
 
 

Reflecting on the past, preserving the future 
Renovations set to begin as St. Peter’s eyes 100th anniversary 
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Since its construction in the mid-1920s, the inside of St. Peter’s Evangelical Lutheran Church,  
on the corner of Grand Avenue and Edna Court, hasn’t changed much.  
COURTESY ST. PETER’S EVANGELICAL LUTHERAN CHURCH 

 

 
By Brian Croce 
 

The inside of St. Peter’s Evangelical Lutheran Church hasn’t changed much in its 90-plus years — original 

pews and altar included. 

But the small church on Grand Avenue, between Sunrise Highway and Merrick Road, is about to begin the 

first stage of a planned two-summer facelift to commemorate the parish’s 100th anniversary in October 

2016. 

In the coming weeks, work will begin on updating the church’s altar — because of its setup, the Rev. Ed-

ward Barnett currently celebrates mass each week with his back to the congregants. New carpet will be in-

stalled and the walls will be treated to a fresh coat of paint, among other projects. “We’ve got to get it into 

the ’80s,” joked Tom Brady, a parishioner for 11 years and a member of the renovation committee.
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There is no air conditioning in the church, so services are held in a meeting hall below in the summer 

months. This will give workers enough time to finish their work over the summer so parishioners can re-

turn to the church in early fall. 

There was some trepidation among parishioners, Barnett said, when talk of renovations began more than 

a year ago. Since the church has such a long history, some wanted to keep it the same, he added. 

A parishioner since 1970, Brit Birkelund, said there was a difference of opinion on how best to move for-

ward, but most agreed that upgrades were necessary. “I like it like this way, too,” she said. “I’ve been 

here a long time. But I realize that at some point you need to change things.” 

“My sense,” Barnett said of the renovations, “is that people, even the ones who are emotional, are realis-

tic that something needs to be done.” 

“We’ll miss it right away,” Birkelund added, “but we’ll get used to it.” 

 

A long history 

The parish was established in 1916, and residents first met in a wood firehouse on Grand Avenue. A 

wood chapel opened in 1918 on the corner of Edna Court and Haig Street, and in 1924 the church that 

currently stands on Grand and Edna held its first service, three years after land had been purchased for the 

building for $5,500. 

In 1961, the congregation approved plans to purchase additional land north on Grand, and an educational 

facility — complete with classrooms, a choir room, a parlor and a church office — and a parking lot were 

constructed. Twenty years later, the congregation paid off its mortgage ahead of schedule. 

To celebrate the parish’s 75th anniversary in 1991, plans for a new pipe organ were approved, and it was 

installed the following year. 

The parish continued to broaden its horizons in 1995, when it opened an Early Learning Center for pre-

school-aged children. The school now has about 80 enrollees, Barnett said, and continues to attract people 

to the parish. 

 

An ‘extended family’ feel 

Brady was one of them. Eleven years ago, he and his wife sent their second-oldest child to St. Peter’s for 

pre-K. Three more of their children have followed, and Brady said it has been a great experience. “We 

liked the family aspect of it,” he said, adding that his kids have made great friends in the program. “It’s 

church, but it’s also social.” 

Birkelund’s three children, now adults, also made plenty of friends in Sunday School and at church 

events. “Besides the worship, there’s a lot of socializing,” she said. “It’s like an extended family.” 

A main reason for the church’s close-knit feel may be the stability of its pastors. Since 1938 the parish 

has had just three — the Rev. Stephen Hirzel (1938-1975); the Rev. E. Phillip Sebastian (1976-1998), 

who Barnett joked was more popular than God; and, since 1999, Barnett. “Congregations have personali-

ties,” he said, “and this one is known for stability.” 

 

Moving forward 

The parish, which currently has approximately 425 members, will look to raise more than $100,000 to 

fund the renovations, That effort will begin in earnest in the coming months, with a bulk of the work 

slated for next summer. There are four renovation subcommittees tasked with overseeing the project, 

headed by parishioner Adam Wright. 

According to Brady, there have also been discussions about upgrading the church’s exterior, but that will 

be based on the success of fundraising. “You take care of God’s space first,” he said, “and then we’ll 

work our way out.” 

That space, with its nearly 100 years of history, will soon be upgraded and preserved for years to come. 
 


