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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

People's Church was built in 1875. It measures 40' across the front and is 60* 
deep, with a steeply-pitched gable roof and corner tower. The six-bay side 
elevations and three-bay front feature wall and corner buttresses, with the 
latter found also on the tower. Windows of the raised sanctuary are stained < 
glass, lancet in form, while those of the ground story or basement are 
segmentally-arched, as the main entrance. The lancet is also employed in 
the louvred openings of the tower bellchamber.

From its construction until 1925, the church could be termed vernacular Gothic 
in style, with a stepped parapet gable end, corbelled cornice frieze, and window 
arches with stone keystones and imposts which stood out against the red brick 
of the walls. In 1925, however, deterioration of the brick caused the building 
to be stuccoed, with a concomitant loss of detail, as cornice friezes and window 
heads were obscured. At that time also, the main and tower roofs were tiled, 
presumably to complement the stucco in a vaguely Mission-style way, and the 
buttresses of the front elevation were shortened to cornice level. The Mission 
theme was not carried further, however, and in fact was somewhat confused by 
the removal of the stepped, curved parapet gable and its replacement with some 
half-timberwork, repeated in the small porch over the main entrance. *

The sanctuary walls are covered with rough plasterwork, against which the dark 
wood of the pews and beams stands in interesting contrast.

At the northwest end of the church (the building is oriented NW/SE) is a small 
vestibule which was part of the original construction. From it extends a 
modern glass and stucco education wing which, like many such church additions, 
is architecturally incompatible-with the main building but, in this case, is 
at least relatively unobtrusive.

*Regional artist Grant Wood was a member of the congregation at this time, 
and served on the Renovation Committee. According to the present pastor, 
Judith Urquhart, Wood may have been responsible for the main entrance porch.
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The People's Church is principally significant for its association with Dr. Joseph 
Fort Newton (1876-1950), who served here from 1908 to 1916, when he was called to 
the pulpit of London's City Temple, the preeminent Non-Conformist church in England 
at that time. When he came to Cedar Rapids, from Dixon, Illinois, the church here 
was 39 years old, having been founded with an original congregation of 23 people in 
1869. Under Newton, the Cedar Rapids church began to move away from its traditional 
denominational ties with Universalist congregations elsewhere in Iowa, toward a 
creedless, non-sectarian viewpoint that emphasized "unity of the spirit" over "uni 
formity of theology". 1 This trend culminated in 1920 with the total reorganization 
of the church as "the People's Church", in which identification with the local 
community took precedence over denominational association.^

During his stay in Cedar Rapids, Newton began the series of sermon-articles which were 
to bring him national and international notice. They were originally printed weekly 
in the Cedar Rapids Gazette, and subsequently appeared nationally in the Christian 

. Century. According to that publication, a subscriber at London's City Temple read, 
and was greatly impressed by, Newton's ideas; the result was a.-Tcal:L to 'Newton to 
serve in London, "which astonished the church world" due to Newton's heretofore 
obscure career and his American nationality.'-•• Newton was at London froirt 1916 to 
1919, then returned to the U.S.. He served briefly in New York, and later, as a 
Protestant Episcopal minister, in Philadelphia.

The call to City Temple, and the national syndication of his sermons and column "Every 
day Religion" brought Newton honor in 1924. In that year, the Christian Century con 
ducted a poll of American churchmen to determine the 25 most "outstanding preachers 
of the American pulpit". Out of 21,843 ministers responding (and 1146 possible 
candidates) only 302 were Universalist or Unitarian, but Joseph Fort Newton was among 
the top 25 at poll's end. Newton's fame was short-lived, however, and for many years 
his contributions to religious thought were ignored by American church historians. 
Only in recent years has interest in his work revived.

Although Newton was best-known for his work after leaving Cedar Rapids, he contributed 
much to the religious and intellectual life of this Iowa community. As noted above, 
he was instrumental in the church's move toward total non-sectarianism. Newton's 
Tuesday-evening lectures on literary and historical topics were popular in Cedar 
Rapids, and, apparently,in Iowa City, where a number of them were delivered at the 
University. Newton was also editor of The Builder, a Masonic magazine, during 1915-16.
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