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I N THE LAST ISSUE, readers 
learned about Stephen Con-
don�s past and events lead-

ing him to the helm of Tennessee 
Wesleyan College. In part 2 of this 
two-part series, the president talks 
about his search for a church home 
and the challenges that lie ahead.

By Annette Bender

STEPHEN CONDON is searching for a church 
home, and apparently, church members in the 
Athens area are anxious to have the new college 
president among them.

�The pressure is pretty good,� says Condon, 
launching into one of his long, often humorous 
stories. �In all the places Iʼve lived and all the stuff 
Iʼve done, Iʼve never felt pressure like this. They 
come to the house three or four times a week. They 
hang all kinds of fruits and vegetables on my back 
door. They leave business cards in the front door. 
They come by the office constantly.

�There hasnʼt been a day when I am not 

recruited by four or five churches,� the president 
continued.

�Now the good news is that everyone is genu-
inely nice. Everyone is sincere. None of them bad-
mouth the other. But everyone loves their church to 
the point where theyʼll take a bullet for it if Iʼll just 
shake their hand and say, ʻYeah, Iʼll come.  ̓And 
that s̓ cool.�

After visiting several churches, the former altar 
boy says he and his wife, Becky, have made a 
choice. But it wasnʼt the fruits and vegetables that 
swayed them. It was the pastor.

�It s̓ always the leader that gets me,� he admits. 
�Iʼll do the spaghetti dinners, Iʼll do anything if 
Iʼve got the right leader.� 

And in this case, the Rev. Mike Hubble, senior 
pastor at Keith Memorial United Methodist Church 
in Cleveland District, has impressed him.

 �He s̓ humble,� says Condon. �He is also deep 
and sincere, and Iʼll take that over flash anytime.�

Born and raised in the Catholic faith, Condon 
went through a Baptist phase before embracing 
United Methodism. The woman he married was 
raised in a primitive Baptist church in Florida, 
and so the newlyweds tried attending a couple of 
Baptist churches for the first few years of their 
marriage.
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Condon tells a funny story about preachers who 
kept coming to his home to pray with him, seemingly 
unconvinced that he was safe in his faith. 

Then in 1979, when Becky and Stephen Condon 
were living in Chumuckla, Fla., a man who played 
on Condon s̓ softball team invited him to Elizabeth 
Chapel UMC.

�Methodism just might be your cup of tea,� the 
man said. Condon has been United Methodist ever 
since. 

�I was just very comfortable in John Wesley,� he 
explains. �The ability to find some neutrality was a 
real comfort to me. It was the roughest fit for me in 
the Baptist church.�

Now, at the helm of TWC � his fourth post at 
a United Methodist college in his 27-year career 
� Condon has much to say about his feelings for the 
students and the challenges in store for him.

He knows that fundraising is a priority, and he s̓ 
got ideas about how to add to the college endow-
ment, address capital needs, and improve salaries. He 
tells a story about how an old friend gave him a tip 
on locating a potential benefactor.

He emphathizes with his Hiwassee College coun-
terpart, President Jim Noseworthy, who is battling to 
reestablish Hiwassee s̓ lost accreditation. 

�That accreditation is a scary thing for every-
body,� he says. �Four years from now we also have 
to go in front of the SACS (Southern Association of 
Colleges and Schools).�

  Condon gets most fired up when asked about 
Holston Conference s̓ relationship with the college. 
While the conference is currently providing $82,000 
annually for TWC s̓ budget, Condon doesnʼt believe 
the conference exists to support the college.

�It s̓ the other way he around,� he says. �The 
college is the energy,  the educational arm of the 
extended church. Weʼre not beggars. Weʼre not here 
to ask the conference for money. Weʼre here to take 
our children and our faculty and our talents and help 
resource the conference.�

That means making TWC students available to pas-
tors who need volunteer help in their kitchens as well 
as helping the conference provide seminars, he said.

In his previous posts, Condon says he always 
found that students were more than willing to part-
ner with the church on projects such as Habitat for 
Humanity. �The students eat it up. They love giving 
to the church.� And he intends to draw from that 
energy and willingness � just as he draws from them 
on a daily basis.

�You can get all caught up in raising money, 
trying to pay the bills. Oh, my gosh, there s̓ a hole in 
the roof. There s̓ no AC in the dorm,� he explains.

�Then you can spend 20 minutes with those stu-
dents � anytime, any place, anywhere � and you 
will know why you do what you do. I know exactly 
why I am not selling insurance or coaching football, 
because this is where Iʼm supposed to be. 

�They energize me.  And Iʼm so fortunate that 775 
of them have decided to come here this fall.� ■
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A few weeks after his July 1 starting date, Stephen Condon buttons his coat in preparation for the work ahead. �The 
potential here is so great,� he says.  

Who�s next? 
Every September during Open House Month, Clint 
Cooper secretly visits a Holston church to assess its wel-
coming skills. We don�t reveal the church�s name, only 
the district. Here�s how congregations have fared so far:

By Clint Cooper

THOUGH WE WERE armed with a web site 
map to the site, a sign on the main highway pointed 
us toward a group of churches, one of which was 
the local United Methodist congregation.

One sign outside the dark brick building had 
the cross and flame logo, the church s̓ name, and 
weekly service times. A second, older sign publi-
cized an upcoming community service.

Three handicap parking spaces at the rear of the 
building and a wide ramp afforded easy access for 
the disabled. Parking for others was available in the 
church lot or close by on a quiet street.

Moments after we drove up and were still sitting 
in the car, a couple on their way inside who had no 
way of knowing us offered a friendly wave. On the 
front lawn, a group of five men smile, waved, or 

spoke to everyone who approached.
Inside the small vestibule, we quickly searched 

for a worship service bulletin before my wife heard 
someone mention they had run out and had to go get 
more. Instantly, though, two people thrust their bul-
letins in our hands.

A woman who may have been an usher � she 
also sang in the choir and was quick to speak to us 
again after church � asked if we needed to be shown 
a seat. As there seemed to be plenty of room, we 
found our own. 

From that moment until we walked out the door, 
fully a third of the nearly 100 people in attendance 
� nearly a third bigger than their 2003 average 
attendance � shook our hands, welcomed us, or 
invited us to return.

A man who sat in front of us asked us if we 
would sign a visitor card. He got up from his seat 

and brought us one along with a pencil.
The worship leader and pastor both extended 

general welcomes to visitors. Another welcoming 
message was placed in the bulletin and an extended 
greeting time during the service brought us warm 
smiles and hellos from fellow worshipers.

The warmth continued during a sharing time of 
joys and concerns as people � young and old, some 
in jeans and some in suits � seemed eager to speak 
up and share what was on their hearts.

The pastor, who spoke with a natural ease and 
smile, oblivious to squealing children and nearby 
train whistles, concluded his remarks with an invita-
tion to discipleship.

One congregant was happy to direct us to a rest-
room as we were leaving � but before we could 
leave, we were again offered greetings by others 
who hadnʼt yet spoken to us.

As the United Methodist Church enters its Open 
House Month, there s̓ no telling how many new-
comers would return to our churches in October if 
others followed the example of this Cleveland Dis-
trict congregation.  ■

Clint Cooper is faith editor of the Chattanooga Times 
Free Press and a member of First-Centenary United 
Methodist Church.

SECRET  VISITOR STRIKES AGAIN

Warm & welcoming:
This Cleveland church raises the bar
What if every member of a church acted as if he or 
she were an official greeter? The results might be some-
what like the members of the medium-sized Cleveland 
District church my family and I visited recently.

Date: Sept. 2001 

District: Chattanooga

To read Cooper�s previous �secret visitor� reports,
go to http://thecall.holston.org/secretvisitor 

Date: Sept. 2002 

District: Big Stone Gap

Date: Sept. 2003 

District: Maryville 

Date: Sept. 2004 

District: Wytheville

Date: Sept. 2005 

District: Cleveland 
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