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The publication in France of Peabody and Stearns' Church of the Messiah in 
L'Architecture An1e'ricaine in 1886 (Photo #1), only s!x years after the co;,1ple-
tion of the building indicates the tremendous critical acclaim earned by the 
church both at home and abroad. One of only five churches (including H. H. 
Richardson's Trinity Church) selected for illustration in the three volume French 
survey of recent American architecture, the Church of the Messiah also appeared 
in the•American Architect and Buildinq NPws, the Brickbuilder and was discussed 
at length in St. Louis arcl1Hectural criticism (See S2ction 8). l~ith rr,ore recent 
acknowled~rnerit of the significance of the, 8osto,, ih·m----''t.he 111,ist. h::portoi!t arbi',.crs 
of building taste after H. H. Richilrdson"l--ar,d as the only Peabody and Stean,r, 
church extant outside New Engla~d, St. Louis' Church of the Messiah holds a 
distinguished place in P.rr.0r'ican architecture. 

Ground was brokrn for the Church of the Messiah in November, 1879, and the 
cornerstone laicl Februcl'Y l, 1880, at 1•1hich time it 1•10, reported in the Missouri 
Republicpn that the church \\'ould be 11 ·/n the [ng1ish Gothic style~ and diss-irni·1a.r 
to any ot:10r church bu'ilding in St. LouL. "2 Charles Everc•tt Clark of Medford, 
Mass.JchlbC:tts, (one of Peabody and Str::(-1.rns 1 select 11 tried and true' 1 builders) \·.1as 
tht: cuntrcKtor. The total cost of site and church) exclud-insJ stain 1_~J glc;ss v,iindmsJs 
and interi·or furnishi11~::,, \•.ias $109~0nn, On Dech11b(-:l" 2G, 18.~~J, ..... he fii~st ~erv.:--·t: 
was hr.-id althDugh thr church 1·1as not formally rl~d·icated unti i ller:e111ber ·10, '!881, 
wheil !Jr. Henry W. Cello-1s of Boston can:c, to speak. 

Clearly developed within a 118 foot square, (See Site Pla~ the plHn suc-
cessfully realized the Victorian search for nC'li pl,rnning solutions in Protestant 
churches. The 11ninterrurited T-s:1ar,ed nave (56 foet by 101 fe2t; :11er;i:,ci ,1: d1 a 
short transept and shano,1 chancel Lo pro·,id2 a large audHorfoin s,,ace te~tdred 
by Unitarian liturgical practice. r,t the west end of the nrve, a sman vestibule 
was attached. Auxiliary spcces loc2tcd ori thrc south side of the church ans,,1ercd 
increasing demands of the t·ime for roon1s for social activities. Sliding glass 
doors in Lhe soul:, trc.nseµt arch (f'hcto //2) con\'e:iicntly ]·inked the audHoriur,1 
to a large Sunday School/meeting room so thHt the seven hundred person seating 
capacity of the nave could be supplemented by Gn additional bm hundred when 
needed. Adjoining the Sunday School room on the east was a t,;o story unit of 
smaner rooms used fo1· classes, library, ladies' parlor and sel'ling room; a 
dining room and kitchen were located in the basement. The bay windowed pastor's 
study connected to the Sunday School room at the 1,est end and also opened into 
the tower through which the nave could be entered. 

However functionallj efficient the pl~n was, utilit~rian concer·r1s did ~ot 
preclude exterior expression of the felicitous ''Peabody touch''3 in a strikingly 
picturesque assemblage of 10\,, sir,1plc forms (Photo/! 3). Particularly effectiVl' 
are the repetition of gables and conjunctions of the varied roof heights carried 
through 'in i.he break of the nave rnof--,lopc by an abbreviated clerestor.v. Tht) 

' 
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strong, simple tm·;er--pushed back from the nave facade and gracefully joined 
with a broached spfre--is a fine example of Peabody's special affinity for 
towers found in so many of his buildings. • 

In accordance vii th the architect's preferred use of masonry construction 
for churches, the building has locally quarried blue limestone load bearing 
walls (faced inside 1>1ith brick) trimmed ,1ith smoothly-rubbed tawny sandston,' 
from \·iarrensburg, Missouri. (The high value placed in the 1880s on s1;ch "truth-· 
ful" construction (See Section 8) is an instructive comment on the chcnge, or ,.o
phistication, in local thinking about architecture, since the 1852 Gothic 
brick Church of the r.1essiah was ,1idely ucclaim2d for seventy tons of iron 
used in its cc,nst1'uction.) Free of ornam0nt, the c,xterior walls capitalize 
on the varied texture and color of the mason;-y; simple buttresses leave, tl,e 
walls virtually unbrnken. Red slate forms a handsome roof. 

Functional spaces are differentiated by sandstone-faced fer,estration: 
point2d--0rch v1indm,js denote eccl~si2stic use vJhile lint<·'·led opcnir,gs r:10.rk 
rooms for secular activities. (Photo # 3 ) A bold, hrnad effect is gained 
by introducing, high into th,0 gables, five lancet VIindm·rs on the 11est facade, 
three tall lancets on the north wall and a large rose window with two lancets 

on the south side. 

Originally the interior was a perfect expression of High Victorian ''con
structional coloration'', relying entirely upon niotural structural mate~ials 
for rich polychrome effects. t,lthou9h t.he 1,alls are now compromised by 1>1hite- 4 
wash, exposed areas can be found tliat reveal pale yellow and red brick patterning. 
Con,pa red in the nineteenth century to Hes tmi nster Abgey, the maj es tic open 
timber truss ceiling is native Missouri yel1011 pine, "uns;ioilcd by thP painr.er's 
!.,rush" b11t darkened nO\,J by age. (Photo #4 ) A system of han11ner beams and tie 
beums divides th,' nave into t\<10 lai·ge units subdivided into four bays by 
small lancet windows on the nortli wall. A dramatic tent-like effect is created 
at the crossing by the expansive fral'.ling. (Photo //5 ) (The ceiling of the 
Sunday School/meeting room also features exposed ornamental wood framing.) 
Belm·1 the 1,inciows> wc1\ls are lined 1,:ith a wooden dado surmounted in the chancel 
by a trefo·i l arcade that once contained brass memorial tablets. (Photo # 5 ) 

Only one set of the English-made, figural stainPd glass windows survives 
in situ --a group of five, sumptuous Pre-Raphaelite lancets illustrating the 
Christian Graces--at the 1,estern end of the nave. (Photo #4) 
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The present condition of the church shows evidence of years of neglect with 
abortive attempts to patch spawling sandstone with concrete (Photo #6) and to 
arrest roof leakage with makesl1ift repairs. A period of vacancy brought van
dalism whid1 stripped tlie interior of several v1eoden posts and detailing along 
with some stained galss. Water has also damaged the interior. Despite these 
signs of deterioration, major features such as the open truss ceiling are intact 
(although poss i blY treatened by roof 1 eak<1gc) and the masonry construction appears 
secure. Si11ce the original plans erist in Boston, an accurate restoration could 

be undertaken. 

By the time Rob2rt Swain Peabody, F/\IA (1845-1917) and clohn Stoddard 
Stearns, HIJA (18~,3-1917) reu,ivcd the: conimission for the Church of the MessiDh 
in 1878, their highly successful partnership had been in existence for eight 
years. Both men 11ere educated at Harvanl and.,..trained with Van Brunt after v;hich 
Peabody w0 nt on to study architecture at the Ecole des Beaux Arts. From the 
stai·l, Peab0dy was tt1e design pa,·tnPr with Stearns' meticulous superintendei1ce 
of projects earning lhe firm a rt\Juta.t·;on fe:·t co:1stn:ction of 011t.sta11ding ·~uality. 
While they built. al111Jst every type ot bui"lciing, the ai·chitecV, perhaps becarn,· 
best known and appreciat~d for their prolific residential work at Newport where 
they out-built McK.im, Meade & \-lhite and Richard Morris Hunt. After H. H. 
Richardson's death in lflS5, Peabody & Stearns became equal in importance to 
McKim, V,cildt' & \·ihite in Nevi York City and v1cre selected to n:present Goston in U:e 
1893 Chicago Fair. Peabody served a term as national President of the /\.I.A and 
played an important role in Boston's urban planning. 

The Unitarian church commission attracted enough additional bus·iness in 
St. Louis to justify a branch office with Pierce P. Furber as manager and later 
partner of the f'irm, and some of the firm's major works 1,1ere built in St. Louis. 
Unfortu1wtely, the city has ·1ost two of ti,;, three office buildings, the St. Louis 
Museum of Fine /\rts, the St. Louis Club and all of the Vandeventer Place houses. 

This church must be saved. 

J 
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• 
lKarl S. Putn,w1, Some Comments on Buildings in the rourse of a Walk from 

Bridge Street to RD:mcl fiill (Unduted pc1rcphlet), n.p., ~uc,tcd in v!heaton A. 
Holden, "The Peabody Toucil: Peabody anr: Stearns of Boston, 1870-1917," 
Journal of the Society of ArchHectural Historians 32 (May, 1973): 114. 

2"The Corner-stone Laid for the New Church of the Messiah," Missouri 
_R_e2~blica_Q_, 2 February 18ll0. 

3A phrase used b;/ one of the firm's designers. Holden, p. 122. 

41t was r·eportcd in lf382: "the dark red of the faced bricks ... line the 
wulls o.bove thl' v1oocten dado; while in tho frieze and al.out and above the points 
of arches and window-!,2ads a1'(' ,,ther of 1 ight yellm, laid in m,.1ss,0 s or simple, 
patterns. 11 DediciJtion Servicr~; of the C:hi1rch of the Me'.:,~icth (St. Louis: 
Privately printed, 11:!82), Pl'· 15~16. · · · 

5Ycllov.i pine, was shipped by rail to St. Louis from Iron Mountain, Missouri, 
but because white pine discolored from floating downriver, St. Louisans were 
forced to paint and grain interior woad inst~ad of following the East.coast 
fashion of merely shcllacking. E. C. Insley, "St. Louis.--Its Grov1th and 
Advantages.--lts Building Mater·ials.--The Cost of Labor.--Real Estate." 
Arn2rican_l\rchitectilnd Building: News_ 3 (9 March 1G7fl.): 184. 

6several of the original ~1indows v1ere transferred to the new church on 
Union wt1en the congr~gation moved in 1906 . 

.. 



•· 

ITill SIGNIFICANCE 

PERIOD 
AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE -- CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW 

_.PREHISTOHIC -~.\RCHEOLUGY-PREHISTORIC _COMMUNITY PLANNING _LANDSC4PE ARCHITECTURE *RELIGION 

__ 1400-1499 ____ARCHEOLOGY-HISTORIC _CONSERVATION _LAW __ SCIENCE 

_1500-1599 ____AGRICULTURE __ ECONOMICS _LITERATURE _SCULPTURE 

_ 1600-1699 ---x.ARCHITECTURE -xEDUCA noN _M!!J"iARY -x-sOC\AUHUMANITARIAN 

_1700-1799 _ART _ENGINEERING _MUSIC _THEATER 

...X 1800-1899 ___ COMMERCE _EXPLORATtOMISETTLEIV!ENT _PHILOSOPHY _ TAANSrORTATION 

_1900- _COMMUNICATIONS _INDUSTRY _POLITICS/GOVERNMENT _OTHER (SPECIFY) 

_JNVENTION 

------------------

SPECIFIC DATES BUILDER/ARCHITECT __ __l.fill.(L _____ " ______ " .. - _ Peab_o~y ?. ~1~-~i:ns,_[W;;i_\LOJW-l---

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCc 

The Church of the Messiah is the only extant building directly inter
tvrined viith the lifo and 1,01°1: of t·lilliarn Greenleaf Eliot (1811-1887).1 Eliot 
himself guined national prominence both as an activist urrin1 a 1,ide range of 
social refonns and as the founder of a precedent-setting institutio11 of 
tdglier education, Washington University. His snii1ll St. Louis congregation 
grew from the first Unitarian outpost west of the Mississippi River to a 
prosperous and altruistic force responsil1le for the founding of n~tionally 
significant CL'ltural, educutional &ml phi'lanti.ropic. institut"ions. Finally, 
as the only rcrncining church located outside New England by the Goston f"irm 
of Pea~ody & Stearns, the architectural significance cf one of the firm's 
largest and most in1portant churchs; is also of r1otional significance.3 

Shortly after gro.duat:ion from Hctrva.rd o·lv·in·ity Sci1,Jo·1 in 18:A, l·~i11io::: 
Greenleaf tJiot, son of a prominent Massachusetts. rainily~ cnT·ivcd in St. Louis 
as a miss"ion,;ry preacher to organize the first Unitarian church \'rest of the 
Mississippi. Composed largely of Ne1-1 Englanders, ti,:· Church of the i•,essiah 
(or First Congru:ati0nul Society, as it w,1s origina"ily called) had gro\'/11 suf
ficiently in numbers by 183"/ to build its first church--a small, simple Dot"ic 
temple 1ocat,0 ,:: at Fo•srth vnd Pinc Stree·~s. Fror,1 th2 outset Eliot committed 
himself anci the Society ;;o communit:; ncec;$. \·!hen Charles Dickens visited St. 
Louis fo 1843, the Unitaricor1s 1":;re 1;lrec.dy advuncing educiltion and philanthopic 
work in the city. Impressed 1vith what he sa,·: the Englishman wrotE-: 

The Ur1itarian Church is represented in this remote place, as 
in most other parts of ~,~rica, by a gentleman of great worth 
and excellence. The poor have good reason to remember and 
bless it; for it befriends them, and aids the cause of rational 
education without any sectarian or selfish views. It is 
liberal in all its actions; of kind construction; and of wide 
benevolence. ri 

Believing firmly that "our American salvation must come throutJli Public 
Schools and social education,''5 Eliot integrated these ideals into.the life 
of his church; by 1840, the Unitilrians had orqanized in the basement of the 
Pine Street church the first truly free school for indigent children. (Later 
incorporated h'·ith expanded services as the Mission Free School, this 0g0.ncy 
grew into the William Greenleaf Eliot D·ivisiGn of Psychiat;·y, novi the Ch·ild 
Guidance Cl'inic, Wash·ington Univcristy School of Medicine.) In 1849, the 

.. 
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Missouri State Legislature passed a bill drafted by Eliot (then President of 
the St. Louis School Board ) providing for the first tax assessment for the 
under--fundcd public schools of St. Louis. The subsequent success of the St. 
Louis schocls contributed to thP estHhlishm2nt of free public schools throuyhout 

Mi ssour·i. 

[ly 1852, the congrt'gation had built its second church at Ninth and Olive 
Streets, a brick Gothic Revivc:l buildinsJ, cl,1imed to be the largest Protestant 
church in St. Louis at the time. While serving as pastor of the Church of the 
Messiah, Eliot's interest in education was qiven a new focus in 1853 when a 
pro:ninent member of his church, State SC>nator 1,:ayrnan Crow (HlOS-1885), ob-
tair:ed a State> charter for Eliot Seminary, renamed Washingtor, University at 
Eliot's request. 

The origi1,al sevc:ntcPn incorporators of thr, nc·w institution (including 
Eliot and Crov,) ,1ere all memh2:-s of the Church of the Messiah and Hs non-· 
sectari2n pGli~y was cl~arly influ~·11cerl hy Eliot;s coricrrn '

1

to keep oarro~ 
and sectari,rn influer:r.es from rvery rlcp,ffL1nent. ,,5 Moreover, the survival and 
grcwth of Washington University were lai·ge·ly th,: result of dedicated \1ork and 
finar,cial su;Jport. from Eliot's church: four-fifths of tile totc1l school en- · 
do\o:ment by 186~ ($P,78,000) had co:nc; from tl1e Unitarian congrccration. 7 Onf: of 
the uriversity's most generous bene1actors and wor~crs, Wayn1an Crow, endowed 
both the pre:,ent ,:ay,r:an Crow Chair of Physics and the former St. Louis Museum 
of Fine Arts for which Peabody & Stearns designed a~ in1portant Renaissance 
Revival building in Jr,79 (ruzecl). The h,,ilc!ing was designed both as a museum 
and home fo1· the viashh,gton University Scilcol of fine Arts, the first in the 
nation founded as pa rt of a university. The schoo 1 and museum separated in 
1909 v1hen the museum \•li\S placed under Cii:y control. An active sponso,· of th: 
arts, Waym0n Crm, brou,;iht sculptress Ha,-riet lcosmer to St. Louis end commis
sioned her to do the statue of Senator Thomas Hart Benton for Lafayette Park. 

As President of the Board of Directors of Washington University (1853-1885) 
and Chancellor (1871-1887), Eliot gave liberally of his own money and talents. 
James Smith, another dlurch and university board member, willed Eliot personally 
nearly $200,000 which, characteristically, the Chancellor donated to the uni
versity.8 Known locally as "the most accomplished and successful beggar,"9 
but also as a shre11d husinessn,an, Ei-iot's gH1ius for raising money v;as high
lighted in the Springfield, Massachusetts, Republican: 

... it is apparently becoming tolerably discreditable for a 
rich citizen ehher to live o;· die v1ithout giving something 
to this institution. Among its eastern patrons liove been 

\ .. 
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Nathanial Thayer of Boston whose gifts amount to $50,000 
and Mrs. Augustus Hemenway of Boston .... Rev. Dr. Eliot ... 
may be honestly called the father of vloshington University. 
His society tho,,gh far fro::1 b2ing cons:Jicuously rich in its 
personal elerncnts, has, I believe t:1e reputation of q·iving 
rnore money alike to deno:~inational and philanthropic and 
public o~iects then any other religious society 'in the v1hole 
country. 

Eliot',. rad'ical concept of a totany new type of "western university" with 
a practical orientation challenged the hegemony of the traditional classical 
course of study in P,merican !i·igher educat'ion. Planncrl to 1,,,"et the conclit·ions 
of a growing urban industrial society, Eliot's innovative polytechnic course 
programs serveci tile working classes ,11th evening instruction as v1ell as 
training scientific professionals. His leadership 'in these areas of study 
influenced ot:,e,' urba1, univers'itic,s anci 1,1id ii:? groundv1ork for Colvin \foodv1ard's 
great achicve1JC:1i in rnanua·1 traiqing cclucri.tinn.11 

ln the absence of any organized public charity, the Unital'ians' efforts 
continued to be of greet ·influence and ·i1npo,tance. The la1'gest nineteenth cen
tury charitable institution in the Mississippi Vc1llcy, the l,/e,;tern Sanitary 
Con11,ission, l'.'ilS creuted by El ·iot and his frienci James Yeatman ill 18Gl. 
Yeat1ncn credited Eliot 1-1ith being "the soul and c':nboctime11t of the r:o:rnnission" 
whose head it was "that conceived, pla111,er: and developed the work. "12 Over 
four n,ill·ion dollars Here raised by thi'., acJency to aid casualities of both 
Union and ConfecJl:1'atc armies, civilians left hon:eless c1.ncl freed slaves moving 
north. J3 

Eliot also gained recognition through published positions on num2rous 
social issues including e,nancipation, women's suffrage, Indian rights, prison 
reform and temperance. His successflll campaign to repeal the Social Evil 
Ordinance (the first attempt in America to 1'egulc:te prostitution by registra
tion and medical inspection) attracted publicity to the St. Louis experiment 
which generated debate nat1anally and internationally for decades after the 
law was nullified in 1874. While Eliot had objected to the Ordinance on 
moral grounds, he demonstrated advanced thinking for h·is ti111e by arguing 
that the lav1 promoted exploHation of 1-10:·\len. 

Within twenty years after tl1e church was built at Ninth and Olive Streets 
(vie\'1ed danqerously far west in,1852) Eliot was proposing a new church farther 
west in the Stoddard Addition l~ where lie had lived since 1856.16 A glHnce at 

.. 

1 

I 
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Plate 21 of Compton and Dry's Pictorial St. Louis--1875 graphically demonstrates 
th,:, dramatic change in the Ninth and 01 ive Street area from prestigious resicirn
ttal to co1rnn2rcial use. Across the street from the church, the new Post Office 
was to occupy a full city block and the old Lucas mansion was converted to a 
restaurant--causing R. J. Compton to remark: 

It is quite possible that the important changes in the neigh
borhood of the church may necessitate its removal farther 
west in a few years.17 

Plans for the third Church of the Messiah were under serious consideration 
by January, 1877, vihen [liot's article for the church bullet'in urged const1'ucc
tion of a nf:1,1 church, '.'for precisely the same reasons for wl,ich the fd'CSff,t 

bui.ldir,g 1•1as erec1:ect"l 0--the i111pen1tive of fo1lo1'ling the congrcc1ation as it 
migrated wcstwat'd to escape cncroact1ing !1usin~ss and industry. In 1B79, th~ 
Unitarians secured a lot 2·L the corner of Gi:,n,·ison and Locust Str·ects in the 
heo.rt cf the f;:ish·ionaL1le Stoddr1rd J\ddition (!)l1oto # 7) wh2r-c· sc~vcral r.1emb(~.·s 
already livc1d. Kw,v111 for its "elegant ancl tasty n,sidr1nces" 1Y the subclivis·ion 
v:as also club:,ed "Piety llill" due to the concentration of churches relocated 
there. 

Although Eliot h2d officially resigned from pastoral duties in 1873 lo 
devote full time to his position as Chancellor of thr. university, he remained 
actively involv,,d in church affairs including pruaching 11hen needed for his 
success,ff, Jr,!in Snyder, v1ell into the 1880' s. His continuin9 ·1eadership, 
hov1ever, vias most visible in the planning of the new church: 

rwo weeks ago or more a peti t·i on or request v1as Pt'epared by 
tl1e Trustees asking me to take hold and lead in church 
building enterprises. This is a new departure altogether.20 

Charged with this responsibility, Eliot not only successfully directed the 
financing of the new building, but also introduced the first important out
side influence on St. Louis architecture by bringing the Boston firm of Peabody 
& Stearns to the midwest. Indeed, fliot's sponsorship of his Unitarian col
league's son, Robert Swain Peabody, • had far reaching consequences. Through 
Eiiot Oregu1> recceiV(,d its fii'st [a:;tern in·fll,cncc with the 1879 Pe2body des·i9n 
for the First U11itarian Chur~l1 in Portland, then under the pastorate of Eliot's 
son, Rev. Thomas Lamb Eliot. 2 
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Eliot's letters to his son in Portland reveal considerable knowledge of 
real estate and building as well as shedding light on his appraisal of archi
tects. In 21 letter dilted March 28, 1878, (several rnonths before Peabody 
first met with the church comrnittee in St. Louis)23 Eliot disclosed his 
view of church desig11: 

I don't think much of architects, b11t believe Peabody is a 
fair and just man. They kno•,i less of acoustics and_ care more 
for looks irrespective of 11ses tha11 they ought; but using 
your own com~on sense as corrective you can safely employ 
them I suppose.24 

Eliot's concern for utility \HS real·ized in Peabody's design for the Church 
of tile Mc:ssii:d1 v:hich featured a large un·interrupted auditorium space that pro
vided exce·1 ient conditions for preach"i:1rJ wlii.le the subsidiary rooms c:nsv12red 
other needs of tl,e co11gregation. (See Section 7) Si11ce Peabody's own views 
on chu1·ch buildin~J VJ2i'2 c1ost: Lo [l iot 1 s it -js L~l2r:1r wliy Uit: 111-instcr· cm

trusted the St. Louis and Portland designs to hinr. In 1877, the architect 
had written: 

In desigri'ing of Congrec1atiun churches we are met by tvm 
opposi,19 influences: on the 0110 hand, utiliti,,rianism, ... 
the needs of the parish in thr n:oc!ern order of things; on 
the other 1'itualis1,1 ... tl1at returning to the old symbols, 
customs, and decorilticns ... Obviously, the purposes to 1,1hich 
the building is to be put - ~~e present forms of religious 
worship - must be our guide. ~ 

However, PPahody's conservative belief in the importance of keeping,"the church 
itself, from top to bottom, sacred, and put the adjuncts elsev:here"26 under
scored by his declarati9n that "the main church is not a church-parlor so much 
as a place of worship"27 would have met vrith Eliot's approval. The minister 
expressed fears about the "changing character" of the Church of the Messiah 
regretting that it was "becoming less a28hurch than a society. The religious 
strength less, social perhaps greater." Thus the clear separation of the 
church's functional spaces (social from religious) together 11ith its "honest" 
construction and adh0ronce to traditional English Gothic ecclesiastical proto
types resulted in a building that satisfied Eliot's churchmanship. 

The special significance of the cr.urch to St. Louis was illuminated by 
the flurry of ·1ocal critica I response that appeared after its completion in 
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1880. All agreed that it was unique--unlike any other church in St. Louis. 
But 1,hile some ,1ere content to call it a "beautiful poem" and "tasteful, 
cozy chapel" others ventured more serious commentary guided by Ruskin's 
"Lamp of Truth". With passion~te rarnestness the church 1-1as scrutinized for 
architectural dec<:>its that violated "honest" expression of plan, structure 
and materials. That the nevi church v"indicated abuses in current church 
building (condemned for imposing "a fraud on the Almighty") is clear from 
testimonies such as the followi11g: 

... too much praise cannot be given to the building co:m,ittee 
for selecting architects who had the brains and taste to use 
suitable 111aterials in the finishing of til2ir 1·1ork. Here 1,e 
have for the first time, nearly, i11 St. Ln:,is church archi
tecture, wood undaubed 11i tl1 paint, and bricks v1hos(' natural 
color, suited to the plan of the ·interior dccoriltion, are 
neither concealed by mortar or paint. We have tho real 
motE.'rial out of v:trid1 thr~.builclir.~ is const'rl.:cted st;:nd·ing 
for what it is worth .... ~9 

In a word, its beauty is a direct outgrowth of the honest use 
of good materials, honestly exhibited fo§ 0what they are, and 
not mad:.: to look l ik12 v1hat they are not.· 

Merit was also found in the church's simple design, having no pretense df 
being a 11 lofty and ~Jrand cctheclral 1

~
31 and in ii..s 11 h=)Hest 11 pla11 where each 

space ''shows externally for what it really is.•·32 The church was clearly rec
ognized as an important model for the future ",1hi ch notli"i ng but unv1i sdom 
amounting almost to imbecility"33 would prevent its being copied. 

A few years before his death in 1887, Eliot was publically acknowledged 
the ''most influential man in St. Louis'' and the church he had forged eulogized 
by the St. Louis Republican: 

The congrcgation ... in culture, standing and wealth, as well as 
in earnest and the more important qualities, zealous work and 
devotion to duty, is not excelled in St. Louis. It numbers 
men and womon who l1ave acl1iev~d distinction iij business, 
in the professions, in literature and in art.j 

In 1906, whe11 the Church of the Messiah was forced again to relocate in 
response to the westward move of the congregation, the era of uncommon leader
ship and con,n1unity service had closed. Eliot's son. Henry Ware Eliot, explained: 
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"St. Louis is now too large a city for any one insti1~tion to play a part in 
public affairs as our cl111rch did in its early days." The fourth church at 
Union and Enright in the Centrctl West End was less ambitious, reflecting the 
di11:inished size and relative stature of th~ congregation. However, the deci
sion to sell the old churcl1 at Garrison and Locust in 1906 to the only black 
cowp·e\:ation of the Episcopal Diocese of Missouri, All Saints Episcopal Church, 
paid honiag2 lo Hil"lian; Greenleaf Eliot and the early members: 

There is nevertheless, something particularly fitting in the 
fact that our 0·1c1 church building should nm1 furnish a place 
of worship to the negrns whose freedom its r0 a>'lY members 
labored so v1ell to ec.tabl ish aqcl \'·llw,.c lot in slavery Juys 
they did so much to alleviate.JG 

All Saints Episcopal Church remainP.d in the Peabody & Stearn; building 
for over fifty ve6rs (1906-1957) followed by the Star of Rethlehern Baptist 
Church {1957~·1SS7) and UL!n thr.! Bartist Chu(ch of th2 Cr;od Shepherd. In 
197U, ownership passed to the buildin\J's r·1··esent. occ,:pants, the First 
Cathf·c'ral Church of the P.postolic Faith, a srnn black congregation led by 
Rev. John D. Layne. Keenly awore of the church's architectural and historical 
si9nificance, Rev. Laynl' has invr>sted everythino wHhh1 liis limited l!lcans to 
make crit"ical repairs es'.,cnt"ial for keeping tlie building structurally secu1·e. 
Optimistic, ho hopes to see the building restored to its original integrity. 

Throughout tile nin,,tC"cnth century, Eliot uncl the Church of the Messiah 
1,ere a pioneering and incrcJsing·ly pov1erful force confrontinu problems of 
urbanization ctnd industrialization that establislwrl St. Louis as a 1nodel in 
social reform for other cities. However, Ehot' s conv·iccion tliat "the besb 
citizen ... rec~?-ives from the COff1:11unity he serves far 11:ore than he can give

11 

prompted him to keep his name from institutions and memoria Is for wh·ich he 
deserved recognition. His efforts were so successful that few, today, are 
fully a1,are of his geat legacy. The lo,,s of the Church of the Messiah would 
remove a m~jor work ·from the P2abody f, Stearns' canon, and the only building 
directly linked to \·/illiam Greenleaf Eliot and his church's extraordinary 
contribution to the social history of this county. 

.. • 
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• lUrban clearance has removed all trace of 
two churches and tile old Washington Univl,Sity 
the Messiah (1907) was built after l1is death. 
exist ~1ith Eliot's grandson, poet, T. S. Eliot 

Eliot's four homes, his first 
campus. The fourth Church of 
Imcortant associations also 
( 1888- l 96 5) . 

2rt is beyond the sco?e of the non1ination to discuss individual achieve
ments of the congregation which include involv~ment with the founding of the 
Mercantile Library, the {1cadem:1 of SciC'ncc, the Missouri Historic,i'I Society and 
numerous social servicC' institutions. 

3Telepht,ne interview with Wheaton A. Holden, Peabody scholar, North2astern 
University, Hoston, M{1, January, 1980. 

4char·tes [lic~ens, ,:or_:k-"~' Vol. n: 
19211), D. 389. 

Amcric~n Notes (New York: Seri btwr, 

5\,. G. Eliot to T. L. Eliot, Portland, OR, 4 October 1876, Eliot Letters, 
Washington University Archives, St. Louis, Missouri. 

6w. G. Eliot, Establish·in,:i Ordinance, 22 Febniary 19',3, Corporiil.ion 
Records, Vol. A, pp. 10-11, l·iashington·univers'ity Mct1ives, St. Louis, 
Missouri. 

\1. S. Svtislier, A History of the Church of the Mr1 ssia.h, H\34-1934 ( [St. 
Louis: Unitarian Chu-r-cli-oT-fhe Mess{ah1-:-fiJ3,f) ;-p.- 32~- --·--------

8Alexander S. Langsriorf, "The LPn9thening Shilcinw of a Man," 
of Unitarianism_in_St. Louis _183S-1960 (St. Louis: n.p., 1960), 

1,5 Years --------
n. p. 

9Thomas J. Scharf, History of St. Louis City and County, 2 vols. 
(Philadelphia: Louis H. Everts & Co., 18831, Vol. 2, p. 1730. 

lORepublican (Springfield, MA), 2 January 1872, Eliot Notebooks, 
Notebook 8, Washington University Archives, St. Louis, Missouri. 

llcharles M. Dye, "William Greenleaf Eliot and Washington University, 
St. Louis: An Innovation in N'ineteenth Century American Higher Education," 
Missouri Historical Society Bu_l_l_eJi_n_ 35 (April, 1979): 131-146. 

,_ 
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12,James Yeatman quoted in Charlotte Stearns Eliot, William Greenleaf 
Eli_ot (Boston: Houghton, Mifflan & Co., 1904), p. 350. 

13selv1yn K. Troen and Glen E. Holt, eds., _'.,_t_. __ _l,01J_i_s_ (Nc>w York: New 
Vicv1points, 1977), pp. 103--104. 

14,Jolm c. Burnham, "The Social Evil Ordinance--/\ Social Experiment in 
Nineteenth Century St. Louis," tlissouri Historical Society _!l_tJ_lletiQ_ 27 
(Ap,·il, 1971): 211-216. 

15vJ. G. Eliot to T. L. Eliot, Port·1and, OR, 21 lleu,mber 187?, Eliot 
Letters, \a:ashington University f,rchives, St. Loui,:, Missouri. Eliot was 
also planning to build another church on Grand Avenue. 

l6[]iot lived at two &ddresses in the Stodd&rd Addition, located 
conveniently a few blocks from the church and the university. 

17camil'lc N. Dry and Richard J. Compto,1, Picto,·icl St. Louis: The Grcilt 
Metropolis of the tlississ·ippi Vall2y (St. Louis: Cor,1ptoi'1 & Co., 1876; · · 
repr·int ed., St. Louis: Harry M. Hagrn, 1971), p. 107. 

18,J. G. Eliot, "Why Should a Nc>w Church be Built?" Janlldl'Y, 1877, 
Eliot Notebooks, \,ashington University Archives, St. Louis, Missouri. 

19Joscph A. Dacus and James vi. Buel, A Tour of St. Louis; or, The Inside 
Life of a Great City (St. Louis: \,estern Publishing Co., le/8), p. 37'1. The 
boundar°iE'S of the Stoc:dard Addition v1ere: Dayton to the north, Olive to the 
south, Jefferson to the east and Compton ta lh~ w2st. 

20Eliot Notebooks, Number 10, \1ashington University Archives, St. Louis, 
Missouri. In the same notebook exists a form letter signed by Eliot, dated 
24 Noven1ber 1377 inviting church members to meet to discuss the ''desirableness 
of a nPw church." 

21Robert S. Peabody's father, Rev. Ephraim Peabody, officiated at Eliot's 
ordination in Boston, and edited a Unitarian publication with Eliot and another 
minister. The architect was un active member of the Unitarian Church throu9hout 
his life. 

22Earl MorsP Wilb11r and Evudne Hilands, A Time to Build (Portland, OR: 
The Fit-st Unita1"ian Society, 1%6), p. 2/ . 

.. 
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23Peabody's notebook entries establish he was in St. Louis in early 
October, 1878. Unpublished notebooks, property of Hheaton Holden, lloston . 

• 
24w. G. Eliot to T. L. Eliot, Portland, OR, 28 Mctrch 1875, Eliot Letters, 

\-/ashington University Archives, St. Louis, Missouri, 

25R. S. Peabody, "Modern Church /\rclritecture," 
Building News 2 (8 December 1877): 393. 

26Jbid. 

27Ib'id. 

/\rneri can t.rchi tect and 

28El iot Letters, 7 November 1875, ,-Ja,.hington University Archives, 
St. Louis, Missouri. 

?0veri tiis 1, r~;cud.), "Our Church /\rch i tee urr," _S_!c_J:9_u__i_s __ s_p_ec_(a_t_o__1-_ 
1 (8 Januury Hl81): 18:J. 

30observcr (pseud.), "Our Churches /\gain," St. Louis Spectator 
(15 January 1881): ·199, · 

31razza (pseud. ), ''Architecture, With Critical Notes on First Methodist 
Episcopal Church, The Ne11 Custom-House, and the Church of the Messiah," St. 
Louis Spr:,ctator 1 (1 January 1881): 163. 

32observer, p. 199. 

33-b'd 1 l . 

34"The Church of the Messiah,'' St. Louis Republican, 18 October 1885. 

35Henry Ware Eliot, "A Short History of the Church c,f the Messiah," 
address presented to the Men's Club of the c~urch, 29 March 1916, Missouri 
Historical Society collections, St. Louis, ~1"issouri. 

36Ibid. 
/\n article in The Church News, November, 1906, stated that the 

Unitarian Church had sold the church to the black congregation at a price 
considerably lower than 1·1hat they could have received. 
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Eliot's personal support of emancipation is well illustrated by the pro
tection he gave Missouri slave, Archer Alexander, who later was memorialized 
in 'Eliot's biography of him, and in a very populilr bronze sculpture by 
Thon,os Gall (1819-19i-l), the "Freedman's Memorial" (1874), first executed 
for the Capitol grounds in Washington, and ther1 copied tor Boston. Typically, 
Eliot dee-lined the request thilt he officially present the monument "in \·J,,shington 
for th2 f/estern Sanita1·y CO!rn1ission v1hich raised funds for the sculpt1ffc, and 
was responsible fo1· thr portrait likeness of Alexander instead of ar1 idealized 
figure. Char·iottc S. Eliot, \·/illiiln1 Gre2nlo,1f Eliot (f:oston: Hou9r,ton, 
Mii·flin & Co., 1901\), pp. 34ci'::-f,;r.----- -----------

37"r, Scmi-CentenniaL ... fJ1·. vi. G. Eliot fJeLl·ines a Publ-ic Rec::,tion," 
Unidentified nev;sparer article, 27 Novemh~.T Hmti~ The_ scrapbook of M,0,rsflall 
S. Sno_l'.I_, p. 107, v/asliington University Archives, St. Louis, Missou,·i. 
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Name of Property: Unitarian Church of the Messiah 

City or Vicinity: St. Louis [Independent City] 

County: St. Louis [Independent City] State: 
 
MO 

Photographer: Jill R. Johnson (unless otherwise noted) 

Date 
Photographed: Nov 1979 (unless otherwise noted) 

 
Description of Photograph(s) and number, include description of view indicating direction of camera: 
 
1 of 7. S and W elevations, circa 1880-1885. From L’Architecture Americaine (Paris: Andre, Daly fils 
Cie., 1886). Republished in American Vicotiran Architecture (New York: Dover, Inc., 1975), p. 31. 
2 of 7. Interior view looking S toward doors in S trancept arch. 
3 of 7. S and W elevations, facing NE. 
4 of 7. Interior ceiling, looking W toward original stained glass windows. 
5 of 7. Interior of church looking E toward chancel. 
6 of 7. Detail of W window group, facing E. 
7 of 7. View of Stoddard Addition, facing NW, showing future site of the Third Church of the Messiah. 
From Pictorial St. Louis (St. Louis: Compton & Co., 1876, Plate 71. 
 


















