Paying It
Forward:
A Legacy
Continues
by Gillian Panigot

The Memorial Presbyterian Church
in South Bend, Indiana, has a rich history. It was started as the Hungarian Reformed Church by Hungarian immigrants
who met together as early as 1903 to form
their own church. In 1905 they bought a
lot on the corner of Washington and Cherry Street in South Bend, and in 1906 their
first church building was dedicated.
Membership grew quickly, through
births and baptisms and marriages. The
church was the social center of Hungarian life in the area, serving not only as a
place of worship but as a place to eat and
celebrate together. A photo taken early
on, at the church banquet hall in 1929,
shows over 800 in attendance.
Eventually, for space and a more convenient location, a different church building was constructed on Portage Road.
This grand, English Gothic structure was
dedicated on Sunday, November 27, 1955.
Its sanctuary held 330 but overflowed to
500 that day, with every pew filled and
every extra chair in the aisles occupied.
Two services were held each week—one
in Hungarian and one in English.
The congregation was active and maintained its reputation of a social center,
hosting chicken dinners, bake sales,
rummage sales, kalach and kiflie sales,
and Port-a-Pit chicken sales. They also
held harvest dances, Christmas Eve can24—FOCUS

dlelight services, Easter egg hunts and
Easter breakfasts, congregation picnics
and an annual Christmas Jubilee.
Sisters Janet Hankins and Judith Kroger
grew up in the South Bend area and are
long-time members of the church. Judith
was baptized into the church as a baby,
and she and Janet both attended as children with their brother and parents. In
1970, when Judith married Darryl Kroger,
also of South Bend, he joined the church,
as well. By that time, attendance had
dropped drastically, with 75–100 members at services each week.
Over the years, Janet served as an elder,
deacon, a Sunday School superintendent,
Sunday School teacher and treasurer. She
also helped with the fundraisers, baked
kalach and kiflies, and assisted with
rummage sales.
Judith was an elder, deacon, secretary of
the deacons and Bible school teacher. She
helped with rummage sales, bake sales,
Easter breakfast and ice cream socials.
Darryl, too, held a number of positions:
trustee, deacon, elder, treasurer of the
deacons. As a trustee, he did yard work
for a while.
Attendance continued to drop. As less
people were available to help, Janet, Judith
and Darryl took on even more responsibility, including janitorial work and some
maintenance repairs. Darryl even printed

bulletins and put out a monthly newsletter. “As a lay leader I assisted the pastor.
No singing though,” he says. “We were
already losing people, didn’t want to lose
any more! It became almost a family affair.
That’s what was left so we just stepped
into different roles.”
The church soon lost their full-time
minister and worked with a part-time
minister to carry out services. They also
had no one left to play the piano. They
found an individual to do music, but the
working arrangement didn’t last long. So
the search continued.
The part-time minister was aware of
Andrews University and connected the
church to the University’s Department of
Music. About six years ago Rachel Gray,
a music major at the time, agreed to work
for the church, providing music for the service. “Music just became more important,”
says Darryl. “It was our service. It brought
the whole thing together. Without that
music, we probably would have closed five
years ago...we were just so, so fortunate.”
Rachel began bringing her brother,
Jesse Gray, along. She played the piano
and he played the organ. “We had never
heard both played at the same time,” says
Judith. “It was beautiful.”
Rachel and Jesse provided all the musical selections, which typically included
a prelude, several hymns and a postlude.

Sometimes she would play the cello, and
he would play his viola. “He rarely used
music,” recalls Janet. “He just stands up
and plays, no music in front of him. Whatever they played, they played awesomely.
Sometimes we were in awe at Rachel on
the piano. She’s just so elegant, the way
she plays. Jesse could play anything. A
couple of times some of the pulpit supply
pastors asked him to play things. And he
would do it.”
Rachel and Jesse sometimes brought other
Andrews students with them. Judith appreciated having young people present. “It was
good to have some new life,” she says.
When Rachel moved to Chicago, Jesse
continued in the Minister of Music role and
brought along Jeremy Ahn, who played the
piano while Jesse played the organ. “They
never left us without music,” says Janet. “If
they couldn’t attend, they always lined up
someone to be there for us.” In fact, that
level of responsibility carried over beyond
everyone’s expectations—if the weather
was bad, Jesse always made the 45minute drive to provide music for the
church service. If he was gone the whole
summer, he had other musicians who filled
in the entire time he was away.
“That sense of commitment equates to
what I feel like I should be in my life,” says
Darryl. “It’s amazing.”
Judith remembers Rachel and Jesse
being very quiet in the beginning, but as
time went on they became more outgoing.
“We’ve come up now for graduations,
birthday parties, concerts at the Howard
Performing Arts Center. We feel like they’re
a part of our families.”
The Memorial Presbyterian Church
attendance dropped further still, until
eventually only eight or nine members
were present each week. Still, though,
Jesse continued to provide music for the
church service. Each week. Without fail.
The church members were faced with some
difficult decisions, though. Should they
continue on with such a small group?
After much careful consideration, the
members decided to permanently close the
doors of their church. “We could have stayed
open. We had money, enough money. But
we had to decide as a group if it was right for
us to use this money just to keep this church
open for eight or nine people,” says Darryl.
“We tried everything. We weren’t going to
grow it. We didn’t want to waste our assets.”

“We wanted to repay back
the training and development
Andrews gave these two young
folks, for them to go out
prepared to help others and
to use that talent to further
the work of the Lord.”

As part of that consideration, the few
remaining members made a conscious
decision on how they wanted to spend
their money. They wanted to give back to
the community around them, including
charities. And Andrews University.
“We wanted to repay back the training
and development Andrews gave these two
young folks, for them to go out prepared
to help others and to use that talent to
further the work of the Lord,” says Darryl.
“We wanted to use our monies logically,
with the biggest chunk of it to be donated to the music department. That was
important to us. Was it right, for our own
personal gratification, to come to church
every Sunday when we could always go
to another church? We could do more by
helping people, which is what we felt like
we should be doing. That is why we made
the decision.”
The church members waited to close
their doors, though, until Jesse finished his
schooling at Andrews. They wanted him
to still have a job while he completed his
coursework. “He was so important to us
that we wanted to help him and be there
for him,” says Janet.
Darryl adds, “It sort of gave us a purpose, a secondary purpose so to speak.”
Janet, Judith and Darryl connected with
the Andrews University Office of Development to make a gift to Andrews in honor of
Jesse and Rachel. “It wasn’t tons and tons
of money,” says Darryl. “And these were
funds that our forefathers had contributed
over the years. The Lord was very good to
us in our investments. Those who came
before us were very conservative financially—there is a history of responsibility.”
The three hope that the gift will impact
music students at Andrews. “Continue
what you’re doing, all aspects of music,”
says Janet. “I never knew anything about
Andrews. Now we feel a real connection
to you. I don’t know that much about your

department, but whatever it can do to help
the students and further their education
and their experiences would be wonderful.”
Darryl adds, “We wanted to give money
to impact the music department. We wanted
them to use the money to make a difference
in these students’ lives and in a manner
that would improve the whole facility...
just thought that was important. Jesse and
Rachel made me feel like, ‘Wow, this education is incredible!’ They can do anything,
anything. Their work kept the church alive.”
Over the years, one of the church’s
Christmas Eve traditions was to sing “Silent
Night.” The lights would be dimmed, and
each person would be given a candle lit
from a main candle. “We would sing with
just the candles while the lights were out,”
says Judith. “In the beginning, before, they
used to sing it in Hungarian because it is a
Hungarian church.” The memory is a favorite one for Janet, Judith and Darryl.
And so, on June 30, 2019, at the church’s
final service, they sang “Silent Night” as
their final song.
Darryl also published a final church
newsletter just prior to the church closing its
doors. In it, he wrote, “With the help of an
Andrews University student, Jesse Gray, and
his sister, Rachel, we have a worship service
with music of such quality that it exceeds
most of the programs of larger churches.
This for a congregation of nine. Seventh-day
Adventists working hard to keep this
church alive. We started with the help of the
Evangelical and Reformed Church in 1903
and ended with help from the Seventh-day
Adventist Church in 2019. Along the way the
First Presbyterian Church of South Bend also
helped us in the early days. There just might
be some hope for civilization after all.” 

Jesse and Rachel Gray (left, second row) with
their friends at the Memorial Presbyterian
Church in South Bend, Indiana.
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