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Old First Reformed Church
Brooklyn

Introduction: A Historic Landmark in the
Heart of Brooklyn

Nestled  along  the  tree-lined  streets  of  Park  Slope,  the  Old  First
Reformed Church Brooklyn  stands as one of the most enduring and
architecturally  significant  religious  landmarks  in  New York City.  With
roots  stretching  back  to  the  mid-17th  century,  this  historic  church
represents far more than a place of worship—it is a living monument to
the  city’s  early  Dutch  heritage,  a  hub  of  community  activism,  and  a
beloved architectural gem. For residents, history buffs, and visitors alike,
Old First Reformed Church Brooklyn offers a rare, tangible connection to
the colonial past, all while remaining vibrantly active in modern civic life.

In this article, we will explore the rich history, stunning Gothic Revival
architecture, community programs, and the ongoing legacy of Old First
Reformed Church Brooklyn. Whether you are planning a visit or simply
curious about one of Brooklyn’s oldest congregations, this comprehensive
guide  will  shed  light  on  why  this  church  remains  a  cornerstone  of
Brooklyn’s cultural and spiritual landscape.

Historical Origins: From Dutch Settlement
to Park Slope Icon

The story of  Old First  Reformed Church Brooklyn begins not  in  Park
Slope, but in the early days of the Dutch colony of New Netherland. In
1654,  a  small  group of  Dutch settlers  established the First  Reformed
Protestant  Dutch  Church  of  Breuckelen,  making  it  one  of  the  oldest
continuous congregations in the United States.  Initially,  services were
held in private homes and later in a simple wooden structure near what is
now Fulton Street in Downtown Brooklyn.

As the centuries passed, the congregation grew, and by the mid-1800s,
Brooklyn was rapidly transforming from a rural farming community into a
bustling city. In 1854, the church moved to its current location on Seventh
Avenue and Carroll Street, a neighborhood that would eventually become
the iconic Park Slope Historic District. The cornerstone for the present
sanctuary was laid in 1858, and the building was completed in 1859.



Throughout its  long history,  Old First  Reformed Church Brooklyn has
witnessed profound change—the Civil War, waves of immigration, the rise
and fall  of  industrial  Brooklyn,  and the gentrification of  the late 20th
century. Yet through it all, the congregation has maintained a steadfast
commitment  to  progressive  social  justice,  ecumenical  outreach,  and
preserving its historic integrity.

Architectural Splendor: A Masterpiece of
Gothic Revival

One of the most striking features of Old First Reformed Church Brooklyn
is its magnificent Gothic Revival architecture. Designed by the celebrated
architect Minard Lafever, the church is constructed of brownstone and
features a soaring spire that rises 200 feet above the street—once the
tallest structure in the borough. Lafever, known for his work on several
other  Brooklyn  churches,  employed  intricate  stone  carving,  pointed
arches, and dramatic vertical lines that evoke the grandeur of medieval
European cathedrals.

The  exterior  is  adorned  with  a  series  of  rose  windows,  finials,  and
pinnacles, while the main entrance is framed by a deep, arched portal that
welcomes worshippers and visitors. Perhaps the most iconic element is
the towering bell tower, which houses a set of chimes that have rung out
over Park Slope for more than 150 years.

Inside, the sanctuary is equally breathtaking. A vaulted wooden ceiling,
hand-carved pews, and a massive stained-glass window depicting biblical
scenes  create  an  atmosphere  of  reverent  beauty.  The interior  retains
much of its original 19th-century character, including the organ chamber
with a pipe organ that has been lovingly restored. Natural light pours in
through amber-hued glass, casting a warm glow over the congregation
during services.

In 1966, Old First Reformed Church Brooklyn was designated a New York
City Landmark, and it was later added to the National Register of Historic
Places. These designations ensure that the building will be preserved for
future generations, protecting its architectural and historical significance.

Community and Social Justice: A Church
That Serves Beyond Its Walls

While its history and architecture draw many visitors, Old First Reformed
Church Brooklyn is by no means a static museum. The congregation has
long been known for its progressive stance on social issues, including
racial justice, LGBTQ+ inclusion, affordable housing, and neighborhood
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advocacy.

The church operates a robust community outreach program, including a
weekly soup kitchen that provides hot meals to hundreds of neighbors in
need. It also hosts a food pantry, a winter coat drive, and educational
programs for children and adults. The building itself is frequently used by
community  groups,  artists,  and  activists  for  meetings,  concerts,  and
events that foster connection and dialogue.

In recent years, Old First Reformed Church Brooklyn has become a vocal
advocate for housing justice in Park Slope, supporting tenants’ rights and
working to prevent displacement in a rapidly changing neighborhood. The
church’s leadership regularly partners with local nonprofits and interfaith
coalitions to address systemic poverty and inequality.

This commitment to “faith in action” resonates deeply with both longtime
members and newer attendees who seek a spiritual home that aligns with
their  values.  Sunday  services  often  include  announcements  about
volunteer  opportunities,  community  vigils,  and  advocacy  campaigns,
making  it  clear  that  worship  extends  far  beyond  the  sanctuary  walls.

Worship and Congregational Life

Old  First  Reformed  Church  Brooklyn  is  affiliated  with  the  Reformed
Church in America (RCA), one of the oldest Protestant denominations in
the United States.  However,  the congregation embraces  an open and
inclusive theology, welcoming people of all backgrounds, denominations,
and faith traditions.

Worship  services  are  typically  held  on  Sunday  mornings  and  blend
traditional  liturgy  with  contemporary  relevance.  Hymns  from  the
Reformed  tradition  are  sung  along  with  modern  praise  music,  while
scripture readings and sermons address both ancient texts and current
events.  Communion  is  open  to  all,  and  the  church  offers  baptism,
confirmation, and marriage ceremonies for members and non-members
alike.

The church also runs Sunday school  for children,  youth groups,  adult
education  classes,  and  a  vibrant  music  program.  Its  choir  performs
regularly, and the sanctuary’s excellent acoustics make it a popular venue
for classical and choral concerts throughout the year. Special services are
held during Advent, Christmas, Lent, and Easter, drawing large crowds
that fill the historic pews.



Visiting Old First Reformed Church
Brooklyn: Practical Information

For  those  eager  to  see  this  historic  landmark  firsthand,  Old  First
Reformed Church Brooklyn is located at 729 Carroll Street at the corner
of Seventh Avenue. It is easily accessible via the F, G, and R subway lines
at the Seventh Avenue station, as well as several bus routes. The church is
open for Sunday worship at 11:00 AM, and visitors are always welcome to
attend services.  Guided tours  of  the building are offered periodically,
especially during neighborhood events like the Park Slope House Tour or
Open House New York.

If you visit, take time to walk around the exterior and admire the intricate
stonework. The surrounding neighborhood—Park Slope—is itself a historic
district filled with brownstone row houses, independent bookstores, cafes,
and Prospect Park just a few blocks away. Combining a visit to the church
with a stroll through the area makes for an enriching cultural experience.

Old First Reformed Church Brooklyn also hosts a number of public events,
including classical music concerts, lecture series, and seasonal festivals.
Check  their  website  or  social  media  pages  for  the  latest  schedule.
Photography is  generally  permitted during designated hours,  but  it  is
always best to ask at the office.

Preservation and the Future

Like many historic churches, Old First Reformed Church Brooklyn faces
ongoing challenges related to maintenance and funding. The 19th-century
brownstone requires constant upkeep, and the congregation has launched
capital campaigns to restore the tower, repoint the masonry, and repair
stained-glass  windows.  These  efforts  are  supported  by  grants  from
preservation  organizations,  donations  from  members,  and  community
fundraising.

The  church’s  leadership  is  also  working  to  ensure  that  the  building
remains relevant in the 21st century. Recent renovations have included
upgrading  the  HVAC  system,  improving  accessibility  for  people  with
disabilities, and expanding digital capabilities for livestreaming services.
The goal is to honor the past while adapting to the needs of a modern
congregation.

As Brooklyn continues to evolve,  Old First Reformed Church Brooklyn
stands as a powerful symbol of continuity and change. It reminds us that
history is  not merely something to be preserved behind glass—it  is  a
living, breathing force that shapes our present and guides our future. The
church’s  enduring presence on Seventh Avenue is  a  testament to the
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vision of its founders and the dedication of generations of members who
have kept the spirit of faith and service alive.

Conclusion

Old First Reformed Church Brooklyn is far more than a historic building or
a Sunday worship space. It is an anchor of the Park Slope community, a
beacon of social justice, and a masterpiece of Gothic Revival architecture.
From its roots in the Dutch colonial era to its vibrant role in contemporary
Brooklyn, the church embodies a unique blend of tradition and progress.
Whether you come to admire the soaring spire, to participate in a service,
or to engage with its outreach programs, you will find a warm welcome
and a deep sense of connection. In a rapidly changing city,  Old First
Reformed Church Brooklyn remains a steadfast reminder of what it means
to build community across generations.


