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attributes them to his comfort in being with all kinds of people.  He also held a part-time position in 

a Methodist Church during this time, working with youth. 
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worked for three years creating a welfare reform program from the ground up.  They worked 
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 During his tenure he has faced three major leadership challenges.  The first was to help heal 

a church in the aftermath of a division over worship style.  The second was to lead the church 

through a strategic planning process and a major building program.  The third was to help the 

church rebuild after a tornado struck their property in 2000. 

 He also began occasional work as an adjunct professor at Samford University during this 

time.  He is now fifty-two years old, having been at Vestavia church for nearly fourteen years.  He 
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History of the Congregation 

We live in an age where many churches feel a need to write out vision and mission 

statements and have it recited over and over again, so that individuals have a sense of being 

“Purpose Driven”. If you were to ask the leadership at Vestavia Hills Baptist Church their 
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graduated from Howard College (now Samford University) and Andover-Newton Theological Seminary, 

Newton, Massachusetts.      

John Wiley led the first worship service as pastor on July 21, 1957, to an overflow crowd of 62, 

and accepted sixteen new members that day. Church membership grew quickly under the leadership of 

the new pastor, John Wiley. By October of 1957 there were 121 new members. With the rapid increase in 

membership, it was imperative for the church to find a permanent location. A committee’s search 

eventually led to the Vestavia Temple and its spacious grounds. The temple was a round four-story 
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church would be…  

 “for those who are free,  

 those who are confused and baffled,  

 those who are sick in mind and body,  

 those who are stabbed by the guilt of sin,  

 those who worship as a family, the young, the parents,  

 worshiping by singing and in prayer, 

 so that all may know the oneness of Christ.” 

 

Vestavia Hills Baptist Church, still in its teen-aged years, was worshiping in a new and beautiful 

house of God and opening its doors to all who would come!  With Otis Brooks’ leadership and hard work 

from the congregation, an extraordinary time of new challenges and opportunities emerged throughout 

the 1970s.  This was a decade of extraordinary energy and innovation, one in which church began to 

establish its identity as a caring, welcoming fellowship focused on missions, meeting community needs, 

study, and worship.   

Other decisions made by the church stood against the culture of the time, and gave an early 

indication of the courage and character of the young congregation. They welcomed the first African-

American member demonstrating that their openness to all who wished to worship was more than just 

words. And they revised the church bylaws to state unequivocally that women held equal status in the 

church with men, and could be ordained to serve as deacons or ministers. 

Vestavia Hills Baptist Church began to establish her identity as a congregation who had a faith 

that protested social injustices. Its spiritual and ethical obligation was to unquestionably execute Christ’s 

mission: to preach the gospel to the poor, proclaim release for captives, recovery of sight for the blind, 

and to set free the oppressed (see Luke. 4:18) 

Vestavia Hills was effectively practicing what Walter Rauschenbusch calls the social gospel. 

This social reformer made the social gospel popular with such phrases as “The church must either 

condemn the world and seek to change it, or tolerate the world and conform to it.” Vestavia Hills Baptist 

Church was an agent of change. It was condemning segregation, the oppression of women, and any other 

institution that hindered liberty for all. 

Vestavia Hills Baptist Church became a visionary church seeking the “beloved community.” It 

was searching for a kingdom or a city or a community which would have pleased God, and its people had 

hope that it would be actualized within history.”  
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During the 1970s the church staff also grew and cha
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After several months of careful work defining the church's needs, reviewing numerous resumes, 

and narrowing down the list of candidates, the sear
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The storm and its aftermath disrupted church operations for a time and also forced a reordering 

of construction priorities. Expansion of the sanctuary could now be accomplished along with repair of 

tornado damage.  Similarly, the church office suite could be redesigned and expanded as it was being 

repaired.    

As those projects began to unfold, it became clear that while the tornado's damage had forced the 

church to take a slightly different path, it was still moving forward to realize its vision. An experience no 

one would have chosen to go through had taught valuable spiritual lessons: Things are transient.  Life is 

fragile and precious.  Loss is painful, but often brings new opportunities.  And a setback, even one in the 

form of a violent storm, can be turned into a bridge -- to the future. 
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need for real community.  The ironic thing is that they have 900 members and they see 

themselves as a small church because there are so many mega churches within five miles.  Gary 

worries about 20 years down the road and their survival as a mid-sized church.  There is a great 

tension between small church and large church dynamics.  Vestavia Hills wants the programs of 

a large church, but the high touch, personal connection of a small church.  This will lead to 

higher staff costs than they have at present.  There is a wealth of talent in the leadership pool of 

its church members.  There are 27 seminary graduates, Beeson students, Samford faculty 

members, 12 lawyers, a lot of scientists, as well as mid-level executives.   

Vestavia Hills sees itself as a teaching church whe


