Parsells Church

Christ saves. We serve.

Historical and Architectural Significance of
Parsells Avenue Community Church

There are lots of church buildings in Rochester. What’s so special about Parsells Avenue
Community Church? Why bother preserving it?

The church is listed in the State and National Registers of Historic Places and is one of only two
properties in the Beechwood neighborhood to have achieved the official landmark designation.

There are various aspects which make the place an important historical structure worthy of saving.




The Design

The church, with its acoustically superb sanctuary, is an excellent intact example of early 20™
century Romanesque Revival, Byzantine-inspired, Arts-and-Crafts design. Originally the home of
East Side Presbyterian Church, the church was constructed in two phases: 1909 and 1925.

The original church was built in 1909 featuring Romanesque Revival style, designed by Rochester
architect Herbert Larzelere (1861-1938). It was constructed of brick with “Litholite” cast stone
details and a foundation of East Rochester bluestone. “Litholite” was a brand-new building
material at the time. The interior featured chestnut trim and Georgia pine floors.

As the congregation grew, larger facilities were needed, which resulted in the construction of the
current sanctuary and tower in 1925. The 1909 building was converted into an education wing,
with an interior that was divided into two levels containing classrooms and office space.

The 1925 building was designed by the Rochester architectural firm of Herbert Bohacket and
Lewis Brew. It was the only church they designed.

The building was constructed of variegated red, dark gray, and black brick laid in Flemish bond
with buff-colored mortar and trimmed with light gray-colored Norristone (a brand of cast stone)
and wood.

The design of the sanctuary and tower combines an historic stylistic precedent: Lombard-
influenced Romanesque Revival style with the then-prevailing Arts and Crafts design philosophy.
The design combines modern materials (steel frame and concrete construction) with simple
medieval-inspired decorative elements such as oak window frames, oak interior woodwork,
rough-faced stucco wall surfaces, stained and leaded glass, stenciled and painted plaster, and cast
stone detailing with religious symbols characteristic of Byzantine design. The result is a building
that features simple yet sophisticated ornamentation, clarity of overall design, and simply worked
high quality materials.

Although the architectural firm of Bohacket & Brew existed only between the mid-1920s and
1931, it was responsible for the design of three major public buildings in the city of Rochester
during that era: East Side Presbyterian Church (1925), the Monroe Branch Public Library
(1929), and the Hudson Branch Public Library (1931). Designed in an Italian Renaissance
Revival style, the latter were the first library buildings constructed in the city of Rochester. Other
commissions for the firm included the Genesee County Office Building (1930) in Batavia and the
Alpha Delta Phi Fraternity House (1930) on the campus of the University of Rochester.



The Tower

The tallest structure in the Beechwood neighborhood, the tower was designed in Romanesque
and Lombard style. There are a lot of churches with square towers, but this one has something
special about it: an octagonal cupola on top. It’s one of only two such church towers in Rochester
(the other is Our Lady of Mt. Carmel Catholic Church built in 1929).

The Narthex (Foyer)

The front entrance doors open into a grand narthex which features a marble floor of white
travertine with an inlaid black geometric design. The steps are marble. The walls are covered in
rough-coated stucco. The narthex has leaded glass windows framed in oak.

Plaster roundels are painted in gold, rust and dark blue. They feature the letters IHS (a Greek
symbol for Jesus), an anchor (a symbol of hope), a Latin cross, and a Star of David.

The Sanctuary

The most prominent feature of the nave is the oak truss work: large hammer beams covered with
oak that camouflages the steel structure that actually supports the roof. The nave walls, above the
paneled wood wainscot, are finished with a warm, golden brick laid in stretcher bond. The wide,
arched surround that frames each nave window has a rough-textured, plaster finish.



The nave is lit by glass and wrought iron chandeliers, which hang by long chains from the ceiling.
Installed as part of the original 1925 design, the fixtures feature a central lantern surrounded by
four identical, smaller lanterns.

The main sanctuary seats 380 people; the choir loft and balcony bring the total seating capacity
closer to 500. The sanctuary still has its original furnishings (chandeliers, oak pews and oak
tables). The doors and doorknobs throughout the building are original, too. How many other
churches built in the 1920s still have such things? Most have been changed or remodeled.




The Stained Glass Windows

The stained glass windows in the sanctuary were designed by the renowned Pike Stained Glass
Studios of Rochester. Founded in 1908 by William Pike and still managed by the third generation
of the Pike family, the company is one of the oldest and largest glass studios in the eastern United
States. The firm specializes in large-scale religious windows that are a hallmark of their work and
outstanding craftsmanship.

The long, rectangular, round-arched, Romanesque Revival windows that illuminate the nave of
the church have cast stone sills and brick lintels. They feature a wide central panel of yellow,
cream, and violet panes. Each window has a narrow border of red, yellow, green, and blue glass.
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The major decorative motif for each long window is located at the top of the middle sash. Motifs
are grouped in thematic pairs, with corresponding windows opposite each other. They depict
various aspects of the Christian faith:

¢ The Bible and the Ten Commandments, representing the Word of God.

e Wheat and Grapes, elements representing Communion.

¢ Alpha and Omega, representing the eternal nature of God.

e Cross and Crown, representing Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.

e Chalice and Dove, representing the two ordinances of the Christian Church: Communion (the
commemoration of the Lord’s Last Supper) and Baptism (the indwelling of the Holy Spirit).

There are also three stained glass windows located above the balcony in the back of the
sanctuary. The center one depicts the Lamb of God.

In addition, there’s a stained glass window in the nursery and extending into the balcony area.
That window features an anchor, representing hope when one is “anchored” in Christ.



By the way, there were stained glass windows (with an elaborate floral-and-vine design) in the
original 1909 building. They were removed during the construction of the 1925 sanctuary and
tower. As part of that 1925 project, the current panes of clear leaded glass were installed in the
1909 window openings, as well as in the interior partition walls, doors, and transoms which were
added during the expansion.

“Christ the Good Shepherd” Mural

The south wall of the choir loft is dominated by a large mural, “Christ the Good Shepherd,” which
was painted directly on the plaster wall surface by Rochester commercial artist Peter Adema. It is a
reproduction of the famous painting, “The Good Shepherd,” by German artist Bernhard
Plockhorst (March 2, 1825 — May 18, 1907).

One art critic describes the painting this way: “'The Good Shepherd’ carries a shepherd’s crook in
His left hand and a young lamb in His right arm. Plockhorst, like many earlier artists, painted
Jesus with light hair and a fair complexion, very northern European, and this rendition is an
example. Above His head and almost blending with the light of the sky is a nimbus, a halo, that
symbolizes holiness. Jesus leads a flock of sheep along rocky and rugged ground. In the
foreground, we see the lamb’s mother close by Jesus’ left side. She gazes anxiously up at her
offspring. Her lamb looks up into Jesus’ face and He looks down at the lamb. Walking behind and
to the right of Jesus is a ram and behind Him is a black sheep, symbol of one who has wandered
from the faith and has returned, a type of prodigal.”



Adema’s reproduction does not feature the black sheep, but does feature part of the ram. The
stenciled wall decoration surrounding the painting of “Christ the Good Shepherd” was designed
by noted Rochester artist John Wenrich (1894-1970), who was nationally renowned for his
architectural renderings (especially one of Rockefeller Center in New York City). In addition to his
stenciling work, he also did a rendering of the church along with drawings of Bohacket and Brew’s
library buildings.

The Pipe Organ

The University of Rochester’s Eastman School of Music opened its doors in 1922, just three years
prior to the construction of the church in 1925.

When the congregation of East Side Presbyterian was drawing up plans for the building’s
expansion, they consulted with Professor Harold Gleason, founding director of the Eastman
School’s organ department and Kodak founder George Eastman’s personal organist. Professor
Gleason worked with the Skinner Organ Company of Boston to design an instrument to best fit
the acoustics of the sanctuary (there is a Skinner Company organ at the Eastman House). When
the organ was installed, Professor Gleason played the inaugural concert in 1926.

The church’s pipe organ, an Opus 560, has 3 manuals (keyboards), 24 stops, and 1,556 pipes. It
is still in its original condition (it has never been modified). Skinner organs are considered “top of
the line” instruments, and an “all original” Skinner organ is not common, so the one at Parsells
Church is historically significant.

Over the next decades, the organ was used primarily for worship services. Occasionally, a concert
was featured, such as a recital in the 1960s by the Eastman School’s renowned organ professor,
Dr. David Craighead. For the most part, however, the organ was known only to the immediate



congregation. By the 1990s, it was used just for special events, such as weddings and funeral
services. As the organ was located up in the choir loft, it was virtually invisible to any visitors
seated in the main sanctuary. This “invisibility” — an organ with little use and little awareness
outside the church — actually worked to the benefit of the instrument: it was never altered. This
was remarkable, as many of the Skinner Company organs underwent extensive “improvements”
and remodeling throughout the mid 20™ century.

Now the Skinner/Opus 560 organ is gradually being rediscovered by the local music community.
The Long History

Parsells Church traces its roots back to 1869, when the Memorial Mission Chapel was formed on
Hudson Avenue. That mission was renamed Memorial Presbyterian Church when it was
incorporated in 1872. Parsells Avenue Baptist Church started in 1892 (incorporated in 1895), and
East Side Presbyterian Church began in 1901.

In 1939, Memorial Presbyterian Church merged with the East Side congregation, resulting in a
new name: East Side Memorial Presbyterian Church. They kept the East Side building and sold
the other one.

In 1975, Parsells Avenue Baptist Church (located two blocks to the west) merged with East Side
Memorial Presbyterian Church to become Parsells Avenue Community Church. Once again, they
kept the East Side building and sold the other one.

The church maintained dual Baptist/Presbyterian affiliation until 2010, when it became solely
affiliated with the American Baptist Churches/USA. That was also the year the building received its
landmark status.

The Continuing Ministries

The most important reason to save the building is because it’s still being used. Parsells Church has
maintained extraordinary social and community involvement in the Beechwood neighborhood for
over a century. That tradition of service continues.

Parsells Church is an historic building and it is also a useful building — with worship, Sunday
School, fellowship meals, Bible study, various meetings, and an after-school homework program
for children.

The church is located in a neighborhood which is part of the “Crescent of Poverty” in Rochester.
Beechwood has a poverty rate of 32%, and over 94% of children and youth in area schools
receive free or reduced-price lunches. Many residents are affected by violence and crime. The
people need nutritious meals and a safe haven. They also need Jesus. There is a great demand to
provide for the physical and spiritual nourishment of the residents.

The building and the congregation of Parsells Church serve as a beacon of hope and as a stable
environment in the midst of troubled times and broken lives.



