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75th Anniversary of 

Kirk of Bonnie Brae 
United Church of Christ 

1947-2002 

 

OCTOBER 1 - 2,  2022 

Anniversary Planning Committee: 

Diane Berry, Elinor Christiansen, Donna Furman, Judy Hickman, and Rev. Selena Wright 
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MINISTERS OF THE KIRK OF BONNIE BRAE 

 

Summer 1946 – July 15, 1948    Reverend Roy Beecher Damron 

Summer of 1948 - February 28, 1951                           Reverend Lester W. Sperberg 

March 1, 1951 – July 31, 1951                                     Reverend Melvin Dorsett (Interim)  

August 1, 1931 - June 30, 1960                                      Reverend Eugene Van Kranenbergh 

July 1, 1960 - October 31, 1960                                     Dr. William Holliday (Interim) and 

                                                                     Dr. Charles Milligan (Inerim) 

November 1. 1960 - October 31, 1962                        Reverend Donald B. Ward 

November 1, 1962 - April 1963                                     Dr. Robert McGowan, M.D. (Interim) 

April 1963 – September 1972                                        Reverend James C. Mead 

September 1972 – December 1980                              Reverend Don Schmidt 

January 1981 – September 1981                                   Reverend Harold W. Putney (Interim) 

October 1981 – July 1, 1986                                           Reverend Carl J. Mohr 

July 1986 – May 1987                                                      Reverend Harold W. Putney (Interim) 

May 1987 – June 1987                                                     Reverend Doris Dunn (Interim) 

June 28, 1987 – February 18, 1992                               Reverend Noel Dean Vanek 

February 1992 – January1993                                        Reverend Annabel B. Clark (Interim) 

February 1993 – January 2012                                        Reverend Mark Sirnic 

February 2012 – July 2014                                               Reverend Chris Gilmore (Interim) 

August 2014 – Present                                                      Reverend Selena A. Wright                 
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KIRK COUNCIL PRESIDENTS: 

1947 – Ernie Schlenzig 

1948 – Carl Pellman                                                      

1949 – Dana Sherrill 

1950 – Bob Griffith 

1951 – Clare Merman 

1952 – Al Brisson 

1953 – Chuck Schaffer 

1954 – Bob Chamberlin 

1955 – Merle Dorsett 

1956 – Harold Davis 

1957 – Harold Hindes 

1958 – Henry Cope 

1959 – Charles Rhine 

1960 – Russell Snyder 

1961 – Bill Peek 

1962 – John Dawson 

1963 – Ken Goff 

1964 – Bill Manspeaker 

1965 – Burton Wheatlake 

1966 – Fred Tromly 

1967 – Jack Capstick 

1968 – Loren Crow 

1969 – Willis Bashor 

1970 – Del Milne 

1971 – Russ Smith 

1972 – Ralph Hall 

1973 – James Stailey 

1974 – Jesse Pilkington 

1975 – Ken McGibbon                    

1976 – Phil Johnson                       

1977 – Bob Rumble             

1978 – Barbara Allen                          -             

1979 – Jim Clark                             

1980 – Vaughn Ham                         

1981 – Dave Jones                         

1982 – Norm McDanal                  

1983 – Darwin Smith                        

1984 – Ray Slaughter                   

1985 – Burton Smith/Elinor Christiansen         

1986 – Elinor Christiansen                

1987 – Kerry Weigner                      

1988 – Ellen Campos                                      

1989 – Robert Christiansen             

1990 – Bob Riley                                             

1991 – Joan Edwards                   

1992 – Bill King                             

1993 – John Hickman                         

1994 – Norm McDanal                                 
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KIRK COUNCIL MODERATORS: (after by-law change): 

1995 – Ann Karlberg                                                        2015 – David Gebel 

1996 – Ellen Campos                                                       2016 – Cheri Lipps-Brindle 

1997 – Judy Hickman                                                      2017 – L.J. Perry  

1998 – Laura Pilkington                                                  2018 – L.J. Perry 

1999 – John Mason                                                         2019 – Betsy Vaninetti 

2000 – Donna Luther-Adrian                                         2020 – Chris Smith 

2001 – John Helper                                                         2021 – Chris Smith 

2002 – Rita Yeada                                                            2022 – Mark Dutell 

2003 – John Helper 

2004 – John Hickman 

2005 – Ann Karlberg 

2006 – Robert Bowles 

2007 – Mark Dutell 

2008 – Jake Arthur 

2009 – Maureen Dutell 

2010 – Steve Tromly 

2011 – Mark Ross 

2012 – Linda Reuel 

2013 – Elinor Christiansen 

2014 – David Gebel 
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HISTORY OF KIRK OF BONNIE BRAE UNITED CHURCH OF CHRIST 

As early as 1943, Dr. William O. Rogers, a former minister of Washington Park Church, 

campaigned vigorously in the Bonnie Brae area for a new church of protestant denomination. 

One hot summer day, he met Ernie Schlenzig. Ernie shared Dr. Rogers’ dream so whole-

heartedly that he got busy among his friends and neighbors and soon had a small group of 

people who were also interested. In 1946 the group met at the home of Ernie Schlenzig to 

discuss the possibility of a community church for their families. Two more meetings were held 

at Lavinia Johnson’s home, and soon thereafter, Reverend Roy B. Damron from the Colorado 

Conference became the temporary leader. A house at 1101 South Elizabeth was purchased to 

serve as both parsonage and meeting house for worship. Except for one room, the whole 

house, including the basement and garage, was utilized on Sunday. Chairs were obtained from 

Plymouth Congregational Church. 

On February 11, 1947, the Kirk became an official member of the Colorado Conference of 

Congregational Churches. The first president was Ernie Schlenzig, and the first clerk was Lavinia 

Johnson. Worship and Sunday School continued to be held in the parsonage. 

A fund drive for $10,000 was started in 1949 and $40,000 was obtained from the greater 

church to start construction of the new building at 1201 South Steele Street. Ground breaking 

ceremonies were held on a Sunday in September 1949. The first service in the new church 

building (now the Community Room) was held in March 1950. 

In the summer of 1948, the Kirk called Reverend Les Sperberg to be its first minister, and he 

helped the fledgling church get off the ground. Reverend Sperberg was recalled to active duty 

in the Navy because of the Korean Conflict. He left in February 1951. Reverend Melvin Dorsett 

was called as Interim Minister and served through July 1951. The Kirk then called Reverend 

Eugene Van Kranenbergh in August 1951, who stayed for nine years, overseeing the Kirk’s 

greatest growth and expansion, including construction of the Sunday School wing and also the 

sanctuary. 

Membership started at 40 in 1947, and in 1951 was up to 250.  When Reverend Van 

Kranenbergh left in June 1960, membership was over 700, its highest number. In 1952 a fund 

drive was held for a Sunday School addition, and $25,416 was pledged. The Sunday School was 

growing by leaps and bounds. The roll totaled 535 with 42 teachers and 28 substitutes, and the 

average attendance was 265. Betty Root was the Director of Christian Education. The Sunday 

School addition was completed in 1952 at a cost of $30,000 paid for by pledges.  
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Architectural plans were submitted in 1956 to the National Board of Homeland Missions for a 

new sanctuary. Construction began in 1958 and was completed enough for the first service to 

be held on Christmas Eve 1958. The basement became the Fellowship Hall with complete 

kitchen facilities, restrooms and storage. Many events, meetings, and dinners have been held in 

the Fellowship Hall. In 2012 the Sunday School classes were moved to the basement, as well as 

creating a Youth center. The elevator to the basement was installed in 1988, a gift from Burton 

Wheatlake in memory of his wife. 

The Kirk sold the parsonage in 1960 and the proceeds were used to purchase the pipe organ for 

the new sanctuary. In 1974 the church mortgage was paid off and burned. The first endowment 

was received in 1976 when Dena Cox left her house and cash to the Kirk to finance educational, 

music and enrichment programs. In 1996 the Kirk purchased the house to the south with the 

plan to eventually build a parking lot. Meanwhile, rental income covered the mortgage 

payments. The Kirk sponsored a Preschool for decades until Denver Public Schools offered free 

preschool. The Sunday School rooms on the street level then housed Steele Street Preschool 

from 2013 until they closed during the Pandemic in 2020. Since 2020 these former Sunday 

School rooms have been rented by Hope and Home, a foster care agency. The Community 

Room (the original sanctuary) has been rented since 2020 by the Absolute Word Church 

congregation. 

In 1996 the Kirk developed a columbarium in the courtyard with 24 crypts buried under pavers 

along the west side of the front courtyard, between the Narthex and Community Room. From 

ancient times, the Church has provided burial places within its grounds in peaceful courtyards, 

crypts and walkways. The Kirk of Bonnie Brae Memorial Garden was consecrated on August 25, 

1996. A large bronze plaque is mounted on the wall holding bronze plates with the name, and 

dates of birth and death of each person whose ashes have been placed in an individual or 

family crypt. 

In 1998 the Kirk conducted its first capital campaign in 40 years. We raised $250,000 for 

renovations and improvements (including thermopane windows) and set aside a tithe of 

$25,000 for mission projects. In 2003 another capital campaign was held which raised over 

$110,000 to pay off the mortgage on the house to the south and build the parking lot which 

was dedicated in June 2003. 

In December 2006 the Kirk received a large bequest from Sidney and Shirley Abernathy. This 

generous gift of $547,000 has continued to support the operating budget and serve as a 

reserve.  
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Solar panels were installed on the sanctuary roof in 2011. Several building improvements were 

made in 2013 to conserve energy including insulation, lighting, and new double-glazed windows 

in the Narthex. In 2017 another capital campaign was held to raise $147,000 to replace aging 

boilers with high-efficiency boilers and also to install new flooring. 

New flooring (looking like hardwood) was installed in the Narthex, main floor hallways, the 

Choir Room and the office in 2015. Downstairs in the Fellowship Hall and Sunday School space, 

more new flooring was installed in 2017. Two new stoves were installed in the main kitchen 

downstairs in 2015 and a new dishwasher was installed in 2021.   

Rev. Selena Wright dreamed of a labyrinth at the Kirk to promote meditation and prayer. 

Teenager Ethan Smith designed and built a large labyrinth on the front lawn of the Kirk as his 

Eagle Scout project in 2021. It is entirely made of recycled materials and is located by the main 

Kirk entrance. 

                                    WORSHIP  

Over the years the schedule for worship has changed a number of times. Annual favorites 

continue to be the children’s Christmas play and the candlelight Christmas Eve Service. In 

recent years we have added a Blue Christmas Service. Our first Animal Blessing service was held 

in September of 2012. 

In 1999 the Contemporary Service was launched. It met in the Community Room on Sunday 

mornings before the Traditional worship service in the sanctuary, and featured “praise music” 

led by the Celebration Singers. In 2011, as we moved toward updating the Traditional Service, a 

screen and projector were hung in the sanctuary to display song lyrics, scriptures, and artwork 

to support sermons. In 2013, the Kirk Council made the difficult decision to combine the two 

services. Our new Minister of Music, Greg Cooke, brought his experience with contemporary 

music as well as traditional music to the combined worship service. 

Our current worship service includes a Children’s Moment by Jackie Kendall-Gebel (Minister of 

Children and Youth) enjoyed by all ages, a time of active prayer with several stations, 

communion, and prayers submitted in writing that are read aloud. In order to keep one another 

safe, we moved all worship online in March of 2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic. We 

remained fully remote until we began a careful return in May 2021 with a full return to in-

person Worship in August 2021. Since this time, worship services have been transmitted to the 

congregation by Zoom and later YouTube, enabling those who have moved to other states and 

homebound members to participate.  
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SPIRITUAL GROWTH 

The Kirk began Sunday School for children and youth with its first service in the parsonage in 

1946 utilizing the garage and basement. The Kirk has continued to provide this learning to the 

present. In 1983 the Kirk was selected as a test site for a new type of Christian Education called 

“Godly Play” which was implemented by Christian Education Director, Janet Sabina. The 

developer, Jerome Berryman, came to help us get started. In 1999, under the guidance of Susie 

Chang, the Kirk established the KidZone education program which used a new approach (a 

rotation model) to teach Bible stories and lessons with a variety of learning. In 2012, Jackie 

Kendall-Gebel became our Minister of Children and Youth. In 2014 she prepared a new “Godly 

Play” room for the children downstairs.  

Most summers the Kirk children and youth helpers experienced a Vacation Bible School. There 

were a variety of formats and time schedules for the changing needs of the families, and in 

some years we partnered with other UCC churches. In 2015 we became one of the first 

churches in our region to lead a Peace Village summer kid’s camp to help our children develop 

understanding and respect for all faiths. In 2017 we pivoted from Vacation Bible School to Kirk 

Camp, as all ages gathered for a weekend of faith formation in creation. For many years our 

children and youth have attended Rocky Mountain Conference UCC Church Camp at La Foret 

Conference and Retreat Center. In 2022 eight youth completed confirmation and joined the 

church.  

Adults have participated in a variety of learning programs at different times during the week. 

Currently, the DIG study group meets before worship on Sundays, the Tuesday afternoon 

“Conversations with Scripture” group meets at the Kirk and on Zoom, and one Sunday a month 

“Theology on Tap” (started by Reverend Selena Wright in 2015) meets in a local restaurant.  

                           

SOCIAL ACTION 

The Kirk has generously provided financial support for UCC denomination special offerings 

including Our Church’s Wider Mission, One Great Hour of Sharing, Neighbors in Need, Just 

Peace, and Veterans of the Cross (for retired ministers) and also to the Rocky Mountain 

Conference and Metro Denver Association. Kirk members have served on boards of RMC and 

MDA and have been delegates to annual meetings. The Kirk first participated in the CROP walk 

in 1991 and continued for years. Marching in the Pride parade became an important annual 

event for Kirk members starting in 2014.  
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We have also supported several local service organizations, including Warren Village, the 

Gathering Place, Food Bank of the Rockies, Denver Inner City Parish / La Academia, and Family 

Promise. Support has been in cash and hands-on work. In recent years we have purchased and 

repackaged 1,000 pounds of beans and rice for Metro Caring on multiple occasions. During the 

Pandemic, we stepped into the gap and packaged 18,000 pounds of food in our homes until 

Metro Caring could reestablish an on-site volunteer base.  

The Kirk has sponsored a refugee family by finding an apartment, furnishing it, supplying food 

and clothing, and providing temporary financial and social support. The first family was from 

Laos in 1979. The second family was from Bosnia in 1998 (after eight years in a refugee camp in 

Germany). In 2022 the Kirk partnered with four local UCC churches to sponsor a family from 

Afghanistan. In 1988 the Kirk became legal guardians of two developmentally disabled adults 

and continues to provide service to one of them. In 2000 the Kirk took on Whiz Kids, an after-

school program of tutoring and mentoring 20 children from Ellis Elementary School (which 

included many refugees) and Kirk members and neighbors served as tutors. In 2009 the Kirk 

participated in building a house for Habitat for Humanity and raised the $4,000 required to 

participate. In 2015 we opened a Little Free Library and painted a neighbor’s house for Brothers 

Redevelopment. Beginning in 2016 we have hosted quarterly Blood Drives.  

Kirk members have gone on mission trips to Biloxi, Mississippi (rebuilding churches after 

Hurricane Katrina), and have traveled to Guatemala, Haiti, Venezuela, and most recently El 

Salvador. Over the years many Kirk members have participated in protests and marches, 

including Martin Luther King Day, Pride, and Women’s and Climate Marches. 

The Kirk has long had an interest in environmental issues, including composting, recycling and 

moving toward xeriscaping our property. We have switched to LED lighting and replaced paper 

newsletters and bulletins with online versions. In 2014 the Kirk was approved by UCC as a 

Green Justice Church. The Kirk has an active Green Justice Team that continues this work within 

and beyond the church.  

Work began on the process of becoming an Open and Affirming congregation in 2013. And on 

October 19, 2014, the Kirk voted unanimously to adopt an Open and Affirming statement and 

was certified by our denomination, United Church of Christ. 

In June 2020 the Kirk added to our Justice ministries through the creation of an Anti-Racism 

Team that has worked on education and advocacy as we seek to be an anti-racist church and 

people.  
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COMMUNITY OUTREACH 

The Kirk operated a neighborhood Preschool from 1957 until 2006 in what is now the Welcome 

Center. Next, the Kirk-sponsored Preschool moved to the Sunday school classrooms on the 

street level, and the fenced playground on the southeast corner was improved. When Denver 

Public Schools offered free preschools, our preschool closed. In 1976 the Kirk celebrated the 

nation’s bicentennial by hosting a daylong neighborhood party. The Cory-Merrill Neighborhood 

Association has met at the Kirk for many decades. For many years the Kirk Community Room 

served as the neighborhood polling place for state and national elections. 

From 2000 to 2012 the Kirk hosted a neighborhood picnic in August complete with a bouncy 

castle, snow-cone machine, BBQ, and even a fire engine. Starting in 2016 we partnered with 

CMNA to host Food Truck nights in our parking lot on alternate Tuesday evenings in the 

summer, attended by as many as 200 people. We raised money by selling wine and beer at 

these events and asked neighbors to contribute to our mission projects at the Kirk. 

Over the years we attempted to communicate with neighbors via mailings, advertisements and 

door leaflets. In June 2002 the Kirk’s first website was launched and in 2012 the electric sign 

with changeable letters was installed on the front lawn. The Kirk has established and 

maintained an online presence through our website, Facebook, Zoom and YouTube. 

Our new logo was created in 2016 to reflect our Celtic (Scottish) heritage and our theology of 

deep faith roots and loving outreach. (We have temporarily modified the logo for our 75th 

anniversary celebration: “roots to branches.”) 

 

                      FUN AND FELLOWSHIP 

Over the years, many groups formed and later disbanded as the members changed. These 

groups met primarily for fun and fellowship, but sometimes also accomplished service projects 

or pursued study.  These groups included Congregators (a couples’ club with monthly dinner at 

the Kirk), Bonnie Social and Service Group (a women’s group making lap robes and picture 

albums for nursing homes) which formed in 1954 and continued to 2000, and the Tuesday 

Morning Prayer and Study group, formed by Marian Van Kranenbergh, which met in private 

homes from 1956 until 2012. In 1960 a Church and the Arts program was created with several 

congregations participating. From1960-1962 Reverend Don Ward and his wife produced many 

plays and musicals at the Kirk.   
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In the 1970s and 1980s a younger couple’s club, Kirk Couples, met monthly for pot-luck suppers 

in members’ homes. In 1987 the TNT (Twenties and Thirties) group began meeting monthly for 

social activity, Bible study, and service projects. In the 1990s the Kirk launched “Dinners for 

Eight” where groups of eight randomly picked members met in members’ homes for dinner and 

to get to know each other. After a year the groups were randomly re-formed, and petered out 

the following year. A young adult group started in 2012 and continues to thrive in the present 

with the name “Faithful Adulting.” 

In addition, there have been all-church occasions such as baby showers, bridal showers, 

anniversary celebrations, Memorial Service receptions and more. Beginning in 2017 a Women’s 

Retreat has been offered annually and continues today. The Kirk continues to bring people 

together for shared meals, game nights, and we even had a Kirk Bowling Team in 2019-2020.  

75 YEARS 

As we celebrate 75 years of ministry we can see the ways God has led us and sustained us in the 

past, and we continue to seek our calling into the future.  

  



 12 

OPEN AND AFFIRMING STATEMENT 

Welcome to the Kirk of Bonnie Brae!  

We believe that all people are children of God and are created in the image of God. We believe 

that welcoming all people was and is at the heart of the ministry of Jesus. We find joy in being a 

diverse community of faith, and welcome everyone to join our spiritual journey.  

We celebrate people … of all ages, races, and ethnicities;  

of all gender identities and gender expressions;  

of all sexual orientations;  

of all faith backgrounds and no faith background;  

of all viewpoints on the issues impacting our society;  

of differing physical and mental abilities;  

who are single, married, divorced, separated, widowed or partnered;  

who are well-fed or hungry,  

sheltered or homeless;  

who wonder how a congregation could welcome all of the above.  

We welcome and celebrate you! 

MISSION STATEMENT 

The Kirk of Bonnie Brae UCC is a progressive church rooted in Christianity and welcoming to 

spiritual seekers from all backgrounds who are pursuing depth in relationship with God, Earth, 

and a community through engaged faith and social justice.  

 

 


