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By Gordon Hardy and Janet Lane

If you’ve passed along Massachusetts Avenue 
in East Lexington any time in the past year, you 
might have noticed a lot of activity in and around 
Follen Community Church. That’s because Follen 
– a Unitarian Universalist congregation founded 
in the 1830s – is undertaking its most dramatic 
renovation in more than 60 years. 

Follen’s congregation loves its historic building, 
but in recent years it has presented challenges. 
Founded by reformers and abolitionists Charles 
and Eliza Cabot Follen, the church’s sanctuary is 
the oldest house of worship in town (built 1840). 
Charles himself designed its distinctive octagonal 
shape, to reflect the then-radical notion that 
clergy and parishioners should be more gathered 
and less separate from each other. About a 
decade ago, the community restored and 
modernized the octagon, keeping its original 
shape, its soaring windows, historic organ and 
shingled spire. But recently, the congregation 
realized its 1950s-era community center (behind 

the sanctuary) was tired, cramped, and woefully 
unsuited to modern values of universal accessi-
bility, energy efficiency, safety and livability. 

Challenging the congregation to “dream big,” 
in 2017 a capital campaign committee raised 
sufficient funds to do just that. And not just for 
Follen. To fully live its values, the community 
also decided to raise more than $100,000 to 
help restore the historic First Church in Roxbury, 
home of the Unitarian Universalist Urban 
Ministry, which houses after- school programs 
and services to its underserved neighbors in 
Roxbury.

The renovation, now accelerating toward a finish 
date of early summer, dramatically changes 
the space behind the sanctuary. New multi-use 
learning and working areas will have air condi-
tioning to make Follen comfortable through the 
warming summer months. For universal acces-
sibility, the hard-to-manage system of stairs, 
lifts, and small elevators have been replaced 
by a single-shaft, all-levels elevator (made 
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FOLLEN CHURCH HISTORY

Follen church is the oldest standing religious structure in Lexington and named after it’s 
designer and first minister, Charles Theodore Christian Follen. Charles Follen was a radical 
political organizer who fled Germany and was hired to teach German at Harvard. He and 
his wife Eliza Cabot Follen were outspoken abolitionists. Follen lost his job at Harvard 
because of his abolitionist views. He studied to be a Unitarian minister with William Ellery 
Channing . In 1835 he was hired to preach to the people of East Lexington in Robbins Hall 
(now the Stone building) along with other preachers such as Ralph Waldo Emerson. Follen 
became the East Village settled minister in 1839. 

Eliza Follen was a pioneer of writing literature for children, rather than limiting a child’s 
reading to scripture. She penned the well known “three little kittens have lost their 
mittens…..”. Eliza and Charles envisioned a church together. To raise funds for the building 
the women of East Lexington joined together in the first East Village Fair, and the tradition 
of the fair continues (next year will be it’s 182nd year).

Follen introduced the custom of bringing an evergreen tree indoors at Christmas to the 
people of New England. In his honor Follen church sells Christmas trees every year, and 
donates a number of it’s trees to people with limited resources. 

Although Charles Follen died at sea before the church was built, he spoke these words at 
the ground breaking of the current sanctuary:

“[May] this church never be desecrated by intolerance, or bigotry, or party spirit; more 
especially its doors might never be closed against any one, who would plead in it the cause 
of oppressed humanity; within its walls all unjust and cruel distinctions might cease, and 
there all men might meet as brethren.”

The building was completed in 1840 
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Follen, continued from previous page

possible in part by an “Access for 
All” matching grant from the Dana 
Home Foundation). The building is 
crowned by a new third floor that 
houses the Sonin Family Music 
Center, a sky-lit, flexible perfor-
mance, rehearsal, worship and 
community space. The center is 
named in gratitude for Epp Sonin, 
a longtime member of Follen and 
soprano soloist whose generous 
challenge grant made it possible.

Follenite Alice Dunn, co-chair of 
the Construction Oversight Group 
(COG), describes the wider vision: 
“In updating our community center 
building, we are planning for the 
generations to come, including: 
gender neutral bathrooms; building 
systems resilience in anticipation of 
more extreme weather; flexibility 
for multiple and evolving uses of 
our spaces for arts and activism; 
and finding ways to allow for 
ongoing change.” Importantly, the 
church wanted to make sure it was 
building a true community space 
for Lexington as well: the music 
and community areas, used in the 
past by groups such as  Lexington 
Community Education, Rising 
Star Quilters, two AA groups, and 
many concert groups, will soon be 
available to those and other town 
organizations.

A large- scale renovation requires 
the help of many Lexington insti-
tutions. The town of Lexington has 
helped Follen work through complex 
planning, zoning, and building-code 
issues such as storm run-off and 

utilities. The Planning Board 
managed interoffice coordination 
and timing. The Fire Department 
helped with permitting and kept fire 
watches during worship services 
when exit doors were limited. 
Church members worked with 
volunteer boards to approve the 
project including the Commission on 
Disability and the Historic Districts 
Commission.

The congregation is fortunate 
to have many skilled parishio-
ners involved in the project. The 
Construction Oversight Group 
includes three architects, two 
landscape architects, a lawyer and 
property manager, and a heating, 
ventilation and cooling (HVAC) 
engineer who have labored long 
hours to manage multiple complex 
decisions. COG member Stephen 
Ervin notes:  “Working with a 
historic structure, an octagonal 
building with colonial gothic 
windows, and with an antique organ 
later planted in it, makes this a 
real challenge but we try to honor 
this special contemplative space 
while improving and expanding the 
adjacent building as a vessel for 
our future. The architect, MaryAnn 
Thompson, has renewed many 
sacred structures throughout 
New England. Her firm’s simple 
modernist approach is contempo-
rary but respectful of historic styles.”

Of course, any project this big is 
going to have some challenges. In 
spring 2018, Minister Claire Feingold 
Thoryn cheerfully predicted it 

was “just going to be a mess for a 
while.” Worship services have been 
held in the sanctuary throughout 
construction, and neighbors Sacred 
Heart Church and Waldorf School 
have extended a warm welcome for 
meeting space, Sunday children’s 
classrooms and hospitality space. 
This has allowed Follen’s programs 
to operate in a familiar neighbor-
hood. Waldorf’s cooperation was 
also key to continuing Follen’s 
unbroken 180-year tradition of the 
autumn East Village Fair. With fewer 
opportunities for social gatherings, 
the congregation revived a tradition 
of monthly potluck suppers held in 
each others’ homes. From its social 
justice work, a youth gathering to 
escape the pressure of teen years, a 
whimsical musical theater rehearsal, 
a religious education class exploring 
world religion, spiritual practice, or 
safe sexuality, Follen has kept it’s 
programs going throughout this 
period of change.

Construction always brings 
surprises. For example, New 
England’s granite bedrock emerged 
closer to the surface than initial 
borings suggested, leading to many 
weeks of slow, careful removal 
(blasting next to historic buildings 
is frowned upon in Lexington). Heat 
in the sanctuary took lots of work 
as the cold months descended. 
But things have worked out well. 
Follen is enormously grateful for the 
patience extended by the Barnes 

Place neighbors who live adjacent 
to Follen’s very tight property 
footprint.

The work continues to progress. A 
newly gardened outdoor terrace 
will connect Follen’s former 
parsonage building to the sanctuary 
with ramps and stairs. Drainage 
control – often an issue in older 
buildings – has been extensively 
addressed. And sliding glass doors 
from the sunny second floor will 
open to a new roof deck for people 
to enjoy the outdoors. With an 
anticipated official opening at the 
first September 2019 service, the 
congregation looks eagerly forward 
to fully inhabiting its new home.

Reverend Claire Feingold Thoryn 
summed up the feelings of pa-
rishioners who are proud of their 
church’s past while being mindful 
of the future: “Follen was founded 
in 1840 by the people of East 
Lexington who demanded a faith 
community that stood up for the 
abolition of slavery,” she says.. “In 
those footsteps our community has 
long been a place for those who 
put justice, equity, and compassion 
at the center of our religious lives. 
Now our building will finally be truly 
accessible for people of all abilities. 
Our vibrant spiritual community 
is overjoyed to have a new space 
where all are welcome and able to 
attend.”


