

LSS Proposed Center for Changing Lives and First Lutheran Church 

The First Lutheran Church buildings on the corner of 12th Ave. E and Superior Street, typically referred to as the “Old Dental Building” and the “Transitional Living House”, are being studied as a potential site of a  joint  venture between Lutheran Social Services of Duluth and FLC  to build a  new building called the “Center for Changing Lives”.   It might be helpful to recall the history of those buildings and how this proposed new building fits into our church mission and strategic plan.  

The dental building and attached house had long served as a functioning dental office and home for the dentist who developed the office. Sometime prior to his death, he had converted the house into four small apartments which he rented at market rates.    When the dentist was killed in a plane crash, the FLC administrator, Phil Friest, with Planning Council approval, approached the executors of the dentists estate and offered to buy the building.  The idea was that the building would eventually be torn down to provide for more on-site parking for FLC members.  

For the first couple of years after the purchase, FLC ran the dental building and house as it had been run by the dentist.  A new dentist rented the dental building and a reality company was contracted to rent out the apartments in the house.   It should be noted that the house itself was not in good condition and was not a quality building from the beginning.  

About a year or two after the sale one the FLC pastors suggested that FLC should reconsider the use of the house and make it into something that fit the mission of the church.  The Planning Council agreed and developed a plan to make the house into a place where down-and-out families could temporarily live until they could get their lives back in order.   CHUM was contacted to assist in identifying families for the house.  The house was renamed to the “FLC Transitional Living House”.  A small task force was appointed to oversee the operation.  The FLC Board of Operations did necessary upgrades to the house to make it safe and livable.  The dental building continued to serve as a dental facility.

A number of years later the dentist who rented the dental office retired.  It was obvious that the dental building had become obsolete for the modern practice of dentistry so was refurbished by the Board of Operations as a general office building.  After significant advertising, only one potential renter came forward with a proposal to rent the building, a tattoo parlor.  The Planning Council turned down the offer saying it did not fit the church mission.  

Then came LSS of Duluth who offered to lease the building as a visitation center where families and individuals that needed, or required, supervised visits could meet in privacy and dignity. The Planning Council readily agreed to the proposal since it fit with the church mission.   A group of FLC volunteers refurbished the basement of the building and LSS moved in and today runs a very successful program.

The LSS Changing Lives Building proposal would tear down the dental building and the transitional house and build a 10 million dollar building that would house all of LSS Duluth operations including an expansion of the highly successful Renaissance House and Health Center for teenage youth.  Fund raising would be the responsibility of LSS.   

The new building would include two levels of underground parking, one level which would be available to FLC at all times, and both levels available to FLC on weekends.  The new parking would increase FLC weekly parking space by about 50% and Sunday parking by about 100%.  More importantly, the new building would move forward the mission of FLC to serve all of God's children who are in need.  It is a plan that could be a win/win for both LSS and FLC. 

The LSS proposal is very preliminary at this stage and there are many questions to be considered and answered.   As the plan moves forward, there will be every opportunity for FLC members to study the plans, weigh in with their opinions, and vote on any major agreements between LSS and FLC.  It is an exciting opportunity and we hope that all FLC members will stay involved and informed.    
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