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The United Brethren in York 

 
 The United Brethren denomination traces its origin to a 1767 evangelistic 
service at the Isaac Long barn in Lancaster County PA when pastors Philip William 
Otterbein (1726-1813) of the German Reformed church and Martin Boehm (1725-
1812) of the Mennonite faith met and proclaimed “Wir sind Bruder” [“We are 
brethren”], agreeing to work together to bring the gospel to German-speaking 
settlers in America.  The denomination was formally organized in 1800 at the Peter 
Kemp home in Frederick County MD and remained primarily rural-oriented for 
many decades.   
 

This article examines the denomination’s 1840 transition from rural to urban 
in York PA and its further transition from one to five York city congregations by 
the turn of the century.  Those congregations were named the First, Second, Third, 
Fourth and Fifth United Brethren Church respectively – keeping those numerical 
names through their years in the Evangelical United Brethren denomination, but 
encouraged to rename themselves following the 1968 union to form the United 
Methodist Church. 
 

York First  
301 W. Philadelphia Street 

 
United Brethren preachers, including Otterbein and Boehm, are known to 

have held services and gained converts in York County prior to the denomination’s 
formal organization in 1800.  In 1823 these converts and preaching appointments 
were gathered together to form the York circuit, an exclusively rural endeavor.  By 
1840 it was obvious that a significant number of United Brethren people were 
moving into the city of York and identifying with other denominations. 

 
On August 18, 1840, the quarterly conference of the York Circuit decided a 

class should be organized in York and elected a board of trustees for the purpose of 
buying or building a suitable meeting house there.  The three men given that 
responsibility were Jacob Ehrhart of what is now Chapel UMC north of Red Lion, 
Adam Strayer of what is now Zion UMC south of Red Lion, and Peter Rauhouser 
of what is now New Creation Community UMC near Dover.  They purchased for 
$1500 the old Methodist Episcopal brick church building1 on the northwest corner 
of Philadelphia and Newberry streets. 

                                                            
1 That was the Methodists’ second structure on that site.  In 1837 the congregation had moved to 
a new building at Philadelphia and Beaver streets, and in 1926 they moved to a new building at 
340 E. Market Street.  That congregation is now Asbury UMC and over the years has passed the 
torch of Methodism on to four daughter congregations: Duke Street [now relocated to Tyler Run 
Road as Aldersgate UMC] in 1861, Ridge Avenue [now closed] in 1881, Princess Street [relocated 
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         But the transition to urban ministry was not smooth.  In 1847 there were but 
43 members, and the pastor’s salary was not being met.  At the 1847 annual 
conference, the committee responsible for such matters proposed that the work in 
York city cease.  Even though the presiding Bishop Benjamin Hanby labored with 
the members and asked them to reconsider, the committee was unyielding and 
brought to the floor their unfavorable recommendation.  At this point the bishop 
himself took the floor and pleaded with tears in his eyes that the appointment should 
be continued just one more year.  The conference could not resist, and it voted the 
$50.00 appropriation necessary to carry on the work.  Dynamic preacher Jacob C. 
Smith (1819-1886) was moved to York from the Chambersburg Circuit and 
justified the decsion of the conference.  At the end of his four years at York, there 
were 137 members and the work was on firm financial ground. 
 
 As First Church continued to grow, the present sancutary was erected in 1869 
and the educational building was added in 1918.  Services were held entirely in 
German until 1903.  Among the many ministerial sons of the congregation are the 
following prominent persons who are still well-remembered today: Miller S. 
Schmuck (1910-2006), Paul E. Horn (1912-1997), Curvin L. Thompson (1914-
1991), D. Rayborn Higgins (1916-1987) and John H. Ness Jr. (1919-2000).  This 
truly is the Mother Church of all the other United Brethren Churches in York, each 
having been organized at a quarterly conference of First Church. 
 
 The membership of First Church peaked at 1021 in 1957, but remained in the 
900’s until the 1970’s.  The congregation is currently being served by a retired 
pastor.  

 
York First United Brethren Church 

(now Otterbein United Methodist Church) 

                                                            
to Hartley and Salem Street as Epworth] in 1882, and West Street in 1888.  Epworth and West 
Street united in 1921 to form what is now Calvary UMC at Market Street and Richland Avenue. 
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York Second 
Duke and South Streets 

 
 Rev. William B. Raber (1824-1875),2 pastor of York First Church, took the 
initiative that resulted in the organization of York Second Church.  Acting on his 
own, he purchased in January 1873 the plot of ground having a dwelling on it at the 
southeast corner of Duke and South Streets.  Before the end of the year, the 
quarterly conference of First Church elected trustees for the property, twenty-six 
members of First Church became the charter members of Second Church, and a 
frame church building had been erected at the site. 
 
 In 1892 a brick structure replaced the original chapel, and in 1906 an addition 
doubled the size of the building.  In 1926 the congregation relocated a few blocks 
east to the southeast corner of Queen and South Streets.  Following the 1968 union 
to create the United Methodist Church, the congregation was renamed Faith UMC, 
and in 1969 they joined with Wesley Memorial UMC3 to form the present 
Aldersgate United Methodist Church on Tyler Run Road. 
 

            
          York Second United Brethren Church                      York Second United Brethren Church 
                     Duke and South Streets                                            Queen and South Streets 

 
York Third 

West Princess Street 
 
 At the December 1886 quarterly conference of First Church, the problem of 
overcrowding was discussed.  Member Jacob Allison thought the problem could be 
solved by providing another United Brethren church and Sunday School in the 
western part of town, and he offered to give his whip factory on Princess Street for 
that purpose. 
                                                            
2 William Raber is the subject of the 1996 volume of The Chronicle, the entire issue dedicated to 
an annotated printing of his personal 1847‐52 daily diary. 
3 Wesley Memorial UMC was the former Duke Street Methodist Episcopal Church, which had 
relocated from the northwest corner of Duke Street and College Avenue to Tyler Run Road in 
1964. 
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 This offer was promptly accepted, but within a few days Mr. Allison came 
up with a better offer: he offered to donate a lot on West Princess Street and build 
at his own expense a church house upon it in memory of his deceased son.  The 
trustees of First Church were constituted as the trustees of Third Church, the 
cornerstone was laid in April 1887, and the structure was dedicated for worship in 
October of that same year.   
 

The building was dedicated as Allison Memorial Church – and the conference 
archives at Lycoming College have the original stained glass window inscribed 
“Allison Memorial U.B. Church” – but when it came time for the annual conference 
to create a new appointment at its 1888 session, it declared “that Allison Memorial 
Church constitute a charge to be known as York Third Church.”4  Apparently there 
was no objection, and York Third became the official name of the ministry. 
 
 In December 1925, the trustees purchased the properties at 600-2-4-6 W. 
King Street, on the southwest corner of King and West Streets, for the purpose of 
erecting a new church structure.  Seeking to act in a financially responsible manner, 
the congregation paid off the mortgage on the new property and began 
accumulating a building fund before breaking ground for the educational building 
of the proposed complex in September 1939 and dedicating it in 1940.  Ground was 
broken for the adjoining sanctuary in 1955, and it was dedicated in February 1956 
– finally completing the vision of some thirty years earlier. 
 
 Following the 1968 union to form the United Methodist Church, Third 
Church was re-named St. Luke UMC.  In 1975 St. Luke UMC became a cooperative 
parish with nearby St. Paul’s UMC, a congregation from the former Evangelical 
Church.  Ongoing conversations to unite the two congregations and consolidate 
their ministries into a single building proved unfruitful, and the cooperative parish 
ended in 1995.  St. Luke UMC closed in 1999. 

   
         York Third United Brethren Church                           York Third United Brethren Church 
                      352 W. Princess Street                                                  600 W. King Street 
 

                                                            
4 1888 journal of the Pennsylvania Conference of the United Brethren Church, page 21. 
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York Fourth 
East Market Street 

 
 At the February 1892 quarterly conference of First Church, steps were taken 
to establish a mission in the east end of the city, then known as Frystown.  Trustees 
of the new venture were named, a lot was purchased on North Hartman Street, and 
a brick building 30 by 45 feet was erected on the rear of the lot and dedicated in 
October 1893. 
 
 Within ten years the congregation had a membership of 98 and a Sunday 
School enrollment of 200, and the decision was made to relocate to the present site 
– the northwest corner of East Market and Lehman Streets.  A sanctuary at that 
location was dedicated in May 1903, and five years later a substantial 34 by 37 feet 
annex was constructed to accommodate the congregation’s rapid growth.  
Additional lots on East Market Street were purchased, and the present Sunday 
School building was dedicated in June 1928.  The 1903 house of worship was 
replaced by the present larger sanctuary in 1961. 
 
 Fourth Church has always been a strong church financially and numerically 
– and it has produced prominent pastors, lay persons and missionaries.  The 
following circa 1922 photo shows the pastor Benjamin D. Rojahn with four 
ministerial sons of the congregation – just four of the twenty-one persons from 
Fourth Church licensed to preach between the 1893 erection of the first building on 
Hartman Street and the 1961 dedication of the present sanctuary. 
 

 
                  left to right: ministerial sons Jerome Stambach, George Sprenkle, Paul Cooper,  
                  Ralph Boyer, pastor Benjamin Rojahn. 
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A brief look at these ministerial sons gives insight into the connectedness and 
focus of Fourth Church during those years. 
     Jerome S. Stambach (1901-1972) received his quarterly conference license from 
Fourth Church in 1919.  He is the younger brother of C. Guy Stambach, the United 
Brethren preacher known for his large murals, who also entered the ministry from 
Fourth Church.  He is the father of longtime United Brethren missionary Ruth 
Marie Stambach and an uncle to the more recent pastors Art and Paul Stambach.  
His wife Pauline E. Haverstock Stambach received a quarterly conference license 
from Fourth Church in 1927. 
     George B. Sprenkle (1893-1970) received his quarterly conference license from 
Fourth Church in 1921.  His United Brethren ministerial service included 29 years 
at Baltimore Third (later re-named Fulton Avenue). 
     Paul E. Cooper (1900-1990) received his quarterly conference license from 
Fourth Church in 1921.  His 37 years in the United Brethren ministry included 8 
years at Old Otterbein in Baltimore and 15 years at Bethlehem in Dallastown.  His 
sister Margaret married Evangelical preacher Paul Werner. 
     Ralph E. Boyer (1889-1965) received his quarterly conference license from 
Fourth Church in 1919.  After successful pastorates and evangelistic campaigns in 
the United Brethren Church, he founded and operated the York Gospel Center for 
some 30 years – and brought a young Billy Graham to York County for his first 
evangelistic efforts north of the Mason-Dixon Line.  He is the father of missionary 
Eugene Boyer and noted gospel singer Dave Boyer.  His wife Anna E. Hatton Boyer 
received a quarterly conference license from Fourth Church in 1927. 

 

   
          York Fourth United Brethren Church                         York Fourth United Brethren Church 
                        59 N. Hartman Street                                                   1075 E. Market Street 

 
 

York Fifth  
North Duke Street 

 
 This congregation started out as a Sunday School in the public school 
building in Mayersville, later North York Borough, where many members of First 
Church were living.  At the February 1894 quarterly meeting at First Church, 
trustees were elected and instructed to proceed with a building program.  Land was 
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secured at the southwest corner North Duke Street and Girard Street (later re-named 
Second Street, and now Sixth Avenue), and a frame chapel was dedicated in 
October 1895.  A revival meeting was started at once, which resulted in ninety 
conversions.  The annual conference of 1896 assigned the new work to be served 
together with the one year older work at Fourth Church, and that two point 
arrangement lasted until each became a station appointment in 1902. 
 
 In 1907 the original chapel was moved to the west end of the lot to be used 
for Sunday School, and construction was started on a new brick sanctuary which 
was dedicated in 1908.  In 1940 the original chapel was demolished and an 
extensive Sunday School annex was added to the sanctuary. 
 
 In 1954, three acres of farmland were purchased and a building fund was 
begun for the erection of new facility.  That vision became a reality a few years 
later under the leadership of pastor and future bishop Joseph Yeakel.  In 1955 two 
additional acres of land were purchased, in 1956 ground was broken, and in 1959 
the completed structure on North Beaver Street, at Ninth Avenue, was dedicated.  
In 1968, following the creation of the United Methodist Church, the name was 
named from Fifth to Messiah. 
 

         
            York Fifth United Brethren Church                  York Fifth United Brethren Church 
                         956 N. Duke Street                                             1300 N. Beaver Street  
                                                             (now Messiah United Methodist) 
 

Final Transitions 
 

 In an issue of The Chronicle dedicated to transitions, this article would not 
be complete without an accounting of the transitions that each of the above 
structures has undergone since being a United Brethren church building.  During 
their years of ministry, the five United Brethren congregations in York owned and 
occupied nine different structures.  Three of those – Otterbein UM [formerly First 
UB] on West Philadelphia Street, Fourth UM [formerly Fourth UB] on East Market 
Street and Messiah UM [formerly Fifth UB] on North Beaver Street – have 
successfully transitioned to existing United Methodist congregations.  Here are the 
stories of those other six locations/structures. 
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1.  The 1887 Second United Brethren building: 401 South Duke Street. 
 This building is currently home to a congregation of Pentecostal Church of 
God, a Spanish-speaking congregation. 
 
2.  The 1926 Second United Brethren building: 401 South Queen Street. 
 When the congregation united with Wesley UM and relocated to Tyler Run 
Road in 1969, this building was sold to Small Memorial AMEZ Church of the 
African Methodist Episcopal Zion denomination, which continues to be in ministry 
at the site. 
 
3.  The 1887 Third United Brethren building: 352 West Princess Street. 
 When the congregation moved to its new location in 1939, this building was 
sold to a Church of the Nazarene congregation that had just been organized 
following successful tent meetings held in York in 1937.  That congregation sold 
the property in 1950, relocated to South Pine Street and Springettsbury Avenue, 
and is now the Stillmeadow Church of the Nazarene at that site.  Since 1953, the 
Princess Street site has been home to the Bethel AME Church of the African 
Methodist Episcopal denomination. 
 
4.  The 1940/56 Third United Brethren building: 600 West King Street. 
 When the congregation ceased to exist in 1999, this building was sold to the 
Maranatha Church of God in Christ congregation.  Today the structure, whose 
mailing address is 116 S. West Street, is home to the New Covenant Community 
Church. 
 
5.  The 1893 Fourth United Brethren building: 59 North Hartman Street. 
 When Fourth Church moved to its new location in 1903, this building was 
sold to the Mennonite Church as out outreach of their Stony Brook congregation of 
the Lancaster Conference.  It became known as the North Hartman Street 
Mennonite Church.  In the 1970’s this congregation joined with other more 
conservative congregations in a friendly separation from the Lancaster Conference 
to become a congregation of a new conference – the “Conservative Mennonite 
Churches of York and Adams County.” 
 
6.  The 1908 Fifth United Brethren building: 960 North Duke Street. 
 When Fifth Church moved to its new location in 1959, this building was sold 
to the Faith congregation of the Mennonite Brethren in Christ denomination.  That 
same year the denomination changed its name and the congregation became the 
Faith Bible Fellowship Church.  In 1974 the congregation relocated to a new facility 
on Woodland View Drive, outside of Emigsville.  By 2015 the building had been 
abandoned for some time, and part of the sanctuary wall collapsed during attempted 
renovations.  The building is now home to the bilingual Iglesia de Dios 
congregation, using the rear of the 1940 Christian Education addition as the main 
entrance.  


