
History of the Unitarian Universalist Congregational Society of Westborough 

Christianity was lodged in the town of Westborough in 1718. The first town meeting 

voted to build a Meeting House and invite a minister. The town in 1744 was divided into 

two precincts. As the minister must have anticipated, two years later the North Precinct 

built its own Meeting House and called its own minister. Twenty years later that North 

Precinct became the Town of Northborough. 

Over the decades of those mid 1700s there was growth away from the Calvinism of 

Puritan theology. As with other New England churches, the Westminster Catechism 

initially may have been preeminently influential. But, like the rest of civilization, religious 

perspectives change. 

It was also a time of the “New Lights,” itinerant ministers preaching severest Calvinism 

to the discomfort of many a settled minister. Also changing were hymn selections. As 

there was no initial separation of church and state, it seems a town vote favored singing 

the psalms. In addition to new hymns, a choir was formed, the serving of communion 

was initiated, Scripture began being read at the Sunday gathering, and it was voted to 

build a new, large Meeting House in what is now known as Westborough Center. 

Accordingly, the old Meeting House was taken down and much of its materials used to 

construct a new one. The Meeting House had been built without a steeple, but when a 

son of the late Town Minister Parkman donated a Paul Revere bell in 1801, a steeple 

was then required. It was added. 

Changes now came even more quickly. A man’s right to vote at Town Meeting was no 

longer dependent upon church membership and separation of church and state was 

complete. Finally, nearly 50 years after the U.S. Constitution required it. 

Reflecting this separation, the Congregational Society was formed in 1825. It too was 

soon racked by division. Those who were theological conservatives hewed to 

Trinitarianism. Liberals gravitated to Unitarianism. The most orthodox already had 

withdrawn to form the Baptist Church. 

The issue finally focused when a decision had to be made whether the Meeting House 

should receive necessary repairs. The Orthodox and Conservatives opposed the 

expense because they foresaw it would be used by Unitarians. (Nothing like money to 

sharpen theological particularities.) Compromises and negotiations failed. In 1834 the 

conservatives withdrew to form their own Evangelical Congregational Society. The 

liberals responded by adding the word “First” to their name, confirming their direct 



descent from the original society. It was a time of intense turmoil throughout New 

England. Westborough did not escape. 

These liberal few struggled to maintain the aging Meeting House and a minister’s 

salary. 

They were not successful. Services ceased in 1835. The building was sold for 

commercial uses and the money loaned to the various members at interest. Maybe it 

was the country’s first credit union. 

In 1848 the First Society, the so-called liberals who had continued annual meetings 

voted to erect a Meeting House, even though these individuals were few in number. The 

new building was dedicated on January 1, 1850, with generous help from other New 

England Unitarians. This renewal was marked by flowers on the pulpit and rent-free 

pews. In 1870 women became legal members of the society. 

In 1899 the liberalizing impact-the growth away from Calvinism-is reflected in a 

constitution that declares: 

We as Unitarians accept the teachings of Jesus, and that practical religion is summed 

up as love to God and love to man and we invite to our fellowship all who are in 

sympathy with our true object and these practical aims. The members of this society 

unite for the worship of God and the service of man. 

Gone are the references to the divinity of Christ, so important to the Evangelicals. Gone 

are references to adult baptism by immersion so dear to the Baptists. Gone are the 

references to threats of reward and punishment, heaven and hell, so vital to the 

Methodists. It was a decidedly Unitarian-oriented church. Though not without variety. 

One survey of the 54 members showed 28 Unitarians, 13 Universalists, 3 Gospel, 3 

Orthodox, 7 No Opinion. 

Newspaper clippings report the frequent coming and going of ministers, many moving 

on to larger fields of endeavor. Translate that into bigger gratifications from large 

congregations and greater material comfort through larger salaries. In spite of these 

ministers’ brief terms, several were of significant influence in the community and in 

periodic church renewal. 

While the congregation was dependably small, with some infrequent exceptions, the 

level of dedication to continuance if not attendance, was persistently intense. Although 

there were references to unification with another church, no action was taken. With 

modest size came immodest financial dealings. Cash on hand in the 1880s was often 

less than ten dollars, and outstanding bills often totaled hundreds. But some generous 



souls would respond to the crisis (doesn’t everybody love a crisis, especially if they 

heroically can solve it?), and then there would be enough to supply the pulpit for a few 

weeks, or pay a minister’s salary, or fix the furnace, or buy crockery. A bequest from Dr. 

William Curtis to the American Unitarian Association totaling $15,000 with interest to be 

paid to the Westborough Church provided some ongoing income in addition to pew rent 

and fund raisers. 

When in 1895 a new organ was added, paid for by subscriptions, the newspaper 

reported the Unitarian Church was the most progressive in town. 

One of the sparkplugs for church life was the Unity Club, which flourished for 

years.  Hosting speakers on topics ranging from the advantages of socialism (with the 

speaker claiming the Rockefellers, the Vanderbilts, and the Morgans were doing more 

for socialism than the socialists), the topics ran the gamut to travelogues. 

The newspaper carried regular and detailed reports of church life, often of the Unity 

Club, of church anniversaries, memorial services, and guest speakers. 

World War I galvanized the congregation to place a large American flag behind the 

pulpit in the sanctuary for a patriotic service and a donor gave another Hag to grace the 

front door. Throughout this time, to conserve heat, the chapel was used in the winter for 

Sunday services. Attendance presumably picked up in the 1920s: the Trustees decided 

to buy larger contribution plates. Whatever the increased income, there were insufficient 

funds to make important repairs to the church. The American Unitarian Association 

loaned $2,500 to be repaid when the church ceased to be an active church. This sum, 

plus the locally raised money, was enough to remove the tower and repair the 

sanctuary. The bell was given to the Bolton Unitarian Church. This was the second bell 

to serve the church, the earlier one loaned and later sold to the Westborough Baptist 

Church. 

A few years later $12,000 was given by Mrs. Isadore Forbes to build another steeple, 

and a bell was bought from the Ashland Methodists in 1930. In the same period the 

Three School Street house was purchased. The owner, Mr. Curtis, was to have given 

the house to the church upon his death (in return for being given the church property to 

build on) but it went to his housekeeper, a Miss Hathaway, before his death. To avoid 

possible scandal and unpleasantness, the church did not press its claim, choosing 

instead to acquire it by purchase. After negotiations, Miss Hathaway sold it for $100 with 

the unpaid taxes and lawyers’ fees to be paid by the church. As the treasurer was on his 

way to the bank with the check, he noticed the furnace being removed. The enterprising 

Miss Hathaway had sold it for $10. A visit with the lawyer involved resulted in the return 

of the furnace. 



A decade later the church was once again in crisis. At a 1941 meeting called by the 

Parish Committee, the liquidation of the Parish was discussed, prompted by flagging 

financial and declined general interest. But the end was not yet to be. It was voted to 

continue. And continue the church did. 

Patriotism once again waxed with the onset of World War II. The Young People’s 

Religious Union flourished in these years. When the members over 14 (then the voting 

age) tried to control the choice of a new minister, they nearly succeeded. The majority 

of the congregation voted to call Robert Stevens and soon came to dislike his “too 

liberal” ideas which reflected those “New Deal” years. The youth, having voted for the 

other candidate, came to love him, calling him “Pop” Stevens. He served ten years until 

1947. 

Frank Gredler was called subsequent to Pop’s departure and served for one year. 

Robert Wheatley was then called and ministered from 1949 to 1952. He was well liked, 

and the church prospered. He left at his own request.  From 1952 until 1957 the church 

shared ministers with the neighboring town of Grafton.  Jack Kent served from 1952 to 

1953 and he, too, ran afoul of the conservative members with his opposition to Joseph 

McCarthy and the Senator’s anti-Communist crusade. 11r. Kent was censured by the 

chairman of the Board of Trustees who wanted politics kept out of the pulpit. His 

ministry, however, was not without its lighter moments. In a sermon he urged couples in 

the church to get together every three weeks or so and do something they both enjoyed. 

Two months later it was determined to the merriment of many that Mrs. Kent was 

pregnant. Mr. Kent left the day after the great tornado of 1953. 

Following Jack in the shared ministry were John Lawes from 1953 to 1954 and 

Theodore Popp from 1954 to 1957.  Nor was the church without other kinds of losses. A 

bequest of $15,000 was earmarked to paint the church. The contract was let. The 

lawyer involved embezzled the funds. 

The next shared minister was Clark Olson, then a student at Harvard Divinity 

School.  “Gram” Elberfeld was on the pulpit committee which interviewed the pre-

candidates. When Mr. Olson was interviewed Mrs. Elberfeld pronounced, “He’s your 

boy,” and Olson was called. From time to time he played poker with some of the men of 

the church. Following an evening in which he walked away with a big win, the ushers 

who brought the Sunday Offering forward declined to hand over the plates until he 

donated his winnings. 

Under the leadership of a choir director, Gil Grove, plans were made to buy an Allen 

Organ. The congregation raised the necessary $5,000 in twenty minutes. It was the 

’60s, a time when the choir and music flourished.  Dick Kimball, resident minister 1962-



66, was very energetic and worked well with young people. The membership grew as 

did the budget. The Sunday School was perhaps the largest in the church’s history. Dick 

was representative of the mood of the time. He was very liberal and critical of many 

government positions. He went to Selma. This caused some strong disagreements by 

the conservatives, and again disapproval was expressed of his political and social 

ideas. He departed after a brief ministry, to further his education at Boston University. 

Another minister arrived. Michael O’Kelley was urban minded at a time when we were 

rural and stayed until 1968. He did not want to live in the parsonage at Three School 

Street. The congregation managed to scrape together a down payment on another 

house. Michael was well organized and thorough. He and the congregation had hoped 

for greater growth of the church and its status in the town. After a year and a half, both 

parties saw this was not going to happen. Michael resigned, moved to Muncie, Indiana, 

and the new parsonage was sold. 

A low key minister then joined us. Wyman Pousseau was young, but far from 

energetic.  He was a product of the ’60s and did not relate well with the older, more 

conservative members. He did not clash, he just did not inspire or relate. The 

membership began to fall as did financial support. He was asked to leave in 1970. 

Then came the golden age of a brief but lasting ministry of Alice Harrison. In two years, 

she pulled together the church. “Got from Boston. Traveled by bus. Folks fired up. 

Drank two fingers of Jack Daniels with ‘the boys.’ Laughed off her rotundness and 

diminutive height with ‘the only perfect measurement on me is my ankle’.”  Though set 

up by the UUA as a part-time, interim minister, Alice pulled us all together.  She was 

deeply loved by all the membership. She related well with everyone. She would have 

been asked to be a full-time minister but she was, alas, of retirement age and not in a 

position to consider a calling. She continued to help us after her term was up in 

1972.  And those were also the years of Herman Newhall, custodian. In addition to 

loving the building into cleanliness, he insulated the ceiling himself, paid it out of his own 

pocket and had storm windows installed all around.  This was also the era of the famous 

horse shows at the farm of Norma and Rah Emery, shows that raised $1,000 to $1,500 

annually. It was an effort involving nearly the entire congregation as judges, as 

announcers, as clean-up crew. 

Fred Russell joined us following Alice, in 1972. He was a strong-willed man who worked 

hard at his ministry. He was confrontational too. He related well to many of the older 

members but was not effective with the younger ones. The Sunday School was quite 

weak during this ministry. Due to falling attendance and financial support he was asked 

to leave in 1980. He fought this decision and it was very unpleasant. 



After Fred’s departure, the congregation obtained a minister that had a profound impact 

on the church: Mack Mitchell. In the year 1980, it was voted to participate in a Shared 

Ministry with the Unitarian Universalist church in Northborough. Mack was energetic and 

intelligent. He was strong-willed, hard-working, and confrontational in a friendly way. He 

was well organized and drew a lot of members to the church. The church finances grew 

during his ministry and the congregation again began to feel strong. Then an 

unfortunate development surfaced in Mack’s personal and church life that captured the 

attention of the media and the UUA. Mack was asked to resign in 1992, and a criminal 

conviction for sex crimes followed. A rocky time filled with high emotions and 

scandalous publicity followed. This was the first experience of this type for our small 

parish. A few of us pulled together but many left the congregation.  The UUA sent Holly 

Baylies as an interim minister to help us out. She was well loved.  She was hard 

working and effective for a congregation split and stunned by the conviction. Her term 

lasted two years. She left in 1992 and is still often thought of fondly. 

Greg Chute, an extension minister, was placed by the UUA to help a still healing parish. 

Greg found a parish that was small and struggling financially. He managed to steadily 

grow the membership and deliver excellent sermons amidst a parish struggling to find 

its identity. Greg was well-liked and then he chose to move on. In 1996 the 

congregation embarked on its first true ministerial search. Never was such an extensive 

process conducted in the history of the church. Our survey told us who we were and 

what we wanted. The results brought us to Cynthia Frado. 

Cynthia Frado arrived in 1997 as a full time settled minister and remained with us until 

2013. On her leaving, she was named Minister Emerita.  During her tenure, our RE 

program and membership grew.  She wrote many grants and secured donations that 

enabled us to make major renovations to our building. Rev. Frado was very active in 

Westborough’s Interfaith Clergy Association and was a co-founder of the World 

Religion’s Symposium for sixth graders at Mill Pond School. Her participation in these 

activities greatly enhanced our UUCSW presence in town. 

With Rev. Frado’s departure, Mark Worth joined us as interim minister. He is well liked 

and has proved to be a hard worker and an effective guide as we embark on our new 

ministerial search. Membership has continued to grow under his leadership. 

 


