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History of St. John’s Evangelical  

Lutheran Church 

The “first” church did not include a building.  As stated in a 
contemporary sermon—”a church is merely an expression of the 
people’s love of God.” The early families in the Cecil-Williamstown 
area needed such an expression and embarked on the construction of 
a church with the hope that future generations would be motivated by 
the Holy Spirit to maintain and enlarge this church—physically and 
spiritually.  Through these pages are woven names and events that 
prove their hopes were not in vain. 

1852 

In 1852, St. James Lutheran Church in Folsom, NJ built their church in 
what was then called New Germany (later to be called Folsom). 
Worship is still held in that location to this day. One may be curious as 
to why this has any relevance to the history of St. John’s Lutheran 
Church in Williamstown, but there is actually a very important reason.  

1897-1898—Williamstown Folsom Parish 

Closer to the 20th century, South Jersey was becoming a more 
populated area, especially by Lutherans in the New Germany area. 
Because of the growth, St. James congregation grew, resulting in a 
need for another church. At the same time (1896) a Mr. Wesley Gable 
met in various homes with those interested in holding religious 
meetings.  He was a lay preacher, but apparently assumed many 
pastoral roles as indicated by the Baptismal Certificate of Mrs.  
Florence Chew which was signed by him.   However, when the German 
Settlers decided to establish a church, Mr. Gable could not be 
sanctioned by the Pennsylvania Synod to organize the church.  The  
new mission church was organized by Henreich Mette, Pastor of St 
James Lutheran church in Folsom, NJ, as Deutsch Evangelical 

Lutherische St. Johannes-Gemeinde zu Williamstown, NJ. 
1 2  

On October 31, 1897, St. Johannes Gemeinde of Williamstown was 
incorporated in Gloucester County and members of the church met at 
the Washington Grove School while raising money to construct a new 
church building.  April 30, 1989, a Certificate of Corporate Name was 
filed with the County of Gloucester court of common pleas to change 
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the name of the congregation to Saint John’s German Evangelical 
Lutheran Church of Williamstown, New Jersey, with said document 

being filed May 3, 1898.  On July 10, 1898, the corner 

stone of Saint  Johns was laid. 
1  Pastors H. Mette, 

Hellings of Roxboro, PA and Spaeth addressed those 
present.  Mette and Hellings in German and Spaeth in 
English.  

Sunday, October 31, 1898, Saint Johns German Evangelical Lutheran 
Church of Williamstown was dedicated with 
imposing ceremonies and the congregation 
held it’s first services in the new church.   
Pastor Mette presided and Rev. Proble, 
President of the German Conference of Phila, 
Dr. A. Spaeth of the Theological Seminary at 
Mt. Airy, Pa, and Rev. A. Offerman of Camden were present to take 
part in the dedication ceremony.  (excerpts from the Williamstown 
column of the Constitution, a Woodbury newspaper of that time.) 
There were 18 charter members which represents only heads of 
household.  Women and children were not included.  Our original 
church was located where our cemetery currently stands, but was torn 
down to make room for the new Black Horse Pike. 

Side Note:  Services were in German and men and women sat on 
opposite sides of the church. 

1897-1927 

During the next 20 years, St. John’s continued to grow under the 
leadership of many full-time, part-time, interim, and shared pastors.  
Our church was served by two different parishes: Williamstown/
Folsom Parish and Gloucester/Williamstown/Woodbury Parish.  

1897-1909 Williamstown/Folsom Parish 

1909-1923 Gloucester/Williamstown/Woodbury Parish 

1924– Williamstown/Folsom Parish 

In 1911 Two lots were purchased located on South Main Street, one 
mile west of the present church.  These properties were purchased by 
the Sauenger Versin Society (Maennerchor Society, the men’s chorus), 
a corporation of men from the congregation.  This society was 
disbanded sometime during 1912-14. 
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1922-24—A Ladies’ Aide was organized, the first Luther League had 

12 members and a Men’s Club as founded. German and English 
services were held on alternate Sundays during this period.  
Confirmation classes were reestablished after being non-existent since 
1917. 

1924-1928—Many activities were prevelant during this time.  In 

October the 30th Anniversary of the laying of the cornerstone was 
celebrated. 

1929-32 

Because the church was unheated, attendance in the fall of 1928 was 
about five people.  “By and by the place of worship was shifted to the 
rented old Tice Building in the center of Williamstown to 
accommodate the newly re-started Sunday School.”   The new 
superintendent carted children two and fro from the church. (book)  
Costs too high so they moved back to the church for the summer 
months.  At that time the thought was to move the church to the two 
lots purchased by the Mannerchor Society and to provide a parsonage 
for a resident pastor. 

Because the State Highway Commission decided to build a new 
highway through Williamstown, a meeting was held and the decision 
was made to secure two lots with a house on Main Street and to move 
the church since the church was where the new highway was being 
built. The Kaester property on South Main Street was purchased for 
$5,000.  It was not feasible to move the original building, but many 
materials were preserved from the original house of worship to 
become part of the new building on Main Street.  Construction of the 
new church was begun August 29, 1929.   

The cornerstone was laid September 1, 1929.  The following items 
were placed inside: 

A list of members, a copy of the “Plain Dealer”, The Holy Bible, Old 
Hymnal, Coins. 

While the new church was being built, the congregation met in a 
residence at Main Street and Garwood Avenue. 
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On May 4, 1930, a formal dedication of the new church took place 
with many former pastors participating.   On May 19, 1930, a meeting 
of the congregation passed a resolution changing the name from St. 
John’s German Evangelical Lutheran Church of Williamstown, New 
Jersey to St. John’s Evangelical Lutheran Church of Williamstown, New 
Jersey.  The resolution was approved by 
Gloucester County and entered into the 
county books May 21, 1930.   

Side Note:  Services were held in both English 
and German 

1934-1940 

The years from 1934-1940 are remembered as the Depression Years.  
The church was fortunate to have the Angelo family in the parsonage.  
Pastor Angelo was also responsible for the Folson congregation.  
During this time there was a break from the all German service.  It was 
not a popular decision, but it was gradually accepted.  In November, 
1938, twin anniversaries were commemorated;  90th for St. James and 
40th for St. John’s.  The Ladies Aide was responsible for many projects.  
Pastor Angelo resigned in order to enter the US Army as a Chaplain in 
1940.  During this time a false ceiling was installed in the sanctuary. 

1943-1953 

In 1943 Common Service Books were presented to the 
congregation.  Listing of names is in the Parish Register. 

Memorial gifts abounded during this period as members 
sought to make tangible their love and affection for 
deceased members of their families: linens for the alter, 
“Baptismal alter and basin”, pulpit Bible, guest register, 
Parish record book, missal stand, oak pulpit,  lectern, tract 
rack, communion veil with inset square of India Lace, 

sterling silver chalice, wrought iron candelabra, bulletin sign 

January, 1945, extracts from The First Book of Record was recopied 
and translated into English and can be found in the Parish Register. 

Church was repainted, an electronic organ replaced the pump organ, 
the Fiftieth Anniversary was Celebrated, Pastor Rinck took resident in 
the Parsonage, the congregation paid off the two mortgages, the 
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 entire church was renovated, the Williamstown/Folsom Parish was 
dissolved with Pastor Oswald serving as Pastor for St. John’s only, 
celebrated the Fifty-fifth Anniversary, German speaking members 
were in the minority, membership instruction class was instituted for 
all non-Lutheran members because of diverse beliefs and practices 

1954-1957 

A major area of growth in the church was Christian 
Education.  Every nook and cranny in the church was 
filled with children and adults of Sunday School 
classes.  The congregation voted to purchase the 
adjacent property (Dobbins).  June 12, 1955, a 
ground breaking service was held, November 24, 
1955, cornerstone was laid and November 3, 1957, the Education 
Building (Parish House) was dedicated. 

1958-1962 

During these years many activities were held and the church continued 
to grow in numbers.  There were four choirs: Primary, Junior, Youth 
and Senior.  The balance of the Dobbins Property was paid off.  The 
woman of the church became the pre-eminent sources of mission 
projects and social activities for the entire congregation.  Choirs and 
other organizations ran their own fund raising activities to pay for 
music, remodeling of the Parsonage, finishing the Education Building/
Parish House.  A four team basketball league was formed.  Called a 
new pastor, Stanley Phillips, directly out of Seminary and had he 
remained Pastor of the church for 36 1/2 years. 

1963-1970 

In 1962, a recently ordained pastor was called and he remained in 
service to St. John’s until December 1998, at which time he retired.  He 
became the ninth Pastor to reside in the Parsonage. 

In 1963 the Common Book of Worship was replaced by the 
new Service Book and Hymnal (referred to as the red 
book).  In October the new Allen organ was dedicated and 
Christmas Eve services were by candlelight.  The driveway 
and parking lot were blacktopped and the sanctuary 
received a new look with new pews.  Organizations, 
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committees mission experiences abounded. 

1970-1972 

September 18, 1970, last service held in the sanctuary before 
construction began on the 40 ft, $40,000 addition.  Services held in 
Education Building until Christmas Eve, 1971.  It 
was a time of struggle as well as a time for new 
growth.  Ecumenical services were being held  
and our large steeple bell was sold to Bell Funeral 
Home.  The church was served by three organists.  
May 2, 1972 the new addition was dedicated with 
the setting of the corner stone.  October 18, 1972, 
there was a celebration of our Seventieth 
Anniversary. 

1973-1976 

During this time the basement of the church received a new look.  
Largest room was made into a lounge, another room was made into a 
conference room, a study was made in a smaller room and the kitchen, 
bathrooms and choir room received a face lift.  The entire church was 
undated with air conditioning and the stained glass window were re-
leaded.  The parsonage was also completed renovated.  In Fall 1974, 
Janice Smith, became the organist with hopes she would continue in 
service for many years.  A first, the churches of Williamstown joined 
together to present a Christmas Cantata “Love Transcending”, held at 
St. John’s accompanied by our organist.  The “Last Church on the Black 
Horse Pike …... “sign appeared.  Lighting rods were installed when the 
church was hit by lighting affecting sound and organ systems.  The 
history of our church was included in the first edition of a History of 
Monroe Township published by the Historical Society.  Because the 
first Sunday of the Month communion service was so crowded a 
second service on the 1st Sunday of each month was added at 11:15. 

1977-1981 

We celebrated our 80th Anniversary in October, and in honor of our 
80th, the youth built and entered a float in the ,Williamstown Annual 
Halloween Parade winning first place for their “80 Years of Kolocka” 
Youth ushers became a vital part of the service.  A reformation “Fill A 
Pew” Sunday was instituted inviting friends and those who have 
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drifted away from the church.  The congregation sent the Pastor and 
his wife on a trip to Germany for two weeks. Fifth and sixth graders 
began taking Communion instruction classes so they would be able to 
participate in Communion with their families. 

1982-1986 

Our 85th year was kicked off with a banquet and ended with an 
ecumenical service in October.  New choir robes arrived just in time for 
the 85th Anniversary week celebration.  Easter Sunrise Services were 
begun on the lawn by the Black Horse Pike.  A chair lift was installed in 
the church to provide access to the sanctuary for disabled members.   
There was a large celebration for Martin Luther’s 500th birthday.  The 
Good Shepherd window was lighted.  Pastor and his wife moved to a 
personal residence and the Parsonage became the Education Building 
Annex providing much needed space for Sunday School classes.   

1987-1991 

The church celebrated Pastor’s 25th Anniversary with the church, as 
well as the church’s 90th Anniversary.  The church stepped into the 
electronics age by installing a closed circuit TV for the nursery. In 1990 
the Cathedral ceiling that was closed off in 1937 was reopened 
revealing beautiful wainscoting.  A beautiful cross was installed in the 
vaulted area over the alter.  The dossel curtain was removed revealing 
the entire Good Shepherd window.  The sanctuary wall were painted 
and formerly painted window trim was repainted to look like real 
wood.   

1992-1995 

Another five years have passed and the church celebrated it’s 95th 
Anniversary.  The church purchased the Channel property which is 
adjacent to the Dobbins property which is adjacent to the north side of 
the church.  The buildings on the property were razed, the grounds 

cleared and a garden was built and dedicated 
in memory of the Marie and Helen Gommel, 
who loved our church so much they left an 
endowment to sustain it into the future.  The 
Senior Choir received a new look with new 

gowns.  Our cemetery was expanded when additional land was cleared 
allowing for an additional 100 grave sites.   
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1996-1998 

Preparations for the 100th Anniversary were under way with 
committees set in place.  October found the church kicking off their 
year long celebration with an “Oktoberfest”.  The 100th Anniversary 

Cookbook was a huge success, selling out 
immediately.  A quilt and a wall hanging were 
designed and made in 
celebration—one was designs 
made by Sunday School children 
and then redesigned into quilt 
squares by the women of the 

church to make a beautiful wall hanging.  The other 
was a beautiful hanging with the hand prints and 
names of all the children in the Sunday School during 
the 100 Anniversary.  There was a youth essay and 
poster contest.  A “Homecoming Sunday” was shared by current and 
past members of the church.  Members traveled to Hopewell 
Methodist Church in Downingtown to watch an outdoor rendition of 
the Passion Play and enjoyed a pig roast, Mother/Daughter Banquet, a 
program of spirituals, Dixieland and Big Band sounds provided by The 
Brass Company, and a Reformation Sunday Centennial Celebration 
followed by a celebration banquet.  December of 1998 was when the 
congregation celebrated Pastor Phillips 36 1/2 years of service to St. 
John’s congregation and said farewell as he said goodbye to the church 
and hello to retirement.  The Education Building was renamed “The 
Stanley M. Phillips Education Building”. 

1999-2001 

The next few years, beginning in 1999, brought many changes and 
challenges to St. John’s.  During this time period the church was served 
by several pastors, both full-time, interim and part-time.  The first 

order of business in 1999, was to get 
the church up to speed with the “new” 
liturgy that other congregations had 
been using for the 20 years.  Within 
the year the Lutheran Book of Worship 
(green book) and With One Voice (blue 
book) were in the pew racks.            
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This same year  found the church 
purchasing the property south of the 
Parsonage from MHSR Associates.  The 4th, 
5th and 6th grade Sunday School classes 
moved to this new building, followed by the 
Youth Group.  A new adult fledgling choir 

started (Chancel Choir) under the direction of Janice Smith.  New choir 
robes were purchased thanks to a generous donor from the church.  A 
third service was added to Christmas Eve at 5:30.  The beginning of 
2000 the newly formed handbell choir played for the first time.  
Communion was served at both services on the first and third Sundays.  
The Parsonage was demolished to make more room for parking.  
Cantata’s were presented every year by the Chancel Choir.  Major 
changes were made to the sanctuary:  the choir loft rail was removed, 
all pews and carpeting were removed and new carpet laid.  Pews were 
spaced further apart to allow for more leg room.  The chancel area was 
enlarged. 

In 2001 a full-time Pastor was called to serve our church with changes 
to the times of the services. There were also changes to our 
Constitution and By-Laws.  Our first website was created and the first 
annual church show “ Country Hoedown” was very successful. 

2003-2014 

In 2003 a new interim who then became a part-time pastor was called 
to serve St. Johns.  Pastor Sara Lilja served our congregation until 
January 2014.  During this time many positive changes took place.  Lay 
Assistants and Communion Assistants took a more active role in 
leading the services.  Once a month a Lay person would lead the 
church in the Service and the Word with a member of the 
congregation providing the sermon.   

The Music Ministry grew quickly.  A youth choir emerged.  A two 
octave set of Choir Chimes was purchased to give the children an 
opportunity to ring, followed by a third octave in a year to 
accommodate all the ringers.  During these years the Chancel Choir 
grew to 20 members, a Youth Bell Choir was begun, another chime 
choir was needed as well as a Bell Ensemble.  In 2008-09 a band was 
created.  Their upbeat music led the 10:30 Sunday morning worship 
service with a traditional organ service at 9:00.  In 2012, our church 
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embarked on a new worship experience.  We added a Saturday 
Evening 5:00 Worship Service with our band leading the service.  The 
10:40 Sunday worship service was discontinued and the 9:00 am 
service changed to 9:30.  

Over the 11 years, many new and exciting things were experienced.  
Two mission trips to Appalachia (West Virginia and Kentucky) helped 
families in need.  A Christmas Concert sponsored by Music Ministry 
and a Cookie Walk sponsored by members of the church,  weekly 
Lenten Soup Suppers, Church Show, a monthly Outreach Luncheon for 
those in need, monthly Afternoon Tea and so many more.   

Outreach and mission opportunities abounded.  Animals for third 
world countries, supplying the Williamstown Food Pantry with an 
endless supply of shelf stable milk, back packs filled with school 
supplies, care bundles for the needy, clothing for the New Visions 
shelter in Camden, shoes for children in need, gifts and gift cards those 
less fortunate at Christmas to name a few.  The list goes on.  

In 2013 the new Evangelical Lutheran Worship 
book was introduced to the congregation.  We 
spent the summer of 2013 learning a new liturgy 
and new hymns.  In 2000, we were one of the last 
churches to change to the Lutheran Book of 
Worship and here we are in 2013 being one of the 
first churches to use the new Evangelical Lutheran 
Worship book.    

 

2014-2015 

All of the good works and volunteerism continues as a new Interim 
Pastor arrived to shepherd us through the process to call a new Pastor.  
A lot of cottage meetings, discussion and paperwork has brought us to 
where we are today.  Waiting for that all important phone call saying 
we have a candidate to interview. 
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Historical Firsts 

 

  First Baptism in 1897 

  Oliver C. Pratt  

  Williamstown  
  born March 31, 1896  

 

 First Baptism in the church in 1898   

 Mathilde Sophie Frieda Hartje  

 Williamstown 

 born June 5, 1898.  

 First Confirmation in 1900 - Pentecost Sunday  

 Karl Knecht, born March 15, 1872.  

 First Wedding on September 18, 1897  

 Hermann Kurtz, born June 7, 1868,  

 married Louise Schmelze, born January 18, 1866 

      First Wedding in the church on June 15, 1902  

Gustav Gottlieb Rudolf Duerr  

       married Friederike Karoline Berth Luise Stricker.  

First Funeral in 1897  

Anna Bartels, interred in New Freedom, NJ  

First Burial in the church cemetery in Williamstown 

Martin Fabel on September 25, 1899.  




