
First Evangelical Free Church of Minneapolis is 125 Years Old  

by Ross Olson   

The great political, economic and intellectual movements of history influenced our church, but 
there were also many human factors and actors, with influence that was both positive and nega-
tive. And, of course, that is how it is today.  Yet the providential hand of God moves over it all. 
We have inherited not only a remarkable heritage but a compelling mandate.  

During the second half of the 19th Century many emigrated from the 
Scandinavian countries, mostly for economic reasons.  First Free was 
a Swedish congregation but there were parallel stories among the Nor-
wegians and Danes.  Some of these immigrants had suffered persecu-
tion by the state church in their home countries.    

Lutheranism came to Sweden as more of as political change than a 
religious reformation.  The Catholic Church was the only church in 
829 when a German Bishop named Ansgar set up a mission in Sweden.  But when in 1519 the 
Church took sides in a political conflict and supported the reign of Christian II of Denmark over 
Sweden, the stage was set for revolt.  In the 1520s, Gustav Vasa shook off both the Danes and 
the Catholic Church.  A Swedish New Testament was soon published followed by commentar-
ies and a hymnal.  This was all done by a man named Olaus, trained at Wittenberg, who be-
lieved in persuasion rather than force for the propagation of the gospel.  

The seeds of abuse, however, were planted in 1593 when The Diet of Upsala declared that those 
who did not agree with the State Church could not meet and must be punished.  In about 1670, 
King Charles XI declared the King's sovereignty over the Church and standardized its doctrine.  
Thus, because it was no longer independent, church control began to fall into the hands of men 
who were not necessarily believers.  

Liberal theology, rationalism and higher criticism, beginning in Germany, were robbing Scrip-
ture of its authority. State-supported Lutheran churches in Scandinavia, under secular control, 
had become watered down.  Being territorial, they included all citizens as members and because 
of secular control, included both believing and un-believing clergy.  They also exerted political 
power, registering births by baptism and enforcing a legal monopoly on religious life.  Salva-
tion was felt to be conferred by infant baptism, confirmation and partaking in communion and 
was scarcely distinguished from citizenship.  

Revivals broke out in the late 1800’s in Sweden as evangelists proclaimed that salvation in-
volved a conscious decision to repent and by faith accept the grace of God.  The new believers, 
discovering that they were not being fed spiritually, began to meet in homes as missionary so-
cieties, often still attending the state church and hoping to reform the church from within.  Tak-
ing the Reformation one step further, they began to search the Scriptures not only for theology 
but also for church organization.  They saw a congregational form of decision-making in the 
Jerusalem Church, not an authoritarian centralized authority.  They were convinced that mem-
bership of the local fellowship must be made up of only believers, but that all believers were 
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welcome.  Differences over infant baptism and re-baptism were tolerated and set the stage for 
simple statements of faith that allowed for diversity in areas considered peripheral to the gospel.  
The congregations that formed the Mission Covenant Church in Sweden in 1878 and in Amer-
ica in 1885 felt more strongly that since creeds did not protect the gospel in the state church, the 
only necessary statement was one defining the local church as a fellowship of believers.  

When Scandinavian free church believers were criticized or even arrested for meeting illegally 
or for performing communion and baptism without the presence of ordained clergy, they re-
sponded, "Where stands it written?"  At the time of the founding of First Free in Minneapolis, 
there were "Free" Churches -- meaning free of the state church -- sprouting up across Scandina-
via, as the "non-conformists" had done in England and other countries centuries earlier.  Free 
churches thus included Baptist, Methodist and Free Lutheran. Scandinavia had been the target 
of many missionary efforts, including campaigns by English Methodists, Scottish Congrega-
tionalists, German Moravians as well as Baptists from England, Germany and America.   

The rebellion against the state church with its emphasis on liturgy, form and rituals had led 
some to skepticism, but others responded to evangelists preaching personal salvation. Emphasis 
was on the inner spiritual life, manifested by righteous living and witnessing, grounded in the 
Scriptures.  There was also a great interest in prophecy and an expectation that the Lord was 
coming back soon.  United prayer was considered the lifeblood of a congregation and a sense of 
urgency motivated them to evangelism and missions.  

Traveling evangelists such as Frederick Franson and Erik August 
Skogsbergh brought the message to America . They adopted the meth-
ods of D. L. Moody, giving an invitation at the end of a service, calling 
for raised hands and then, at an after-meeting, counseling those who 
made decisions, even including children.   Franson went back to Swe-
den and Norway where this was all considered very controversial.  

When revivals began to break out among the Swedes in Minneapolis, 
they were spiritually open because of the hardships of their new life 
but they were also intellectually informed about trends, including what 

was happening in the old country.  They read the Scriptures and they read the news.  The Swed-
ish language newspaper "Chicago Bladet," published by gifted writer and revival preacher John 
Martenson, later helped by J. G. Princell, was mailed to subscribers across America and even 
back to Sweden.  It was  hungrily read by those who still loved the mother tongue.  And in read-
ing, they were well versed on theological, church and political developments.  Because of their 
experience with the state church, they were convinced that congregational church 
government was best and were even suspicious that an ordained clergy may begin 
to exert undue influence.  

In 1884, a group of 88 Swedish believers, 70 men and 18 women, many quite 
young in the faith, organized themselves as "The Scandinavian Church of Christ"  
and began meeting in Freja Hall on 5th and Washington.  They were a free church 
in a nation where all the churches were free.  A travelling evangelist named August 
Davis became the pastor the next year.  He was controversial, having been banned 
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from preaching at evangelistic meetings the year before because 
of emotional preaching style and "strange demonstrations" asso-
ciated with his services.  A lot was purchased and a small church 
built on 7th Street and 12th Avenue in Minneapolis the next 
year. Many came for Swedish language fellowship, especially 
the 7:00 pm Sunday evangelistic service when the everyday 
workers finally had some free time.  They might have come out 
of curiosity but many found the Lord.  

Also in 1884, representatives from 27 Swedish congregations, 
including 21 pastors, met for a conference in Boone, Iowa.  It 

was one of a series, beginning with a prophetic conference in Chicago in1881.  It was followed 
by another Chicago conference to discuss "God's Church" in 1883.  The participating delegates 
in Boone decided to cautiously form an association of independent churches -- not a denomina-
tion or synod!  They adopted a simple creed, affirming acceptance of the 
Bible as the Word of God.   They cooperated for the purpose of accom-
plishing things that the individual congregations could not do, such as 
national conferences and foreign missions.  Indeed, the next year they se-
lected a young Danish man named H. J. Von Qualen, who was leading a 
Bible study among Chinese in Chicago while a seminary student.  In 
1887, he (accompanied by two of his Chinese converts) went to Canton 
(Guangzhou) as a Free Church missionary. The focus on overseas mis-
sions continued unabated to the present.  In 1899 the David Finstroms 
opened a work in Venezuela.  In the 1920's, Titus Johnson surveyed Af-
rica and reported to the churches that a work should be started in the 
Ubangi district.  In about 1948, the Cal Hansons began work in Japan and 
in the 1950s, a team began ministering in the Philippines.  The evangelis-
tic arm of the present EFCA mission is called ReachGlobal and has over 
550 missionaries, 120 partnerships, and spiritual influence in over 75 
countries.   Its humanitarian arm TouchGlobal sends aid wherever needed, 
including within the United States.  

While some pietistic movements drifted into legalism, in Minneapolis the people served the 
Lord with gladness.  Seeing the importance of music, a choir and string band were instituted.  
Because they were concerned about the next generation, within a year they established a Sun-
day School and Confirmation Class. A young people's society developed long before it was of-

ficially organized in 1899.  In 1890 the Women's For-
eign Missionary Society was formed by 15 young 
women in the church.  They were helped by "collectors" 
whose gender and duties are not specified but can be 
inferred.  This effort resulted in sending Mrs. Renius to 
China where she served until her death in 1905.  When 
E. A. Halleen arrived as pastor in 1904, membership had 
shrunk to 100 due to dissention and splits.  But evangel-
istic meetings by Gustaf  F. Johnson and the influx of 
the fourth wave of immigrants, mostly young single 
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adults, produced remarkable growth.  

In 1908 the building was reconstructed at the same loca-
tion and by 1917 membership was 700 and attendance 
often filled the 1000 seat auditorium.  Stained glass win-
dows were donated by the Sunday School, depicting Je-
sus knocking at the door and Jesus carrying the lost 
sheep.  One of the members, a Mr. P. Benson, who ran a 
music house, had published a Swedish Hymnal.  From 
1910 to 1914 the building also housed the Free Church 
School before it moved to Chicago.  The building was well used.  Young people met for fun 
times as well as service projects and a women's group called The Willing Workers was formed.  

The young men's class was called Immanuel Bible Class.  
People came by streetcar and often stayed at church all 
day.  

So we see how a group of believers emerged from the tur-
bulence of their era, assured of their inner experience of the 
Lord Jesus Christ and committed to the trustworthiness of 
His Word.  As a fellowship they responded to the Great 
Commission and the command to love our neighbors.  

During World War I, 53 young men were called to service 
and 3 did not return.  Their families received a Gold Star to 
hang in the window.  By the 1920's the second generation 

had become thoroughly American and the church became bilingual with alternating services in 
Swedish and English.  For many young people, church youth activities were the focus of their 
social life. Times were tough in the Depression but they got by and many families gave assis-
tance to the homeless of that day, "the hobos."   In World War II, about 81 men and one woman 
served in the military and none were lost.  Many helped in other ways, including the Red Cross.    

In 1942, it became apparent that the neighborhood was changing and a building fund was 
started.  Interestingly, the early plans had an apartment behind the balcony and the baptistery in 
the basement.  By 1948 the property on 52nd and Chicago was purchased and a parsonage at 
5225 Park was started.  There were difficulties in selling the old building but Pastor Arnold Ol-
son had previously worked for one of the large banks and made contacts that led to its sale for 
three times what the trustees had suggested.  

Houses were moved to clear the property and ground was 
broken for the new church in 1950.  The building was 
completed in 1951.  Chris Vatsaas was a carpenter's ap-
prentice at the time and recalls that in digging the foun-
dation an underground river was uncovered, studied by 
the University and fossils found.  Measures had to be 
taken to prevent water seepage but a couple of years later 
there was ground movement that required structural re-
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