

challenged us to find new ways to still be the church during very difficult times. We developed an online 

worship service, held services on the front lawn, and broadcast our worship service over the radio to 

congregants listening in their cars in the back parking lot. 

In conclusion, I will point out that our church organization has been housed in 2 sanctuaries, known by 4 

names, and has belonged  to half a dozen various iterations of Conferences. We face similar difficult and 

emotional decisions on the horizon that will forever affect our future as a church body. But we must 

remember that all of these facts, figures, buildings, and names are simply the building blocks of our 

church HISTORY. Our church HERITAGE has been and will always be the people of the church 

themselves.  And like those stubborn Swedes of old, we will pray on these decisions and do our best for 

our little Methodist church in Georgetown. 

 


