
The Guy in the Tie 
Part V:  Red Brick 
 
It was called “The Church That Was Built in a Day.”  
On January 11, 1911 (i.e. 1-11-11) a fistful of 
Methodists built a wood frame Methodist church 
on the west side of Waco as Waco stretched west 
from the Brazos River.  And they built it from 8:00 
to 8:00 in one day and had services that night for 
40 people.  Methodist industry indeed.  Herring 
Avenue Methodist Church would serve the 
burgeoning western population of Waco.  Floor 
finisher Robert Perry and his family of eight 
moved to Herring Avenue amidst the new schools 
and close to the new Hillcrest Hospital.  The 
Church Built In a Day became the Perry’s church 
until it closed its doors in the 80’s.  All the Perry’s 
were married there and some buried there.  The 

Nelsons, being grafted into the more religious Perry’s would attend there by the 
LaVelle decree of 1942.  All four Nelson boys would there be moistened on their 
hairless noggins at birth, confirmed at 12, marched forward to communion at the 
kneeling rail in sport coats and bow ties, chewing no gum, silent. 
 
This two-story red brick structure with a 1920s white two-story house next to it 
purchased for the teens would be my spiritual framework for the next (so far) 64+ 
years.  For a denomination plunged into a fast splitting concession to theological 
liberalism whose preachers were so anemic that I can only remember two cogent 
sentences -- (“Sometimes you just want to say ‘I love ya God!’ ” and “Those who say 
Job is just a myth are from the devil!”)  It did amazingly well.  After my family, 
Herring Avenue Methodist formed my structure. 
 
This was a church built by men and women most all from the 1870s onward.  When 
it was built, some in the church could have remembered the Civil War.  In those days 
a church was not a church until it had “boots on the ground.”  Meaning a permanent 
structure.  I have to admit that when Denton Bible started with those from WWII 
and others now retired, we had the same idea.  Until you were permanent, paying 
for road cuts and fire hydrants you were just fly by night.  No one took you seriously.  
You had not started a church until you built.  You were just in process.  I’m afraid I 
still feel that way.  The church must have substance.  The building burns your 
bridge.  You are there to stay.  You have permanently committed to the community.  
Boots on the ground. 
 
The adults of Herring Avenue were like great statues.  They were old… serene… 
dignified.  The Greatest Generation.  They were victors.  The men all wore hats.  The 
hat rack was when you came in the doors.  The women all wore dresses.  They were 
all memorable and recognizable, always there, stable, permanent.  Points of 
reference.  Standards of value.  Incarnations of the faith I had only heard of.  They sat 
in the same places.  They sang the same songs.  They gave me peace.  The songs were 



ancient and had stood the test of novelty.  We had stained glass at Herring Avenue.  
Not painted glass, mind you, “stained.”  You couldn’t see out but light could shine in 
like a prism.  There were identical stained windows along the wall… all had lilies 
with the names on them of the ancient dead.  I remember that no matter how dark 
and gloomy it was outside, the stained glass was like a bright Saturday morning 
inside.  The church had a history.  People of its past, preserved in stained glass, and 
giants who walked its halls in my day. 
 
It’s odd but most kids will talk of the preaching they heard in church as kids but I 
can’t tell you but a sentence or two.  What I remember was the echo… the solidity… 
the resonance.  We recited the Nicene Creed – I had it memorized by high school.  At 
the ordered time we sang the Doxology – “Praise God from whom all blessings 
flow”… Then the Gloria Patri – “Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy 
Ghost…”  We did a responsive reading and I (a crack reader from early on) 
experienced the oral reading of scripture.  We dressed for church.  Mother wore 
high heels and a hat, often white gloves.  Daddy wore a suit.  Four boys – four clip on 
ties.  We sat in silence.  No one left the service for anything.  No one spoke.  Even at 
my confirmation when at the front and Donna White yakked, her father merely lay 
down his handkerchief.  I thought it was part of confirmation – “Let us now yak.” 
 
When you sat down there was “silent meditation and confession of sin.”  So said the 
bulletin.  After the pastoral prayer we all prayed “even as our Lord taught us to pray; 
Our Father who art in heaven!”  I had this memorized also (as did all my 
generation!)  Then the choir ended the prayer with “Hear our Prayer O Lord.”  We 
stood and sat as a well-oiled squadron in perfect timing. 
 
The sermon was sonorous, monotone.  The voice rising and falling like someone 
doing a preacher imitation.  The Bible was not much used, much less explained.  The 
first impassioned sermon I ever heard was when I was 22.  The first exposition was 
when I was 23.  Somehow though it fit in.  It seemed when in the presence of God 
there should be nothing human or enjoyable in a human voice and that mortals 
should suffer weekly for the voice of man.  Church was penance.  The sermon 
mercifully ended in 20 minutes.  Then he gave a “call to Christian discipleship.”  It 
was a Methodist altar call.  I always felt real embarrassed at watching the pastor 
walk down from the pulpit and stand alone like before a firing squad.  No one moved 
in all the years I attended.  Then the choir sang a round of amens as the pastor 
walked to the back to shake your hand for showing up.  But somehow I knew that 
this was where God met with me, with my family and world.  Funny, but what I 
remember the most was the people.  We were not taught by college kids but by 
businessmen, coaches, veterans, and older women.  Mrs. Pawnee Martin, Wayne 
Gardner, Bruce Hiatt, Victor Sharpe, Mr. Anderson, Miss Hernandez (“stay out of 
those smoking rooms”) and a woman who did not shave her legs accompanied by a 
daughter of the same persuasion.  Some things you don’t forget. 
 
They were solid… staunch… sturdy.  They had dignity.  The world outside was 
slowly beginning to dissolve.  I watched it in sound bites from Walter Kronkite and 
caught glimpses in magazines.  But inside Herring Avenue United Methodist church 
there was order and authority.  God, pastor, men in hats, ladies with decorum, 



Sunday School teachers, parents, and kids… i.e. the four Nelsons.  Funny but all these 
things that the 60s chided the adults about (60s kids being so brilliant) were the 
very things that made my life steady.  Herring Avenue was an island in a world 
slowly going mad.  It was a people frozen in their time, unimpressed by new 
untested voices.  They were the living among the walking dead.  And I was 
vaccinated.  As much as I explored the 60s I never bought into it because I had 
grown up in one world and was thrust into another.  I wasn’t fooled. 
 
The most revered of all the Herring Avenue men was Tom Conway, a lawyer who 
was part of the builders on January 11, 1911.  His wife was named Juell.  They taught 
the couples class, the most popular study in the church.  He had a sign under the 
main church sign that said “Tom Conway Bible class in rear.”  All revered him.  He 
and his wife sat in front of us and just to the left.  Mr. Conway had a lung problem of 
some sort and a bad wracking cough.  I watched him continually.  He fascinated me.  
He dressed his best.  He cared for his aging wife.  He sang from the depths of his 
heart.  He read the responsive readings and recited the creeds with his soul.  All with 
that wracking cough.  He never knew I was there, watching his every silent move. 
 
“Tom Conway is a fine man,” said momma.  The only adulation I ever heard her give 
to non-family. 
 
In 2010 I was eating at Saltgrass in Lewisville and my attention was caught by a sign 
on the wall.  “Bible class in rear.”  I thought that’s really good that Saltgrass 
advertises their bible study that meets here.  Then I read closer.  “Tom Conway Bible 
class in rear.” 
 
  It’s a rare moment when I am struck dumb. 
  This was one. 
 
Saltgrass like many restaurants decorates with retro paraphernalia from various 
sources.  When Herring Avenue sold its building to another church group in the late 
80s the Herring Avenue material was scrapped.  Some buyer for Saltgrass bought 
and used it on the Lewisville restaurant décor.  After 45 years my eyes were 
reunited with a childhood icon.  I asked the manager if I could buy it.  He said he 
wasn’t sure.  I told this story in church and a passel of loyal folks went down there 
for Sunday lunch.  They made him an offer he 
couldn’t refuse.  (I don’t want to know!)  I was 
presented with the sign at the evening service.  It’s 
on my wall in my study at the church.  It’s my 
greatest treasure.  Often before I go out to preach, 
I touch it, and connect once again to who I am.  To 
something handed down from the church built in 
a day.  I’m part of something bigger than me.  I 
carry on a tradition of the Word of God.  Tom 
Conway was a fine man. 
 
 


