
Hope springs eternal 
A new Episcopal church opens tomorrow in south Columbia. 
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By the end of January, the interior of Columbia Hope Church still smelled like sawdust and paint. 

There were no doorframes; piles of boxes on the floor were yet unpacked; rows of folding chairs 

were grouped around a wooden platform, newly built, the wood still untreated and rough around 

the edges. Despite all this, the space has the definite aura of a church. It could be the simple but 

grand chandelier hanging from the ceiling in the entryway, which is tall and airy and filled with 

sunlight. 

The Rev. Heather McCain’s new church is in a shopping center off Southampton, between Bella 

Salon and Hulette Franks Interiors. Just a few steps away is It’s A Grind Coffee House. It’s an 

unlikely spot for a church, but she and the other members of the launch team are making it their 

own. 

McCain walks through the space with Jonathan Sessions, and together they’re trying to figure out 

where to mount a projector so worshippers can easily read the words to Sunday morning music. 

One of Columbia Hope’s aims is welcoming diversity, and Sunday worship will reflect a blend of 

three styles: traditional, black and contemporary praise and worship. “Just use your best 

judgment,” McCain says when Sessions hoists the projector. 

“Use your best judgment.” It’s an often-exchanged phrase in the church’s launch team, which has 

grown to about 30 people. Sessions and Byron Molix of Tech 2 Consulting have lent their 

technology expertise. Nathan First, a vocalist and guitarist, helps organize the music. Tamara 

Oberbeck, the part-time parish administrator, leads a women’s Bible study and takes care of 

aesthetic details, like paint color and carpets. Under McCain’s leadership, they have to trust and 

lean on one another to define themselves as a new church in the Columbia community. 

“It’s nice to be a part of something new,” said First, whose wife, Jen Rice, is also a part of the 

launch team. “We’re able to kind of create the vision as we go.” 

 

 



PRIMED FOR ANOTHER CONGREGATION 

It’s a difficult thing to do. A church wants to be unifying and yet distinct; able to offer something 

other churches don’t, but not planted in opposition to them. Hope, which opens to the public at 

10:30 a.m. tomorrow, will be the second Episcopal church in Columbia. The clergy of Calvary 

Episcopal Church, located downtown, “have been extremely supportive; they could not be more 

supportive, really,” McCain said recently. 

The Rev. Canon Dan Smith, whose role in the Diocese of Missouri is to oversee congregation 

development, acts as McCain’s supervisor from St. Louis. In his words, Columbia was a 

community “primed for another congregation.” 

“What we’re looking for is to attract a really different group of people” than those who attend 

Calvary, he said. “We’re looking for Hope to be a little more contemporary in its style, if you will, 

of worship and membership. We’re looking for people who are really searching and seeking, as 

opposed to having the answers, in some ways.” 

When he found McCain, Smith had been looking for 18 months for a pastor possessing the 

particular aptitude for building a church from scratch. A new church needs “a person with very 

special gifts in terms of people, organization and the ability to be a self-starter — people who can 

think out of the box a little bit,” he said. “We believe” McCain is “a very dynamic leader and is 

going to be a terrific addition to the city of Columbia.” 

When she applied for the position, McCain was serving in Greensboro, N.C., at the Episcopal 

Church of the Holy Spirit. “It definitely was intriguing to me because I could see how much fun the 

church planters were having in North Carolina,” McCain said. “I always envied their positions 

because they had such freedom to use their creativity. So I was very eager to be in a position to 

use my creativity to its fullest. … I was working in a church where my gifts weren’t being fully 

utilized.” 

TEMPORARY HOME, PERMANAMENT INCLUSIVENESS 

McCain landed in Columbia in November 2007 and didn’t know a soul. The year would be spent 

meeting people in unexpected places; in Bethel Park while walking her dog, Daisy; at Bella Salon, 

where she gets her hair cut; at Centro Latino, where she volunteers her time teaching adult 

English classes. McCain recalls vividly the first time she met people willing to get on board with 

Hope. While walking Daisy on a frigid evening last winter, she encountered a jogging couple. 



They were Tara and Caleb Hensley, and they were interested in the same issues and had many 

of the same visions for ministry as McCain. 

“When I ended the conversation, I turned around and I saw this gorgeous sunset and these 

geese flying overhead, and I felt that God was really with me and really helping me to meet 

people and to give me hope that this church plant was in the right place, at the right time, doing 

the right thing,” McCain said. “That was a great day, the day I met them.” 

The Hensleys have since moved to Kansas City, but they introduced McCain to several who are 

now launch team members, including First and Rice. 

The team members come from various backgrounds, but many are united by a passion to take on 

issues of race, class and social justice in an Episcopal congregation. 

“They’re issues many churches touch on, and even in this area do a lot of good things with,” First 

said. But “I really appreciated that with Heather, those things were very high on her list and not … 

kind of an icing on the cake. They’re more a part of the cake.” 

“When we say hospitality right here at the top” of Hope’s list of core values, “what we mean is 

radical hospitality that includes all people,” said McCain, who hands out a business card with 

English on one side, Spanish on the other. 

“All are welcome here. And that kind of hospitality means that we’re going to have to be ready to 

change things about ourselves in order to be open and inclusive of people who differ greatly from 

us.” 

Hope’s current location is only temporary; once the church begins to grow, McCain will move the 

congregation to a piece of property owned by the diocese at Bethel Street and Nifong Boulevard. 

For now, however, McCain is just taking it one step at a time, beginning with tomorrow morning’s 

service, which they have nicknamed “The Launch.” 

Reach Lindsey Howald at (573) 815-1731 or lhowald@columbiatribune.com. 

 
 


