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In the coming weeks, we are going to dig into the history of First UMC, particularly as it pertains 
to the last fifty years.  But, one cannot omit the important events that got us to those decades. 

It is said that Methodist circuit riders were so prolific that whenever they saw the smoke 
indicating a new community was being established, they were quick to arrive to offer their 
religious services.  Traveling on horseback, these rugged preachers followed settlers into the 
frontier, preaching and teaching as they went.  Their faithfulness despite all obstacles led to an 
old saying about bad weather that said, “This weather is only fit for crows and Methodist 
preachers.”  In snowstorms, thunderstorms, floods or heat, the Methodist circuit riders were 
undaunted. 

And so as Bartholomew County was being established, it is no surprise that Methodist Circuit 
riders arrived to attend to the spiritual needs of the community.  In 1821, George Hester arrived 
to organize members into class meetings for spiritual growth.  He preached his first sermon here 
in a log cabin on Jackson Street.  Over the next sixteen years, Methodists continued to meet in 
local homes or large outdoor gatherings.  In 1837, the Columbus Circuit began raising funds to 
build a dedicated church at the corner of Fifth and Washington Street.  Because the Presbyterians 
did not have a church of their own, the Methodists invited them to share this worship space 
which they did for many years.   

At the time, transportation was primarily by horse and buggy or boat, but in 1844 the 
Indianapolis Railroad reached Columbus and the tracks went right through the property of the 
Methodist Church. Not ones to stand in the way of progress, the Methodists relocated the church 
to the other side of the street.  In a humorous bit of history, the Tabernacle Christian Church was 
located on the opposite corner.  It is said that on summer days, when the windows were open, 
there was often a rivalry between the choirs of the two churches, each trying to out-sing the 
other. 

One of the early pastors was Rev. Williamson Terrell.  Upon arriving here he was surprised that 
our little village had no formal public school building.  He, along with other religious leaders, 
raised funds for the creation of the first school house in the community.  Rev. Terrell would be 
reappointed to this congregation in his later years and is buried in the city cemetery. 



We are only a few minutes into this sermon series and already you can hear some of the values 
that have defined this congregation: a strong musical ministry and an emphasis upon education. 

The church continued to grow and needed additional space.  Following a lengthy campaign, a 
new two story brick church was completed in 1854, located at the corner of Fifth and Jackson 
Streets at a cost of $8000.  The congregation would hold this location until the 1880’s when 
continued growth led them to look again for new space.  At a cost of $12,500 construction on the 
new church located on Eighth and Mechanic Streets (Mechanic was alter renamed Lafayette) 
began in April of 1886.  When the old church was sold, Methodists worshipped at the newly built 
Presbyterian Church, returning the favor granted many years previous when they needed a place 
to worship.  The church was dedicated on June 14, 1887 with 725 members. 

I have mentioned this previously, but one of the things I found personally interesting is that when 
it came time to design the new church, members traveled to Indianapolis to view the newly 
constructed Roberts Park Methodist Church.  This was my former appointment before coming to 
Columbus.  The architects took many of the designs of that building and incorporated them into 
this current structure.   

The 1950’s were good times for American churches with strong attendance and membership.  
During this era, First UMC helped to create a new Methodist Church on the north side.  They 
asked members to prayerfully consider leaving their membership here to create this new church.    
In 1954, 87 families answered that call to found the Asbury Methodist Church.   

It reminds me of the pastors who met on the Monday after Easter.  The first pastor said, “We had 
a great Sunday.  We received three new families.”  The second pastor said, “Same for us, we 
received four new families!”  The third pastor smiled and said, “We did even better.  We 
transferred seven of our biggest trouble makers.” 

The 87 families that answered the call to create a new church were not, however, the trouble 
makers.  They were beloved members who saw the need and responded faithfully.  I suspect that 
there were many tearful goodbyes, but because of the willingness of this congregation and the 
faithfulness of those members, a new church was born. 

For churches of all denominations and in all locations, these were good times.  In 1950, First 
UMC had a membership of over 2000 members.  But this would be the apex.  What would 
follow in the decades to follow was a slow decline in membership and attendance.  And it wasn’t 
just related to churches.  Social scientist Robert Putnam wrote about this decline by noting that it 
was true in all areas of communal life.  Membership in hiking clubs, bowling leagues, service 
organizations and religious groups plateaued in 1957 and continued to decline throughout the 
1960’s and beyond. 

We continued to hike, but most people were hiking alone.  We continued to bowl, but league 
participation dropped.  We continued to be identified as Christians, but we stopped attending 



church.  In the 1960’s Americans began to question the role of all institutions and groups, 
choosing to go it alone whenever possible.  

Churches responded in many different ways.  Some closed ranks, afraid of the mounting losses.  
Some fought the cultural changes, placing blame for the losses in many different arenas.  How 
did First UMC respond?  We built. 
First UMC began the 1960’s with a campaign for building expansion.  The original plan would 
have been more than a million dollars with a complete renovation of our whole campus.  The 
intent was to build a new sanctuary on the southeast corner of the property and a new educational 
wing on the northwest part of the property.  A sunken garden would be in the middle and the 
current sanctuary would become a chapel.  Subsequent studies determined that the sanctuary was 
of such sound structure and beauty that it should be retained.  The plans were scaled back and 
renovations began in the fall of 1961.  The congregation met in the Fellowship Hall until the 
space was rededicated on Palm Sunday, April 15, 1962. 

Two days after the work was completed, the Church Council voted to begin the next phase, 
raising $365,000 to add three story additions to both the north and east sides of the church.  This 
project would take 16 months to complete and another four years to pay off the debt.   

I fear that these historical details and dry facts may have led to one of the most boring sermons 
you have heard.  But let me get to the point of sharing this.  Today, we have a marvelous facility 
and we are the beneficiaries of the good work of those who have gone before us.   

Currently, enrollment in our preschool is filled nearly to capacity.  There are some ages that have 
a waiting list.  But were it not for the foresight of those who went before, we would not have the 
great education wing that we have today that enables these present day ministries.  We are able to 
do what we do because of their willingness to stretch in difficult times. 

We have a great youth ministry here and we get to see that in many ways.  Twice a year our 
youth lead the worship service and they do so with integrity and faithfulness.  The services are an 
inspiration to all.  But somewhere many years back, folks saw the need for space that our youth 
could call their own.  Long before any of the current youth were born, church leaders set aside 
spaces where our youth could learn and grow.   

Years ago, our ancestors wanted to create a space where people could worship.  A space suitable 
for the solemnness of a funeral, the joyfulness of a wedding, the inspiration of a good worship 
service and a place where we can encounter the living presence of God in many ways.  They 
designed this sanctuary to fulfill all those roles and we are the recipients of their hard work. 

In a decade when memberships and attendance figures were declining, the leaders of this church 
made a conscious decision to not be led by fear, but by faith.  And their decisions have made a 
positive impact upon the current congregation. 



All of this leads to the scripture we heard a few moments ago.  It comes as the conclusion of the 
Sermon on the Mount.  This is what we might call the foundational sermon of Jesus’ ministry.  
The important themes of his ministry…forgiveness, love for one another, care for those in 
need…all these teachings are found in this brief sermon.  And he will conclude by speaking 
about building upon a solid foundation. 

He tells about two builders.  One built on the cheap.  The exterior might have looked good, but it 
was not well constructed.  And when the rains came…and the rains will always come at some 
point…the house fell to the ground.   
The second builder took the time to construct wisely, likely at greater expense and with more 
time required.  But when the rains came, when the winds blew, when the floodwaters rose, this 
house remained steadfast.  It withstood all that would come against it. 

Jesus is encouraging his followers to build their lives upon that kind of solid ground.  It means 
listening to where God is leading.  It means patience, waiting for the right moment.  It means 
letting go of our own ego and paying attention to the movement of God’s Spirit.  And when we 
do this, whether we are talking about the physical building of a church or the private building of 
our own lives, what we find is that the faithfulness to listen and pay attention to God’s leading 
will help us through the fearful times and position us for the joys that await. 

When I think about our history, I think about those who built this church, not only its physical 
structure, but its spiritual structure on that solid ground.  I walked to the south side of the 
courthouse and looked across Second Street where the cabin belonging to Thomas Hinkson once 
stood.  I thought of the first Methodists who met in that area and laid the foundation for what 
would follow and I gave thanks. 

I walked to the corner of 5th and Washington, where the first Methodist church in our community 
stood and I gave thanks for all those who worshipped in that place.  I gave thanks for their 
flexibility when necessity required them to move their place of worship across the street.  I gave 
thanks for their spirit of unity with our Presbyterian neighbors and for their friendly singing 
competition with the neighbors at the Christian Church.  I gave thanks for their faithfulness. 

Records didn’t indicate which corner the church was located on, but I walked to 5th and Jackson, 
where the Cummins building and Post Office are located.  I was aware that this is holy ground.  
Our ancestors met in this place to worship week after week.  I gave thanks for their witness in 
this community. 

I drove to the City Cemetery and located the gravestone of Williamson Terrell.  I paid tribute to 
my colleague of almost 200 years who had the vision that led to the creation of the first 
schoolhouse in this community.  We are the better for his ministry and I gave thanks for his 
leadership. 



And then I came to this location, where for 130 years people have gathered to worship.  We have 
prayed together, cared for one another, reached out in service to the world, made a difference in 
God’s name because of this shared place we call our spiritual home.  And I gave thanks.   

From the beginning, this church was built upon a solid foundation.  And year after year, we have 
built upon that foundation adding new ministries for the present and for the years ahead.  Fifty 
years ago, amid declining attendance and membership, this church responded not in fear, but 
with faith.  And because of what they did, our ministry can flourish today.  Their actions are an 
inspiration to us all.  And their example challenges us to continue to build upon that foundation 
so that fifty years from now, folks will look back with that same gratitude for the faithfulness of 
the people called Methodists in this time.  We will say more in the coming weeks about what 
those years may look like, but for now let us give thanks for what has been and open our hearts 
to what will be.


