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St John Lutheran Church is not merely a building to house worshippers. Its design 
and furnishings express the faith of worshippers. In God’s name people come to 
praise and pray, reflecting the truths of God.

The inner space conveys a sense of openness. Its design shapes the Cross with 
natural materials, which predominate inside and outside the Cross. 

The four candles surrounding the nave unite the congregation’s total worship 
experience. The large chancel banner changes color and idea to reflect the church year.

The wide-spread chancel is not physically or emotionally separated from the 
congregation. It provides room for forty or more communicants around the altar.

The congregation believes that the Means of Grace – Gospel, Baptism, Lord’s 
Supper – hold equal importance in the congregation’s spiritual life. Thus, the chancel 
presents several focal points: the pulpit, where the Gospel is proclaimed; the baptismal 
font, where sinners become God’s children; and the altar, where sinners gather for 
forgiveness and renewal in Holy Communion. 

The design at the top of the nave symbolizes the “Eye of God.” God is ever over us 
and looks upon us in mercy. 



The praise mural
“Shout joyfully to the Lord all the earth.” The mural is based on praise Psalms such as 
00, 46, 47, 48, 50.

We can only offer the Lord imperfect honor and glory. Yet, with no apparent 
discord, God receives harmonious sounds, ascending and blending in songs of praise. 
The angels also worship God with joyful song and praise (Rev. 4:8). We await the time 
when harmony arises from all of God’s creation into heaven itself. 

Principles guiding art and architecture in worship
Evangelism: A church building should invite people to hear the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
Uniqueness: A church building should express the culture and character of believers 

in a certain place at a certain time in community.
Dwelling Place: A church building plan should be consistent with the belief that the 

Triune God dwells in His people by His Spirit and not in a building. 
Priests: A church building should express that Christians belong to “the priesthood 

of believers.”
Communication: A church building should have the visual orientation of its worship 

space toward the nave.



Worship: A church building should communicate that Christians attend worship 
services chiefly to receive God’s grace and blessings, and secondarily to offer Him 
gifts and sacrifices.

Baptism, the Word, and Holy Communion: The furnishings related to the three 
means of grace should be prominent in the worship space.

Christ’s Sacrifice: Christ’s once-and-for-all death on the Cross should be reflected in 
the design of the altar-table.

Participation: A church building should communicate that celebrants are not 
spectators, but a community of believers worshiping and adoring God together 
and mutually edifying one another.

Music: A church building should express that congregational worship is enriched by 
vocal and instrumental music.

Visual Arts: Architecture, sculpture, painting, glass, metals, and fabrics are gifts of God 
to be used creatively in the church building.

Natural Evidence: The church building should use natural materials and be enhanced 
with appropriate landscaping and plantings.

Humility: Corporate worship spaces should imitate our Master in the practice of 
humility, expressing the principle of restraint. 



East Windows
The side of sunrise features the Cross in the center panels, symbolizing the Gospel of 
love, light, and life (the Gospel of St John). Light radiates from the Cross, expanding 
as it penetrates the darkness. Within the church nave, the east-window design 

West Windows
Envision the life of Christ as a curved line. The line begins in heaven and comes 
down to earth until His life reaches the lowest point – Jesus grieving in the garden, 
dying, and being placed in the tomb. Then came His resurrection and ascension into 
heaven. The whole message is depicted in ten windows. The light colors in the glass 
represent His gradually making Himself known to the people on earth. 

Birth: Instead of a star, a cross-like radiance shines above; a thin line between sky and 
ground is Bethlehem. A small light begins on earth – Christ is here. 

Temple: Lights on top and bottom widen – Christ is becoming known.

Miracles: Panel three continues panel two. His doing miracles shows that Christ is 
God. Widening light lines come together, showing that man begins to see God.

Preaching: The vertical line is a boat’s mast – the light part is the soil; the red, a boat 
afloat. Here, the lights gather into one unit. This joining symbolizes the Gospel being 
preached to man.
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encapsulates and embraces the entire congregation. The love of God in Christ, 
evidenced by the crucifixion Cross, binds His people into a fellowship of loving 
concern and understanding. 

Parables: The Kingdom of God is like . . . (something on earth), suggesting a kind 
of inversion of the center panel, which would nearly match the two panels – the 
Kingdom of God. 

Garden: Christ is suffering. All dark colors crush down on Him. The red of His 
suffering covers the earth.

Cross: Redness and suffering now enfold the Cross. Darkness begins to erase the light.

Tomb: Christ has died. The thin strips of color resemble a tomb-like prison.

Resurrection: The solid path of light symbolizes the light of the open tomb.

Ascension:: This window, like the first one, shows how the Savior’s story began. 
Christ has returned to heaven, but a difference exists between panel one and ten. 
The bottom section of window ten has red and yellow forms – the followers of 
Jesus have the Gospel, which remains in the hearts of the people on earth. 
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Tau Cross
The Greek Tau cross is centered in the chancel, marking both altar and pulpit. This 
cross form, widely used by early Christians, traditionally refers to the cross Moses 
planted in the wilderness.

Communion Cross
The materials and colors represent the body and blood of Jesus. The nails visualize the 
many times that we sin, reminding us of the constant need for the Means of Grace.

Processional Crosses
This cross visually represents the loving action of God through Jesus Christ. One side 
is symbolic of His death for us; the other, His resurrection and eternal Kingship.

This cross is constructed of four trumpet bells, appropriate for celebration at high 
festival services such as Easter Sunday and Reformation Day.

The Lenten cross speaks of sacrifice. Its altar-form of charred wood recalls Old 
Testament sacrifices and the sacrifice of Christ. 
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Christ Candle and Altar Candles
The inscriptions of the two altar candles direct a faithful use of Word and Sacrament. 
Thus, God nourishes and empowers us to live abundant spiritual lives. 

“The Word shall not return to Me empty, but is shall accomplish that which I purpose” 
(Isaiah 55:).

“To the praise of His glorious grace which He fully bestowed upon us in the One He 
loves” (Ephesians :6).

History
The building addition of 980 is part of the fourth edifice in the history of St John 
Lutheran Church. The congregation was founded in 877 with nine charter members; 
in more than a century the church has grown to nearly 2,000 communicants. In 879, 
the congregation’s first church building was dedicated. This structure still stands on 
the corner of fourth and Seward Streets. Rapid growth necessitated the construction 
of new buildings in 893 and 90. The latter building was used until 975. The present 
church was completed in 968.

Christian education always has been an important goal of St John Church. 
Established in 884 with 8 pupils, the school reached a peak enrollment of 432 
students in 966.



The top two rows of bricks surrounding the nave express the unity of God’s people.





The Baptismal Font
The font is in full view of worshippers, 
emphasizing the importance of baptism.

The form echoes the Savior’s words, 
“I am the door.” The cylindrical shape 
opens, symbolizing God’s love reaching 
out to embrace the one baptized. The 
mosaic abstractions of water suggest 
something more than simple water. 
The Word of God in and with the water 
makes baptism the water-of-life. The 
sculpture behind the font reflects the 
joy of heaven’s angels over every sinner 
received into God’s Kingdom of Grace. 
This angel of strength is, indeed, the 
guardian of each new-born Christian. 



The Altar-table
Conceptually, the vine encircles the altar-table. “I am the vine and you are the 
branches” reminds us that Jesus, the true Vine, gives us life and strength. Branches 
network amid bright colors, suggesting the vitality of a branch/vine relationship. The 
fruits united with Christ come through faith.



The Pulpit
The mosaic panels on the pulpit also reflect two of the Savior’s “I am’s” in terms 
familiar to the people of the plains: “I am the light of the world” and “I am the bread 
of life.” Those who occupy the pulpit see the request of the Greeks who came to the 
apostle Philip – “Sir, we would see Jesus,” which inscribes the pulpit table. 



Balcony Windows
The dormer windows present designs that suggest musical instrument shapes and 
sounds, employed in our praise to God.

The Organ
The forty-seven-rank Schlicker organ leads the congregation in songs of praise and 
thanksgiving. The organ’s three-manuals consist of an open-pipe “positive” on the 
balcony rail; unenclosed “great” and “pedal” pipes; and “swell” pipes enclosed in an 
expression box. 



Chancel Banners
The chancel banners, changed periodically, reflect the different 
moods and emphases of the church year. 

The writings of St John, “Apostle of Love,” follow:
Epiphany-Easter: “In this the love of God made manifest 
among us, that God sent His only Son into the world, so that 
we might live through Him” (I John 4:9). In Christian symbolism 
the square stands for earth; the endless circle points to eternity 
and God. Between His appearance in the flesh and His death 
on the Cross, Christ reveals His glorious nature in His ministry 
and in miracles. Easter reverses the downward direction. From 
a dark tomb the Son of God rises; temporal death fades, and 
people see clearly again. 

Lent: “For God so loved the world that He gave His only 
begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish 
but have eternal life” (John 3:6). God’s love is expressed 
when Christ humbly descends to earth to live and finally 
enters Jerusalem to die. The palms of Palm Sunday, the thorns 
(like barbed wire), and the rocky soil all show His ultimate 
acceptance of humanity. Violet is the darkest and most 
somber of all hues. 

Good Friday: “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man 
lay down his life for his friends” (John 5:3). The silent spilling 
of the Lord’s blood reflects the tears of the faithful and the 
splitting of the temple veil. The magnitude of Good Friday’s 
blackness can be measured only in terms of love.

Pentecost and Saints’ Days: “See what love the Father has 
given us, that we should be called children of God” (I John 
3:). As fire descended upon the disciples’ heads at Pentecost, 
so the powerful gifts of the Holy Spirit rain down upon the 
children of God. The church joyfully celebrates these gifts 

– faith, love, and lives anew. Mindful of the martyrs’ blood, the 
church rejoices like apostles, saints, and reformers in dedicating 
lives to Christ’s cause.

Sundays after Pentecost: “This is my commandment, that you 
love one another as I have loved you” (John 5:2). Whether 
farmer or poet, everyone senses the fullness of life in the 
spring landscape. All find life, hope, and peace in Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit. The growth of life and love starts as a fallen 
seed at the foot of the Cross. The seed sprouts into lush, green 
plants and matures fully into ripened grain.
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Advent–Christmas Banner
This banner rotates and appears different 
each week it is used. At first a dark world 
awaits at the bottom, and streaks of light 
crown the top. With each succeeding 
Sunday, more light gradually appears. 
On Christmas Eve the banner is turned 
upside-down – God becoming man, The 
light source nearly reaches the earth. On 
Christmas day the banner is fully bathed 
in light. 

Initially, planning St John’s worship space, required forming theological propositions 
which testified to Christ’s nature and to His Church. The building’s architecture and art 
were conceived to continually teach, form, and guide during congregational worship. 



Lutherans believe that the visual arts, including architecture, should be directed 
toward two goals: 1) glorifying the Triune God; and 2) serving the worship needs 
of neighbors. Lutherans may agree on these two goals and a number of principles 
derived from them, but they may not always agree on their application. Lutheran 
believers employ their sanctified reason and aesthetic judgment, but they also 
recognize that God has given us no absolutely specific applications. Thus, in this area, 
Christians may operate with responsible freedom. Loving persuasion and guidance 
are more helpful than legalistic insistence. Even so, wise Christians seek and value 
the judgment and direction of those God has gifted with good aesthetic sense and 
experience in applying visual arts to worship.

Because of convenience, it is often tempting for congregations to arbitrarily and 
unknowingly permit hired professionals to carry the entire responsibility of projecting 
worship-space theology. Sadly, many of our church buildings are designed by architects 
who do not understand the ministry and testimony of the congregations they attempt 
to guide in these important visual matters.

Therefore, the congregation, not the architect, should formulate theological 
guidelines for its worship-space design – construction of worship space is primarily 
a theological issue. The design of St John Lutheran’s worship center began with the 
Cross of Christ, not style or aesthetics.

The action of building a place of worship should begin in the hearts of the 
congregation’s people. The congregation should explicitly articulate to the architect 
the projected function of its space and visual testimony. The architect, then, with 
skills in structural design, must translate the congregation’s written propositions 
into visual and spatial equivalents. Under the strong leadership of Pastor Leonard 
Heidemann, this was St John Lutheran’s approach when formulating guidelines for 
the architectural design and art compositions of its present worship space. 
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