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Anniversary Greetings

In 1896, shortly after a group of twenty-five or so 

Episcopalians began meeting in the room over the old 

Clifton Post Office, an editorial was published in a local 

paper that denounced us on the grounds that Clifton did not 

need another church. The author called us, “Little 

Strugglers” and said “They are trying to start another 

church in Clifton, of the Episcopal persuasion. It is a very 

weakly institution and will be a pitiful pull for a long 

while.” I would say that we can take that denunciation and 

wear it as a badge of honor. For 125 years we little strugglers have built two churches, a hall, 

purchased three homes (two of which are used for the homeless), performed the sacraments on 

countless people, and currently help to feed over 1,600 souls each month. Yes, we remain a little 

church, but we continue these struggles because the call of God and the call of human need 

remain strong in our hearts. This new history of our parish is dedicated to all the little strugglers 

of St. Peter’s, Clifton, who have supported this ministry for more than a century. Let the struggle 

continue!

The Rev. Canon Dr. Kevin Moroney
Priest in Residence
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Left: Original Article printed in 1896 about the 
formation of St. Peter’s Church. 

Above: Notice of Services (1897) 
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Top: Village of Clifton Map, c. 1899 
Bottom Left: Rendering of McDaniel’s Hall 

Bottom Right: Original Church with Guild Hall 
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baptized during a livestreamed service.  While online trends reflect the trends of in-person attendance (higher 

numbers outside of warm weather and football), it has allowed parishioners who have since moved away or 

those that do not have the luxury of having Sundays off to partake in services.  

Another positive factor to come from the pandemic is the creation of St. Peter’s Cares.  The fund was 

established to assist those in critical need due to various types of loss, whether it be physical (house fire, flood 

etc.) or financial health (loss of family member, medical needs, etc.)  The creation of the fund was to increase 

the Church’s outreach to the community outside of St. Peter’s Haven.  It has been extremely beneficial for those 

who suffered most recently due to Hurricane Ida, a storm that also created much destruction to the Church 

property. 

On September 1, 2021, the sub-basement to the Church and basement of the Parish Hall was inundated 

with water destroying everything in its path.  The sub-basement received 6 feet of water and the basement 

which housed the Parish and Haven offices as well as the historical archives received close to 5 feet of water.  

While much of the items in the basement was destroyed, the Food Pantry run by St. Peter’s Haven was able to 

continue to serve its clients while others pitched in to help go through the numerous rooms and closets in an 

attempt to save as much as possible.  While many priceless items were ruined (photographs, music, and 

important church documents) the survival of the majority of the church grounds and the entire food pantry was 

seen as a blessing amongst a harrowing year and half. 

Between COVID and Ida, the 125th anniversary will be a small affair, but perseverance and drive is why 

it will occur.  While the title of that 1896 article “Little Strugglers” was meant to be dismissive, it has become a 

symbol of the lasting impact a few determined people can have on an entire community.  It has become a 

banner under which St. Peter’s Episcopal Church can carry on.  
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“They are trying to start another church in Clifton, of the Episcopal persuasion,” wrote the anonymous 

author of “Little Strugglers” in an article found in a newspaper dated 1896. Clifton, once referred to as Erie’s 

Gilt-edged Village” was a little village within Acquackanonk Township, with a population smaller than the 

current high school’s student body.  The author believed housing more than one church regardless of 

denomination was a fool’s errand.  Little did the author realize that St. Peter’s Episcopal Church, would become 

a community staple.  Officially founded on November 18, 1896, St. Peter’s celebrate its 125th anniversary in 

2021. 

Little Strugglers - Founding of the Church (1896) 
Founded under the name St. Paul’s, the tale left to history states that a Scotch woman named Mrs. 

McDaniel desired church training for her children and on August 16, 1896, Sunday school classes began. They 

took place in McDaniel’s Hall situated over the old Clifton Post Office and general store opposite the Erie 

Railroad station on what is now Getty Avenue.  A report to the Diocese of Newark in 1918 stipulates that on 

November 18, 1896, services limited to morning and evening prayer, sermons, and Sunday school proceeded, 

with the “Little Strugglers” averaging 25 in attendance.  The advisory board included George T. Anderson, 

Charles Williamson, Alvin Webb, E.G. Wells, Warren Hait, and Russell S. Trevitt.  Along with the McDaniels 

and Mrs. Amelia Williamson, these “Little Strugglers” made up the heart of the mission.  Bishop Thomas A. 

Starkey asked the Rev. William P. Evans, Rector of St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in Paterson, to become Priest-

in-Charge and declared it a mission under the name of St. Peter’s to avoid confusion with St. Paul’s in Paterson.   

In January 1897, a group of women interested in the new church formed the Dorcas Guild and became 

St. Peter’s Mission’s chief support largely through fundraising and outreach initiatives.  The guild’s members 

included many of Clifton’s most prominent pioneer families, such as the Vreelands, and it was through the 

Dorcas Guild that the land between 2nd and 1st streets on Clifton Avenue was found and purchased.  By April 

23, 1899, the Rev. William A. Long, now Rector-in-Charge, broke ground where the current church stands, and 

services in the new church began on September 17th of that year conducted by the Reverend William. P. Evans. 
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In the early days, services for St. Peter’s Mission were officiated by multiple persons including the 

Reverends Henry M. Ladd, E. J. Balsley, D.S. Hamilton, R. F. Mansfield, Charles Douglass, and the Reverend 

Doctors J. I. Mombert and Benjamin F. DeCosta with DeCosta officiating the first celebration of Holy 

Communion on September 24, 1899.  Mr. George T. Anderson served as the first Lay Reader of the mission 

while Mr. Kessler Meloney served as the first crucifer.  On November 5, 1899, the church was formally 

dedicated by Bishop Starkey in the presence of a large company of people, and the first class of confirmands 

was presented in the church, consisting of Mrs. A.M. Cruttendon and Joseph Howell.   

The building seated nearly 200 people and including the architect’s fee, lots, and fittings cost $2,857.95 

(roughly $95,238.26 today) to erect.  Presented to the mission with many of the items existing today was a 

Pulpit and Lecture from the Church of St. John the Evangelist, New York through the Reverend Dr. Benjamin 

F. DeCosta; the Altar and Chandeliers from Trinity Church, Paterson; the Font from St. John’s, Passaic; and the 

Bishop’s Chair from St. Paul’s, Paterson.  Other gifts included the Altar Cross, Processional Cross, and Altar 

Vases gifted by Mrs. S. T. Zabriskie; the Chalice and Paten given by the Wright Family in memory of William 

James Wright, and the Ciborium given by Mr. and Mrs. D. Spencer Smith in memory of their father. The 

Dorcas Guild would also raise funds for the first organ and serve as members of the Altar Guild and Choir 

Guild.   

The Changing Landscape of St. Peter’s Episcopal Church 
In 1902, the first sexton was hired for 35 cents a week to care for the furnace. A remark in the 50th 

anniversary found the wage of the first sexton amusing due to the “high scale of wages” available in 1946.  A 

year later, it was noted that the Mission reported 35 communicants and 24 Church School pupils.  By 1905, a 

social life existed amongst the congregation, but was open to the public as well.  To accommodate social 

activities, St. Peter’s Mission built the Guild Hall onto the church, completing it by May 16, 1906, and an 

“effort was made to contribute to the moral and social benefit of the town at large.” Amenities found in the new 

facilities included the luxury of steam heat.   
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parishioners continue to be major contributors, the various organizations, businesses, and people of the City of 

Clifton have become indispensable in keeping St. Peter’s Haven open and helping those in need. 

Time Marches On: St. Peter’s in the New Millennium 
The early 2000s was a mix a of success and tragedy.  The Sunday School had a resurgence with a new 

crop of students.  The new rector, the Rev. Hank Dwyer brought changes to the service which included non-

alcoholic communion allowing everyone to participate regardless of age or medical needs.   A down-to-earth 

approach he appealed to parishioners and non-alike due to his approachable mannerisms, that even teenagers 

found easy to get along with.  A music lover, the Blues Cruise was established and continued successfully for a 

time.  Alas, The Rev. Hank Dwyer died suddenly during Holy Week shocking everyone in the community. 

Under new leadership, St. Peter’s was able to pick up the pieces, but changes would inevitably occur.  

New relationships with the Muslim community in and around Clifton were established and an effort to combat 

ethnic and religious bias brought forth different groups and lectures including the Holocaust Remembrance 

Lecture series.  The ecumenical Lenten services once held in the 1930s between the different Protestant 

churches had a short revival, in the 2010s, but the closure of various churches in the city and changing of 

ministers led to it being laid to rest once again. 

In the leadup to the 125th anniversary of the foundation of St. Peter’s, massive changes have occurred 

within and around the church.  Once dominated by men, St. Peter’s has become overwhelmingly governed by 

women, some cradle members and others adopted welcomingly.  While we no longer possess the numbers 

found in its heyday, the dedication of those still around have led to the successful survival of the most recent 

obstacles the church has faced.  With the COVID-19 Pandemic shutting down all aspects of society in 2020, St. 

Peter’s Episcopal Church took its ministry online using their Facebook page to conduct worship remotely.  

While this put a halt to all activities including the pancake supper and Agape meal, an increase in online 

attendance has allowed a new avenue of outreach to occur.  One of the largest online church attendances (140 

participants) during the Pandemic occurred when Cayden Austin Paris, the great-great grandson of Kenneth 

Huck, former vestryman, Sunday school teacher, and all-around Mr. Fix-It, became the first person to be 
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Donald Fischer, the senior warden of St. Peter’s Episcopal Church and Mr. St. Peter, according to The 

Rev. Gutierrez, took the matter to heart.  A discussion amongst the vestry and parishioners pertaining to 

declining revenues and the burden of extensive parish properties was occurring at the time of this article with 

the former rectory up for demolition in order to extend the parking lot.  However, Donald Fischer’s simple 

question “Isn’t there something we can do” sparked a reassessment of the church’s values. 

While it was in some ways an amazing question considering the financial straits of the parish and the 

limited resources at their disposal, the rector, the Rev. Jorge Gutierrez, answered it enthusiastically. Asking the 

parishioners to look beyond themselves and establish a shelter for persons like the elderly couple from the 

riverbank was the spark, the identification of an unmet need, and the willingness to try to respond in the city of 

Clifton.  What followed was more than a year-long series of critical steps, planned and executed to establish a 

small shelter in the hopes of taking care individuals throughout the community and at large.  In 1985, St. Peter’s 

Episcopal Church approved the founding of St. Peter’s Haven, and with the help of a matching grant from 

Hoffman-LaRoche, St. Peter’s Haven opened its first shelter for homeless families on October 30, 1986.   

In the 1990s, the Rev. Bonnie Perry challenged City Hall on the statistics of homelessness in Clifton and 

from then right into the new millennium, St. Peter’s Haven expanded to house the city’s official food pantry as 

well as obtaining two other homes for shelters.  One of them Ella’s House was purchased in part due to Ella 

Brooks, a parishioner of St. Peter’s Church, who left a substantial sum to the Haven.  Over its 35 years, St. 

Peter’s Haven’s priorities have included employment and educational programs, emergency needs, advocacy, 

pre-service placement, ongoing counseling, and transportation assistance, in addition to the emergency shelter 

and food it supplies.  More recently, St. Peter’s Haven has once again partnered with the City to provide 

services to the street homeless in Botany Village by subsidizing a caseworker who brings food and basic 

essentials to the homeless as well as counseling and referral services.  With a Community Block Development 

Grant from the City, we will soon have a Shower/Laundry Trailer to provide the homeless the ability to 

maintain their personal appearance and obtain health checks.  While St. Peter’s Episcopal Church and its 
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The Parish Hall Cornerstone 

 

     
The Laying of the Cornerstone – November 19, 1921 

 

  
The completed Parish Hall, c. 1921 
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St. Peter’s Church with New Belfry Tower 

 

 
Interior of Old St. Peter's Church 
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Dedication of St. Peter’s Haven, October 30, 1986 
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On the 35th Anniversary of St. Peter’s Haven, The Rev. Jorge and Carolyn Gutierrez wrote the 

following: 

 

September 14, 2021 

 

Greetings to all! 

 

Carolyn and I are honored to have been asked to share some thoughts with you tonight as you celebrate the 35th 
anniversary of St. Peter’s Haven.  We view ourselves as grandparents, taking pride in each step taken and now awed by 
the wonderful ministry of the Haven, the Food Pantry, the outreach to the street homeless and St. Peter’s Episcopal 
Church.   If only we could be there with you, snapping pictures to take home and plaster on our refrigerator as all good 
grandparents do. 

There are probably few among you who remember that our first attempt to establish a shelter failed.  There had been a 
fire at a battered women’s shelter nearby and I went to the Vestry and suggested we offer them the house next to the 
church.  Outraged, the Vestry practically booted me out.  I left the meeting feeling dejected and more than a little 
miffed.  What we didn’t know was that a seed had been planted. 

As some of you might recall, I’m not an especially passive personality, so I decided to push the church a bit and 
making the argument that the old rectory was falling down, I strong-armed the Vestry to sell it—I was pretty sure that 
when the For Sale sign went up, members of the congregation would come forward to “save” the property.  And I was 
right. 

A year or so later, Don Fischer, Mr. St. Peter’s himself, saw an article in The Record about a couple living on the banks 
of the Passaic River, because no area shelters would take heterosexual couples.  He came to me with the article in hand 
and said, “Can’t we do something about this?”  

They say that God works in mysterious ways, but this was no mystery.  Don Fischer--as the lifelong member of St. 
Peter’s, the organist, choirmaster, warden, Vestry member--was the perfect person to make the sale to the Vestry.  As 
heartily as they had nixed my attempt, they endorsed Don’s.  

Carolyn dug out our daughter’s Apple II C and started writing grants while Don, the Vestry, and I began the work of 
engaging the Congregation, the Diocese, City Government and the neighborhood.  Then there was the physical work of 
renovating the old rectory—a volunteer crew arrived every weekend and many weeknights for months until it was 
finished.  Every nail driven, every stroke of every paint brush, every seam plastered was done with love and dedication 
(and sometimes limited skill). 

I asked Carolyn what stands out most for her in the early days of the shelter and she said, “The utter generosity of 
people.”  There were numerous examples but one in particular came to mind.  Carolyn, who was the director of the 
shelter at the time, put out a call for baby clothes because the shelter family had a new baby.  A very old parishioner 
came into the shelter office the next morning with a time-stained box and she opened it to reveal yellowed tissue paper 
and a very old baby’s hat with matching woolen coat in a style that would place it in the 1940’s.  The woman explained 
that it was the only thing she had saved after her baby’s death from pneumonia 50 years before.  Such a precious gift 
and such a giving heart. 

We can see in the faces of happy volunteers on Facebook---God bless them—and from the response to the devastating 
flood earlier this month, that the spirit of generosity is still alive and well at St. Peter’s and in Clifton. 

We both send our heartiest best wishes and congratulations on this marvelous milestone.  We are just so proud of what 
you are doing and the blessing you are to so many. 

Jorge & Carolyn Gutierrez 
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In the early years of the church, lay readers from the General Theological Seminary served St. Peter’s 

when the rector was unavailable.  This is because the first rectors were often put in charge of multiple churches 

and therefore could not be at each church every Sunday.  Students from the seminary would be housed 

overnight by a member of the Dorcas Guild as the trip from New York City was not as easy as it is today.  With 

the ordination of the Reverend Henry Baldwin Todd, St. Peter’s would streamline to one dedicated rector with 

Todd declared Minister-in-charge on January 15, 1911.  That Easter the church celebrated with its largest 

number of participants (184) up to that point, and the fifteenth anniversary was met with an offering taken for 

the redecoration and repairing of the Church.  Electric side lights were installed, the old chandeliers removed, 

the walls tinted, the brass Altar rail installed, and the Sanctuary and aisles carpeted. 

In December 1918, St. Peter’s became an official parish and the Rev. Martin its rector.  From 1911 and 

into the 1920s, various activities and renovations surrounded St. Peter’s Church.  New land purchases expanded 

the landscape to include a rectory and the Parish Hall replaced the Guild Hall where it still stands in operation to 

this day.  The Rectory was established by purchasing the house next door owned by Mr. Fred Littlewood for the 

sum of $4,250.  Mortgages were issued and it took until 1945 for the Church to clear the debt from the Rectory. 

The steady growth of the church also led to the purchasing of “the four lots adjoining the Church property on 

the Eastern side” through a vote at the 1919 annual meeting of the Parish.  A campaign was conducted in 1920 

to raise the funds and construction begun. 

The Parish Hall increased space, adding not only square footage, but a stage for theater performances as 

well as a basement with the original intent that “sufficient space for bowling alleys, club rooms, Scout room, 

toilets, lavatories with showers, heat and storage” be given.  The Parish Hall completed in time for the 25th 

anniversary, held a celebration with Bishop Lines laying the cornerstone on November 19, 1921.  The Parish 

Hall would go on to hold classes and other activities for the Clifton School District as well as various groups 

within the community, but unfortunately, this came at a price.  In the 1930s with the Great Depression 

oppressing Americans everywhere, St. Peter’s Episcopal Church dealt with a deficit due to a mortgage and the 

continued, yet necessary renovations, which included a new coat of paint for the rectory, a new roof and church 
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ceiling, as well as a new coat of paint for the interior and a scraping and waxing of the pews and floors.  A 

belfry was added onto the church in 1935 when the Clifton Board of Education conceded the unused bell from 

School No. 3 and an inexpensive pipe organ was purchased.  Further rehabilitation fixed the landscaping and 

brought the Children’s Chapel up out of the basement from the Parish Hall.  In 1945, a fire broke out in the 

rectory giving the church a “blessed tragedy.”  Due to adequate insurance, the property was covered, but 

wartime scarcity of materials made rebuilding expensive due to high prices.  However, when it was completed, 

the Rectory was completely modernized giving St. Peter’s Episcopal Church three buildings in first class 

condition and was able to pay off the mortgage just in time for the 50th anniversary held that year. 

By 1956, the property of St. Peter’s Church included two residential properties as well as the grounds 

housing the church, parish hall, and parking lot.  However, the burgeoning congregation could no longer fit 

within the constraints of the original church structure.  In 1963, a vote put to the congregation asked whether the 

church building should undergo extensive repairs or razed for the building of a new church.  Prominent names 

in the church records leading up to 1963 included Chet Bania, Titian Belli, and Kenneth Huck, who always 

seemed to be working on a project in an effort to keep the grounds groomed, a roof intact, and the electricity 

working. Having outgrown the maximum occupancy of the church building, a vote of 50 – 41 saw to the 

secularization and demolition of the church for the current structure on Clifton Avenue.   

Plans for the new building, zoning variances, construction permits, and fundraising occurred between 

1964 and 1965 with demolition to occur in May 1965.  Alas, the lead-up to the demolition of the old church 

brought tragedy.  Architect Carl Kemm Loven died as did the chairman of the building committee, Kenneth 

Huck.  Huck’s death delayed the project, as he was supposed to oversee all engineering aspects of the project.  

Instead, he became the last parishioner to receive funeral rites in the original church building, and his notes as 

well as bids from various companies can still be found in the archives at St. Peter’s.  By June 4, 1965, the 

building was down, and the groundbreaking ceremony took place with Huck’s daughter, Allicia, one of the 

participants. 
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long-time church event it was also opened up to friends and residents of Clifton.  Another Lenten tradition that 

began in the 1980s started out as a celebration of the Jewish Passover and over the years evolved to become the 

Maundy Thursday Agape Meal during Holy Week.   

In the 1990s, a summer camp existed, operating out of the Parish Hall.  It provided Breakfast and Lunch 

for the campers as well as activities including outings to the Clifton Community Pool and nearby Brookdale 

Park.  A resurgence of the Youth Group led to various activities including dances in the Parish Hall, a trip to the 

Gingerbread Castle in Hamburg, NJ for Halloween and sleepovers in the church.  For a while, the church 

continued the traditions of theater productions, dinners, and even movie nights that were all the rage in the 

1970s and 80s. 

In 1996, the Church celebrated the 100th anniversary of its founding with much fanfare. The Rev. Jorge 

Gutierrez returned, and Bishop John Spong made a special visit.  The anniversary committee, which included 

the previous church historian, Philip Read, put together a book that allowed many parishioners to see photos 

and memories of each other that had never been previously seen. Parishioners past and present attended a 

special church service, and a dinner/dance was held on a riverboat on the Hudson, a divergence from previous 

anniversaries that had been held in the Church Hall. 

The Formation and Growth of St. Peter’s Haven 
The 1980s saw the founding of St. Peter’s Haven, a transitional homeless shelter for families.  In 1981, 

the rector at that time, The Rev. Jorge Gutierrez, stated to The Herald News reporter Mary Flanagan, 

“Somewhere I’m sure there’s a group whose needs are not being met…Maybe the church can begin to meet 

those needs.”  In the 1980s, the local newspaper carried a story about a homeless elderly couple living on the 

banks of the Passaic River, preferring to brave the elements to keep from being separated from one another as 

shelters at that time were typically gender specific.   
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people,” and as an outreach to the city, two books about the Episcopal Church were presented to the Clifton 

Public Library.  As for the city of Clifton, it was no longer the quaint villages with farmland for miles around, 

but an industrial area – “home of Hoffman-LaRoche, International Telephone and Telegraph, and several other 

plants turning out chemicals, machinery, batteries, and communications equipment.”  In 1958, a revealing 

passage in the Rector’s parish history by Rev. Louis S. Luisa, intimated that the parish was already ministering 

to the needs of the people both in and out of the parish, that those who sought help or advice could find it there 

in complete confidence. 

There was also a serious side to St. Peter’s Episcopal Church’s ties to the city of Clifton.  On October 

31, 1976, a biblical garden was created and dedicated to Frank David Moorman, the son of city councilman 

Vernon Moorman. Frank Moorman, a parishioner of the church and former student of the Clifton School 

district, served in Vietnam.  Posthumously awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor after the military 

determined he was killed in action, his name can be found on the Vietnam War Memorial in Washington, D.C.  

However, in Clifton, a plaque in the biblical garden at St. Peter’s reads “Biblical Garden, in Honor of Frank 

David Moorman.” 

As the city changed, so did the activities at St. Peter’s Episcopal Church.  “Battle of the Bands,” theater 

productions, roller-skating parties, dances, and other youth-centered events brought in members of the 

community regardless of religious background.  Local newspapers as well as memories of current parishioners 

and residents of Clifton, note that the 1970s and early 80s were the pinnacle of theater production from parodies 

of famous movies such as “Star Wars” and “Rocky” to a play built around the nation’s bicentennial celebration, 

to original scripts written by parishioners.  Craft fairs highlighting local artists as well as annual themes such as 

1982’s Muppet Fair featuring Miss Piggy and Kermit the Frog continued well into the 90s.  In the 1980s, the 

residents of Clifton were first welcomed to celebrate the bond between them and their pets, with the Blessing of 

the Animals celebrated on the first Sunday in October.  Over the years, the pets have included a variety of 

creatures from cats and dogs to iguanas and ferrets, and even photos and stuffed animals representing pets too 

sick to travel to the Blessing of the Animals.  While the Pancake Supper to mark the start of Lent had been a 
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Groundbreaking Ceremony, June 12, 1965 
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Construction of New Church, c. 1965 

 

   
Dedication of New Church, June 4, 1966  
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a new building on Washington Avenue.  The space eventually received renovations, but while it lay unrepaired, 

the bell was silent.  The Rev. Grambs therefore made a few “begging visits” to the board of education between 

1933 and 1935 when the vote passed.  To utilize the 450-pound bell, St. Peter’s built a belfry to harmonize with 

the Church and the bell was installed.  When it came time for the Parish to build a new church, the bell was 

preserved and hung in the new belfry, where it stands today.  As a testament to its relationship with the city, The 

Clifton Journal noted in 1939 that St. Peter’s Church continued to “fill its share of the needs of Clifton by 

providing religious education and church centered recreation for all age groups, besides its main function as a 

place of worship and sacramental ministration.” 

 The United States’ entry into World War II caused a shift in some of the day-to-day concerns within the 

city and St. Peter’s.  A clergy shortage due to the war left the Church without a priest on two separate occasions 

for a period of six months.  Vestry minutes from February 7, 1942, note the approval given to the Clifton 

Defense Council’s request for the use of the Parish Hall as a shelter in case of an emergency.  Dr. Joseph Jehl 

resigned his spot on the vestry and enlisted in the U.S. Army, along with other parishioners and residents of 

Clifton.  Minutes from September 29, 1942, note that the price of oil increased from 6 cents per gallon to 8.7 

cents in just over a year and by January 1943, concerns of oil rationing played a part in decisions of space 

usage.  Approval of space agreements and prices came conditional with the term “as war conditions permit” in 

case of further rationing and price hikes.  Plans to lower the usage of oil in the winter became a hot topic at 

meetings due to the amount obtainable via ration coupons.  Unfortunately, any other files that may have 

contained a less business-centric outlook on this period have yet to surface.  However, the newspapers of the 

day show that St. Peter’s Church helped in the war effort in Clifton, as it had with World War I.  A year after 

the conclusion of World War II, St. Peter’s Church celebrated its 50th anniversary and loosened the wartime 

restrictions, allowing parishioners and residents of Clifton to congregate freely on its grounds once again.   

The Golden Years: Clifton and St. Peter’s Episcopal Church (1950 – 1990’s) 
The 1950s brought public events such as annual fairs, minstrel shows, and film showings to the parish 

hall.  A ping-pong table and a turntable for 45 rpm records was purchased in the late 50s for the “young 
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Items from the original church including the baptismal font and stained-glass windows were carefully 

stored and installed into the new church building bridging St. Peter’s past with its future.  Throughout the 

construction, the church held services in the Parish Hall.  A year later, on June 4, 1966, the new church opened 

with space for 256 people and has been in use ever since. 

The Ties That Bind: Clifton and St. Peter’s Episcopal Church (1900 – 1950) 
 As a mission, St. Peter’s Episcopal Church first made ties with the village of Clifton.  The 1911 history 

notes the service of Mr. and Mrs. Eugene Vreeland, Mr. and Mrs. William Woodruff, Mrs. Emil Ackerman, 

Mrs. Cornelius Demarest, Mrs. Fred Herington, Mrs. Samuel MacBride, and Mr. and Mrs. William Negus 

through a variety of committees. Prior to the building of St. Peter’s Church, a Girl’s Friendly Society flourished 

with an average attendance of 45 participants.  By 1911 a branch of the Woman’s Auxiliary was formed, and 

the Dorcas Guild was abolished and replaced with the Parish Aid Society.  Women were given the right to vote 

at Parish meetings in August 1913, 7 years before they could vote in Federal elections, but it would take until 

1971 that they could be elected to the Vestry.   

In the 50th anniversary edition of the church history it is noted that when the United States entered into 

World War I, St. Peter’s Mission sent 34 volunteers, The Rev. John Goodridge Martin, and one unnamed 

female along with other volunteers from the area.  Those unable to serve participated in the home efforts within 

Clifton, which included the Home Guards, the Red Cross, Liberty Loan drives, and camp service.   

Publicized in an article, highlighting the 25th anniversary, The Rev. Martin joined the Y.M.C.A. in 

France and served in the Champagne sector with the French Army, taking charge of a Foyer du Soldat (Soldiers 

Home) just behind the trenches.  Little is known about the other 35 volunteers, except that in 1919, an enlisted 

soldier, Lloyd Bogart, made a dramatic entrance when he walked into the office of his father, who had accepted 

the government’s report that he had made the supreme sacrifice. 

While World War I raged on in Europe, changes continued to occur within and around St. Peter’s 

Mission.  On April 26, 1917, the village of Clifton and its surrounding neighbors – Albion Place, Allwood, 

Athenia, Botany Village, the village of Clifton, Lakeview, Lakeview Heights, Montclair Heights, and Richfield 
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Village – were incorporated into the city of Clifton.  St. Peter’s parishioner Clarence W. Finkle, Sr., chairman of 

the township committee, served as the interim mayor until Jan 1, 1918, when George F. Schmidt became the 

first elected mayor of Clifton.  In the latter half of the 20th century, another parishioner, Vernon Moorman, 

would also serve the city as a member of the city council beginning in 1962.   

In the early half of the 1920s, the Parish Hall was home to multiple uses.  The American Legion and 

Clifton High School used the auditorium to play basketball.  The School District also used the Parish Hall for 

“physical culture classes” and plays for the High School and School No. 10.  Clifton High School at that time 

was at the corner of Clifton Avenue and First Street, where the municipal lot is now located diagonally adjacent 

to St. Peter’s Church, and, at one point, served all grades making space limited.  In the Vestry minutes, clerk 

J.W. Harvey noted an agreement with the Board of Education for the use of the Parish Hall, as well as repairs 

when damage occurred to a piano.  The partnership between the Clifton Board of Education and St. Peter’s 

continued into the 1930s, but slowly faded after the opening of Christopher Columbus Middle School, which 

was then the “new” Clifton High School. 

The 1930s brought with it the Boy Scouts, the Girl Scouts as well as the creation of the Young People’s 

Fellowship, a group set-up for teenagers and young adults that welcomed both parishioners and non, alike.  To 

cover the costs of the mortgage during the height of the Depression, the Parish Hall was rented to five Masonic 

organizations.  Local newspapers also highlighted ecumenical services between the various Protestant 

denominations located in Clifton taking place during the season of Lent for the latter half of the 1930s, allowing 

the various Protestant religions to congregate and discuss a topic within Christianity.     

The year 1935 is of specific note for two reasons.  Dr. Joseph Reiher Jehl founded the Junior 

Brotherhood of St. Andrew and St. Peter’s Church acquired School 3’s unused “Meneely bell of good tonal 

quality.”  While Jehl would also become the youngest warden of St. Peter’s in 1938, his name is of particular 

significance because of his contributions to the founding of the Clifton High School Mustang Band.  

As for School 3 and its bell, the school originally stood at the corner of Clifton Avenue and First Street, 

where Pioneer Academy of Science Preschool currently resides.  Condemned as a firetrap, the school moved to 
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Construction of New Church, c. 1965 

Dedication of New Church, June 4, 1966 
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a new building on Washington Avenue.  The space eventually received renovations, but while it lay unrepaired, 

the bell was silent.  The Rev. Grambs therefore made a few “begging visits” to the board of education between 

1933 and 1935 when the vote passed.  To utilize the 450-pound bell, St. Peter’s built a belfry to harmonize with 

the Church and the bell was installed.  When it came time for the Parish to build a new church, the bell was 

preserved and hung in the new belfry, where it stands today.  As a testament to its relationship with the city, The 

Clifton Journal noted in 1939 that St. Peter’s Church continued to “fill its share of the needs of Clifton by 

providing religious education and church centered recreation for all age groups, besides its main function as a 

place of worship and sacramental ministration.” 

The United States’ entry into World War II caused a shift in some of the day-to-day concerns within the 

city and St. Peter’s.  A clergy shortage due to the war left the Church without a priest on two separate occasions 

for a period of six months.  Vestry minutes from February 7, 1942, note the approval given to the Clifton 

Defense Council’s request for the use of the Parish Hall as a shelter in case of an emergency.  Dr. Joseph Jehl 

resigned his spot on the vestry and enlisted in the U.S. Army, along with other parishioners and residents of 

Clifton.  Minutes from September 29, 1942, note that the price of oil increased from 6 cents per gallon to 8.7 

cents in just over a year and by January 1943, concerns of oil rationing played a part in decisions of space 

usage.  Approval of space agreements and prices came conditional with the term “as war conditions permit” in 

case of further rationing and price hikes.  Plans to lower the usage of oil in the winter became a hot topic at 

meetings due to the amount obtainable via ration coupons.  Unfortunately, any other files that may have 

contained a less business-centric outlook on this period have yet to surface.  However, the newspapers of the 

day show that St. Peter’s Church helped in the war effort in Clifton, as it had with World War I.  A year after 

the conclusion of World War II, St. Peter’s Church celebrated its 50th anniversary and loosened the wartime 

restrictions, allowing parishioners and residents of Clifton to congregate freely on its grounds once again.   

The Golden Years: Clifton and St. Peter’s Episcopal Church (1950 – 1990’s) 
The 1950s brought public events such as annual fairs, minstrel shows, and film showings to the parish 

hall.  A ping-pong table and a turntable for 45 rpm records was purchased in the late 50s for the “young 
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people,” and as an outreach to the city, two books about the Episcopal Church were presented to the Clifton 

Public Library.  As for the city of Clifton, it was no longer the quaint villages with farmland for miles around, 

but an industrial area – “home of Hoffman-LaRoche, International Telephone and Telegraph, and several other 

plants turning out chemicals, machinery, batteries, and communications equipment.”  In 1958, a revealing 

passage in the Rector’s parish history by Rev. Louis S. Luisa, intimated that the parish was already ministering 

to the needs of the people both in and out of the parish, that those who sought help or advice could find it there 

in complete confidence. 

There was also a serious side to St. Peter’s Episcopal Church’s ties to the city of Clifton.  On October 

31, 1976, a biblical garden was created and dedicated to Frank David Moorman, the son of city councilman 

Vernon Moorman. Frank Moorman, a parishioner of the church and former student of the Clifton School 

district, served in Vietnam.  Posthumously awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor after the military 

determined he was killed in action, his name can be found on the Vietnam War Memorial in Washington, D.C.  

However, in Clifton, a plaque in the biblical garden at St. Peter’s reads “Biblical Garden, in Honor of Frank 

David Moorman.” 

As the city changed, so did the activities at St. Peter’s Episcopal Church.  “Battle of the Bands,” theater 

productions, roller-skating parties, dances, and other youth-centered events brought in members of the 

community regardless of religious background.  Local newspapers as well as memories of current parishioners 

and residents of Clifton, note that the 1970s and early 80s were the pinnacle of theater production from parodies 

of famous movies such as “Star Wars” and “Rocky” to a play built around the nation’s bicentennial celebration, 

to original scripts written by parishioners.  Craft fairs highlighting local artists as well as annual themes such as 

1982’s Muppet Fair featuring Miss Piggy and Kermit the Frog continued well into the 90s.  In the 1980s, the 

residents of Clifton were first welcomed to celebrate the bond between them and their pets, with the Blessing of 

the Animals celebrated on the first Sunday in October.  Over the years, the pets have included a variety of 

creatures from cats and dogs to iguanas and ferrets, and even photos and stuffed animals representing pets too 

sick to travel to the Blessing of the Animals.  While the Pancake Supper to mark the start of Lent had been a 

18

 
 

 
Groundbreaking Ceremony, June 12, 1965 
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ceiling, as well as a new coat of paint for the interior and a scraping and waxing of the pews and floors.  A 

belfry was added onto the church in 1935 when the Clifton Board of Education conceded the unused bell from 

School No. 3 and an inexpensive pipe organ was purchased.  Further rehabilitation fixed the landscaping and 

brought the Children’s Chapel up out of the basement from the Parish Hall.  In 1945, a fire broke out in the 

rectory giving the church a “blessed tragedy.”  Due to adequate insurance, the property was covered, but 

wartime scarcity of materials made rebuilding expensive due to high prices.  However, when it was completed, 

the Rectory was completely modernized giving St. Peter’s Episcopal Church three buildings in first class 

condition and was able to pay off the mortgage just in time for the 50th anniversary held that year. 

By 1956, the property of St. Peter’s Church included two residential properties as well as the grounds 

housing the church, parish hall, and parking lot.  However, the burgeoning congregation could no longer fit 

within the constraints of the original church structure.  In 1963, a vote put to the congregation asked whether the 

church building should undergo extensive repairs or razed for the building of a new church.  Prominent names 

in the church records leading up to 1963 included Chet Bania, Titian Belli, and Kenneth Huck, who always 

seemed to be working on a project in an effort to keep the grounds groomed, a roof intact, and the electricity 

working. Having outgrown the maximum occupancy of the church building, a vote of 50 – 41 saw to the 

secularization and demolition of the church for the current structure on Clifton Avenue.   

Plans for the new building, zoning variances, construction permits, and fundraising occurred between 

1964 and 1965 with demolition to occur in May 1965.  Alas, the lead-up to the demolition of the old church 

brought tragedy.  Architect Carl Kemm Loven died as did the chairman of the building committee, Kenneth 

Huck.  Huck’s death delayed the project, as he was supposed to oversee all engineering aspects of the project.  

Instead, he became the last parishioner to receive funeral rites in the original church building, and his notes as 

well as bids from various companies can still be found in the archives at St. Peter’s.  By June 4, 1965, the 

building was down, and the groundbreaking ceremony took place with Huck’s daughter, Allicia, one of the 

participants. 
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long-time church event it was also opened up to friends and residents of Clifton.  Another Lenten tradition that 

began in the 1980s started out as a celebration of the Jewish Passover and over the years evolved to become the 

Maundy Thursday Agape Meal during Holy Week.   

In the 1990s, a summer camp existed, operating out of the Parish Hall.  It provided Breakfast and Lunch 

for the campers as well as activities including outings to the Clifton Community Pool and nearby Brookdale 

Park.  A resurgence of the Youth Group led to various activities including dances in the Parish Hall, a trip to the 

Gingerbread Castle in Hamburg, NJ for Halloween and sleepovers in the church.  For a while, the church 

continued the traditions of theater productions, dinners, and even movie nights that were all the rage in the 

1970s and 80s. 

In 1996, the Church celebrated the 100th anniversary of its founding with much fanfare. The Rev. Jorge 

Gutierrez returned, and Bishop John Spong made a special visit.  The anniversary committee, which included 

the previous church historian, Philip Read, put together a book that allowed many parishioners to see photos 

and memories of each other that had never been previously seen. Parishioners past and present attended a 

special church service, and a dinner/dance was held on a riverboat on the Hudson, a divergence from previous 

anniversaries that had been held in the Church Hall. 

The Formation and Growth of St. Peter’s Haven 
The 1980s saw the founding of St. Peter’s Haven, a transitional homeless shelter for families.  In 1981, 

the rector at that time, The Rev. Jorge Gutierrez, stated to The Herald News reporter Mary Flanagan, 

“Somewhere I’m sure there’s a group whose needs are not being met…Maybe the church can begin to meet 

those needs.”  In the 1980s, the local newspaper carried a story about a homeless elderly couple living on the 

banks of the Passaic River, preferring to brave the elements to keep from being separated from one another as 

shelters at that time were typically gender specific.   
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On the 35th Anniversary of St. Peter’s Haven, The Rev. Jorge and Carolyn Gutierrez wrote the 

following: 

 

September 14, 2021 

 

Greetings to all! 

 

Carolyn and I are honored to have been asked to share some thoughts with you tonight as you celebrate the 35th 
anniversary of St. Peter’s Haven.  We view ourselves as grandparents, taking pride in each step taken and now awed by 
the wonderful ministry of the Haven, the Food Pantry, the outreach to the street homeless and St. Peter’s Episcopal 
Church.   If only we could be there with you, snapping pictures to take home and plaster on our refrigerator as all good 
grandparents do. 

There are probably few among you who remember that our first attempt to establish a shelter failed.  There had been a 
fire at a battered women’s shelter nearby and I went to the Vestry and suggested we offer them the house next to the 
church.  Outraged, the Vestry practically booted me out.  I left the meeting feeling dejected and more than a little 
miffed.  What we didn’t know was that a seed had been planted. 

As some of you might recall, I’m not an especially passive personality, so I decided to push the church a bit and 
making the argument that the old rectory was falling down, I strong-armed the Vestry to sell it—I was pretty sure that 
when the For Sale sign went up, members of the congregation would come forward to “save” the property.  And I was 
right. 

A year or so later, Don Fischer, Mr. St. Peter’s himself, saw an article in The Record about a couple living on the banks 
of the Passaic River, because no area shelters would take heterosexual couples.  He came to me with the article in hand 
and said, “Can’t we do something about this?”  

They say that God works in mysterious ways, but this was no mystery.  Don Fischer--as the lifelong member of St. 
Peter’s, the organist, choirmaster, warden, Vestry member--was the perfect person to make the sale to the Vestry.  As 
heartily as they had nixed my attempt, they endorsed Don’s.  

Carolyn dug out our daughter’s Apple II C and started writing grants while Don, the Vestry, and I began the work of 
engaging the Congregation, the Diocese, City Government and the neighborhood.  Then there was the physical work of 
renovating the old rectory—a volunteer crew arrived every weekend and many weeknights for months until it was 
finished.  Every nail driven, every stroke of every paint brush, every seam plastered was done with love and dedication 
(and sometimes limited skill). 

I asked Carolyn what stands out most for her in the early days of the shelter and she said, “The utter generosity of 
people.”  There were numerous examples but one in particular came to mind.  Carolyn, who was the director of the 
shelter at the time, put out a call for baby clothes because the shelter family had a new baby.  A very old parishioner 
came into the shelter office the next morning with a time-stained box and she opened it to reveal yellowed tissue paper 
and a very old baby’s hat with matching woolen coat in a style that would place it in the 1940’s.  The woman explained 
that it was the only thing she had saved after her baby’s death from pneumonia 50 years before.  Such a precious gift 
and such a giving heart. 

We can see in the faces of happy volunteers on Facebook---God bless them—and from the response to the devastating 
flood earlier this month, that the spirit of generosity is still alive and well at St. Peter’s and in Clifton. 

We both send our heartiest best wishes and congratulations on this marvelous milestone.  We are just so proud of what 
you are doing and the blessing you are to so many. 

Jorge & Carolyn Gutierrez 
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In the early years of the church, lay readers from the General Theological Seminary served St. Peter’s 

when the rector was unavailable.  This is because the first rectors were often put in charge of multiple churches 

and therefore could not be at each church every Sunday.  Students from the seminary would be housed 

overnight by a member of the Dorcas Guild as the trip from New York City was not as easy as it is today.  With 

the ordination of the Reverend Henry Baldwin Todd, St. Peter’s would streamline to one dedicated rector with 

Todd declared Minister-in-charge on January 15, 1911.  That Easter the church celebrated with its largest 

number of participants (184) up to that point, and the fifteenth anniversary was met with an offering taken for 

the redecoration and repairing of the Church.  Electric side lights were installed, the old chandeliers removed, 

the walls tinted, the brass Altar rail installed, and the Sanctuary and aisles carpeted. 

In December 1918, St. Peter’s became an official parish and the Rev. Martin its rector.  From 1911 and 

into the 1920s, various activities and renovations surrounded St. Peter’s Church.  New land purchases expanded 

the landscape to include a rectory and the Parish Hall replaced the Guild Hall where it still stands in operation to 

this day.  The Rectory was established by purchasing the house next door owned by Mr. Fred Littlewood for the 

sum of $4,250.  Mortgages were issued and it took until 1945 for the Church to clear the debt from the Rectory. 

The steady growth of the church also led to the purchasing of “the four lots adjoining the Church property on 

the Eastern side” through a vote at the 1919 annual meeting of the Parish.  A campaign was conducted in 1920 

to raise the funds and construction begun. 

The Parish Hall increased space, adding not only square footage, but a stage for theater performances as 

well as a basement with the original intent that “sufficient space for bowling alleys, club rooms, Scout room, 

toilets, lavatories with showers, heat and storage” be given.  The Parish Hall completed in time for the 25th 

anniversary, held a celebration with Bishop Lines laying the cornerstone on November 19, 1921.  The Parish 

Hall would go on to hold classes and other activities for the Clifton School District as well as various groups 

within the community, but unfortunately, this came at a price.  In the 1930s with the Great Depression 

oppressing Americans everywhere, St. Peter’s Episcopal Church dealt with a deficit due to a mortgage and the 

continued, yet necessary renovations, which included a new coat of paint for the rectory, a new roof and church 
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St. Peter’s Church with New Belfry Tower 

 

 
Interior of Old St. Peter's Church 
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Dedication of St. Peter’s Haven, October 30, 1986 
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Donald Fischer, the senior warden of St. Peter’s Episcopal Church and Mr. St. Peter, according to The 

Rev. Gutierrez, took the matter to heart.  A discussion amongst the vestry and parishioners pertaining to 

declining revenues and the burden of extensive parish properties was occurring at the time of this article with 

the former rectory up for demolition in order to extend the parking lot.  However, Donald Fischer’s simple 

question “Isn’t there something we can do” sparked a reassessment of the church’s values. 

While it was in some ways an amazing question considering the financial straits of the parish and the 

limited resources at their disposal, the rector, the Rev. Jorge Gutierrez, answered it enthusiastically. Asking the 

parishioners to look beyond themselves and establish a shelter for persons like the elderly couple from the 

riverbank was the spark, the identification of an unmet need, and the willingness to try to respond in the city of 

Clifton.  What followed was more than a year-long series of critical steps, planned and executed to establish a 

small shelter in the hopes of taking care individuals throughout the community and at large.  In 1985, St. Peter’s 

Episcopal Church approved the founding of St. Peter’s Haven, and with the help of a matching grant from 

Hoffman-LaRoche, St. Peter’s Haven opened its first shelter for homeless families on October 30, 1986.   

In the 1990s, the Rev. Bonnie Perry challenged City Hall on the statistics of homelessness in Clifton and 

from then right into the new millennium, St. Peter’s Haven expanded to house the city’s official food pantry as 

well as obtaining two other homes for shelters.  One of them Ella’s House was purchased in part due to Ella 

Brooks, a parishioner of St. Peter’s Church, who left a substantial sum to the Haven.  Over its 35 years, St. 

Peter’s Haven’s priorities have included employment and educational programs, emergency needs, advocacy, 

pre-service placement, ongoing counseling, and transportation assistance, in addition to the emergency shelter 

and food it supplies.  More recently, St. Peter’s Haven has once again partnered with the City to provide 

services to the street homeless in Botany Village by subsidizing a caseworker who brings food and basic 

essentials to the homeless as well as counseling and referral services.  With a Community Block Development 

Grant from the City, we will soon have a Shower/Laundry Trailer to provide the homeless the ability to 

maintain their personal appearance and obtain health checks.  While St. Peter’s Episcopal Church and its 
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The Parish Hall Cornerstone 

 

     
The Laying of the Cornerstone – November 19, 1921 

 

  
The completed Parish Hall, c. 1921 
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In the early days, services for St. Peter’s Mission were officiated by multiple persons including the 

Reverends Henry M. Ladd, E. J. Balsley, D.S. Hamilton, R. F. Mansfield, Charles Douglass, and the Reverend 

Doctors J. I. Mombert and Benjamin F. DeCosta with DeCosta officiating the first celebration of Holy 

Communion on September 24, 1899.  Mr. George T. Anderson served as the first Lay Reader of the mission 

while Mr. Kessler Meloney served as the first crucifer.  On November 5, 1899, the church was formally 

dedicated by Bishop Starkey in the presence of a large company of people, and the first class of confirmands 

was presented in the church, consisting of Mrs. A.M. Cruttendon and Joseph Howell.   

The building seated nearly 200 people and including the architect’s fee, lots, and fittings cost $2,857.95 

(roughly $95,238.26 today) to erect.  Presented to the mission with many of the items existing today was a 

Pulpit and Lecture from the Church of St. John the Evangelist, New York through the Reverend Dr. Benjamin 

F. DeCosta; the Altar and Chandeliers from Trinity Church, Paterson; the Font from St. John’s, Passaic; and the 

Bishop’s Chair from St. Paul’s, Paterson.  Other gifts included the Altar Cross, Processional Cross, and Altar 

Vases gifted by Mrs. S. T. Zabriskie; the Chalice and Paten given by the Wright Family in memory of William 

James Wright, and the Ciborium given by Mr. and Mrs. D. Spencer Smith in memory of their father. The 

Dorcas Guild would also raise funds for the first organ and serve as members of the Altar Guild and Choir 

Guild.   

The Changing Landscape of St. Peter’s Episcopal Church 
In 1902, the first sexton was hired for 35 cents a week to care for the furnace. A remark in the 50th 

anniversary found the wage of the first sexton amusing due to the “high scale of wages” available in 1946.  A 

year later, it was noted that the Mission reported 35 communicants and 24 Church School pupils.  By 1905, a 

social life existed amongst the congregation, but was open to the public as well.  To accommodate social 

activities, St. Peter’s Mission built the Guild Hall onto the church, completing it by May 16, 1906, and an 

“effort was made to contribute to the moral and social benefit of the town at large.” Amenities found in the new 

facilities included the luxury of steam heat.   
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parishioners continue to be major contributors, the various organizations, businesses, and people of the City of 

Clifton have become indispensable in keeping St. Peter’s Haven open and helping those in need. 

Time Marches On: St. Peter’s in the New Millennium 
The early 2000s was a mix a of success and tragedy.  The Sunday School had a resurgence with a new 

crop of students.  The new rector, the Rev. Hank Dwyer brought changes to the service which included non-

alcoholic communion allowing everyone to participate regardless of age or medical needs.   A down-to-earth 

approach he appealed to parishioners and non-alike due to his approachable mannerisms, that even teenagers 

found easy to get along with.  A music lover, the Blues Cruise was established and continued successfully for a 

time.  Alas, The Rev. Hank Dwyer died suddenly during Holy Week shocking everyone in the community. 

Under new leadership, St. Peter’s was able to pick up the pieces, but changes would inevitably occur.  

New relationships with the Muslim community in and around Clifton were established and an effort to combat 

ethnic and religious bias brought forth different groups and lectures including the Holocaust Remembrance 

Lecture series.  The ecumenical Lenten services once held in the 1930s between the different Protestant 

churches had a short revival, in the 2010s, but the closure of various churches in the city and changing of 

ministers led to it being laid to rest once again. 

In the leadup to the 125th anniversary of the foundation of St. Peter’s, massive changes have occurred 

within and around the church.  Once dominated by men, St. Peter’s has become overwhelmingly governed by 

women, some cradle members and others adopted welcomingly.  While we no longer possess the numbers 

found in its heyday, the dedication of those still around have led to the successful survival of the most recent 

obstacles the church has faced.  With the COVID-19 Pandemic shutting down all aspects of society in 2020, St. 

Peter’s Episcopal Church took its ministry online using their Facebook page to conduct worship remotely.  

While this put a halt to all activities including the pancake supper and Agape meal, an increase in online 

attendance has allowed a new avenue of outreach to occur.  One of the largest online church attendances (140 

participants) during the Pandemic occurred when Cayden Austin Paris, the great-great grandson of Kenneth 

Huck, former vestryman, Sunday school teacher, and all-around Mr. Fix-It, became the first person to be 
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“They are trying to start another church in Clifton, of the Episcopal persuasion,” wrote the anonymous 

author of “Little Strugglers” in an article found in a newspaper dated 1896. Clifton, once referred to as Erie’s 

Gilt-edged Village” was a little village within Acquackanonk Township, with a population smaller than the 

current high school’s student body.  The author believed housing more than one church regardless of 

denomination was a fool’s errand.  Little did the author realize that St. Peter’s Episcopal Church, would become 

a community staple.  Officially founded on November 18, 1896, St. Peter’s celebrate its 125th anniversary in 

2021. 

Little Strugglers - Founding of the Church (1896) 
Founded under the name St. Paul’s, the tale left to history states that a Scotch woman named Mrs. 

McDaniel desired church training for her children and on August 16, 1896, Sunday school classes began. They 

took place in McDaniel’s Hall situated over the old Clifton Post Office and general store opposite the Erie 

Railroad station on what is now Getty Avenue.  A report to the Diocese of Newark in 1918 stipulates that on 

November 18, 1896, services limited to morning and evening prayer, sermons, and Sunday school proceeded, 

with the “Little Strugglers” averaging 25 in attendance.  The advisory board included George T. Anderson, 

Charles Williamson, Alvin Webb, E.G. Wells, Warren Hait, and Russell S. Trevitt.  Along with the McDaniels 

and Mrs. Amelia Williamson, these “Little Strugglers” made up the heart of the mission.  Bishop Thomas A. 

Starkey asked the Rev. William P. Evans, Rector of St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in Paterson, to become Priest-

in-Charge and declared it a mission under the name of St. Peter’s to avoid confusion with St. Paul’s in Paterson.   

In January 1897, a group of women interested in the new church formed the Dorcas Guild and became 

St. Peter’s Mission’s chief support largely through fundraising and outreach initiatives.  The guild’s members 

included many of Clifton’s most prominent pioneer families, such as the Vreelands, and it was through the 

Dorcas Guild that the land between 2nd and 1st streets on Clifton Avenue was found and purchased.  By April 

23, 1899, the Rev. William A. Long, now Rector-in-Charge, broke ground where the current church stands, and 

services in the new church began on September 17th of that year conducted by the Reverend William. P. Evans. 

5



Top: Village of Clifton Map, c. 1899 
Bottom Left: Rendering of McDaniel’s Hall 

Bottom Right: Original Church with Guild Hall 

4

baptized during a livestreamed service.  While online trends reflect the trends of in-person attendance (higher 

numbers outside of warm weather and football), it has allowed parishioners who have since moved away or 

those that do not have the luxury of having Sundays off to partake in services.  

Another positive factor to come from the pandemic is the creation of St. Peter’s Cares.  The fund was 

established to assist those in critical need due to various types of loss, whether it be physical (house fire, flood 

etc.) or financial health (loss of family member, medical needs, etc.)  The creation of the fund was to increase 

the Church’s outreach to the community outside of St. Peter’s Haven.  It has been extremely beneficial for those 

who suffered most recently due to Hurricane Ida, a storm that also created much destruction to the Church 

property. 

On September 1, 2021, the sub-basement to the Church and basement of the Parish Hall was inundated 

with water destroying everything in its path.  The sub-basement received 6 feet of water and the basement 

which housed the Parish and Haven offices as well as the historical archives received close to 5 feet of water.  

While much of the items in the basement was destroyed, the Food Pantry run by St. Peter’s Haven was able to 

continue to serve its clients while others pitched in to help go through the numerous rooms and closets in an 

attempt to save as much as possible.  While many priceless items were ruined (photographs, music, and 

important church documents) the survival of the majority of the church grounds and the entire food pantry was 

seen as a blessing amongst a harrowing year and half. 

Between COVID and Ida, the 125th anniversary will be a small affair, but perseverance and drive is why 

it will occur.  While the title of that 1896 article “Little Strugglers” was meant to be dismissive, it has become a 

symbol of the lasting impact a few determined people can have on an entire community.  It has become a 

banner under which St. Peter’s Episcopal Church can carry on.  
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Altar Guild Members 
Mary Allen 

Diane Gagliostro 
Vinnette Greenwood 

Mayda Medina 
Carolyn Schwarz 

Church Staff 
Dr. Nicholas Hopkins, Organist and Choir Director 

Domenika Iwaniki, Sexton 
Marcin Iwaniki, Sexton 
Alex Makino, Treasurer 
Angie Rispoli, Secretary 

Social Media Team 
Jilian Fueshko 
Tara Fueshko 
Elsa Moroney 

Worship Team 
Mary Allen 

Vince Dymek 
Pamela Fueshko 
Diane Gagliostro 

Vinnette Greenwood 
Joan Helwig 
Susan King 

Maggie Moroney 
Mayda Medina 

Betty Jo Wilkinson 
Janet Wells 

Vestry 
Pamela Fueshko, Warden 

Dr. Brittany deRonde 
Tara Fueshko 

Vinnette Greenwood 
Victoria Hollis 
Gladys Hughes 

Janet Wells 
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Left: Original Article printed in 1896 about the 
formation of St. Peter’s Church. 

Above: Notice of Services (1897) 
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Amanda Rice 
Angie Rispoli 
Lillian Vega 
Bill Wells 

Janet Wells 
Lorraine Woerhle 

Julia Young 

For their hard work in preserving the Church’s Archives 
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Anniversary Greetings

In 1896, shortly after a group of twenty-five or so 

Episcopalians began meeting in the room over the old 

Clifton Post Office, an editorial was published in a local 

paper that denounced us on the grounds that Clifton did not 

need another church. The author called us, “Little 

Strugglers” and said “They are trying to start another 

church in Clifton, of the Episcopal persuasion. It is a very 

weakly institution and will be a pitiful pull for a long 

while.” I would say that we can take that denunciation and 

wear it as a badge of honor. For 125 years we little strugglers have built two churches, a hall, 

purchased three homes (two of which are used for the homeless), performed the sacraments on 

countless people, and currently help to feed over 1,600 souls each month. Yes, we remain a little 

church, but we continue these struggles because the call of God and the call of human need 

remain strong in our hearts. This new history of our parish is dedicated to all the little strugglers 

of St. Peter’s, Clifton, who have supported this ministry for more than a century. Let the struggle 

continue!

The Rev. Canon Dr. Kevin Moroney
Priest in Residence
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