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FOREWARD	 	 	 	 	 	 	                    by Mary Jane Schwarz (2008)		
 
By world or U.S. history’s measure, 100 years is hardly significant.  However, retracing the 100 year 
history of First Baptist Church McAllen, retraces the entire history of the City of McAllen.  I’ve enjoyed 
the past several months diving into the lives of our pioneering brothers and sisters.  Our earliest church 
records were destroyed by fire in the early 20s, when the home of a church member burned to the 
ground at Christmastime.  Still, our early history was researched and preserved by Mrs. Meryl 
Zimmerman (1958) and Lady Puryear (1986).  In order to get a sense of our beginnings,  I’ve read old 
historical sermons and church minutes.  I’ve read old newspaper articles, scrapbooked by town historian 
Ruth Clark, archived by the McAllen Public Library.  I’ve interviewed many who grew up in this church – 
many who still serve here today.  I’ve depended on the recollections of Betty Patterson, Ed and Ginnie 
Hyche, Dorothy and Judy Smith, Geraldean Brown Fritts, Spurgeon William “Spud” Brown, Mary Terry, 
Wilma Wells, and others who were willing to share.   In doing this research, I found some discrepancies 
in dates and varying accounts of “the early days” of First Baptist Church.  Even so, I have attempted to 
make organized sense of it all.  Exact dates are not as important as our motivation to establish and grow 
a church that glorifies and honors Jesus Christ until He comes again.  Jesus Christ, whom we love and 
serve today, is the same Jesus Christ Who was loved and served in 1908 and throughout our 100 year 
existence.  Our heritage is rich and worth remembering.  My personal affection for this church extends 
beyond my insignificant 26 year membership and even beyond my husband’s (Butch) membership since 
“Cradle Roll” (50 years).  My mother was raised in this church in the 30s and 40s and was married by 
Pastor Jones in 1953.  Her “Grandma Parks” was a member of the Presbyterian Ladies Missionary 
Society that helped keep our early church afloat while in its infancy.   
 

FIRST	BAPTIST	CHURCH	McALLEN…	
THE	FIRST	100	YEARS…	
	

EARLY McALLEN & THE BEGINNINGS OF A CHURCH 
 
There was nothing much to see around here except potential…and only then if you squinted your eyes 
just right.  There was mesquite, prickly cactus, thorny brush, and, depending on the weather, muddy or 
dusty dirt streets.   There were snakes, tarantulas, spiders, fleas, and a few frame structures.  Perhaps 
that’s why very little interest was generated by the first developers of this new town site (John McAllen, 
James B. McAllen, Uriah Lott, Lon C. Hill, and John J. Young, dba The McAllen Townsite Company) in its 
earliest days, in 1903 or 1904. The St. Louis Brownsville & Mexico Railroad Company built a branch line 
from Harlingen to Sam Fordyce (just west of La Joya), and a depot was built for West McAllen in 
February 27, 1905.  On May 16, 1907, William Briggs and partners (probably O.E. Jones and John 
Closner) bought some land from The McAllen Townsite Company (or John Closner) and started a town 
of their own, just two miles east of the John McAllen’s town site, calling it East McAllen.  They paid for a 
railroad stop and a post office in their new “town” and shortly, East McAllen would be the town site to 
flourish over West McAllen, finally joining it to form one McAllen, probably in 1908, with a population of 
between 150 and 300.  The exact date for the founding of McAllen has been lost but, its incorporation is 
documented as February 21, 1911.   
 
In the early days, McAllen had no electric lights and no running water.  A windmill, water well, and water 
tank were located in the rear of the McAllen Hotel, built in 1908.  Water was piped into a single shared 



 

bathroom.  Rooms were fitted with pitchers and wash basins.  There was one grocery store, a couple of 
lumber yards, and Roselawn Cemetary.  Very few families lived in McAllen between 1904 and 1908 – 
only four or five – most of them lived in the McAllen Hotel, while their homes were being built.  The 
town doctor would ride in on the train from Brownsville, and then ride his bicycle to see his patients.  
Traveling from McAllen to Mission was an event since; everything was brush and pasture, fenced with 
gates that travelers had to maneuver through. 
 
Mr. and Mrs. Robert Henderson came from Oklahoma City.  They were probably the first Baptist family 
to live in McAllen and one of First Baptist Church’s original members.  Henderson recalled the many 
hardships they had in those days - dust, heat, fleas, tarantulas, snakes, and other inhabitants.  His wife 
once had to leave town because of an outbreak of fleas.   Mr. Henderson became a valued member of 
FBC, serving as deacon chairman from 1934 to 1946 and as chairman of the building committee from 
1946 to 1952.   
 
The early settlers began to tame the land by developing an irrigation system, building the Hidalgo 
County Irrigation District Pump Station in 1908. Gigantic pumps lifted water from the Rio Grande River 
and turned a hostile thorn forest into rich farmland.  The dust and mud of this region proved to be so 
fertile that irrigation gradually increased, and with it, citrus as well as vegetable farming proved to be 
successful.  The area began to flourish.   At that time, William Briggs was bookkeeper for the Hidalgo 
Canal Company.  As part owner of early McAllen, Briggs is credited for platting the first streets of 
McAllen and providing incentives (cheap land sites) to facilitate the building of the necessary 
infrastructure for a blossoming community.  Schools were given tracts of land; churches were offered 
lots for $1.00 each.   

In the not yet incorporated McAllen village, as in the early days of any fledgling town, religion played an 
important part in forming the social and moral fiber of its citizenry.  Without a house of worship, the 
first Christian service in McAllen was likely held in 1908 in an open lumber yard (Maule Lumber 
Company) with oil lanterns hung on planks of lumber for light.  Here, thirteen people of different 
Christian denominations  – Presbyterians, Methodists, Christians, and Baptists – worshipped together 
that night as Dr. M. W. Doggett, a Presbyterian evangelist, conducted the first service and organized the 
First Presbyterian Church of McAllen.  According to the Presbyterian History book and Robert 
Henderson, pioneering member of First Baptist Church, this mixed group of Christians committed to 
meet together in a little school house near Austin and 12th Streets, until the Presbyterians started 
building on the corner of Austin and 12th (where First Presbyterian Church stands today).  Without a 
permanent preacher, Bible study was sometimes led by the Presbyterians, sometimes by the 
Methodists, and sometimes by the Baptists.   

That same year, missionary Reverend S. F. Baucom came to McAllen with his gospel tent, along with 
Reverend I.J. White, an army chaplain stationed at Fort Ringold in Rio Grande City, to hold an 
evangelistic meeting.  At its close, First Baptist Church was organized.   Reverend T.V. Herndon (27 years 
old and fresh out of the seminary) was invited to be its first pastor.  Pastor Herndon would divide his 
time between this new McAllen Baptist congregation and Baptist churches already founded in 
Mercedes, Donna, and perhaps Mission.  During this time, the Baptists would continue to share meeting 
places with the other denominations. 



 

Mrs. Herndon is recorded to say that she loved the Valley at her arrival.  It was truly the day of small 
things, of doing things the hard way, with few people to help.  She remembered how strange it seemed 
to her for women to speak in public, in mixed assemblies, and to have places of responsibility, besides 
the teaching of younger people and adult women.  She had come from Kentucky where Paul’s injunction 
for women to keep silence in the churches was observed literally.  She said she adapted very easily to 
the Texas and Lower Rio Grande Valley ways.    According to Mrs. Herndon, there were no cars and 
roads were not meant for them anyway.  Besides, a pastor’s salary didn’t permit a car.   

First Methodist Church would organize in November 1909, the same year the McAllen Chamber of 
Commerce would form, and the first town newspaper would come off the press.  Volume 1, Number 1 
of The McAllen Monitor was dated December 11, 1909.  

Civic leaders of McAllen say that the early progressive spirit of the city was evidenced in 1910 when a 
group of merchants built a horse trough at Main and Austin, so that cowboys coming to the city to 
purchase their supplies, could water their ponies easily.  By 1910, the population was approximately 
150. 

The Presbyterian minutes record that on March 27, Easter Sunday Morning 1910, while meeting at the 
little school house, they discovered the Methodists had unexpectedly withdrawn from the group and 
were holding services in their new building.  Not to be outdone, the Presbyterians and “the others” 
(likely the Baptists) loaded the church organ, Sunday School supplies, and a few wooden benches, into a 
spring wagon that had just brought some of the congregation to Sunday School that morning.  They 
quickly caravanned to a new Presbyterian building, which was still under construction, pushing aside the 
building materials, getting the room into shape for Easter services.  

By 1911 and 1912, First Baptist Church would have 8 members.   A warranty deed dated June 20, 1911 
conveyed two lots on the corner of Ash and Broadway to church trustees.  Around 1912, Dr. Granger 
Wheaton Smith (64 years old, educated at Rochester Theological Seminary) became the church’s second 
pastor, serving until 1919.  Dr. Smith had first come to McAllen in 1908, as a winter visitor.  While here, 
he attended Sunday School and services when the Baptists and others met in the little school house.  He 
was in attendance when the church was organized.  Two years later, at the advice of his physician, he 
retired from his pastorate in Green Bay, Wisconsin.  Thinking that serving more than forty years in the 
pulpit (started preaching at age 17), his life’s work was done, he came to McAllen to again spend the 
winter with his son.  He had no thought of staying more than three or four months at the longest but, by 
God’s Providence, he accepted the call to pastor First Baptist Church McAllen.   

According to Dr. Smith’s sermon notes from the 1923 Building Dedication Service, speaking about the 
early days of the church, he said: “At first, the religious work in the Valley made progress very slowly.  It 
was a new and experimental country.  People were constantly coming and going.  None knew how long 
they were going to stay.  Too many professed Christians had left what religion they had in the North.  It 
was hard to prevail upon people to stop and to think soberly and seriously of Almighty God, and His 
claims, and of their soul’s interests.”   



 

The Presbyterian Church would often go long periods without a pastor and Dr. Smith would assume the 
care of the two congregations, all worshipping in one house.  He states: “After I became pastor, we 
found it necessary to reorganize the church.”  Very few of those who had joined in organizing the church 
had ever presented letters, and many of the first leaders had moved away.  Only the names of two 
resident members of the church were actually found on the rolls.  Smith said, “As the years went by, 
people became more settled in their minds and in their plans; more people were coming; towns were 
springing up everywhere in the Valley; people began to think more seriously of religious things; churches 
multiplied; and every department of the Lord’s work moved on with greater enthusiasm and success.” 

It was said that, “of all the faithful workers who have had a part in the ongoing of the church, probably 
none was more beloved or more respected than Dr. Granger Wheaton Smith.”  When he came to 
McAllen, he did so to retire from the ministry, in the interest of his health.  Yet, he saw the challenge of 
the new field and accepted the post of leadership which led him to exert probably the most important 
influence the young church was to feel during its struggling years.  After he gave up his work in 1919, he 
continued as a member of the church and was honored with the distinction of being the church’s first 
Pastor Emeritus, a tribute of which he was personally proud.  The church had two rocking chairs which 
were reserved each Sunday for the revered Reverend Smith, with his long flowing white beard, and 
another beloved member, Grandma Taylor, as she was affectionately known.  Grandma Taylor lived to 
be 102 years old.  They rarely ever missed a service.  Less than two weeks before Dr. Smith’s passing in 
June 1936, at the age of 88, he sat through his last service in the church he had helped build.” 

In 1913, the Presbyterians still met with the “other Christians”, and there was a need to build a larger 
church.  So, the original frame structure was moved to the rear of the property and a new church 
erected in its place.   

By 1915, the membership of First Baptist Church had grown to 24 and the church received as a member 
its first deacon, E. W. Edwards.  Edwards acted as collection agent for the church in the early days when 
there was very little money.  The church would pay a little to whoever preached and would help the 
Presbyterians with meeting place costs.  Very little other expenses were incurred as they had no money 
to pay bills.  Brother Edwards served as trustee from 1919 until 1957, when he resigned.  For many years 
he served his church, faithfully visiting the sick and shut in, giving comfort and cheer.  He was a beloved 
member.  

During the difficult, formative years in McAllen, Mexican bandit raids were reported somewhere in the 
Valley almost every day.  Residents could not burn a light at night.  Cattle were stolen, ranch homes 
raided and shot into.  Some bandits stole simply to stay alive after being displaced by the Mexican 
Revolution which lasted from 1909 to 1919.  Others pillaged to avenge private grudges, their main 
purpose to kill their enemies rather than to steal property.  Still, one group of bandits posed the most 
serious threat to the Valley people.  These bandits, unlike the others, were well-organized and well-
armed, and they had many leaders and horses.  Pancho Villa’s famous bandito gang was among those 
named.  Guns, ammunition, and money had been supplied to them by the Revolutionary government of 
Mexico and by other enemies of the United States, including Germany.  Once, in the capture of a bandit 
by a local sheriff, documents, letters, money, and a flag were found in his possession –all of which 



 

exposed an organized plot against the United States. This plot was a plan for Mexicans to rise against the 
U.S.  and reclaim Texas, Colorado, Arizona, New Mexico, and California, which, they felt had been taken 
unfairly from Mexico by the United States.  Because the plot was exposed, the plan never materialized.  
For a while, the new Valleyites did not realize that the bandit raids were not just lawlessness, but 
actually an undeclared war.    

Attempts to get Federal troops to provide protection for the citizens was slow in coming, since this was 
a sparsely populated area at that time – unofficially, 1,200 residents.  The Texas Infantry and the Texas 
Rangers stood in the gap until finally, on July 4, 1916, the governor’s request for Federal Troops was 
finally granted.  Squadron A of the New York Guard, 71st Regiment (also called New York’s Millionaire 
Military) arrived in McAllen on July 12 with orders to protect the residents and conduct combat training 
exercises.   

The arrival of this “army of occupation” energized the McAllen economy.  At that time, the town 
consisted of a few businesses, two frame hotels, a couple of restaurants, a small bank, a feed store, and 
a small saloon.  It had a couple of doctors and lawyers, and the weekly newspaper.  There were no 
facilities to handle this increased population of 12,000 or so men - some accounts say 20,000.  The 
citizens were outnumbered and every business establishment was swamped.  Calls went out to 
wholesale houses to rush in orders of every type of merchandise.  It was hot down here and the cold 
drink business was good.  Boarding houses were jammed full and new eating places were established 
under tents, in vacant lots, or any place a spot might be obtained.  The soldiers made businesses grow 
rapidly in McAllen.  Many of the soldiers were well to do.  Some of the officers were millionaires (one 
was a Vanderbilt) and they were willing to pay excessive rents for local homes. 

In a few short weeks after the arrival of these soldiers, a building boom started.  These were stirring 
days in which McAllen would become a rollicking Army Camp town.  Homes, businesses, and churches 
sprang up and began to flourish.  Everyone was making money and spending it.  All of the skilled trades 
were represented in McAllen and everybody had a job.  By the time the soldiers began leaving in March 
1917 to fight in World War I in France; McAllen had grown into a nice little city.  It had developed into a 
stable trade center, and its social life and cultural interest had established a sound footing. 

In 1917, O.P. Archer deeded one square block of land for use as a public park to the city of McAllen and 
in 1918, the Casa de Palmas Hotel was built.  Archer Park and the Casa de Palmas Hotel became the 
heart of McAllen’s social life.   

Sharing facilities with the Presbyterians until late 1918, the Baptists felt they should finally begin 
meeting as a separate congregation.  It was around this time, First Baptist Church would begin to 
purchase property, “well-located lots”, within this same area, to begin serving the hearts of McAllen.  
The price paid for these lots is unknown.   In the meantime, they moved their meeting place to the Old 
Columbia Theatre (later The Queen Theatre) and then into a second grade classroom at the town’s new 
school building (later McAllen High School, now Neuhaus Tower site).  Here they would formally 
organize a Sunday School with F.B. Webb named as Sunday School Superintendent.  He would serve in 
this capacity until 1927.  Fred Phillips, church member, recalls that “the seats in the school building were 



 

very uncomfortable for adults to sit in since they were fitted for children.  And often, when we were 
ready to meet, we had to hunt down the key to get into the school building on Sunday mornings”.   

Mrs. Granger Wheaton Smith started the Women’s Missionary Society with 7 members in 1918. 

By February 1919 church minutes would record 53 names as members: 
 
Prof. & Mrs. J. C. Chapman 
Mr. & Mrs. A.N. Draper 
Misses Tillie & Louise Draper 
Mr. & Mrs. E.W. Edwards 
Mrs. E. F. Ehlinger 
Miss Josie Ehlinger 
Mrs. Olaf Erickson 
Mrs. H. B. Glendenning 
Mrs. Walter L. Hart 
Mr. & Mrs. Robert Henderson 
Mr. & Mrs. W. M. Hendricks 
Mrs. F. T. Henson 
Mrs. M. H. Holloway 
Miss Mildred Holloway 
Mrs. Robert Holloway 
Mr. & Mrs. Jeff D. Jackson 
George Kehm 
Mrs. J. H. Luker 
Ernest Luker 
Mr. & Mrs. G. W. Marston 
Mrs. Minne Packingham 
Rev. & Mrs. Granger W. Smith 
Mr. & Mrs. Bon H. Smith 
Bradford Smith 
Mr. & Mrs. Alfred Staudt 
Mr. & Mrs. E. E. Stoffer 
Mr. & Mrs. H. H. Storms 
Budley Roy 
Mr. & Mrs. Scott Taylor 
Miss Zara V. Thigpen 
Mr. & Mrs. F. B. Webb 
Baxter Webb 
Osborne Webb 
Mrs. W. C. Walker 

Miss Flora Wetherby 
Mrs. J. F. Wilson 



 

Eventually, the Baptist congregation was asked to vacate the school building so, a committee was 
appointed to look for a place to meet.  Without success, they made the recommendation to start 
building their new church.  As the closing task of his pastorate at First Baptist Church, Dr. Smith raised 
money for a new house of meeting.   

After the retirement of Dr. Smith, the church would call Rev. I.J. White, on April 13, 1919, from Fort 
Ringold, (3rd Pastor) as pastor.  Reverend White would continue to serve the soldiers along the border 
while leading First Baptist Church.  In the two and a half years he was pastor, it was recorded, “much 
was accomplished”.   He oversaw the building of a “rough but commodious” tabernacle on the corner of 
Broadway and Ash, immediately east of Archer Park, and purchase a third lot to make three lots on the 
corner.  “The Baptist Tabernacle”, as it was called, was built as a crude frame structure, open on three 
sides with a solid wall behind the pulpit.  Mr. and Mrs. Bon Smith (Polly Proctor’s parents) had loaned 
the church their piano for use in the tabernacle.  Their 10 year old son, Brooks, played for the church 
services.  His legs were not long enough to reach the peddles, so he played them with the toes of his 
bare feet.   

The tabernacle only lasted a few months when it was destroyed by a Gulf storm (in those days 
hurricanes were not named) that ripped through town, “tearing it to pieces and scattering it to the 
winds so that not a particle of it was recovered”.   The storm had drenched the Smith’s piano with 
water.  “Reverend White tried to dry it with lanterns but, it was ruined”.  Mrs. Smith asked some of the 
soldiers if they wanted it.  They did and loaded it into the back of a truck.  One of the soldier boys sat on 
a stool and started playing the piano as they drove down the street.  “That was the last anyone saw of 
that piano”, Mrs. Smith said.  The Baptists would return to meeting in the school house until money was 
raised for a new building. 

On November 21, 1919, First Baptist Church was incorporated under the laws of the State of Texas.  A 
big farming boom in McAllen came shortly after the soldiers left the Valley, called “the broom corn 
boom".  It’s been said that McAllen probably grew more between 1919 and 1921 than in any other three 
years of its existence.  Broom corn farmers were buying new farm homes, new cars, and living the lives 
of country gentlemen in this “Magic Valley”.   

FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH MCALLEN IN THE 20s and 30s 

The 1920 population for McAllen was 5,331 and under Rev. White’s leadership, the more permanent 
church structure was planned and started.  Soon, the ground was excavated for the basement and brick 
walls were built to support a temporary roof.  The seats were 1” X 12” boards, and for awhile had no 
backs.  The floor was dirt.  It was not concreted until the rest of the church was finished in 1923.  The 
basement would be their place of meeting for the next three years while the rest of the sanctuary was 
being completed.   

Monetary support from the Home Mission Board was solicited by Fred Phillips, Sr. who made a special 
trip to the Dallas office.  Dr. F. W. Gruner was head of the Baptist State Department at that time, asked 
Mr. Phillips if he thought First Baptist Church “would amount to anything”.  Mr. Phillips said they did 
receive some help and so, he must have answered in the affirmative.  A parsonage was also built during 
that same time on Ash and Broadway.  It was later moved to Beech and Twelfth Streets and was used 
for Sunday School rooms.  The loan was paid in full in May 1926. 



 

The church voted to call Reverend Walter Bugg (4th Pastor) as pastor on November 29, 1921.  Upon his 
acceptance, he immediately held a revival which lasted well into December.  The revival was held in the 
basement with its dirt floors and plank board seats.  Mrs. T. W. Gartman said there was much prayer 
and the Holy Spirit was there.   Fifty additions were made to the church.  In December 1921, the church 
voted to change the Prayer Meeting from Thursday night to Wednesday night.   Reverend Bugg resigned 
on January 4, 1922 to respond to a call to the Mission Baptist Church. 

On January 25, 1922 the church extended a call to Reverend George W. Balch (5th Pastor), who would 
serve until 1925. Reverend Balch was raised by Reverend J. M. Carroll, writer of the famous Trail of 
Blood sermons, founder of “Landmarkism”, and the attempted founder of Carroll College in McAllen.  
His brother, B.H. Carroll, founded Southwestern Theological Seminary in Ft. Worth in 1908.  During the 
period of Reverend Balch’s pastorate, the church encountered difficult financial problems in connection 
with the completion and expansion of its buildings.  A warranty deed dated June 20, 1922 conveyed two 
more lots, adjoining the Ash and Broadway church site.  Church leaders sacrificially gave and borrowed 
wherever they could.  The Home Mission Board gave a gift of $7,500, which was welcomed, though not 
enough to complete the building.  It was a difficult thing to stay current with the weekly payments to the 
contractor.  Reverend Balch would go out into the community to collect money from friends of the 
church who were not necessarily Baptists.  The deacons signed personal notes for the indebtedness.  
Mr. Henderson said “it was trusting in the living God that helped us through.”  Church leaders, Gartman, 
Henderson, Phillips, Webb and Edwards shared memories of these days.  “The townfolk in those days 
thought we had our sights too high, that we built too large a parsonage and too large a church.”  At last, 
on September 16, 1923, the building was completed and dedicated. By church vote, the Masons had 
charge of laying the cornerstone.  The original cornerstone is displayed today in Family Life Center.   
Former Pastor Dr. Wheaton Smith said in his sermon that day: “It has been asked…’How is it possible 
that the little Baptist Church has been able to erect such a fine house of worship?’  We do not know.  
We can only say, we undertook, and went on in the Name of the Lord, and as we believed under the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, the Lord helped us.  Like members in the Macedonian church in Paul’s day 
‘to their ability and beyond their ability’ the members of churches of other denominations in McAllen 
and members of no domination gave liberally.”  Even during the dedication service, a group of twelve or 
more masked men left a financial gift on the altar.  It was accepted. 

Reverend Hulen R. Carroll (6th Pastor) was pastor for a short time between 1925 and 1926.  During this 
time, Reverend J.M. Carroll, great uncle of Hulen Carroll, tried to establish Carroll College in the 
southwest part of McAllen, subdivided as College Heights.  J. M. Carroll was to be the President and 
Hulen Carroll resigned his pastorate at FBC to be the Dean.  The college was never finished.  The 
foundation for a building was laid but the building itself was never completed.  First Baptist Church had 
participated in the college project.  When it failed, the church was refunded a portion of its investment 
in lots (College Heights at South 23rd) that were sold a few years later.  

December 13, 1926, retired Reverend Jud B. Holt (7th Pastor) accepted the call extended by the church.  
During his ministry, the church was still struggling under the building debt.  Pledges were signed as a 
plan to pay off the debt.   “Dr. Holt, with his exceptional culture and executive powers, is delighting the 
church with his able and eloquent sermons, thoroughly organizing every department of the church 



 

activity, and on every hand calling forth compliments and finding favor with the people.  The church, 
with its fine and commodious house of worship, its beloved and able pastor, its nearly two hundred 
members, and its splendid field, ought to prove a might power for effective work in the Kingdom of our 
Lord and Master, Jesus Christ.” 

Under Holt, membership quickly grew to 340 with Sunday School enrollment of 248.   The newer church 
facility was already falling short in adequately accommodating its people.  It had been designed by an 
Army Engineer, and had no restroom facilities.  The women of the church raised money to have 
restrooms and a kitchen built in the basement. 

On February 13, 1929, Reverend W. B. Pierce became the eighth pastor.  During his pastorate, the 
financial condition of the church was still bad.  This situation was compounded by the poor economic 
condition of the entire country, soon heralding The Great Depression.  The Minutes from the July 1929 
business meeting showed the church unable to pay the literature bill in the amount of $420.  In March, 
an evangelist by the name of Reverend Thorn came to First Baptist Church and held a two week revival.  
There were 58 additions, 16 by letter, 3 by statement of faith, and 39 by baptism.  Sunday School 
enrollment soon increased to 463 and church membership to 495.  This created a desperate need for 
more Sunday School classes.  Plans were made to build a two story frame building at the rear of the 
church and to remodel the basement but, there was no money to do so.  A loan was secured to 
consolidate debt and complete the project.    In May 1930, a storm damaged the church building and the 
roof of the parsonage.  With no insurance, an effort was made to raise $700 to pay for the damages.  
Only $388 was received.  Reverend Pierce resigned October 1, 1930. 

The 1930 U.S. Census population for McAllen was 9,074 when Reverend Henry W. Shirley (9th Pastor) 
became pastor within a month of Reverend Pierce’s resignation, on November 23, 1930.  He served for 
twelve years, the longest term of any pastor up until that time.  His work continued through the 
Depression Period of 1931-1934 and into the recovery period of the late 30s and 40s.  The church grew 
steadily and continued the long process of paying off church debt. 

Reverend Shirley was well-known for his frankness, his courageous stand for his convictions, and was 
best known for his depth of thinking and analysis of the Bible.  He was a constant student.  Reverend 
and Mrs. Shirley were regular visitors to the homes of their membership and were loved for their deep 
concern for their church family.  Geraldean Brown Fritts fondly remembers asking Reverend Shirley to 
pass the biscuits when she was a toddler.   

When Reverend Shirley started his ministry here, the church had lost their credit with the Sunday School 
Board, for not having money to pay for Bible Study literature.  So, Reverend Shirley and his family would 
stay up to all hours mimeographing (copying) and folding literature for each week’s Sunday School 
lesson.   Shirley’s daughter recalled the old beat up mimeograph machine that had to be cranked by 
hand.  Her job was to catch the papers as they rolled off the press and to fold them.  Often tired from 
the tedious job, Shirley would motivate them by telling them to “do it in the Name of the Lord”.  
Somehow, the Lord blessed their efforts by keeping them awake to complete the bi-weekly task.  Also, 
to help make ends meet, Reverend Shirley took a cut in his own salary and made several other changes 



 

but, still, the church was heavily burdened by its debt.  The church needed a new roof and the steel 
supports that held the balcony in place desperately needed replacement.  During these Depression 
Days, the congregation did not have money to operate the church, much less to do needed repairs.  
Once again, loans were refinanced and extended.  Despite financial troubles, the church continued to 
grow in numbers.  On Sunday, March 26, 1933, Reverend Shirley baptized 41 souls in Sharyland Lake and 
57 additions were made to the church roll.  FBC Historian Lady Puryear noted that it is not known why 
this lake site was chosen for the baptism since a proper baptistery was available in the church. 

A hurricane (still not named) damaged the parsonage and the church in September of 1933.  Insurance 
covered everything except the water-logged seat cushions, which were badly damaged by water.  In an 
already struggling and depressed economy, this hurricane destroyed 90% of the citrus crop in the Lower 
Rio Grande Valley and caused the Hidalgo/Reynosa suspension bridge to collapse into the Rio Grande 
River.  Still, the church grew by the grace of God under the leadership of Reverend Shirley.   

Records show that the church’s first Hammond organ was purchased in July 1936.  This organ was used 
in worship for many years then sold to Virgil Wilson Funeral Home in April 1955.  By 1938, membership 
had more than doubled since Shirley’s arrival with 728 members and Sunday School enrollment over the 
500 person mark. 

FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH MCALLEN IN THE 40s and 50s 

Reverend Thomas A. Gray (10th Pastor) came to serve in 1943. Shortly after his arrival, the church debt 
was paid off and the church started raising funds for building an entirely new campus; an education 
building and a new sanctuary.   In December 1943, Second Baptist Church (aka Second Street Baptist, 
now known as Trinity Baptist) was organized with 21 Charter Members. 

Beloved church member Minnie Saunders (Mrs. Les) led the “Sunbeam Band” in the 40s and through its 
transformation into “Mission Friends”.  Minnie and her helpers drove to schools and homes, picking up 
children and bringing them to church for their weekly meetings.  She was also instrumental in updating 
the “Girl’s Auxiliary” into “Girls in Action” and the “Young Women’s Auxiliary” into “Acteens”, mission-
minded children’s groups, part of the Women’s Missionary Union (WMU).  Minnie Saunders and 
Madelyn Parks were named First Baptist Church “hostesses” and were the first to coordinate the 
Wednesday Evening Meals at the church, blazing the trail for “Sargeant” Bert Metzer and Brenda 
Bowman, who faithfully and tirelessly served in the kitchen ministry for many years after Minnie, 
Madelyn and her crews.       

A dynamic young couple, Betty and Bill Patterson, joined the church in 1946.  Betty said that the church 
immediately put them to work.   She served for many years in the Music Ministry, directing the Youth 
Choirs, serving as president of the WMU, and as Superintendent for Vacation Bible School.  Bill proved 
to be an admired church leader, serving as deacon, beloved Bible teacher, finance committee chairman, 
and serving on various committees including the building and pastor search committees. The Pattersons 
served as superintendents for the Young People’s Department for many years.  To house their growing 
Youth Department, The Brooks House, as it was called, was purchased in 1948 from Mrs. Adelaide 



 

Brooks.  Mrs. Brooks had bought it from the original owners, Mr. and Mrs. Allen Maule, owners of the 
lumberyard where the first meeting of the mixed group of Christians was held. 

In the summer of 1948, the church completed the purchase of a half-block of property facing Beech, 
bounded by Broadway and 12th streets.   

On July 9, 1951, ground was broken for the Education Building on the corner of Beech and 12th.  Scores 
of tiny Baptists from the Vacation Bible School, which had opened that day, trooped in and formed the 
backdrop for the occasion.  Adults joined them and stood along the sidewalk.  Betty Patterson sang the 
“Doxology” and Reverend Gray gave the dedicatory prayer.  His invocation asked God’s blessing that 
“this shall be a place of service where the lost will find salvation and where religious education will go on 
for years to come. “ The VBS students recited pledges of allegiance to the American and Christian flags.  
Both banners rippled in the breeze during the program.  Reverend Gray read from 1 Chronicles; the 
story of David’s retirement from the kingship and his commandment to the princes of Israel to help 
Solomon, his son and successor.  “Arise therefore and build ye the sanctuary of the Lord.”  From a 
November 23, 1952 newspaper clipping, The Monitor declared, “The old First Baptist Church building 
which was completed in 1923 is being torn down and a new Sanctuary has been built.  The church 
membership today is 1,185.”  Actually, when the new Education Building was completed in 1952, it 
served as the worship center until 1954 when the new Sanctuary was finished. 

After suffering a heart attack and with failing health, Reverend Gray resigned in 1951, stating that the 
burden of the church’s heavy activity and building program would be detrimental to his health.  In the 
eight years of Reverend Gray’s tenure, membership had risen from 806 to 1,213.   

Reverend Howard Jones (11th Pastor) (32 years old, educated at Southwestern Theological Seminary) 
accepted the call to pastor on March 30, 1952.  It was during his pastorate that our first mission project 
began – The Hidalgo Mission, located near the border in Hidalgo, Texas.  Bonds were sold to raise money 
for a new sanctuary building without problem.  They were offered to church members first, then to the 
community, paying 5% annually and maturing in 13 ½ years.  It required about $10,000 per year to 
service the debt.   

Ground was broken on March 7, 1954 for the construction of the new sanctuary.  It was rushed to open 
for worship on Easter Sunday Morning, April 10, 1955, “to the Glory of God”.  The permanent opera-
style seats had not yet been installed so; folding chairs were used for the dedication Sunday.  The base 
bid for the Sanctuary project was $191,975 with furnishings projected at $70,000.  A new Hammond 
concert organ, donated by Mr. and Mrs. Lloyd M. Bentsen, enhanced worship in the new facility; a 55 
foot Bell Tower featured a Carillon Chime System.  The new sanctuary seated about 1,300 and was, at 
the time, the largest church building in the Valley and the second largest auditorium in the Valley, 
second to Harlingen’s Municipal Auditorium. 

First Baptist Church McAllen has always enjoyed a rich worship heritage.  From little Brooks Smith, 
playing the piano with his bare feet, becoming the accompanist for a famed opera singer; to the 
exceptional talents of Mildred Allen (pianist 40s through 80s) who taught most piano protégés in the 
Valley;  to Phelan Dorn (organist ’46 through 50s) who thrilled Valleyites for years; to Betty Patterson 



 

(solist ‘46 through 90s) who not only sang but directed and mentored hundreds of musical talents; to 
Condy Carter (pianist 80s) who later served the Singing Cadets at Texas A & M; to Judith Smith (soloist & 
harpist 50s to present);  to Anna Marie Gonzalez (pianist 80s to present).  This list does not attempt to 
name all who have contributed to the service of the Lord through musical worship.  This church has 
been incredibly blessed.   

Mildred and Rea Allen came to FBC in the 40s, and shared their time, talents, and treasure to support 
the ministry of this church.  Rea was a beloved advisor to many pastors and served as chairman of the 
deacons, the finance committee, and headed countless other committees and projects for the church.  
The Allens were major contributors and spearheaded the purchase of a Baldwin concert grand piano, 
which was dedicated at the 50th Anniversary Celebration (1958) of FBC, and has been played to honor 
the Lord since then.  Ginnie Hyche remembers the words (and tune) of the song that Rod Latta (Minister 
of Music at the time) wrote for the children to sing at the dedication of the piano: “Our church has a 
lovely piano, its notes are loud and clear, and when the piano is playing, I know that God is near.”   The 
Allens also donated the Salvi harp (Diana model) in the 80s, with harp lessons for anyone who would 
dedicate themselves to playing it.   

Perhaps the precursor to The McAllen Christmas Pageant was held on December 19, 1954.  The First 
Baptist Church choir, under the direction of Al Hettler with Phelan Dorn at the organ, presented “A 
Cantata of Christmas Music”.  Other choir directors of historical significance: Rod Latta (50s – 60s) was 
the first full-time music minister and initiated the graded choirs for children; Mark Crocker (80s) 
founded The McAllen Christmas Pageant in 1982; Ronnie Hendricks (90s) continued the growth of the 
music ministry, expanded The McAllen Christmas Pageant, started the video ministry, helped design and 
oversee the renovation of the Sanctuary in 1995, produced the Choir’s first CD recording, “Fill This 
Place”, and led the choir to truly understand and experience God-honoring worship. 

Missions-minded Dr. Robert E. Smith (12th Pastor) (Southwestern Theological Seminary) arrived in 1956 
and would lead the charge to establish several more missions  –  The Beaumont Mission, The Balboa 
Mission, The Penitas Mission on this side of the border and Mision Las Cumbres in Reynosa, Mexico.  Las 
Cumbres mission spurred at least five additional missions and preaching points within the city of 
Reynosa, all becoming successful, soul-winning, independent churches. 

While exploring church lore, a lithographic postcard of the new Sanctuary building was found.  It was 
clearly an architect’s rendering of the building and grounds, not an actual photograph.  It showed a large 
sign on the top of the church bell tower that read, “JESUS SAVES”.  According to reliable sources who 
were there back then, this sign did exist and was quite large – possibly 5’ by 15’ – in black with white 
letters.  It revolved from the pinnacle of the bell tower.  No one recalled whether or not the JESUS 
SAVES sign was lighted.  No one recalled when it was installed.  No one recalled what became of the 
sign.  “One day it was just gone.“  Several stories surfaced explaining the signs disappearance.  One said, 
“some people saw it as an eye-sore and had it removed”.  Most said, “it was too big for the top of the 
bell tower and it’s wind resistance caused structural damage to the tower”.  A couple said, “we got rid of 
it because it squeaked loudly and the neighbors complained.”  The date of the sign’s installation and 



 

subsequent removal are not known, but its existence was photographed and these photographs have 
been found. 

A group of church members withdrew from the fellowship in 1957 to organize a new Baptist church 
which became known as Calvary Baptist Church.  Thirty-five, Twenty-five, and Twenty-one letters were 
granted at successive business meetings.  Their first place of meeting was the old St. Paul Lutheran 
building on 12th Street, now FBC’s Youth Building.  Calvary remains as a successful outgrowth of First 
Baptist Church, supporting missions and missionaries of its own. 

The old St. Paul Lutheran building on 12th Street, across from today’s Children’s Education Building and 
Family Life Center, became available and was purchased in 1956.  The first floor served as the Fellowship 
Hall and the second for more Sunday School rooms.  It was remodeled in 1957, with folding partitions 
added to create even more classroom space on the first floor.  Today, this building primarily serves the 
Youth and Spanish Departments. 

Another historically noteworthy couple is Mr. and Mrs. Ed Hyche (Ginnie), who still, embody the Love of 
Christ.  Ginnie lovingly tells of their early service in the Young Married Department when Tom Gray was 
pastor.  Their favorite outreach event was to frequently hold a “Watermelon Cutting”.  “Watermelons 
were plentiful in the Valley and inexpensive”, recalled Ginnie.  They would set up on the church grounds, 
cut open an icy cold watermelon, chilled nearby at the McAllen Ice House, and mentor many young 
married couples who may not be likely to come to a “High Tea” event with their toddlers in tow.  With 
the Lord’s help, they methodically grew their department.  She told of their work in the Intermediate 
Department; of hay rides from the church to Bentsen Park for picnics and fun.  Serving on many church 
committees and presiding as president of the Brotherhood in 1952, perhaps Ed Hyche is best known 
among church members as “The Candy Man”.  For as long as anyone can remember, Ed has had 
Smarties, DumDums, and Super Bubble in his pockets, as sweet treats for church kids of all ages.  The 
Hyches also served as directors in the Preschool Department and faithfully directed the King’s Kids choir 
for over 25 years. 

FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH MCALLEN IN THE 60s and 70s 

The Library of First Baptist Church was established in March 1960. Miss Blanche Donnelson was elected 
as the first church librarian and managed about 1,200 books.   The library was first located in a small 
room across from what is now the music suite.  As the collection grew, it was moved room to room, 
always with a volunteer army, “bucket brigade-style”.   

At the Dedication service for the Library, Dr. Smith prayed that the library “be consecrated to the Lord 
and that the materials it would hold would bring the unsaved to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ, and 
would serve to deepen the Christian experience and preserve our great Christian heritage.”  God richly 
answered this prayer.   Today, Mrs. Hans (Wilma) Wells, elected to the position upon Miss Donnelson’s 
retirement in 1968, estimates that within the church’s collection “8,884 books are accessioned with 
about 7,301 books actually on premises.  Additionally, close to 600 video tapes, CDs and DVDs are kept.”    



 

Beginning December 18, 1960, a new department for Winter Visitors was initiated. With the intention of 
catering to the spiritual and social needs of this transitory group.  Instead, this talented senior group has 
blessed the church with countless volunteer hours and unmatched commitment to the support of the 
ongoing ministries of First Baptist Church.   Bob and Kathy Bruce are credited with the expansion of The 
“Winter Texan” Department in the 70s, and this department now averages 125 when in-season. 

Reverend Milton Bradford was called to the pulpit as 13th Pastor in 1962.  He was a gifted orator and 
pulpiteer.  Dr. Bradford would resign in 1964, moving to East Texas to serve in a retirement community. 
 
Reverend Joe W. Atchison honored our call to serve as 14th Pastor, serving from 1964 to 1970.  Atchison 
helped organize a city wide religious census and led our church to participate in a valley-wide Encounter 
Crusade with well-known evangelist John Bisagno.  The First Baptist Herald was originally printed and 
mailed out weekly to all the church membership under Atchison’s leadership.  The Herald remains a 
critical link in communicating within the membership.  In his farewell article in The First Baptist Herald 
on June 18, 1970, he wrote:  

“As I leave, I want to give you one final word of exhortation for the days that are before you:  

1. Increase your dependence upon the Holy Spirit…avoid human manipulations for achieving 
human desire. 

2. Trust your leadership…have confidence rather than suspicion of ulterior motives in one 
another as you do the work of the Lord. 

3. Take your responsibility seriously…whatever organization you work in; don’t wait for 
someone to prime you.  Do that yourself and get the job done. 

4. Be willing to serve when asked…the Nominating Committee must find this kind of spirit to 
get their job done for the new year ahead. 

5. Support your Pulpit Committee with prayer and patience…they have a big job and must have 
your prayer support and not feel the congregation is pressuring them to hurry up and get a 
pastor. 

6. Visit for the Lord as never before…there is no reason for you not to expect people to be 
converted and enlisted during this interim time. 

 
In 1969, Reverend Jerry Don Abernathy came as pastor (15thPastor).  Brother Abernathy introduced First 
Baptist Church to a television ministry, early in 1970.  “The Way” was taped every other week and 
broadcast on Sundays from KRGV-TV Channel 5.   Joe Tubb served as Minister of Music during those 
years.  A gifted musician, Joe Tubb had been compared to Jim Nabor’s “Gomer Pyle” character, because 
of his country-twanged speaking voice and contrasting, melodious singing voice.  Dr. Abernathy tells the 
story about the first television taping of “The Way”.  When the camera’s light, signaling they were “ON 



 

THE AIR”, first glowed bright “red”, Joe Tubb froze - scared to death - and forgot the words to the song 
he was supposed to sing.  After an awkward silence, Tubb suddenly said, “Surprise, surprise, surprise!!” 
Yes, the line made famous by Gomer Pyle!  Then Tubb gathered himself and proceeded to “sing heaven 
down!”  “The Way” successfully continued to air for about four years.  During this time, Abernathy and 
First Baptist Church hosted a radio program, as well. 

 
The Bus Ministry was initiated by Abernathy in the 70s, serving some 76 riders each and every Sunday.  
The passengers, mostly children, were brought in old buses to the Fellowship Hall where they were 
served milk and doughnuts before class time.  Soon, the old buses were replaced with vans.  Still today, 
volunteer drivers make it possible for folks to attend church that might not be able to come otherwise.    
A Literacy Ministry, using the Laubauch Method, was sponsored by First Baptist Church and led by Lola 
Finnell and Martha Dizdar.  Over the course of at least twenty-five years, hundreds upon hundreds 
learned to read and write the English Language and in doing so, found the love of the Lord along the 
way.  Finnell, Dizdar, and Nathan Booth initiated classes in Spanish, never charging for their invaluable 
ministry.  Nathan Booth would also initiate a ministry to the deaf, signing the weekly worship service. 

When the sanctuary was built in the mid 50s, the air conditioning system chosen was a chilled-water air 
conditioning system.   It was installed this way because one of the church members owned the McAllen 
Ice Company (Morton).  Once a week, huge ice blocks were delivered to the chilling towers without cost 
to the church.  The ice adequately cooled the main sanctuary and offices for many years.   In 1973, while 
workers were using a blow torch to change one of the units, a spark ignited a small fire in the attic and 
caused the dust in the attic to explode.  The workmen did not have a fire extinguisher.   The fire 
department and Pastor Jerry Don were called to the scene.  While walking on the church’s tile roof, the 
fire chief slipped and fell.  According to Jerry Don, it was “a real crazy scene”.  And, it so happened that a 
KRGV Channel 5 TV crew was down the street, covering a story when the fire broke out.  Seeing the 
smoke and likely hearing the dust explosion, the news crew rushed to the scene.  They recognized 
Abernathy from his bi-weekly taping of “The Way”.  The light-hearted crew joked with him and said, 
“You’ll do anything to get yourself on television!”   

Smoke and structural damage made it necessary to remodel and restore the interior of the sanctuary.  
While repairs were underway, worship services were held in McAllen’s Civic Center for several months.  
As witnessed by many, including Terri Trussell Zavaleta, “this was a time of great revival for the church”.  
It was a time of prayer, spiritual growth, unity, and renewed dedication to the cause of Christ and to the 
work of the His church.   Dr. Jerry Don Abernathy was called into the evangelism field and left First 
Baptist Church in 1973.  

Sometime in the 70s, a day care and nursery program was added and became the Child Development 
School with Frank Prewitt as Administrator of Education.  A new grade was added yearly until it 
educated children through the 5th Grade.   It would close in 1986. 

Reverend Bill Baker (16th Pastor) was called as pastor in 1973, serving until 1978.  He led the way in 
fundraising and construction of the Family Life Center, a multi-purpose gymnasium with a full kitchen, 
classes, and upstairs recreation area.  The state of the art center was completed in 1975.   Baker was 



 

notably a skilled 42 player.  In 1977, a third outgrowth of First Baptist Church was organized, and 
became known as Faith Baptist Church. 

Reverend Joe Bob McGinnis was called to the pulpit as 17th Pastor in 1978.  McGinnis would resign in 
June 1985.  During his tenure, his wife Brenda McGinnis was instrumental in creating a women’s 
ministry event.  In 1981, the first Feminar was designed for life enrichment, discipleship, and spiritual 
growth, bringing prominent guest speakers to conduct workshops for the women of FBC and the 
community.  Feminar also cultivated speaking and teaching talents in some of our own women.  This 
same year, FBC sponsored the founding of a Baptist Church in Guaimaca, Honduras. 
 
The McAllen Christmas Pageant, presented by First Baptist Church, is the largest outreach ministry of 
our church.  Almost annually, since 1982, when first directed by Mark Crocker, the Pageant has brought 
thousands of people through our church doors.  Over the years, hundreds have been saved, thousands 
have been edified, and additions have been made to our church family and to the Kingdom.  This is a 
cohesive event, not only to the participants but to all church members who catch the vision for this 
valuable evangelistic tool.  Each year the music of the Christmas season is presented along with a clear 
presentation of the Gospel, illustrated through the dramatization of the life of Jesus.   A website was 
developed in 2007 to inspire others to share the good news in a similar way…   www.fbcpageant.com   
 
Reverend William “Bill” Blaylock Sutton was called to First Baptist Church in 1986 (18th Pastor).  He came 
from a pastorate in Ft. Smith, Arkansas as a gifted administrator.  Under his leadership, adjacent 
properties were acquired to complete his church campus vision - without debt.    
 
Some remember Rev. Sutton hosted an early, week day morning, television show called “Along the 
Way”.  For a few years, its theme song was the old gospel song, “Happiness Is to Know the Savior”.  The 
program began with Psalm 118:24, “This is the day that the Lord hath made…I will rejoice and be glad in 
it.”  Birthday greetings to FBC members were spoken and an encouraging Word was delivered.   
 
Perhaps, Brother Bill will be best known for his many passions: Vacation Bible School, Stewardship, and 
Missions Giving.  Arguably, under Sutton’s leadership, First Baptist Church McAllen has had the best 
Vacation Bible School around.  Hundreds of volunteers staff this mammoth event.  Over the years, 
thousands of children have been reached for Christ, not only in our own community but in communities 
across the map – New Hampshire, Arkansas, Oregon, and beyond.  Thousands and thousands of cookies 
have been served; drinks served out of the “Coca Cola wagon”; Bible stories told; pastors dunked, 
drizzled, dipped, dumped, lathered, honeyed, and shaved. 
 
Bill Sutton had a knack for teaching Malachi 3:10 Stewardship.  "Bring the whole tithe into the 
storehouse, so that there may be food in My house, and test Me now in this," says the LORD of hosts, "if 
I will not open for you the windows of heaven and pour out for you a blessing until it overflows.”  To 
help teach God’s economy, he offered members a “Money Back Guarantee” on their tithe.  If at the end 
of a 90 day trial period a member felt that their decision to tithe was a mistake, or that it created a 
financial hardship on them, or that they did not receive a blessing, they were promised a prompt return 
of their money.  Unnumbered families now experience the Joy of Giving taught through this discipline. 



 

Another historical giving event in the life of our church was the Second Mile Capital Stewardship 
Campaign 1995 - 1996.  Matthew 5:41 was the inspiration.  “Whoever forces you to go one mile, go with 
him two.”   This was a time in the life of our church where all members were asked to give sacrificially 
toward the renovation of our church sanctuary, the improvement the campus, and the eventual planting 
of a new church.   During the sanctuary renovation, we spent the summer months worshipping in the 
gymnasium; with dynamic youth pastor Thomas Young preaching weekly.  God greatly blessed our 
church during this time.  Many were saved; many rededicated themselves to the Kingdom.  In 
September 1995, the church moved back into the newly remodeled sanctuary.  The choir led in worship 
and thanksgiving with a presentation of “God With Us”.  Those participating and those attending will 
attest to His presence that evening. 
 
First Baptist Church McAllen ranks among the top churches in the Southern Baptist Convention 
recognized for giving to Lottie Moon and Annie Armstrong.  Bill Sutton served trustee on the 
International Missions Board of the Southern Baptist Convention. 
 
“Now the day is over. Night is drawing nigh. Shadows of the evening steal across the sky”, was sung by 
the choir at the close of most Sunday evening services.   With the sanctuary darkened, and Brother Bill in 
a spotlight, he summed up the events and teachings of the day then prompted us to go to bed, “fluff our 
pillow just the way we like it, close our eyes, and know that our Heavenly Father was wide awake”, 
ending the evening with prayer.  The choir would complete the song, “When the morning wakens, then 
may I arise pure and fresh and sinless in Thy Holy Eyes” while the lights are brought back up. 

In January 2007, Dr. Jonathan Becker was elected by the church to serve as Co-Pastor for the soon 
retiring Sutton.  Dr. Becker went to work immediately, reinvigorating the church with a fresh vision for 
the church and its relevancy in the Kingdom and its place in the community.    April 8, 2007, First Baptist 
Church invited the entire community to Easter Worship Services at the new McAllen Convention Center.  
Simultaneously, at the main campus, Pastor Caleb Garcia held Easter Services for our Spanish-speaking 
congregants.  Over 3,500 were in attendance that cold, rainy Easter morning.   Becker also began re-
emphasis on missions, sending teams to Honduras and Reynosa.  He resigned in October 2007. 
 
Sutton retired in January 2008 after twenty-two years of service to our church – holding the record as 
having the longest pastorate at FBC to date.   At his retirement, he was given the honorary title of Pastor 
Emeritus.  A title bestowed on only one other FBC pastor pioneer, Dr. Granger Wheaton Smith. 
 
In its 100 years, from the heart of downtown McAllen, the legacy of First Baptist Church has been 
cultivated by eighteen pastors.  Under their leadership and the faithfulness of its membership, our 
congregation exists today to worship and serve God, to love others, and to invite them to know the God 
we worship and serve.    On the occasion of a 100 year anniversary, our church finds itself, again, at a 
“beginning” of sorts.  Reverend Jerry Don Abernathy (15th Pastor) is now serving as Interim Pastor while 
the Pastor Search Committee seeks God’s perfect will and divine direction in finding a new pastor for 
our second century.   

“To God be the glory.  Great things He hath done.” 



 

 

	
First	Baptist	Church	McAllen	Pastors	

 

 
1908 to 1912 Rev. T. V. Herndon 
1912 to 1919 Rev. Granger Wheaton Smith* 
1919 to 1921 Rev. I. J. White 
1921 to 1922 Rev. Walter Bugg 
1922 to 1925 Rev. George W. Balch 
1925 to 1926 Rev. Hulen B. Carroll 
1926 to 1928 Rev. Jud B. Holt 
1929 to 1930 Rev. W. B. Pierce 
1930 to 1942 Rev. Henry W. Shirley 
1943 to 1951 Rev. Thomas A. Gray 
1952 to 1956 Rev. Howard J. Jones 
1956 to 1961 Rev. Robert F. Smith 
1962 to 1964 Rev. Milton Bradford, Ph.D. 
1964 to 1970 Rev. Joe Atchison 
1970 to 1973 Rev. Jerry Don Abernathy 
1973 to 1978 Rev. Bill Baker 
1978 to 1985 Rev. Joe Bob McGinnis 
1986 to 2007 Rev. Bill Sutton, Ph.D.* 
2007 to 2007 Rev. Jonathan Becker, Ph.D. 
 
*Pastor Emeritus 
 

 
The Church Christ builds dedicates all to Him. 

The Church Christ builds proclaims the Gospel. 

The Church Christ builds abides in His Word. 

The Church Christ builds rejoices in His service. 

**From sanctuary dedication sermon by Rev. Howard Jones 1955** 


