The Churches

By Barbara Bedau Brow
White Lake Area Historical Society
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Whitehall’s First Church

As the White Lake Reminiscences booklet from June 1898 was compiled by the Ladies Aid
Society of the Congregational Church of Whitehall, itis only appropriate that the following
article was written about the area churches at the time.

In the year 1862 when the village of Whitehall, then called Mears, consisted of but a few
houses on the lake shore at the foot of what is now known as Spring Street, in a small log
house owned by A. Mears, the first Sunday School was organized and held during the
Summer. As the place grew, the want of divine service was greatly needed and was secured
through the kindness of the Rev. Van Frank, a retired minister living a few miles from what is
now called Whitehall. He came and held service Sunday afternoons.

This continued until the year 1867 when a permanent organization was formed by the
Methodists, Universalists and Baptists, uniting together for their good and for the best
interest of the community in forming the first church of Whitehall, which has always been
known as the First Congregational Church. It consisted of four charter members, Mr. and
Mrs. George Rice and Mrs. Vincent, the other being unknown.



The first pastor was the Rev. St. Claire. The services were now held in the upper story of a
small frame building known as the Louis Bratz clothing store.

In August of the same year the Ladies Aid Society was formed at the home of Mrs. Vincent,
among them being some of the well-known ladies of Whitehall: Mesdames St. Claire,
George P. Freeman, E. D. Thompson, James Ocobock, A. Mears, P. Hobler, W. H. Parks,
Geo. Rice. They have the honor of being the first society of its kind ever organized in
Whitehall and to whom much of the prosperity of the church is due by their untiring efforts
in the early struggles of its pioneer life, some of which are hardly realized at the present
day, and their effective labors during all periods of the church history. The church also
owed much to the help received at this time and for a number of years from the Home
Missionary Society of which the Rev. LeRoy Warren was at the head in this State.

The next pastor was Rev. Giddings, who, in turn was followed by the Rev. Shafer. The
services were now held over Dr. Wheeler’s Drug store, as larger and better
accommodations were needed with the growth of the church. It was during his pastorate
that the foundation and the beginning of the First Congregational Church of Whitehall was
laid on the corner of Spring and Division streets. With some assistance furnished by the
Congregational Building Society and with much perseverance and self denial by the
members and friends of the church, it has been finished at an approximate cost of five
thousand dollars. The Rev. Shafer was succeeded by the Rev. James Watts, during whose
pastorate the church was first occupied although not entirely finished. Rev. Brown served
as pastor during the year of 1876 and a number of members were added, making a total
membership of sixty-six.

Rev. C. H. Seaver served as pastor from the year 1877 to 1880 and twenty-one new
members were received into the church. Rev. O. B. Walters was pastor during the year 1880
and the parsonage at the corner of Spring and Livingston streets was purchased during that
year at a cost of $700.

The Rev. Bartlett was pastor from 1881 to 1883 and was followed by the Rev. R. Lewis who
received a salary of eight hundred dollars per year. The next three years Rev. W. T. Beale
was pastor, the church receiving new growth, 19 new members being received. A fine pipe
organ bought at a cost of a thousand dollars which has added greatly to the attraction of
the interior of the church.

Rev. Henry A Todd was pastor during the next two years from 1888 to 1890, at a salary of
one thousand dollars. During the year thirty-nine dollars were received for missionary
purposes, making the largest amount received during any year.



Rev. W. T. Beale received the second call to serve as pastor from 1890 to the year 1892. Rev.
O. B. Thurston next served as pastor for the following two years, followed by the Rey,
Preston for one year. Rev. J. E. Smith was pastor from 1895 to 1897, followed by the present
pastor, S. E. Lynd. Already eighteen new members have been received into the church
during the latter’s pastorate. The Y.P. S.C.E. and the Sunday School are both in a flourishing
condition, a number have been received into the church through their influence, and the
funds for an annex or church parlors have been practically raised. As the pioneer church of
Whitehall the First Congregational will ever hold a bright place in the hearts and memories
of the people of White Lake and vicinity. Written by Mrs. J. T. Moore.

It was in the year 1853 when the first organization of the M. E. Church, of Whitehall, was
formed at the Mouth of White River, through the labors of W. C. Comfort. It consisted of
seven members. The first quarterly meeting was conducted by the Rev. H. Penfield, called
the Talmage Circuit, at White River.

In September 1858, White River Circuit, including White River, Goodrich’s, Gee’s,
Claybanks, and Muskegon, was organized. The Rev. L. M. Bennett was the first pastor
appointed at a salary of three hundred dollars per year. At the first Quarterly Conference
there was but one Sabbath School, two teacher and twenty-three scholars. At the close of
the year there were three Sabbath schools, eighty scholars, with three hundred forty
volumes in the library. The work has gone on steadily increasing from that time. Different
branches were organized. The First Quarterly Meeting was held at Whitehall (a small
collection of houses called Mears village) in the Spring of 1860, with Hiram E. Staples, as
steward, and class leader. During the next two years the membership increased from 16 to
90 members.

The pastor resided in a small personage at the Mouth; butin the years 1866 and 1867, the
Rev. G. C. Draper being then pastor, the parsonage was sold and a small house was bought
for that purpose at the corner of Slocum and Elizabeth streets, Whitehall.

In 1873 Whitehall was placed at the head of the circuit with Rev. Chas. Chick as pastor and
it was during his pastorate that the first M. E. Church was built at a cost of $2,700, and a
new parsonage was erected on the site of the old one. In the Winters of 1883 and 1884, the
Rev. J. C. Floyd, who was then pastor, was assisted by the Rev. J. C. Higgens, an evangelist,
and fifty members were received in the church as a result of their labors. In 1887 it was
found necessary to build an addition to the church 25x35 with a number of improvements.
During the year 1892 a larger and finer parsonage was bought at the corner of Mears Ave.
and Spring St.



The Rev. Hoag is the present pastor, and the church with its various societiesisin a
flourishing condition.

In the year 1863, Nov. 7™, a meeting was held in the village of Mears, Muskegon county,
Mich., for the purpose of organizing a Baptist Church. Rev. |. F. Fay was chosen moderator,
and Moody Firman, clerk. A church was organized with seven members to be known as the
First Regular Baptist Church of White Lake. Meetings were held at the homes of the
members for some time. After a while they were held in the school house, Rev. Fay
preaching.

In the year 1871 the school house was closed for religious meetings, and they were held in
Hobler’s Hall. In 1875 the present house of worship was commenced but was not
completed until 1883. At present there are no English speaking services. The Swedish
Baptists have meetings during the Summer months, conducted by students from Morgan
Park, Chicago.

The Swedish Evangelical Lutheran Libanon Congregation, of the Evangelical Lutheran
Illinois Conference of the Evangelical Lutheran Augustan Synod, was organized on the sixth
day of January, 1872, when the constitution for congregations of the Evangelical Lutheran
Augustana Synod was adopted. The parsonage building was erected in 1874 and the
church building was erected in 1877. The first of January, 1875, there were 140
communicants and January, 1895, 276 communicants and 440 members. The first pastor
was Rev. N. A. Youngberg, for three years; the second, Rev. O. Chilleen, for fifteen years; the
third, Rev. N. J. Lundahl, for three years; and the present pastor is Rev. P. A. Carlson, since
Oct. 5, ’94.

We have been unable to secure data regarding the other churches of Whitehall, and those
of Montague, suffice to say they are all upheld by earnest Christian congregations who are
doing all in their power to extend the blessed influence of the gospel among their fellow-
men. Besides those mentioned Whitehall has a Church of the Redeemer, Wesleyan
Methodist, Norwegian Lutheran, and Swedish Mission.

Montague has besides the Presbyterian Church, the Methodist Episcopal Church, recently
destroyed by fire, but now being replaced by a handsome new brick edifice; the Catholic
Church which was first started in Whitehall but was afterwards removed to Montague to be
nearer the members of its congregation; the German Lutheran and the German Methodist
churches which have a large following among that nationality.

All about us are pretty little country churches with devout congregations, and on the whole
this community may be congratulated upon the rapid development of its church societies
and the benign influence they wield in the affairs of life.



