
LCVH:  This Is Your Life 
 

 

1950’s – 1960’s – Birth  

 

Jeremiah 1:4-5 

 

God, our Creator, gives us life, and by his grace we go through various stages in life.  The 

same is true for congregations.  First we are conceived and born.  Appropriately, The 

Lutheran Church of Vestavia Hills was first conceived in the minds of two women, Barbara 

Schaffer and Lois Phillips Huey, who persuaded The Southern District of The Lutheran 

Church – Missouri Synod of the need for a Lutheran Church in the Shades Mountain area 

of Birmingham.  Therefore, in 1958 the District purchased land on the corner of South 

Montgomery Highway and Shades Crest Road and called Rev. James Pape to be the 

organizing pastor.  The first service of the newborn church was on April 12, 1959 (which, 

by the way, was also the date of the Confirmation of Clifford Hellmers).  That first service  

was held in the Homewood National Guard Armory, which is now the site of Brookwood 

Mall.  That afternoon Pastor Pape was commissioned as Missionary-at-Large for the 

Shades Mountain area in a service held at Trinity Lutheran Church on the west side of 

Birmingham.  There is no record of attendance for that service, but the large crowd did 

cause the porch to fall down after the service, the first of several ominous signs for the new 

congregation.  Later the congregation its moved its worship services to the Vestavia Hills 

City Hall where residents of the jail and fire engine sirens posed a regular distraction for 

the children. 

 

Soon an ultramodern sanctuary, with two circular “pods” on stilts on each side, was 

dedicated on June 17, 1962.  However, it too had an ominous beginning as lightning struck 

a tall cross in the parking lot just before the dedication.  Lightning was to strike that cross 

two more times, and, though the congregation’s mission was to “Lift High the Cross,” that 

second strike was enough to convince members to take that one down.     

 

On April 18, 1965 Pastor Pape concluded his ministry at LCVH.  On January 23, 1966 Rev. 

Albert Besalski was installed as the congregation’s second pastor.  It was always an 

interesting curiosity for me that a young, fledgling congregation called a pastor who was 60 

years old to be its shepherd.  However, the wisdom and direction of the Holy Spirit was 

evident in this Call as a veteran pastor was exactly what was needed to steady the ship as 

the congregation was soon to experience many challenges.   

 

1970’s – Toddler Stage  

 

Jeremiah 29:11 

 

All too quickly it is time for the baby to learn how to crawl and then stand and walk.  Now 

it was time for LCVH to learn how to stand on its own two feet.  One of the first things 

Pastor Besalski did was to persuade the congregation to end financial subsidy from the 

District, an action that was of no little concern to the congregation’s leadership.  However, 



the wisdom of that action was soon seen in a new vitality in the congregation, demonstrated 

by the fact that LCVH was still able to continue to give 20% of its offerings for District and 

Synod missions.   

 

Another challenge the congregation faced is best described by the letters:  IBM – I’ve been 

moved. In those early years significant numbers of members were moved away by their 

employers, one summer seeing 67 LCVH members move away in a five week period.  But 

new members always seemed to arrive to keep the congregation’s membership and 

ministry  growing.  Eventually, the congregation needed more space for its activities.  

Accordingly, an “undercroft” was built beneath the sanctuary, with much of the labor done 

by members.  It was dedicated on October 20, 1974. 

 

On June 27, 1976 Pastor “B,” as Pastor Besalski was affectionately known, retired from 

active pastoral ministry.  After seeing their Call for a new pastor declined by three veteran 

pastors, the congregation called a 30 year old mission pastor from Olney, Maryland.  On 

November 21, 1976 Rev. Clifford Hellmers was installed as LCVH’s third pastor. 

 

1980’s – Time for School  

 

Luke 2:52  

 

Before they know it parents find it is time for their little ones to grow not only in stature 

but also in knowledge and social skills.  It is time for school, a time of great joy but also a 

time of some pain.  During the late 70’s and 80’s LCVH experienced what we might call its 

“education phase,” both in terms of growing in knowledge of the Bible but also in the 

realities of life for a still relatively young body of believers.  For example, the 

congregation’s wooden buildings on stilts began presenting  many challenges.  Water pipes 

under the stilted pods froze every winter and produced leaks when they thawed.  One 

Sunday afternoon I was awakened from my nap by a church neighbor who called to say 

that water was cascading out of our fellowship pod.  Furthermore, that pod on stilts 

resulted in cold feet during Sunday morning Bible Class in the winter, resulting in 

members crowding around one single floor-to-ceiling window trying to soak in the sun’s 

warm rays.  Also, the wooden exterior of the sanctuary seemed to be a magnet for 

Alabama’s State Bird, the Yellowhammer Wood Pecker.  On some Sundays it was a contest 

to see who could be the loudest, Pastor Hellmers or the wood peckers!   

 

In spite of it all the LCVH ministry continued to expand.  Again it was a woman, Betty 

Susina, who persuaded the congregation to adopt a Braille Ministry.  On March 4, 1984 the 

Birmingham Lutheran Braille Center was dedicated for the purpose of producing 

Christian education materials for sight-impaired people.   

 

It was also in the early 80’s when LCVH moved deeply into learning the will and ways of 

God through the Bethel Bible Study process, an overview of the Scriptures that took a 

member two years to complete.  All total by 1985 well over 100 committed people went 

through three cycles of the process.  Digging deeply into the Word of the Lord seemed to 

help the congregation catch the vision of what Christ meant His Church to be. 



Another significant action by the congregation in the 80’s was calling the man with frizzy 

hair, a moustache, and orange tennis shoes to be Director of Christian Education and 

Evangelism, Mark Rhoads.  Not only did LCVH have a strong youth program during his 

tenure, but it was because of his vision and planning that LCVH began a Mother’s Day Out 

Program with Janet Tysse as the first director.  From the outset she set the tone for MDO 

as “The place where children know they are loved.”   

 

Mark was also instrumental in getting LCVH involved in the Old Fire House Shelter for 

the Homeless in the late 80’s, recruiting people to serve on cook teams and often spending 

Monday nights at the shelter as a host.  

 

Another of his contributions was persuading the Pastor and Elders that the congregation 

needed to have two services on Sunday morning.  While producing growth in the 

congregation, it also produced some challenges.  From 8 to 9 AM the sun cast a direct light 

onto one whole side of pews in the old sanctuary blinding worshipers.  Since the attendance 

at the early service in those days was small the solution was to have the congregation sit in 

the pews on the side of the sanctuary where the sun was not beaming.  The challenge was 

that on two Sundays of every year, as the sun appeared to move from the northern sky to 

the southern sky, we learned that before worship the congregation needed to get up and 

move to the other side of the sanctuary where the sun was not blinding worshippers.   

 

There were other challenges in the 80’s, but LCVH members always seemed to learn how 

to face them, solve them, and continue to grow in its ministry for the Lord.   

 

1990’s – College    

 

Matthew 28:19-20 

 

College is known as a time of learning, growing, exploring, and, of course, having a good 

time.  Such it was for our congregation in the 1990’s. 

 

In 1990 LCVH lost a part of its identity in the community as “The Church on Stilts.”  It 

demolished three of the circular pods, and on April 29, 1990 dedicated a new brick, two 

story education, fellowship, and administrative facility which enabled it to greatly expand 

its ministry.     

 

It was also a time when fellowship rose to a higher level.  Much of this was due to the vision 

of yet another woman, Gertie Hengel.  She began a Wednesday Morning Women’s Bible 

Study.  She began what was called “Tables of Eight,” where four new members met in a 

current member’s home, along with two other current members, to have supper and to get 

to know one another on a personal level.  She also began having regular fellowship events, 

like our Hawaiian Luau, when she actually got one of our members to roast a whole pig on 

a spit on the back lawn of the campus.  One can only wonder what the neighbors thought.  

Finally, she arranged to have dinner and a program every Wednesday night from 

September through May, often joining the cooks in preparing the meal.  Through her 

efforts members got to know one another and simultaneously have a rollicking good time.     



 

It was also in the 90’s when LCVH took very seriously Christ’s command to “make 

disciples of all nations.”  Mission trips, planned in conjunction with Lutheran Hour 

Ministries, took teams of members to distant places like East Germany, Poland, Slovakia, 

Russia, and Latvia.   

 

Still there were challenges.  The woodpeckers got louder, the holes they left behind got 

bigger, and the potential for ushers to trip and get injured from walking in a center aisle in 

the sanctuary, rippled by buckling wood, got greater.  The sanctuary needed repairs and 

expansion, but how do you do that with the shape of our building? 

 

2000’s – Young Adult  

 

Isaiah 43:1  

 

After college there comes a time of transition to marriage, family, and the first job.  The 

first decade of the new millennium was a time of transition for our congregation.   

 

On February 4, 2001 a sanctuary was dedicated.  Members were literally awe-struck as 

they walked into a sanctuary that turned out to be much more than an expansion of the 

old.  It really was a new sanctuary with more space for more worshipers and a new variety 

of activities in worship.  There was some concern, though, that the large windows at the 

front might be a distraction, but soon members took them to be a reminder of where the 

church does its primary work – out there in the world.      

 

The new millennium also saw Ruth Johnson, who had been our Director of Music from 

1989 to 1991, return to the congregation.  This time she served as Director of Children’s 

Ministry, and in the twinkling of an eye Sunday School and Vacation Bible School were 

never the same.  LCVH suddenly became a “happening place” on Sunday mornings and a  

week in the summer, with an energy and excitement on the faces of children that are a pure 

joy to behold.  

 

This decade also saw a transition in the mission emphasis of the congregation.  The projects 

in Eastern Europe came to a close, and new efforts began in Nicaragua and Uganda.  It was  

time to formalize our international ministry with a special name, and thus Project HOPE 

was born in 2005. 

 

Many exciting things were happening at LCVH in the 2000’s, but it was also time for a 

transition in pastoral leadership.  The young pastor had become the old pastor, and it was 

time for that pastor to retire on August 31, 2008.  There would be three interim pastors to 

serve the congregation for the next two years. 

 

2010’s – Maturity  

 

Ephesians 4:13-15 

 



Hopefully, there comes a time in life when people finally learn who they are and what is 

their purpose in life.  We might call that period of life “maturity.”  So it is for the LCVH 

family as it now seems to clearly know its identity and purpose:  children of God called to 

be servants of Christ in the Church, the community, and the world.    

 

The present decade began with the installation of Rev. Michael Ahlemeyer on July 25, 2010 

as the congregation’s fourth pastor.  Under his guidance LCVH has become a strong, self-

assured, healthy congregation that knows its identity and purpose.  Immediately after our 

Pastor’s installation, our congregation began to experience significant growth in 

membership and church attendance, especially with young families with young children 

adding a new level of vitality to our church family.   

 

During this time there has also been a strengthening of existing ministries:  music, 

children’s ministry, education, social ministry, youth, property, senior ministry, and 

international ministries.  However, Pastor Ahlemeyer has also led the congregation into 

new areas of ministry including supporting the church-at-large by mentoring four vicars in 

their pastoral formation and by instituting the Hellmers’ St. Louis Seminary Endowment 

Fund.  Then there is the Outreach to the Blind, Bible Boot Camp, the Hand Bell Choir, 

sending the Shirk family as LCVH medical missionaries to Kijabe, Kenya, Mission Sowers  

– all of which make LCVH a very mature congregation in Christ’s Church on earth. 

 

However, Pastor Ahlemeyer has not been spared the trials and tribulations of our church 

buildings.  He too has experienced the ever-present issue of water in the building – witness 

the Monday morning he walked into his office with a few inches of water from a broken 

pipe in the men’s lavatory saturating his carpet! 

 

It seems that water has always been an issue at The Lutheran Church of Vestavia Hills.  It 

has been destructive and supremely irritating for all four pastors and lay leadership.  Yet 

water is also absolutely necessary for life, especially the waters of Holy Baptism.  For 60 

years now Baptismal waters have flowed freely at LCVH over the heads of infants, 

children, and adults conveying to them the grace and power of Christ’s cross.  For 60 years 

now LCVH has been a gathering of the water-marked people of God who has guided them 

through sorrow and joy, moments that put faith to the test and moments of pure 

exhilaration, times of bitter disappointment but, by God’s grace, great success. 

 

Yet the story is not finished.  There is still a long way to go.  Today, we simply pause to  

give thanks to God for giving us the honor of being His witnesses for sixty years on the 

corner of South Montgomery Highway and Shades Crest Road.  Tomorrow it is time to roll 

up our sleeves and get back to work, using the gifts and talents entrusted to our care to 

serve others.  Next Sunday we will return to our church to focus on that cross lifted high 

above the altar, to receive God’s grace in Word and Sacrament, and to praise Him for all 

of His goodness in our lives.  After the celebrating and feasting at the table of the Lord, 

though, it will be time to go forth, fed and nourished by the Spirit, sharing God’s love in 

word and deed in our church, community, and the world, until that day when we will hear 

our Savior say, “Well done, good and faithful servant, enter into the joy of your Master.”  

To Him be the glory on this day and forever!  Amen.            


