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Times for Building 

Virgil Brady, 1983 - 1999 

 

In 1983 Ronald Reagan was in his third year as President with George Bush as Vice President. 

The University of Kansas enrollment was at 24,400 and the city of Lawrence boasted at least 

52,738 residents [1980 census]. First Church membership was at 1374 and the annual operating 

budget was nearly $200,000. 

 

In the Spring of 1983 the District Superintendent decided to move Rev. Virgil Brady to First 

Church, Lawrence. Staff-Parish had not requested a change, as Rev. Dick Johnson had served us 

very well and he was well liked. None of the Staff-Parish knew Virgil and wanted some review 

of his preaching style. They requested volunteers from the Staff-Parish committee. Committee 

members, Marceil Laupee and Judy Niebaum, agreed to visit Indian Heights Methodist Church 

on a Sunday morning with their husbands, George and Jerry. Jerry writes, “After the service 

members of the congregation greeted us warmly, asking where we were from and how we 

happened to be there. We were a little coy in responding when suddenly one of them had a 

realization of why we might be there. She was immediately and deeply saddened. Rev. Brady 

had served them well for 9 years.” With a very positive report from the scout team the District 

Superintendent proceeded with the appointment. 

 

According to church secretary, Diane Stiles, forty-three year old Virgil Brady came into the 

church office for the first time as Senior Pastor of First Church declaring, "Boy, are we going to 

have fun!” With a winning smile and devoted energy Rev. Brady began a pastorate of sixteen 

years, the longest in First Church history to date. 

 

Virgil Brady was born in Kansas City, Kansas, but spent his boyhood 

mostly in Leavenworth and Independence. As the son of a Methodist 

Minister the Brady’s moved many times as Virgil was growing up. He 

graduated from Highland Park High School in Topeka in 1957 and then 

accepted a basketball scholarship at Wichita State University. Virgil 

excelled at basketball and was the starting guard all three years of 

eligibility under coach, Ralph Miller. While at Wichita State, Virgil met 

Elaine Woodman , a varsity cheerleader from Wichita. Elaine and Virgil 

married in 1962 and at this writing have celebrated their 42

nd

 wedding 

anniversary. 

 

Following in the footsteps of his father and older brother, Merris, Virgil was 

led to ministry in the Methodist Church. He attended Perkins School of Theology in Dallas, 

graduating in 1964. His first church appointment was at Tecumseh Methodist 1964-68 followed 

by six years at Grace United Methodist Church in Winfield. Before coming to Lawrence he 

served as Senior Pastor at Indian Heights Methodist in Overland Park from 1974-83. 

 

Although by his own admission he was a reluctant fund raiser, Rev. Virgil Brady was destined to 

lead First Church in four consecutive successful 3-year capital fund drives without negatively 

impacting the general operating budget, a truly remarkable accomplishment! In 1999 when 

Virgil retired, the annual operating budget was nearly $700,000 an increase of a half million 

Virgil Brady   
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dollars per year in his 16 years as pastor. The four capital campaigns would eventually raise 

more than $2.4 million. 

 

At the beginning of the first campaign in his pastor’s letter of February 18, 1985 Virgil writes: 

 

“The spirit and direction of our church was reflected at the recent Administrative 

Board’s discussion and unanimous approval of an approximately $1 million 

building/renovation project. There were, in my judgment, several reasons for 

approving such an ambitious program:  

 

1) ‘Fellowship’ –the building committee and architect’s concept will ‘open up’ the 

facility, especially the area north of the sanctuary.  

 

2) ‘Full accessibility’ is planned (elevator and ramp) for elderly and handicapped.  

 

3) ‘Stewardship’ – attention to the mechanical and roof concerns will not only 

preserve our historic structure, but will conserve energy, eliminate continual repairs 

on deteriorating pipes, and make optimum use of existing space.  

 

4) ‘Enthusiasm’ – evidently the ‘feel’ of our church is: now is the time to do what is 

needed and we are ready to use the resources, which are present in our church family. 

  

5) ‘Trust’ – although final plans for the building and financing have not been set, the 

Board was willing to trust the staff, building and finance committees to do what 

makes sense in light of our needs and resources.  

 

I affirm the Board’s decision. My evaluation of this congregations’ spirit is that we 

are ready to move, have the resources that it will take, and at the same time not 

sacrifice any of our present programs including our mission beyond our four walls. 

The building committee is meeting and will keep you fully informed. Feel free to call 

and discuss our future plans.” 

 

Early cost estimates were overly optimistic and the eventual cost of the renovation, including 

interest, was more than $2.2 million. 

 

In April 1985 with professional fund raising assistance from Colon Gormon, First Church began 

a capital campaign with Phil Godwin as General Chair and Bill Paddock as his assistant. The 

theme for the campaign was ‘Share the Heritage – A Church for All Ages.’ In the campaign 

brochure Phil Godwin writes: 

 

“As members of this congregation we enjoy a rich heritage begun by the 

early settlers of Lawrence in 1855 … a heritage both spiritual and structural. Their 

sacrifices have been built upon by the generations which followed as the 

congregation expanded and successive buildings were constructed to meet their 

needs. 
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Today we enjoy a thriving congregation and a sturdy building whose 

foundation was laid in 1889. The only major project since was the education wing 

added in 1960. Once again our generation has needs no longer fully met by the 

existing structure. 

We have need of access for the handicapped, a new fellowship hall, 

renovation of an antiquated heating system and better use of existing space. 

Most of us have enjoyed what others have provided for us without much 

sacrifice on our part. Now we have the opportunity to build upon that heritage and 

provide for the generations which will follow us. 

Truly this is a church for all ages. Join in the excitement as we share in its 

heritage!” 

 

Writing in the same campaign brochure Virgil Brady offered the following: 

 

“Approximately 100 years ago Methodists in Lawrence were considering the look 

and feel of their church house. As they contemplated building the kind and size of 

structure which we presently enjoy, I’m sure they asked, ‘Do we need all we’re 

thinking about building? Can we afford it?’ As we enjoy their gift and sacrifice 

and contemplate our needs, we are asking the same questions. 

 

Our answer is the same as theirs. We will reach our goal as we keep in mind the 

gift they gave to us and commit ourselves to ‘share the heritage’ with those in 

2085 and beyond for as with those of the past it will not be done with 

business/giving as usual. There are no large or small gifts, since amounts are, of 

course, relative to individual income and assets. There is a need for us to enlarge 

our vision and give more than many of us thought would be asked of us. Aware of 

the gift of this beautiful church house, many like myself have more than doubled 

what we originally though we should/could/would give. I sincerely believe now is 

the time in this church’s history to do what we are doing not for ourselves, but as 

an expression of gratitude to those of our past, and a commitment to those in our 

church’s future who will carry on the work of Jesus Christ.” 

 

The funding was sought for major renovation of our church facility including: 

 

 Creation of a new Fellowship Hall and rooftop playground 

 Repair and replacement of the heating system and roof 

 Installing an elevator and ramp for handicapped access 

 Renovation of the existing Fellowship Hall for classrooms 

 Creation of new office space and public restrooms 

 

Each of the capital campaigns had a formal structure, a theme, and a paid professional 

fundraiser/director to guide the process. The brochure covers, dates, and amounts pledged are shown 

here. 
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      Share The Heritage – A Church For All Ages            Share The Faith – Assure The Future 

         1985-1988 Prof. Director: Colin Gormon            1988-1991 Prof. Director: Elizabeth Howard 

       3-year pledges: $680,000 actual: $653,700             3-year pledges: $690,000 actual: $606,500 

 

    

  

        Fan The Flame Of Faith                  Reaching Out … Continuing With Christ 

              1991-1994 Prof. Director: Bill Nace                             1994 -1997 Prof. Director: Frances Manson 

       3-year pledges: $760,000 actual: $761,250                        3-year pledges: $ 814,000 actual: $395,780


