THE BEGINNINGS OF THE BRANDERMILL CHURCH

D. Clyde Bartges

November 30, 1994

Recently 20 charter members from The Brandermill Church met on a Sunday afternoon to reminisce about the formation of their church. It was quite obvious that this group had enjoyed being a part of those early times and that their participation had enriched their own lives. It is certainly true that few Christians have had the privileged experience of working with others to organize a church, to watch it grow and develop into spiritual benefit for the community. These first members remain enthusiastic as they recalled the joy they had as they helped to make this church possible. 

The vision of an ecumenical church for the new community called Brandermill originated in the Virginia Council of Churches. It was proposed that such a church be established by many denominations pooling their resources together. And although other denominations did participate in the initial conversations, only two agreed to cooperate in this unique venture. These continue to be the Presbyterian Church (USA) and the United Methodist Church. The two executives from these denominations who took the leadership in founding the church were The Reverend Samuel D. McCammon, Jr. of Hanover Presbytery (now Presbytery of The James) and The Reverend Harry B. Eaton of the Methodist Richmond District. It was agreed by them to ask The Reverend D. Clyde Bartges to be the organizing minister. 

The first meeting of those who would later form the church was held at the home of Bill and Sue Akin in Poplar Grove on January 16, 1977. About 25 people attended that Sunday night meeting and some of these are still active members today.

Meetings for Bible study and discussion were then held on Sunday evenings as we gathered around the fireplace of the real estate Reception Center in Sunday Park. Within two months morning worship services and Sunday school were started. The first Communion Service was observed on Palm Sunday where both grape juice and wine were served in respect for those from different denominations. In this church it is a practice that has become a tradition. On April 10th the first Easter service was held outdoors on the peninsula by the large pavilion overlooking the lake. 150 people attended and each was given a fresh daisy as they left the service. 

During the warm days of summer, services were conducted on the deck outside the Reception Center. People could walk or ride their bikes to this enchanting place where birds and squirrels put on their own performance. In the fall we moved into the Windward Watch Restaurant where the attendance continued to grow. Everyone expressed a strong desire for this informal setting to be duplicated in the future building of the church. Actually this atmosphere was accomplished by the architecture of the exposed beams and seating in the round where worshipers could see some faces and not just backs of heads. 

Activities continued to expand. Sunday school was headed by Ed Pittman with a staff of competent teachers. Boy and Girl Scouts were begun by Curt Branyon and Linda Dusenbury. A music program was organized by Mary Tyndall who was later joined by Cassandra Lacey. 

The two denominational representatives with the help of leaders from the worshipping congregation formed a Covenant for a union church. One of the provisions of the Covenant stated that in order to maintain balance between denominations, “ministerial leadership will alternate between the sponsoring denominations.”  The pastor would not ordinarily serve for more than six years. A Judicatory Steering Committee was constituted with three representatives each from the denominations and the church. This was to help in communications and in maintaining common goals. The committee met monthly.

The Brandermill Church was officially organized in the restaurant by the two denominations on November 6, 1977. There were 127 charter members representing 58 families. The congregation approved the Covenant and elected an Administrative Board. These first board members were:  Sue Akin, Jerry Blalock, Shirley Butterworth, Clem Carlisle, Marcia Corbin, Clarence Lupton, George McNeal, John Weeks and John Williams. One month later an impressive Christmas candlelight service was held outside on a starry night with over 200 in attendance. On January 22, 1978, I was installed as the first Presbyterian pastor. 

It soon became apparent that the use of trailers and office complexes in Sunday Park was not an adequate arrangement for the needs of the church. Children had also to be transported to various homes for Sunday School. We decided to move all the Sunday morning activities to the Clover Hill High School. 

A brochure describing the purpose of the church was distributed that year to all the residents of this area. It gave the following invitation:  “The Brandermill Church is designed to play an integral role in Brandermill by meeting the diverse interests and needs of the community and by offering opportunities for enrichment, both spiritually and socially. We hope you and your family will consider The Brandermill Church as your place of worship and community fellowship. We invite you to further develop a strong community church in Brandermill. Although our church is sponsored by two denominations, we draw from the heritage of many, for our membership represents a background of practically all major denominations.”

The church continued to meet in the school but we had to take a creative approach to adjust to its facilities. The Vacation Church School had to meet outside at the Sunday Park peninsula. A church building became a necessity. Property was purchased in Sunday Park for $97,500.00 with the sponsoring denominations sharing equally in the cost. The architectural firm of Moseley-Hening was employed to draw plans for the sanctuary with a small wing for Sunday school. A kitchen operated out of a closet in the finished building. Financing was “touch and go” for this fledgling congregation which had no history to present to banks for a mortgage loan. It was decided to sell bonds to the church members. The response was excellent. Hal Raddin and Jim Keeton headed this endeavor;  Clem Carlisle was made chairman of the building committee. It is impossible to mention the names of all those who gave so generously of their time and resources in the early days of this church development. One of the most successful ventures was a Christmas Bazaar under the leadership of Nancy Schofield and Fran Ranson. This first bazaar was held at the Watkins Elementary School. There were 21 booths with homemade crafts and baked goods. The bazaars were continued later for some years with Eleanor Hill organizing the work. 

Ground breaking ceremony was August 5, 1979. The first worship service was on October 19, 1980 even though the building was not yet completed. Dedication of the new sanctuary was conducted some weeks later. Many decisions had to be made regarding furniture and landscaping. It seemed best to have a grand piano rather than an electronic organ. An appropriate hymnal was chosen that was not from either denomination.

From the beginning, the building was used for many community events. The Brandermill Chamber Series featuring nationally recognized musical artists gave the first concert one month after the church was opened. The Brandermill Community Association and the Brandermill Retired Men’s Club still use the church for their meetings. 

Both denominations have supported the church and have benefited from its growth. By the time of my retirement in 1982, 500 members had been received into our membership-250 for each denomination. 

The beauty of God’s changing seasons are appreciated by the congregation as they worship in this open sanctuary overlooking the lake. The greens of spring and summer, the fall leaf colors and the snows of winter declare his glory. Scripture states that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself and entrusting to us this message of reconciliation. (II Corinthians 5:19)  The Brandermill Church was established to share this ministry of God’s love and grace. 

