
 

 

 

 

THE NEW SAINT PETER’S CHURCH 
 

A CONGREGATION OF THE 
EVANGELICAL LUTHERAN CHURCH IN AMERICA® 

 

MISSION PLAN 
 

INTENT 
 

We intend to form one congregation of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America from our two historic com-
munities. It will be called by one name and have a sin-
gle, unified, and integrated governance structure, 
pastoral staff, professional and support staff, and finan-
cial management structure/budget. 

This new congregation will gather within a diversity of 
liturgies and engage in programming in which each is 
an expression of the whole congregation and not sim-
ply a ministry supported by the congregation. 

 

MISSION AND VISION STATEMENTS 
 

Whereas other congregations may only establish a 
working relationship after merger, our two communities 
have set a functional merger to prepare for legal 
merger. The new congregation will develop mission 
and vision statements as a first major priority with the 
new pastoral staff, providing for review every five years. 

Current Saint Peter’s Mission Statement 

Saint Peter’s Church is a welcoming and diverse evan-
gelical catholic communion nourished by God and 
publicly engaged with others in creatively shaping life 
in the city. 

Current Sión Mission Statement 

Sión Iglesia Luterana is a congregation of open doors 
for all and without distinction, which strives every day 
to fulfill effectively and lovingly the mandate of the love 
of Christ, to make disciples among all nations, baptiz-
ing in the name of the Father and the Son and the Spirit. 

Current Saint Peter’s Vision Statement 

Together, cultivating the church of today to embrace 
the opportunities, challenges, and life of tomorrow. 

Current Sión Vision Statement 

Sión Iglesia Luterana is a living space for life to which 
we serve with faith and love in the name of God. 

 

GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE 
 

The New Saint Peter’s Church will have one set of gov-
erning documents and a single constitution, consistent 
with the Model Constitution for Congregations of the 
ELCA and will be available in Spanish and in English. 

There will be a single parish council elected by the 
membership of the New Saint Peter’s Church. For a 
period of six years, it will be our goal that the parish 
council be comprised of nine members from the former 
Saint Peter’s Church (five persons primarily identifying 
with the 9 a.m. and 11 a.m. communities and four per-
sons primarily identifying with the jazz community), 
and six members of the Spanish-language liturgy for 15 
members total. The initial terms will be tiered so as to 
create three election classes of 5 (three from Saint 
Peter’s and two from Sión). There will be equal repre-

sentation of both former congregations on the executive 
committee. Similar structural approaches will be sought 
in all cabinets and ministries. 

There will be a unified committee structure that will 
oversee the ministries of the New Saint Peter’s Church. 
The committees/ministries will be organized into a lit-
urgy and the arts cabinet, a fellowship and formation 
cabinet, an advocacy and social justice cabinet, and an 
administration and finance cabinet. 

Recognizing that the New Saint Peter’s Church is one 
congregation with two languages, we commit ourselves 
to the goal of providing meetings, documents, and on-
line media presences in both Spanish and English. We 
have learned that simultaneous translation provides the 
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best user experience, and we are in the process of 
investigating that technology. 

A new congregation taskforce will work for an initial 
period of three years to guide and ensure this mission 

plan is carried out and will lead to the creation of the 
new congregation’s mission and vision statement. 

 

LANGUAGE NORMS 
 

We speak of ourselves as bilingual and multicultural. 
We use the words “we,” “us,” “our,” “ours,” and “this 
church.” 

New Saint Peter’s Church—denotes the institution. 

New congregation—the merged congregations (not 
necessarily formal membership). 

New Saint Peter’s community—anyone with any rela-
tionship to the New Saint Peter’s Church. 

Ministries—the work of the new congregation. Parish 
committees, being ministerial in nature, are referred to 
as ministries in this document. 

Parish council—the policy body of the new congrega-
tion. 

Member—as defined in Chapter 8 of the Constitution. 

 

CULTURAL AND LANGUAGE INTEGRATION 
 

Anti-Racism Task Force 

As on the Day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit still em-
powers God’s diverse people to be together and to 
understand each other, and share in proclaiming God’s 
deeds of power with a united voice in a diverse world. 
To help us so to preach the Gospel, the New Saint 
Peter’s Church will create an anti-racism taskforce to 
nurture racial, ethnic and cultural awareness, and sen-
sitivity in the hearts, minds, souls, and behavior of all of 
God’s people in our parish community, programs, poli-
cies, and procedures. 

Translation Team 

On a practical level, we understand the importance of 
language and communication. Although some mem-
bers of both Saint Peter’s Church and Sión are bilingual, 
many others are not. To foster the essential need of 
mutual understanding, the New Saint Peter’s Church 
intends to offer simultaneous translation whenever pos-
sible and intends to publish all documents and websites 
in both English and Spanish. We intend to create a 
team of volunteers to oversee these efforts. 

 

LITURGY AND THE ARTS 
 

The New Saint Peter’s Church will maintain a diversity 
of liturgies reflecting the expressions of the congrega-
tion, viz., English-language, Spanish-language, and 
jazz. The liturgical integrity and musical, cultural, artis-
tic, and linguistic uniqueness of each liturgy will be 
encouraged and respected. Each liturgy will be under-
stood as an expression of the whole parish and be con-
sistent within the worship parameters of the ELCA. The 
New Saint Peter’s Church will continue to strengthen 
liturgy and the arts as a way of promoting peace in our 
world with innovation and creativity. We do this be-
cause “in the beginning God created.” In our own day, 
we live in a city of creative people. This is a fruitful 
ministry. 

The New Saint Peter’s Church will enable renewed and 
effective dimensions in art, dance, music, jazz, and 
other cultural ministries. Whereas most established 
New York City institutions are just beginning to reach 
beyond their historic constituents, Saint Peter’s and 
Sión are already collaborating successfully. The New 
Saint Peter’s will further this collaboration, presenting a 
unique public contemporary arts program to Midtown 
Manhattan. Focus will be on cultivating programs for 
youth and young adults, conserving cultural heritage, 
engaging artists and creative persons, and interacting 
with contemporary social justice issues. 

The arts programs of the New Saint Peter’s Church will 
maintain both a liturgical characteristic and a cultural 
characteristic, preserving the past and seeking ever-
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contemporary expressions. Emphasis will be on fur-
thering historic traditions, Latin American traditions, 
and forms and approaches to jazz, the great American 
art form. Simultaneously there will be an emphasis on 
contemporary expressions of each of these areas of 
artistic heritage, continuing to reflect a wide diversity of 
practice—folk styles and concert styles, tradition and 
fine arts, and the intersection of each. 

A Liturgy and Arts Cabinet will plan, coordinate and 
provide coherence for the full liturgical life and arts 
ministries and programming of the New Saint Peter’s 
Church, comprised of the pastors, directors of music, 
dance at saint peter’s, dance at jazz, and creative 
proclamations and includes the chairs of the art and 
architecture committee and design committee. Chairs 
of the conservation commission and Nevelson legacy 
council may serve as ex officio members. Programs also 
may in whole or in part be sponsored by Midtown Arts 
Common. 

ART, ARCHITECTURE, AND DESIGN MINISTRIES—An 
Art and Architecture Committee will present curated 
installations in three art galleries and oversee the per-
manent collections. The Nevelson Legacy Council will 
present programming engaging the Nevelson Chapel 
and Nevelson’s living legacy. A Design Committee will 
oversee the design integrity of the historic building inte-
riors, graphics program, and collection of objects. 

MUSIC MINISTRIES—will sponsor and present artist-in-
residence and ensemble-in-residence programs. Jazz 
programming will include Jazz on the Plaza summer 
concert series, Jazz Memorials, and weekly concerts 

under the auspices of Midday Jazz. Saint Peter’s Bach 
Collegium, a professional vocal and instrumental en-
semble, will emphasize baroque repertoire and period 
instruments, as well as modern compositions written for 
period instruments. Saint Peter’s Orchestra, a profes-
sional modern instrument ensemble, and the Saint 
Peter’s Choir will foster volunteer participation in litur-
gical music throughout the year as well as constitute 
the musical leadership at many of our liturgies. A Latin 
American Ensemble of traditional instruments will be 
committed to furthering this broad tradition, including 
Choirs for children and adults will also be offered. 
These music ministries will foster the creation of new 
works by living composers for the church at large, and 
seek collaboration across disciplines. 

DANCE MINISTRIES—liturgical and concert dance will 
be presented by Dance at Saint Peter’s. A program for 
improvisation will be presented by Dance in Jazz. 

DRAMA AND SPOKEN WORD MINISTRIES—will be 
undertaken by Radio Sión, with programming like 
Magical World of Books, The Door, and Traces of God. 
Liturgical readings will be presented in dramatic fash-
ion by Creative Proclamations and in other settings by 
Voices at Saint Peter’s. 

ARTS EDUCATION MINISTRIES—will present folklore 
classes for children and adults teaching cultural history; 
Mexican dance classes for children; classes of ballet, 
drawing, and painting for children; Jazz4All for chil-
dren and adults; mariachi classes; guitar and wind 
instrument classes for children and adults; art and 
spirituality workshops; and sewing classes. 

 

FELLOWSHIP AND FORMATION 
 

There will be a variety of programs and partner minis-
tries reflecting the diversity of the new congregation. 
Each program will be adopted by the new congregation 
and will be regularly evaluated in a process established 
by the parish council. Each program and partner min-
istry will be understood as an expression of the whole 
congregation and be consistent with the mission of the 
ELCA. 

A Fellowship and Formation Cabinet will plan, coordi-
nate, and provide coherence for the adult, youth, and 
child fellowship, formation, and educational ministries 
of the New Saint Peter’s Church and to foster engage-
ment in the life of the congregation and its ministries. 
The fellowship and formation cabinet will be com-
prised of at least six members of the congregation, 
including the vice president of the congregation, pas-
tors, and chairs of various committees, especially adult 

education and enrichment, youth and child education 
and enrichment, membership development and hospi-
tality, congregational life, multiplying of the loaves, and 
congregational care ministries. 

An Adult Education and Enrichment Ministry will be 
responsible for identifying spiritual and educational 
needs within the parish, to develop programs to address 
those needs, and for the planning and coordination of 
adult parish education programs of spirituality and 
prayer, bible study, theology, and church history that 
include but are not limited to Sunday fora, Wednesday 
bible studies, retreats, Diakonia, and for the develop-
ment of any other adult educational programs consis-
tent with the mission of the New Saint Peter’s Church. 

A Youth and Child Education and Enrichment Ministry 
will be responsible for transforming minds and hearts 
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and helping the parish’s youth and children deepen 
their faith by planning, organizing, and developing edu-
cational and enrichment programming specifically for 
their demographic that includes but is not limited to 
Sunday school, first communion classes, confirmation 
classes, catechism classes, retreats, field trips, and 
training for leadership roles in the liturgical life of the 
parish. 

A Membership Development and Hospitality Ministry 
will be responsible for developing and implementing 
the annual stewardship program of the congregation, 
including the development and securing of annual 
pledges. The committee will create and carry out strate-
gies for attracting and welcoming newcomers to the 
New Saint Peter’s Church. This ministry will be the ini-
tial point of contact for everyone interacting with the 
parish. The ministry will offer basic information about 
the different parish activities and promote the events of 
the parish community fostering an understanding of 
programmatic needs among members and develop 
systems to connect members to these needs. It will 
make sure that the database of active members is 
dynamic, useful, and up to date. 

A Congregational Life Ministry will seek to discern, 
plan, and coordinate appropriate ways to strengthen 

and enhance a sense of cohesion within the New Saint 
Peter’s Church community, particularly for the planning 
and coordination of those social life activities of the 
congregation, such as book discussion groups, Carni-
val, Vigil of Our Lady of Guadalupe, hanging of the 
greens, and other large-scale events. 

We feed ourselves with the bread of life and the drink 
of salvation during the mass. A Multiplying of the 
Loaves Ministry will be an extension of that holy meal, 
always looking to share and foster community and be 
more welcoming to visitors through shared meals. This 
ministry will be in charge of coordinating brunch and 
cena each Sunday, dinners on Wednesdays, newcomer 
meals, and other special occasions that could benefit 
through the gastronomic gifts of the parish community. 

A Congregational Care Ministry will regularly contact 
members of the community who have been absent or 
who have gone through loss, illness, or crisis; provide 
accompaniment during times of loss or vulnerability; be 
available to offer intercessory prayers during and after 
liturgies; connect members with counseling services; 
help the pastors prepare the prayers of the faithful; and 
visit parishioners in homes and hospitals, bringing to 
the sick and their families the explicit and clear mes-
sage of the good news of the gospel. 

 

ADVOCACY AND SOCIAL JUSTICE 
 

In partnership with ministries of the New Saint Peter’s 
Church and outside programs, we will identify and re-
spond to diverse practical, immediate, and long-term 
needs. Many people who come to our community have 
needs, including lack of documents, unemployment, 
hunger, poverty, lack of housing, and lack of medical 
insurance, to name a few. To respond to the call to love 
our neighbor more effectively, we have created alli-
ances with different community organizations and with 
social service professionals who donate their time and 
experience to work with the community we are called 
to serve. 

An Advocacy Cabinet will coordinate and provide co-
herence to the advocacy and social ministry work of 
the New Saint Peter’s Church, will organize the con-
gregation’s advocacy efforts, and, with the pastoral 
staff, be the congregation’s public advocacy voice. The 
cabinet will be comprised of the pastors, no more than 
one representative of each of the congregation’s recog-
nized social ministry and advocacy teams who will 
have voice and vote at each meeting, and no more than 
three at-large members from the congregation who will 
have voice and vote at each meeting. 

ENVIRONMENT—The ability to live in the goodness of 
God’s sustainable creation is a basic human right. As 
corporations, industry, and government ignore, deter, 
or suppress that right, we claim it all the more. We 
partner with like-minded organizations and with corpo-
rate, industrial, and governmental entities that both 
seek to safeguard this human right and protect and care 
for the well-being of creation by their own actions. 

IMMIGRATION MINISTRIES—Saint Peter’s Church, a 
declared sanctuary congregation, partners with ELCA’s 
AMMPARO 1 network and the New Sanctuary Coali-
tion NYC to, among other things, accompany immi-
grant families through the nation’s byzantine immigra-
tion process. Accompaniment is a direct way to 
advocate for people in what is often a time of crisis and 
turmoil. Trained leaders accompany people to court 
hearings and ICE check-ins regularly. In addition, the 
New Saint Peter’s Church will continue to provide 
space and time for training, individual/familial consul-

 
1 AMMPARO stands for Accompanying Migrant Minors with 
Protection, Advocacy, Representation, and Opportunities. 
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tations with immigration and labor lawyers, and ESL 
classes. Recognizing we must also care for the whole 
person, we provide yoga and reiki classes and individ-
ual and group counseling with professionals. 

LGBTQ+ MINISTRIES—The New Saint Peter’s Church 
will continue to be a Reconciling in Christ Congrega-
tion of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. 
Visible Witness articulates a strong voice of religious 
inclusion for LGBTQ+ persons in the faith communities 
of New York, across the nation, and throughout the 
world. Visible Witness identifies and leads the parish in 
addressing issues of concern to the community, pre-
senting opportunities for learning and reflection. Recent 
initiatives include giving voice to the stories of queer 
persons who have faced prejudice or undue hardship; 
supporting shelter programs for homeless queer youth; 
addressing teenage bullying and rejection; seeking 
equality for clergy in public, same-gender committed 
relationships; and accompanying people who are 
“coming out.” In partnership with Latinos Differentes 
and Voces Latinas, the New Saint Peter’s Church will 
aim to do the work of education and advocacy for and 
within the Latinx community. 

PARTNERSHIP MINISTRIES 

MIDTOWN COMMUNITY—While there is some resi-
dential housing near the church building, corporate, 
legal, healthcare, and other industries are the predomi-
nant surrounding population. The New Saint Peter’s 
Church will continue to expand programming to this 
population. Midtown Arts Common, founded by Saint 
Peter’s Church in the 1970s, remains the non-religious, 
not-for-profit legal entity by which a majority of this 
programming can take place. 

HIV/AIDS—Concern for the wellbeing of persons living 
with HIV and AIDS emerged at Saint Peter’s Church in 
the 1980s. In response to the epidemic, the community 
founded and continues to support the Momentum Pro-
ject. The project provides services at multiple venues 
throughout the city every day of the week. As it was in 
the early days, the centerpiece at each of these sites is a 
home-cooked meal. The program’s meal-centered hall-
mark emerged out of a guiding theological concept at 

Saint Peter’s Church, namely that God provides dignity 
to every child of God at the altar table at which God is 
host and all are guests. From that altar table to every 
table, God offers dignity. In dynamic and effective part-
nerships with others, Saint Peter’s Church has provided 
direct services to persons living with HIV or AIDS every 
Tuesday since the early 1980s when the project was 
started. Saint Peter’s Church is the Momentum Project’s 
site for dinner each Tuesday. 

HUNGER—Every Tuesday morning, Saint Peter’s 
Church Breakfast Program will provide a hot meal and 
a bagged lunch to more than 100 guests of all ages and 
backgrounds (some of whom work; others constantly 
look for work). Hunger is their common story. Saint 
Peter’s Church will feed people in partnership with 
many volunteers and organizations. Grants supporting 
the feeding program have been awarded by United 
Way, Church World Service/New York CROP, and 
other not-for-profit organizations. New York Cares, an 
agency to mobilize volunteers, augments the number of 
volunteers each Tuesday morning. Several area busi-
nesses regularly donate food or staff to prepare and 
serve meals. 

RECOVERY—A wide range of twelve-step programs 
hold meetings in Saint Peter’s Church building. Among 
these programs are Alcoholics Anonymous, Al-Anon, 
Debtors Anonymous, Overeaters Anonymous, and 
Narcotics Anonymous. Saint Peter’s Church is a site for 
aphasia and Sjogren’s syndrome support groups, and 
other groups for persons in particular need. We also 
provide assistance in cases of intimate partner violence 
and cases of gender violence. 

SENIORS—Saint Peter’s Church is committed to shap-
ing life for seniors in New York City. In partnership with 
Lenox Hill Neighborhood House and United Neigh-
bors of East Midtown, the New Saint Peter’s Church 
will host a vibrant weekday senior center. An onsite 
social worker will provide needed services and direc-
tion. A wide range of programs will be offered. Com-
munity is perhaps the most necessary element. Meals 
will be taken in community, knowledge will be shared, 
and new skills will be learned. 

 

ADMINISTRATION AND FINANCE 
 

The New Saint Peter’s Church will be entrusted with 
resources from its predecessors and will be committed 
to being wise stewards of finances in particular. Deci-
sions will be made with a view toward long-term plan-
ning and investment. The New Saint Peter’s Church will 
also seek to be continuously innovative and responsive 
to the community and to provide regular stewardship to 

the wider church. The New Saint Peter’s Church will 
prioritize the need to develop new income streams 
inclusive of grants, additional supporters, and legacy 
planning. 

An Administration and Finance Cabinet will be com-
prised of no fewer than five and no more than nine 
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members of this congregation including the treasurer, a 
member of the trust committee nominated by the trust 
committee, and the pastors. Any additional cabinet 
members should have experience in finance, account-
ing, human resources, property management, trust 
management, construction, building engineering, or 
related administrative or operational functions. 

The Administration and Finance Cabinet will provide: 

! a deeper involvement with staff in setting the annual 
budget for operations and property matters which are 
inextricably linked; 

! an annual review with staff and brokers of health 
insurance and retirement programs to ensure market 
competitive plans are at appropriate expense levels; 

! an annual review of general property and liability 
insurance programs with an insurance consultant; 

! monitoring of debt levels and repayment plans that 
take into account the financial operations and the 
property needs; 

! oversight and management of the parish’s trusts and 
investments; 

! oversight and coordination of the parish’s fundraising 
endeavors, aside from general stewardship, including 
capital campaigns, general fundraising, and space 
rentals; 

! review and oversight of HR policies for onboarding 
and offboarding of personnel to ensure smooth tran-
sitions and record keeping; and 

! expertise and input for related operational matters 
such as building maintenance, technology, and staff-
ing levels. 

The cabinet will review the space use and resource fees 
of the church building annually and prepare the annual 
operating and capital budget for presentation by the 
parish council to the congregation and make such rec-
ommendations to the parish council with regard to the 
financial operation and capital program of this congre-
gation as they deem appropriate. 

 

LONG-TERM PLANNING 
 

BUILDING MAINTENANCE 

A long-term building plan will be devised and adopted 
by the New Saint Peter’s Church. There is increasing 
awareness that building maintenance is not simply at-
tending to normal use of a building, but also long-term 
systems and structural concerns, including the need to 
catch up on and avoid future deferred maintenance. 
Since much of Saint Peter’s Church was “value engi-
neered” due to budget concern in the original building 
project, these issues are expected to present themselves 
within the 40- to 50-year lifespan the building is now 
reaching. Emphasis will be paid to long-term solutions 
and reduction of operating costs. The long-term build-
ing plan will be recommended to the parish council 
and made in consultation with the finance and admini-
stration cabinet and the parish’s recently established 
conservation commission. 

LEGACY FUND CAMPAIGN 

A task force working with a professional consultant will 
begin planning and cultivating gifts as part of a legacy 
campaign to fund the various ministries of the New 
Saint Peter’s Church into the future, raise substantial 
capital for the conservation of its landmarked building, 
and rebuild programmatic spaces not completed in 
1977 or where the programming has substantially 
changed. Special and planned giving will be sought 
from within the congregation and from members of the 
community connected to its ministries. The task force 
will review current special fund charters and make rec-
ommendations for new funds and processes to the par-
ish council. An initial 2027 goal of $75 million, coin-
ciding with the 50th Anniversary of Saint Peter’s 
Church’s iconic building, may be broken down to sup-
port arts programming, musical instruments, music and 
dance performances, advocacy and social justice ini-
tiatives, capital needs, and pastoral ministries and 
community formation. 

 

PASTORAL, ARTISTIC, AND PROFESSIONAL STAFF 
 

Each pastor of the New Saint Peter’s Church will be a 
pastor of the new congregation. Whatever pastoral staff 
is in place at the time of the merger will be offered calls 
by the new congregation. The new pastoral staff will 

reflect the communities served. To provide the best 
pastoral care to the Latinx community of the New Saint 
Peter’s Church, we intend that at least one of the full-
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time pastors be of Latin American origin with Spanish 
as his or her first language. 

The paid artistic staff, which currently includes two 
directors of music, and the volunteer artistic staff, 
which currently includes the director of dance at Saint 
Peter’s the and director of creative proclamations, will 
also serve the whole of the new congregation. The paid 
artistic staff in place at the time of the merger will be 
offered calls by the new congregation. It will be highly 
encouraged that all directors continue to seek opportu-

nities to collaborate on both liturgical and non-liturgi-
cal programming across communities. 

The professional staff will be configured to meet the 
needs of the New Saint Peter’s Church to provide over-
sight in the areas of operations, finance, media and 
communication, and member services. In providing 
access to all members and partners of the congregation 
to the professional staff, we will work to provide lan-
guage access in both English and Spanish. 

 

HISTORY OF SAINT PETER’S CHURCH 
 

In order to serve the growing German Lutheran popula-
tion of what was then known as “Uptown Manhattan,” 
St. Matthew’s Lutheran Church on Walker Street down-
town commissioned its assistant pastor, J.F. Christian 
Hennicke, to begin the work of starting a new mission 
congregation in the area of the cemetery on 49th Street 
between Second and Third Avenues. This community 
held its first service on July 14, 1861, in a 14 by 22-foot 
rented loft above a grocery/feed store on the corner of 
49th Street and Third Avenue with 23 persons present. 
On June 2, 1862, this congregation was organized with 
a separate council and recorded minutes as “Deutsche 
Evangelische St. Petri-Kirche.” Formal incorporation of 
the separate congregation with the English name of 
“The German Evangelical Lutheran Saint Peter Church 
in the City of New York” occurred with the approval of 
St. Matthew’s in August 1863. In 1871, Zion Lutheran 
Church, a small congregation with many young mem-
bers, merged with St. Peter’s and Zion’s pastor, Edward 
Moldenke, was called to serve the new congregation. 
The name was legally changed to “St. Peter’s Lutheran 
Church of Manhattan” on June 9, 1925. 

From 1861 until 1943, liturgies were conducted in 
German. English-language liturgies were begun on Sun-
day evenings in 1894, discontinued until 1899, and 
became the only language used in liturgies in 1943. 
Between 1862 and 1871, the congregation outgrew 
three church homes, finally purchasing a substantial 
building at 46th Street and Lexington Avenue. In 1903, 
that building was purchased to become part of New 
York Central Railroad’s new Grand Central Terminal. 
With proceeds from that sale, the congregation pur-
chased an empty lot and two brownstones at its present 
location at 54th Street and Lexington Avenue. A large 
Gothic-revival structure was consecrated on May 14, 
1905. During these years, Saint Peter’s was served by 
its founder, Pastor Hennicke, followed by Edward 
Moldenke until his death in 1904 and then by Pastor 
Moldenke’s son, Alfred until his death in 1943. Be-
tween 1871 and 1943, the congregation reached a bap-
tized membership of 1275, helped to form the “new” 

New York Ministerium (1872), built a Lutheran camp in 
New Jersey, started two other congregations, and, in 
addition to serving its own members, provided exten-
sive care for the local community and for soldiers and 
sailors passing through New York during both World 
Wars I and II. 

Between 1943 and 1966, Saint Peter’s was served by 
three successive pastors. Many younger members, sup-
ported by the GI bill and anxious to flee the city, 
moved to locations outside of Manhattan. By 1966, the 
congregation had been reduced to 850 members and 
was beginning to have serious building problems. That 
year the congregation called the Rev. Dr. Ralph Peter-
son as pastor and began a series of visionary outreach 
programs. Its Jazz Ministry, under Pastor John Garcia 
Gensel, began in 1966 and theatre productions in 
1967. Visual arts, dance, music and literature initiatives 
also began in these years. Saint Peter’s engaged with 
leaders in each of these fields. 

In 1974, Saint Peter’s Church sold its property to a con-
dominium corporation made up of itself and National 
City Bank and built its current structure to enable is 
ministry. Boston Properties, having purchased Citi-
bank’s unit in 2001, has been Saint Peter’s condomin-
ium partner since. 

Today, Saint Peter’s has a baptized membership of 538. 
In addition to serving its congregation, Saint Peter’s is 
also home (since 1981) to York Theatre; since 2001, 
Lennox Hill’s Senior Center at Saint Peter’s (serving 
10,000 seniors in the neighborhood); a Breakfast Pro-
gram which since 1981 serves 200 meals weekly to its 
homeless neighbors; and the Momentum Project, which 
Saint Peter’s founded as the nation’s first comprehen-
sive program for persons living with HIV/AIDS and 
services 150 persons weekly at Saint Peter’s alone. 
Saint Peter’s Spanish-speaking ministry began in 1996 
as an outgrowth of Saint Peter’s “international ministry” 
relating mostly to churches and UN-based organiza-
tions from other countries. The Misa community gath-
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ered at 1:30 and received care from a part time pastor, 
Hector Ribone and since October 30, 2012 has been 
the home of and in covenant with Sión Iglesia Luterana. 
Sión’s pastor, Fabián Arias, was a member of this com-
munity. Saint Peter’s sponsored his immigration proce-
dure and accompanied him through the candidacy 
process in the ELCA. The congregation of Saint Peter’s 
Church become a Sanctuary congregation in June 
2017. 

Saint Peter’s Church iconic building was extended 
landmark status by the New York City Landmarks 
Commission in December 2016 and is currently re-

storing and conserving its mid-century masterworks, 
including Louise Nevelson’s Chapel of the Good Shep-
herd. Saint Peter’s world-renown jazz ministry is un-
dergoing a renaissance and its classical music program 
is becoming a leader in early and new music alike. It is 
home to the Saint Peter’s Bach Collegium and the 
Argento Ensemble. Visual and dance programs are also 
growing. Saint Peter’s is regarded for liturgical renewal 
and advocacy in church and society. Saint Peter’s is 
served by two pastors, a pastoral counselor, a cantor, a 
director of jazz, and a professional and facilities staff of 
12. 

 

HISTORY OF SIÓN IGLESIA LUTERANA 
 

Iglesia de Sión has its roots in the early 20th-century 
migration of large numbers of persons from Puerto Rico 
to East Harlem. In 1873, an immigrant community of 
Germans founded Saint John German Lutheran Church 
at 217 East 119th Street in East Harlem, Manhattan. By 
the middle of the 20th century the Germans had moved 
elsewhere and the Latinx presence became significant. 
The prominence of the Spanish language and Latinx 
culture there led to this area being called Spanish 
Harlem and El Barrio. 

One of the early spiritual leaders of Spanish Harlem 
was Pastor Antonio Contreras. La Communidad de El 
Barrio called Pastor Contreras to form the first Latinx 
Spanish-language Lutheran congregation in New York. 
It was not to be a ministry of another church, but its 
own congregation, with its own building, pastor, and 
governance. In this way, the mission and ministry of old 
German neighborhood and its church passed on to the 
growing Puerto Rican community. Most of the earliest 
members were from the town of Bayamón, Puerto Rico 
and were members of the Lutheran Church of Sión 
there. 

In 1950, the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Sión was 
constituted in consultation with the Lutheran Church in 
America. For many years, the impact of Sión and its 
ministry was significant: Sión helped consolidate the 
image of El Barrio as the quintessential Hispanic place 
within the City. Linked inextricably to the constant 
transformation that makes the City alive and dynamic, 
more than 50 years later, Sión furthers a ministry of 
inclusion and diversity rooted in the Hispanic heritage. 
Over the course of time, Spanish Harlem’s Puerto Rican 
community largely moved to Florida, returned to Puerto 
Rico, or migrated to other regions of the country. This 
change in population, combined with economic 
dynamics, the pronounced deterioration of the church 
building and the reduced health of Pastor Contreras, led 

to a reduced number of person engaging in the 
church’s ministry. 

In May of 2003, together with the Metropolitan New 
York Synod, the members of Sión called Pastor Fabián 
Arias to help lead a transition to a new church 
ministering not so much as a neighborhood parish but 
extending ministry to the metropolitan area. This new 
stage of the church brought new members from South 
America, Central America, Insular America, and the 
part of North America corresponding to Mexico and 
Latinos born in the United States. Once uniformly 
Puerto Rican, Sión is a melting pot of races and a 
gathering of peoples echoing the meaning of Sión, the 
meeting of nations. 

Though after a real estate deal ended by the 2008 
recession left Sión without a building of its own, the 
congregation continues this legacy immersed in 
diversity, inclusion, respect for differences of all kinds 
living by love in Christ, working for the immigrant, 
seeking redemption for the needy, and dignifying the 
human being with the construction of a reign of justice 
and equal opportunities for all. 

The Lutheran Church of Sión is a community of faithful 
immigrants living in the United States. Sión is defined 
as a “crucible of races that converge in a church.” 
Making its members partners in the work of God 
through the expression of the (made in the) image of 
God (imago Dei) in art as in creation: multiple cultures; 
variety of artistic manifestations; and different ways of 
seeing life, of imagining it, and of creating it through 
the faith of Christ. Sión works to create a living space 
for life where the diversity of all kinds—cultural, ethnic, 
sexual, social, religious, etc.—converge as a wonderful 
gift of the creation bringing forth a community of faith. 
Together, as disciples of Jesus, the people of Sión bring 
the Good News to all the ends of the world and 
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proclaim the love of God the only way to relate and 
live among men and women in this world. 

Owing to new challenges for the Latinx community as 
well as a strengthened and stabilized Congregation, in 
2005 the Council of Sión extended a full-time call to 

Pastor Arias. This same year the congregation also 
began to design much-needed rebuilding of the church 
building, which due to the 2007–08 economic 
recession, never materialized. A necessary strategic 
plan was launched in order to find and take new 
directions. 

 

RESOLUTION TO AFFIRM INTENTION TO MERGE 
ß

WHEREAS in September 2012, a covenant between the 
Metropolitan New York Synod, St. Peter’s Lutheran 
Church of Manhattan, and Sión Iglesia Luterana was 
ratified by our respective councils and congregation 
assemblies enabling Sión Iglesia Luterana to sell its 
previous building, relocate its parish life (liturgies, ad-
ministrative offices, and programs) at St. Peter’s Church 
building at 619 Lexington Avenue in order to continue 
its vital ministry, liquidate its debt, and, within a three-
year period, be freed from synodical administration; 

WHEREAS the terms of this covenant being completed, 
Sión Iglesia Luterana and St. Peter’s Lutheran Church of 
Manhattan continued their covenant and have con-
tinued to share resources, program, and space; 

WHEREAS in 2015, these congregations agreed to form 
a Merger Commission to explore the merger of these 
two congregations and assist each congregation to 
address those concerns, particularly cultural and finan-
cial, that work against merging; 

WHEREAS significant progress has been made by each 
congregation to address these cultural and financial 
issues, including, but not limited to: 

! improved stewardship and revenue generation plus 
expense discipline to achieve sustainable financial 
solvency in yearly operational budget and sufficient 
long-term capital funding to manage proper care of 
our church building for the next two decades; 

! numerous joint studies on cultural/theological and 
racial discrimination concerns; 

! adoption of the same or similar liturgical practices; 

! coordinated educational programming for children 
and adults; 

! bilingual printed weekly announcements; 

! shared congregational events; 

! a continuing commitment to engage bilingual staff 
members whenever feasible; and the careful reorgani-

zation of staff offices, program spaces and schedu-
ling; 

! a commitment by each congregation to become a 
Sanctuary congregation and work together in matters 
regarding refugees and immigrants, matters involving 
undocumented persons and the full inclusion in each 
congregation’s life, and particular support for the 
dignity and full inclusion of members of the LGBT+ 
communities; and 

WHEREAS the appended document, Merger Vision, has 
been unanimously adopted by the Merger Commission 
and presented to each of our congregations as an 
outline for a new congregation, Saint Peter’s Church, a 
congregation of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America, located at 619 Lexington Avenue, New York, 
New York 10022: Now, therefore, be it 

RESOLVED, that, thankful to our God in whose image 
all humanity was made, responding to our crucified 
and risen Lord Jesus Christ who continually prays “that 
they may be one,” and guided by the Holy Spirit who 
calls, gathers, enlightens, unifies, and empowers 
Christ’s Church for mission and ministry, that we, the 
members of St. Peter’s Lutheran Church of Manhattan 
and Sión Iglesia Luterana, affirm our intention to merge 
our congregations and form Saint Peter’s Church, a 
congregation of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America located at 619 Lexington Avenue, New York, 
New York 10022; and be it further 

RESOLVED, that we request the assistance of 
Metropolitan New York Synod Bishop’s office so that 
the proper ELCA and New York State requirements and 
procedures are followed, the mission and ministry of 
our predecessor congregations properly brought to 
completion, and a new congregation with appropriate 
governing documents is formed according to the 
mutually agreed-upon outline appended to this resolu-
tion; and be it further 

RESOLVED, that we commit ourselves to complete this 
merger process and form our new congregation in a 
timely manner. 
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MERGER VISION (APPENDIX TO RESOLUTION) 
 

Name 

SAINT PETER’S CHURCH 

Mission and Vision 

Before incorporation, the new congregation shall de-
velop mission and vision statements and provide for 
review of each every five years. 

Liturgical Life 

There will be a diversity of liturgies reflecting the di-
versity of the congregation and each liturgy will be an 
expression of the whole congregation. The current 
diversity of liturgies includes masses, misas, and jazz 
vespers/masses. The current Sunday expression of this 
diversity will be maintained until the new congrega-
tion determines otherwise. The liturgical integrity and 
musical, cultural, and linguistic uniqueness o each 
liturgy shall be encouraged and respected. Each lit-
urgy shall be understood as an expression of the 
whole parish and be consistent within the worship 
parameters of the ELCA. 

Governance, Budget, and Financial 
Management 

! Governing documents and a single constitution 
consistent with the Model Constitution for Congre-
gations of the ELCA. These document shall be in 
Spanish and English. 

! A single parish council and officers elected by the 
membership of the new congregation. For a period 
of X years, governing documents will assure equal 
representation of the merging congregations. 

! A unified committee structure. 

! All meetings and all documents will be in both 
languages. 

! A single, unified budget and other financial instru-
ments (trust, endowments, etc.) managed under the 
direction of the new parish council. 

Pastoral Staff 

Each pastor of the new congregation shall be a pastor 
of the whole congregation. Whatever pastoral staff is 
in place at the time of the merger shall be offered 
calls by the new congregation. When new pastoral 
staff is called, provisions will be made so that call 
committees are fully representative of the whole new 
congregation. 

Parish Staff 

Configured to meet the needs of the new congrega-
tion, each staff person will be an employee of the 
whole congregation. 

Public Presence 

Website, Facebook, and other media presence shall 
be in both languages. 

Program 

There will be a diversity of programs and partner 
ministries reflecting the diversity of the congregation. 
Each program will be adopted by the new congrega-
tion, regularly evaluated in a process established by 
the parish council. Each program and partner ministry 
shall be understood as an expression of the whole 
congregation and be consistent with the mission of 
the ELCA. 

 


