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The Church

By Nancy Eckerson
   It was Friday, the thirteenth, on an uncharacteristically balmy January night in Buffalo, and the press was given a one-hour interviewing engagement with the new owners of The Church, at 341 Delaware.  Soon the halls would be buzzing with an “invitation only” sneak preview of the restoration of one of Buffalo’s most recognizable landmarks.

    My photographer, Zoe, and I had made the trip downtown in record time.  We sailed through the city streets, missing almost every stoplight, as if guided by something grander than our mere human feebleness.  Arriving 40 minutes early gave us time to roam the empty halls without interference.   

    We were the first ones there, but I soon discovered we were not alone.  As Zoe went her own way, capturing sunlight and shadow through stained-glass for the most effective shots, I found myself wandering, guided by some strange inclinations, as if the building was speaking to me.  I was being led, from room to room, by the whispering walls, as the soul of The Church revealed its splendid history.  Here is my best recollection of all I heard, as the majestic structure shared its tale with me.

     Most people don’t have a clue—but there’s not a building erected that doesn’t have a soul. Often times the spirit is breathed into a place with the first brick laid or at the installation of the cornerstone. My “birthday,” was on May 21, 1874, at the grand Cornerstone Celebration Ceremony, attended by hundreds.   

    Back in my nascent years, it was the rapid expansion of Buffalo that brought about the need for a new Methodist church.  People traveled by horse or on foot back then, and so distance meant a great deal more.  Thanks to a very forward thinking businessman, Francis Hinsdale Root, the land where I would stand was purchased for a huge sum—$30,000. Francis and I became best of friends.  He was my champion from the start.

    Thanks to the encouragement of Bishop Simpson of the Methodist Conference, Francis and his friends took a giant leap of faith.  Bishop Simpson appointed Dr. Sandford B. Hunt, a fine man of devotion, to pastor the people who would soon erect the new church, and the fundraising began. Pastor Hunt, and his wife Margaret were my first loves. Their brass plaque, still visible in my sanctuary, says it best, “They were both righteous before God.”

    It was a stroke of sheer genius that these enlightened folks hired a most famous Buffalo architect, John H. Selkirk.  He was a clever man whose list of accomplishments lined the Main Street of the city, from the Tifft House and the residential district all the way to the gas works on Genesee Street.  I was modeled after the gothic revival period, with flying buttresses, gabled entrances and two towering spires to capture the majesty of Buffalo’s cerulean blue skies.

    Selkirk blanketed my stately design with mellow red sandstone quarried in nearby Medina.  He chose Connecticut stone to accent my noble lines and allowed for two towers, one spire, alone, being 270 feet tall, to keep me ever mindful of my purpose of guiding human souls to the divine.  My brilliant architect also planned for the intricate web of Edgar Allen Poe-like catacombs constructed in my basement, and spectacular side galleries in the sanctuary.

    On September 10, 1876, I felt the first tickle of tiny feet as the children graced my halls and filled my pews. It was the service of dedication and I delighted to cradle their youthful spirits.  What an honor to support their parents’ footsteps, as well.  With glory I glowed, as the Methodist congregation threw open my doors for the very first time.

    Only two years later, how it saddened me when I heard Pastor Hunt speak of the death of John Selkirk. If buildings could cry, my windows would have wept for the loss of my designer, for as you can tell by now, I’m more than mere brick and mortar. 

    Relatively speaking, I was still in my infancy when I encountered my first true trauma of global proportions.  On that ominous September day, in 1901, I heard the voices speaking again of death, and I listened closely.  This time, the shock reverberated through my frame.  It was our very own, beloved President McKinley, who had been unjustly gunned down in his prime by the bullets of a cold and calculating assassin.  This was more than humans or humble dwellings could bare and I vowed that my chimes would remain silent to honor our fallen hero.  The world would never be the same.  I can still taste the salty sting of teardrops as they splashed down and spread across my wooden planked floors at the funeral of our fallen leader.

    Yes, there were sad, sad times within these walls, but I also have many cherished memories.  The tappity, tap, tap of black patent leather Mary Jane’s in the Sunday school halls.  The toe-tapping toddlers tickling the cement steps at the front door as they line up for their Easter photos gave me great delight. I can still feel the hope-filled hearts after each and every Easter passion play.

    The wedding records list mill workers, dressmakers, lawyers, soldiers and chefs.  Bidwells, Fentons, Kittingers and Roots are displayed with pride in the registry of the 1910’s.  I sigh at the thought of the hundreds of blushing brides whose hesitant footsteps and trailing trains have caressed my carpet-lined aisles. The sanctuary, bathed in the sweet scent of lilies and adorned in lush greens of draping ferns, reverberating with the majestic tones of the regal wedding march.  I can only smile recollecting the nervous tapping of groomed fingertips as the gentlemen awaited their vows to remain forever faithful.

    What fun I have had over the years as the agile steeplejacks have scaled the awesome heights of my turrets and freed my tower bells from their weighty loads.  Ah, the relief as they have washed away the excremental droppings of a myriad of pidgeons, allowing my bell to toll once more.

    Lean in, dear soul, and listen to these rafters.  They hold the imprint of many words delivered in the 1960’s and 70’s by famous intelligent and gifted speakers like the “power of positive thinking” hero, Norman Vincent Peale, and the booming voices of nationally renowned Christian leaders like Dr. Ralph Sockman and Harry Emerson Fosdick.   

    Sadly though, as my life evolved, despair and discouragement slowly tip-toed into my vestibule, permeating every nook and cranny of my austere edifice.  The city’s population was moving out to the suburbs and my halls no longer bulged with throngs of thousands. Only the occasional star shone to light up my windows.  My soup kitchen became famous for a bit as a source of respite for the poor and hungry.  And, for a brief time, Castilian trills thrilled my weary ears as the Hispanic population graced my cherry wood pews. 

    But money was scarce, and my beloved humans were no longer able to keep me shiny and bright.  I grew old and tired.  My halls seemed ghostly empty. My purpose vanished.

    I was left to rot and ruin.  In the 1980’s, vandals marred and stripped my sanctuary bare.  I moaned as all the hard work and painstaking detail fell to crumbling before my very eyes. I was now left to decay in a bleak and strident life.  Heartbroken, I feared the looming blast of the wrecking ball.

    Then along came Ani DiFranco and her partner Scot Fisher.  I was scared at first, hearing that she was a frowsy type, given to loud exclamations with her musical tones and very much a vagabond. The last thing I wanted at this point in my life was someone rocking my rafters. Oh, how I worried.  I could feel something of a pragmatic streak in her partner Scot, and I felt an affinity to his desire to recycle rather than wreck old masterpieces such as myself.  Still, I had my doubts and dreads about this Ani, his partner.

    Ah, but, when the day came it was love at first sight. Ani seemed to love me, as much as I loved her.  She is one of the gifted ones, you know.  She knows of the spirit of a building.  She’s a dreamer, and she knows that I cradle the Dream-maker.  She is creative and I have housed the essence and spirit of the Creator.

    I have been rejuvenated!  Ani and Scot have not only re-pointed my bricks and quickened my mortar; they have restored my faith in human beings.  I proudly embrace the essence of creativity in the arts and music.  I hear that soon the air will be resplendent with poetry and prose.  In the vernacular of today, this is gonna be a blast!  

    Now the renovated home of Righteous Babe Records, I have been reborn to a new purpose, to stand proudly as a focal point between Allentown and the Downtown Theater district and to stand tall as the new cradle of Hallwalls Contemporary Arts Center. 

    Life is breathed into the posts and pillars.  I shine like the stars, as once again, I am alive! 

