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I
t is no longer the only 
Christian congregation 
in Hastings, nor is it 
the largest. But as it 
celebrates 50 years in its 

current building at 2810 W. 
Seventh St., First Congrega-
tional United Church of  Christ 
continues to make and leave 
its mark on the community.

The church will commemo-
rate its 50th year at its third 
location with a church fam-
ily reunion on Sunday that 
will include a special 10 a.m. 
remembrance service with 
alumni choir followed by 
brunch served in Grabill Hall. 
Past members who’ve moved 
away are invited to join the 
celebration.

First Congregational, the 
oldest organized church in 
Hastings, held its first services 
around a covered wagon with 
its 13 original members in 
fall 1871. From there, services 
were moved to a sod house 
on West Second Street near 
Briggs Avenue.

In 1873, a Sunday school was 
established to serve all de-
nominations. As membership 
grew, worship services were 
hosted in various houses and 
buildings around town until 
the first First Congregational 

Church was constructed at 
Third Street and Lincoln Ave-
nue in 1879.

In 1887, the Hastings Im-
provement Co. purchased the 
property for $6,700 and two 
lots located on Sixth Street 
and Lincoln Avenue. The 
wooden church building was 
relocated onto the new prop-
erty and later was replaced by 
a brick building in 1910.

When Hastings Public 
Schools purchased that prop-
erty in 1965, the church moved 
to its current location on Sev-
enth Street and Marian Road. 
The new round building with 
asymmetrical white roof  in-
corporated the original cor-
nerstone and stained glass 
windows from the old church 
and was completed on May 18, 
1969. The first service there 
was Oct. 5, 1969.

The evenly-shaped design of  
the building, which elevates 
the altar by a mere few feet, re-
flects the church’s view of  the 
hierarchy within its members. 
While the pastor leads ser-
vices, all are considered equal 
participants, with none re-
garded as more or less spir-
itual than the others, said 
Pastor Jessica Palys.

Palys wasn’t among those 
present when the current 
building was dedicated, but 
the third-year pastor did visit 
with several longtime parish-
ioners when planning the cel-
ebration. That collective input 

helped solidify the premise 
that this celebration is indeed 
perceived as a family reunion 
of  sorts by those whose church 
roots run deep.

“I think when you celebrate 
a church like ours, which was 
the first organized in the com-
munity of  Hastings, it’s about 
celebrating all of  Hastings’ 
history, really,” Palys said. 
“It’s a slice of  what this com-
munity is about. That’s why 
we’re calling it a family re-
union, because we’re trying 
to bring the family back to-
gether.”

Harold and Darlene Dwyer 
of  Geneva have been members 
of  First United for more than 
50 years. Harold served on the 
selection committee that trav-
eled to Minnesota to recruit 
Pastor Hugo Flaig to serve as 
the first pastor at the Seventh 
Street location. He was also on 
the building committee that 
dedicated the building in 1969.

The couple raised four 
daughters in the church, in-
cluding Kay Hughes, who was 
baptized, confirmed and mar-
ried at First Congregational.

“The generations of  people 
that you interact with become 
part of  your family,” Hughes 
said. “And not just the kids, 
but the older people, as well. 
And I think that’s true for any 
church: That cross-section of  
generations creates the bond 
for everybody.”
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The Prairie Loft Cen-
ter for Outdoor and Ag-
ricultural Learning now 
has nearly 75 acres as 
part of  its grounds just 
west of  Hastings.

Prairie Loft an-
nounced Wednesday it 
signed a 10-year land 
management agreement 
with the Nebraska De-
partment of  Adminis-
trative Services’ Build-
ing Division. This new 
agreement allows Prai-
rie Loft to expand land 
stewardship programs 
and public education 
onto 65 acres to the east 
and west of  the current 
8-acre property, the for-
mer headquarters for 
the Hastings Regional 
Center farm.

Prairie Loft plans to 
use the additional acres 
to enhance place-based 
education activities in 
food production, wild-
life habitat, grazing 
practices, land manage-
ment and community 
engagement, the non-
profit organization said 
in a news release.

Prairie Loft has com-

mitted to spend at least 
$2,500 and 250 hours of  
labor each year dedi-
cated to land improve-
ment projects such as 
tree and prairie resto-
ration, habitat improve-
ment, creek remedia-
tion and eradication of  
invasive plants. Plans 
already are in place for 
upcoming projects such 
as removal of  invasive 
tree species and a pre-
scribed burn for ecosys-
tem restoration.

The additional land, 
like the current Prairie 
Loft property, formerly 
was part of  HRC’s work-
ing farm that operated 
from the 1880s until the 
1960s. Farming activ-
ities on the property 
helped provide food for 
the tables at the state 
hospital commonly 
known as Ingleside.

Since closing the farm, 
the state has managed 
the acres under the aus-
pices of  the Department 
of  Administrative Ser-
vices’ Vacant Building 
and Excess Land Com-
mittee.

The additional land 
will help Prairie Loft 
enhance field trips, 
school programs, com-
munity events, training 
workshops, family pro-
grams, summer camps, 
public outreach and 
other activities.
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Church blessed with history
FCUCC CELEBRATES    

50TH ANNIVERSARY           

IN CURRENT BUILDING 
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Pastor Jessica Palys is pictured Wednesday at First Congregational United Church of 
Christ. The chuch is celebrating 50 years at its current location in Hastings.
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Donna George cuts Kaytum Kempf’s hair Thurs-
day during Project Homeless Connect at First St. 
Paul’s Lutheran Church.
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Perhaps homeless 
isn’t the best word to 
describe the majority 
of  those who stopped 
in to receive services 
Thursday at this year’s 
Project Homeless Con-
nect event at First 
St. Paul’s Lutheran 
Church.

Described by event 
coordinator Tina 
Winchell as a one-stop 
resource center, the 
annual event endeav-
ors to connect area 
residents who find 
themselves in finan-
cial crisis with service 
providers who may be 

able to help them tran-
sition through their 
challenges to a more 
hopeful future.

About 400 people 
were expected to par-
ticipate in this year’s 
event, which is cur-
rently funded through 
CASA (Court Ap-
pointed Service Advo-
cates) of  South Central 
Nebraska as a non-
profit 501©(3) event.

To Winchell, who has 
served as event coor-
dinator the past five 
years, Project Home-
less Connect is about 
people helping people, 
which includes volun-
teers, agencies, and 

even the needy them-
selves.

Often times it is those 
who come seeking 
assistance who ulti-
mately end up helping 
a total stranger, exhib-
iting a spirit of  self-
lessness that Winchell 
said is inspiring to see. 
And while certainly 
the goods and services 
are available to all who 
come seeking assis-
tance — including the 
homeless — not every-
one is necessarily in 
the same boat.

“A lot of  people 
think, ‘They need to 
get a job,’ ” Winchell 
said of  those who come 

for help. “Well some of  
them have three jobs 
already but no ben-
efits. They work 10 
hours here, 12 hours 
there, but are not get-
ting benefits because 
they’re making too 
much to get benefits, 
so they’re struggling 
because they may not 
have insurance. This 
is kind of  a one-stop, 
one goal, one purpose 
event.

“We just want every-
body to be able to get 
services as quickly as 
possible so they can 
get upon their feet and 
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Hastings Young Pro-
fessionals awarded 30 
people for the work they 
do in Adams County 
during their 30 under 
30sih ceremony at the 
Lark Thursday night. 
HYP held the event to 
recognize young leaders 
in the community.

“At the heart of  this, 
it is about celebrating 
our young leaders,” said 
Travis Feezell, keynote 
speaker of  the night and 
Hastings College pres-
ident.

The 30 people pre-
sented with the award 

were chosen based on 
their community in-
volvement, leadership, 
professional develop-
ment, innovation and 
creativity and exceeding 
expectations, as deter-
mined by a committee. 
Everyone awarded also 
had to live in Adams 
County.

Maggie Vaughan, HYP 
vice president and a 30 
under 30ish award win-
ner, said they decided to 
hold the event because 
they felt it was the next 
step for HYP.

“HYP decided it was 

Event helps those who need it most 

Young leaders under 
30ish get recognized
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