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The Session:
Moderator: Robert Drake
Clerk of Session: LuAnn Buehre
Treasurer: Chris Swee
Tim Nelson, Ineke Justitz, Frank 
Kratky, Scott Dobovsky, Walt 
Worman, Kathy McKaig, Peggy 
Johnson, Kim Kelsh, Mary Larson, 
Chris Swee

The Deacons
Moderator: Elizabeth Swee
Pegi Ecker, Jim Gale, Kathy 
Giddings, Patti Kratky, Joni 
Lordeman, Arlene Munighan, 
John Ortez, Helen Pemble, Jane 
Tandberg, Kathleen Wilkinson, 
Barb Worman

Communion will be celebrated on 
Sunday, June 3rd.

Our Unique Building Turns 50

You might notice something different about this issue of the Epistle newsletter. It’s all history! Fifty years 
ago this month, First Presbyterian Church of Moorhead moved into its brand new building at 2900 
Fifth Street South. 
Were you there? Do you remember the move? Were your parents part of the planning committee? Did 
you attend Sunday School in the old church downtown? Do you have stories from back then? Was your 
baptism at the old church or the new church? Were you in the first confirmation class?
As you flip through these pages, looking at the photographs that narrate our history, please keep in 
mind that we are in a budget crunch. Like many mainline Protestant churches across America, FPCM is 
at the tail end of a thirty-year membership decline. Along with that decline has come budget challenges.
FPCM is facing a nearly $30,000 budget deficit this year. 
You may be wondering, then, why we’re spending money on student musicians from Concordia and 
NDSU, Sunday School Bible gifts for third graders, summer camp programs for area homeless children, 
youth group dinners, the Teddy Day Parade at Island Park, and extensive marketing.
The reason can be summed up in a conversation I recently had with an area college student. Growing 
up in an evangelical, charismatic church, he came to Fargo-Moorhead and began attending a college-
oriented, evangelical worship service. But he told me there was something missing; he felt a need to 
go further in his faith. He was seeking something with more depth. He needed a message with less 
dogmatism and more ecumenism. He needed less acrimony and more inter-faith generosity. 
This is exactly what FPCM provides to people in the F-M area. For 146 years, we have provided a home 
to anyone seeking a loving, forgiving, Christian place to call home. For fifty of those years, this church 
building has reliably supported our ministry. I believe there are many more young people like this 
student, people looking for a caring, fun, enlightened, Christian, home.
As you recall your own history with FPCM, please keep in mind that we can use your financial help 
now more than ever. Fargo-Moorhead is projected to grow almost 47% over the next 24 years. With the 
right decisions now, many of those new families will call First Presbyterian Church of Moorhead their 
new church home.
There are two ways to give. There’s a birthday card in this newsletter! Include it with your check, and 
you’ll help ensure FPCM’s future. The second way is to call me today. Working with the Finance and 
Stewardship Committee, we will find the best way for your contribution to provide an enduring legacy 
for FPCM and the Fargo-Moorhead area.                              - Pastor Robert
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Rebuilding the House of the LORD, 1965-1968
Established in 1872, First Presbyterian Church of Moorhead (FPCM) was the first church organized in Moorhead.  In that same year, the 
church organized a school, followed in 1873 by a school district according to state law. Moorhead’s school system was born.  At the time, 
Moorhead was nothing more than “verdant fields,” a railroad, a tent colony, and a few wooden buildings; the town was not incorporated 
until 1881.
After fires had destroyed its first two sanctuaries, the congregation rebuilt its sanctuary in 1909 at 501 2nd Avenue South, across the street 
south of the Moorhead library.  There, in 1962, First Presbyterian Church of Moorhead joyously celebrated its 90-year anniversary, and 
the congregation was looking forward to its centennial celebration in 1972.  No one anticipated that the downtown sanctuary would not 
be part of the festivities.  What happened?
Briefly, in the fall of 1965, the congregation learned that the sanctuary was unsafe: a sagging roof had pushed out the east and north walls 
of the church, now in “imminent danger” of collapse, which could be “precipitated by snowfall, some boom, or other outside cause, or by 
further settling or moving of the walls of the structure.”  Continued use was “dangerous to human life.”  
The initial plan to rebuild on the existing site, at a cost of $110,000, fell through when the Presbytery would not allow rebuilding on the 
old foundation, and the city of Moorhead demanded off-street parking in light of its urban renewal plans.
In the spring of 1966, FPCM moved ahead with the sale of its downtown land and buildings.  Arvid Benson paid $75,000 for the 2nd 
Avenue property, including the educational wing, which today is home to several small businesses and organizations.  And it negotiated 
the purchase of land in the “Brookdale South addition, described as all of lots 1 and 2 and the west 310 feet of lots 3 and 4.  For $12,000 
FPCM acquired 3.03 acres of land just south of I-94 and west of 75 Highway.  Part of that acreage was donated by Stanley Oksness.
Without a sanctuary, the congregation of FPCM worshiped in a variety of places:  the Music Hall of Concordia College (Christmas 1966 
and Easter 1967), Grace Methodist Church, the chapel of Wright Funeral Home, and South Junior High School, today Ellen Hopkins 
Elementary.  FPCM much appreciated the support of the community during these unusual years.
It was time for FPCM to embark on an ambitious fundraising plan, which envisioned membership growth and building expansion. 
Plans by Rutter & Kosir for a modern church building had been approved and bids were coming in.  The lowest bids for a total of 
$246,160 were accepted.  The fundraising goal was $300,000, a combination of giving, interest-free loans from the Presbytery, and 
regular mortgages.  The 300,000 of 1966 has the same buying power as $2,181,000 today.  First and second mortgages were secured from 
Northwestern Savings & Loan Association for a total of $200,000 at 6 ¾% for 25 years.  Earlier, the Presbytery came through with an 
interest-free loan of $30,000.
Early in 1967, after 12 years of service, the Rev. W. James Henderson left for Ajo, AZ.  Now the congregation had neither a sanctuary nor 
a permanent pastor.  However, progress continued to be made.  The congregation celebrated with a groundbreaking service on a clear 
and windy Saturday, May 6, 1967.  The bulletin for that service quoted Psalm 100:3-4 and included an architectural drawing of the new 
church.  Pledged giving to that date was $102,557.  The 1967 operating budget was $30,724.  
On February 4, 1968, the Rev. Ronald C. Grabham was formally installed as pastor of FPCM.  In the bulletin, above his picture, we read, 
“…to be a messenger, watchman, and steward of the Lord.” The service of installation was held in Grace Methodist Church, 1120 South 
17th Street. He received an annual base salary of $8,000 plus $2,000 for mileage and $1,196 for his retirement fund, and the use of the 
manse at 1326 12th Avenue South. 
On Monday, June 17, 1968, the final 
inspection of the new church building 
took place.  This means that our first 
regular Sunday worship probably was on 
June 23.  The record, however, notes that 
a wedding was performed on Sunday, 
June 16.  
The new building was formally dedicated 
to the Glory of God on November 17, 
1968.  “A mighty Fortress is our God” was 
the appropriate hymn sung by the adult 
choir directed by Mrs. Dustrud.  The Rev. 
Henderson, former pastor, participated in 
the dedication and spoke these words:
Save us, O Lord, from living in the past, 
and from resting on the work of others.  
Let us find a new beginning and a new 
vision, that we may know our task in this 
place and in this world at this time.
Fifty years ago, the congregation of First 
Presbyterian Church of Moorhead was 
home at last at 2900 South 5th Street.  
Another page to the history of its church 
had been added. 

Confirmation class in Sanctuary of old church with Rev. Henderson

Combined confirmation class of 1967 at Wright Funeral Chapel with Rev. Henderson

DO YOU KNOW ANYONE HERE?
If you can help identify the people pictured below, please call or email the church office.
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The New Building

Confirmation class of 1969 in Sanctuary of the new church with Rev. Grabham

Exterior of our new church building at 2900 S 5th St Moorhead

1968

"It's a... Church!"
This was the headline in a Forum article  

about our new church building.

Some of the Great Generation:
Valerine Pickett, Lu & Cliff Cook, Marjorie Allgeyer

New church sanctuary  (note: the screens which now grace fellowship hall)
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1968, A Momentous, Historical Year
Fifty years ago, in 1968, the members of First Presbyterian Church of Moorhead first 
gathered in worship in their new church at 2900 South 5th Street.  That same year is 
marked by momentous events in the United States and around the world.  It is a year in 
which the optimism of the early 1960s and the “Summer of Love” of 1967 gave way to 
pessimism and despair.  A few events are highlighted in the timeline below:   

• Lyndon B. Johnson was the 36th president of the U.S.A.   
• The Vietnam War.  At the end of 1968, more than 536,000 U.S. soldiers, mostly 

drafted, were stationed in Vietnam.   
• Martin Luther King was assassinated on Thursday, April 4, 1968, in Memphis, 

TN.  Riots broke out in more than 125 U.S. cities (“Holy Week Uprising”).  King’s 
assassination triggered the riots, which reflected the anger and resentment over 
segregation, discrimination, police brutality, and the immense poverty of the black 
inner-city ghettos.

• 339 persons attended the Easter services of FPCM, approx. 100 more than average.
• Robert Kennedy was assassinated on Wednesday, June 5, 1968, in Los 

Angeles, CA.  He had visited Fargo on April 15, 1968, where he spoke 
in the Fargo Civic Auditorium.

• The Republican Convention in Miami nominated Richard Nixon on 
August 8.  He would be elected on November 5.  Riots broke out in 
several cities in the convention’s aftermath.

• The Session of FPCM met in church on August 5 and discussed 
“questions such as ‘What should we do in Race Relations, Youth 
Programs, Long Term Goals, use of new building?”

• In August, Soviet troops invaded Czechoslovakia, which ended the Prague Spring reform movement.  
• Arthur Ashe won the U.S. Open Tennis Championship, the only African-American man to do so.  Billy Jean King, 

social activist fighting for gender equality, won the women’s title.
• The Democratic National Convention in Chicago nominated Hubert Humphrey, Johnson’s Vice President, amidst 

nationwide demonstrations and riots in Chicago against the Vietnam War.  War protestors chanted, “Hey, hey, LBJ, 
how many kids did you kill today?”

• Worldwide protests against the Vietnam War, racial injustice, nuclear weapons, capitalism and consumerism, and for 
civil liberties, women’s liberation, the environment.  Nuclear tests by the U.S.A., France, and the Soviet Union.

• The counter cultural movement was exemplified in the rock musical “Hair” (“The Age of Aquarius”).  In 1968, we 
saw “2001: A Space Odyssey,” “Planet of the Apes” or “Funny Girl” with Barbara Streisand.  A movie ticket cost $1.31.  
“Hey Jude” by the Beatles was the Billboard Song of the year.  The Big Mac made its debut at $0.45.

• November 17:  Formal dedication of the First Presbyterian Church of Moorhead at 2900 South 5th Street.  490 
persons attended the three services that day.  The Women’s Association contributed $2,500 from its annual Bazaar to 
the Building Fund.  

• December, 1968:  Apollo 8 begins its mission to orbit the moon.   274 persons 
attended the Christmas Eve and Christmas Sunday services.

1970-1990's

Dorothy Dodds; educator and children's 
advocate extraordinaire

Hal Dickelman  
on the church softball team

Esther Bacon crafting Wade Gorman 
longtime custodian

Flower Ministry

Children's Choir 1983-84 
Co-directors: Marilynn Woods, Amanda Wray

Women's Annual Apple Pie project fund raiser

Dorothy Storant 
Our faithful nursery caregiver

I’m impressed!  Communion with the children presenting the elements, standing 
right up at the communion table, being a part of the service with questions of 
why? what? as we moved through the liturgy, having their participation validated 
was amazing.  The children were respectful and interested. Their normally restless 
behavior was stilled as they watched up close.
All of the children prepared the elements, baking the bread, filling the communion 
cups, then taking those elements forward into the chancel.  There were children as 
young as three years old up to ten years old, all serious about what was going on and 
proud to be a part.  All of this over the reservations of adults saying “it will not work!”
Thank you to Scott Dobovsky and Robert Drake for your guidance and perseverance 
in seeing that a meaningful service was made possible to our young people.
Elizabeth Swee
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