


By Shirley Shedd 

W hen 16-year-old Philip 
Wannenmacher step
ped off the train in 
Springfield in 1942, he 

had no idea that he would be 
spending a major portion of his 
ministry here as pastor at one of the 
largest Assemblies of God churches 
in the nation. 

As of January 1, 1995, Wannen
macher will have completed 25 years 
as pastor of Central Assembly, 1301 
Boonville. 

The path from Milwaukee to 
Springfield has been a crisscrossed 
one with Wannenmacher spending 
two extended periods of time in 
Springfield before coming here as 
pastor in 1970. Born and raised in 
Milwaukee, the young boy of Hun
garian and English origin clearly felt 
direction to leave high school early 
and go to Bible school. 

"The time that I felt a definite 
call to the ministry started at a 
camp meeting. Later, when I was 
out playing football one day, I had 
a strange sense of direction that I 
was to go to Bible college. But I 
had not even finished high school!" 

Unbeknownst to him, his parents 
also had this same impression. Dur
ing family prayers one morning, his 
father felt directed to call W.I. 

Evans, then dean of Central Bible 
Institute (now College). "Brother 
Evans told my dad to go ahead and 
send me down. I didn't even own a 
suit at the time," recalled Philip 
Wannenmacher. 

He had not been a particularly 
good student, Wannenmacher con
fessed. "I was bored in high school. 
I saw no purpose for the classes. 
What a change when I came to 
CBI. The classes were a joy. I came 
to college during the war years. The 
people who were in school during 
that time had a sense of real pur
pose and commitment. I was over
whelmed with the leadership as well 
as with the student body." 

Although focusing on developing 
his ministerial skills, Wannenmacher 
found that he could also use the 
musical abilities that had always 
been an important part of his life. 
His father had been a professional 
violinist prior to having a miraculous 
healing and entering the ministry. 
His mother was a harpist, his oldest 
brother a cellist, and his younger sis
ter a pianist. Trombone was Phil 
Wannenmacher's instrument. He re
called the night when he fully sub
mitted to God's call. He went home 
after the evening service and played 
"I'll Go Where You Want Me to 
Go, Dear Lord." 

Arriving in Springfield with his 

trombone, he found there was an 
additional use for his music skills. 
For two years he played with the 
Springfield Symphony, under the 
direction of its founder James P. 
Robertson. 

After graduating from CBI as a 
19-year-old, Wannenmacher returned 
to the Milwaukee area. Initially he 
helped at the Wisconsin, Northern 
Michigan campground at Spencer 
Lake, working on the construction 
of the first tabernacle there and serv
ing as recreation director for the 
youth camps. His next ministry as
signment was as interim pastor at a 
small Milwaukee church. 

From his youth, Wannenmacher 

This photograph of Philip W. 
Wannenmacher was made in 1945 
after CBI graduation with his trom
bone he still plays today. 

had sensed a desire for foreign mis
sionary work. In 1947, it seemed 
that this dream was about to be ful
filled as he had the opportunity to 
go to Europe with his father. He 
even had a passport—he still keeps 
it in a drawer in his desk—which he 
never used because of the change of 
direction to a pastorate at Sheboy
gan, Wisconsin. 

It wasn't until 1973 that he had a 
chance to travel abroad. Since then 
he has been around the world in
cluding the World Pentecostal Con-
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inviting children to Sunday school. 
"At times, I would have from 10 to 
20 kids padding behind me. I was a 
regular Pied Piper!" One day, as he 
approached a home where he knew 
there were a dozen children, he 
heard a young girl calling, "Hey, 
kids, come quick. Here comes the 
man who loves us!" That, said 
Wannenmacher, "was the highest 
pay I could ever have." 

His love for children continues to 
be evident in his ministry. Boys and 
girls will head right for the pastor to 
get a hug or a "high five." "Kids 
have always been my supreme joy," 
he said. 

The tie-in to Springfield came into 

Above are Paul, Phil, Beth, Betty, 
Joy and Phil, Jr., Wannenmacher 
together in 1972. 

ferences in Korea, Kenya, Norway 
and England. He has been to Israel 
twice, and he has had the privilege 
of ministering in his country of 
origin, Hungary, in 1976. He has 
also preached in Indonesia where his 
daughter Joy and her husband Keith 
Sorbo serve as missionaries. His 
most recent foreign trip was to 
Seoul, Korea, to attend the largest 
prayer rally of all time with more 
than one million people present in 
the same place at the same time. 
"It's only through the generosity of 
the people of Central Assembly that 
I have been privileged to travel so 
widely," he said. 

While pastoring in Sheboygan, he 
came back to Springfield to visit his 
younger sister who was then attend
ing CBI. Through the suggestion of 
his sister Lois, he had his first date 
with Betty Thompson, whose family 
was then living in Springfield. They 
were married on August 27, 1949, in 
her home church—Central Assembly. 
Their wedding reception was in the 
home of T.F. Zimmerman who later 
became the general superintendent of 
the Assemblies of God. Betty Wan
nenmacher had been Zimmerman's 
secretary. 

The Wannenmachers have four 
children: Paul, the owner of Wan
nenmacher Advertising; Joy, a mis
sionary to Indonesia; Beth, a secre
tary at the Assemblies of God head
quarters, and Phil II who is repre
sentative from the 139th district to 

This is a Wannenmacher family portrait made at a 40th wedding anniversary 
celebration in 1989. Left to right are: (front row) Joy Sorbo, Robbie Sorbo, 
Phil Wannenmacher, Jr., Betty Wannenmacher, Kristen Wannenmacher, 
Lindsey Wannenmacher, (back row) Keith Sorbo, Beth Wannenmacher, Phil 
Wannenmacher, Kathy Wannenmacher and Paul Wannenmacher. 

the Missouri House of Representa
tives. Adding to the joy of their 
lives are their three grandchildren: 
Kristen and Lindsey, daughters of 
Paul and Kathy Wannenmacher; and 
Robbie, son of Joy and Keith Sorbo. 

In the spring of 1950, Wannen
macher "knew the time was up" 
and resigned as pastor of the She
boygan church. For a short time, he 
served as an evangelist, but by the 
next year he was pastoring at Fort 
Gospel Tabernacle in Detroit. Recall
ing that time period, he tells one of 
his favorite anecdotes. He regularly 
went through various neighborhoods 

play again in 1953 when he received 
a call to return to the city and to 
Central Assembly as the associate 
pastor. His portfolio included youth, 
Christian education, visitation, and 
worship leader. The latter was a 
ministry he had to grow to enjoy. 
However, throughout the rest of his 
career, he has been noted for his 
ability to lead congregations, both 
large and small, in worship. 

When Pastor David Hastie re
signed to become the southern Mis
souri district superintendent, Wan
nenmacher felt he should also step 
down from his position as associate. 
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Within days, he was approached 
about a position in the national 
Sunday school department at the As
semblies of God headquarters. For 
the next three years, he served in the 
workers' training area. His duties in
cluded working with the regional 
Sunday school conventions—fre
quently as the worship leader. His 
earlier experience at Central As
sembly had been good preparation. 

Once again, though, the Wannen-
machers' path led out of Springfield— 
that time to Rochester, New York. 
For nine years they served in that 
pastorate. While in Rochester, Betty 
Wannenmacher did all the sec-

Children are a "supreme joy" to 
Phil Wannemacher. Here three-year-
old Laura Puder gets a hug. 

retarial work including producing 
the two church bulletins, keeping all 
the membership records, heading the 
women's ministries program as well 
as the Missionettes girls' program, 
singing in the choir, serving as su
perintendent of the junior high de
partment, and typing scripts for the 
radio program. In addition, he said, 
"she was raising our four children 
on a limited budget." 

"Betty is a consummate pastor's 
wife," Wannenmacher said. "She is 
quiet, conservative, unassuming—not 
a gossip monger nor one to make a 
fashion statement. Her attitude has 
always been 'We're in this together.' 
She is so loyal. And yet she has her 
own expertise as an executive secre
tary. She was Thomas Zimmerman's 
secretary for 11 years." Wannen
macher continued, "When we would 

leave a church, the people would 
say, 'We can get another preacher, 
but don't take Betty!'" 

In 1958, Wannenmacher received 
a call to pastor the Assemblies of 
God church in Warren, Ohio. "It 
was at Warren that I received the 
discipline to work with a timed 
broadcast." Prior to that, he had 
experience in Springfield with the 
radio program Words of Life and 
later the television program Songs in 
the Night. The latter was a 1950s 
television call-in program on Satur
day night after the Ozark Jubilee. 

"We had banks of phones to take 
the requests. In addition, we had 
cataloged all our music books so we 
could quickly find a particular num
ber. Sometimes we would have to 
sight read a song. The program was 
so successful that we literally blew 
phone circuits. They had to go to 
another system." 

In Rochester he had hosted a half 
hour radio show, but it was in 
Warren that he learned to time his 
broadcasts to the second. "The pro
gram was a live radio remote from 
the parsonage. I would pace myself 
with a stopwatch. From that I learned 
the rhythm of how to work timing 
for a broadcast." 

Within six weeks of coming to 
Springfield as pastor of Central As
sembly, Wannenmacher was on the 
air with a five-minute devotional 
program in the local newsbreak slot 
at 8:25 a.m. in the Today program. 
February 15 will mark the com
pletion of 25 years for It's a Great 
Life. The format is simple: a greet
ing, a "thought to ponder," song, 
brief devotional, and tag line of in
vitation to attend Central Assembly. 
"We promote nothing except the 
gospel of Jesus Christ," he said. 
"The program is totally underwritten 
by the church; there is never an ap
peal for finances. Even though the 
cost of the program is now more 
than six times what it was in 1970, 
the church family considers this an 
extension ministry." And the ministry 
of this program does extend to at 
least a 100-mile radius, primarily in 
Missouri and Arkansas. 

For almost a year prior to coming 
to Springfield, Wannenmacher had 
felt an urge to pray specifically for 
Central Assembly, not realizing that 
he was to be part of the answer to 
that prayer. When he received the 
call from the pastoral search com
mittee, and even after having minis

tered in the church here, he still felt 
he had not had clear direction on 
what to do. He said, "I asked the 
Lord to give me a confirmation 
from someone I did not even know." 
That evening, while his Warren 
church board was waiting for his 
answer, Marshall Flowers, Sr., then 
owner of Superior Tile, called and 
said, "I just had to call and tell you 
that I have prayed and feel that it is 
God's will that you should come to 
Central Assembly." That was the 
confirmation he needed, and he was 
then ready to give an affirmative an
swer to Larry Evans, then owner of 
Empire Printing and member of the 
church board and pastoral search 
committee. 

Thus, the road led back once 
again to Springfield for the Wannen-
machers as he became the 21st pas
tor of historic Central Assembly. 

What have been the highlights for 
this veteran pastor in Springfield? 
"Without a doubt, the greatest joy 
was seeing the erection of the new 
sanctuary," he said. Although he 
had a vision for the new building as 
early as 1979, Wannenmacher said, 
"The time was not right." 

A tragic fire in 1980 burned down 
the historic old church building, 
known at that time as "West 
Chapel." That was the building 
where the Wannenmachers had been 
married. The priorities for the con
gregation had to change from that 
of a sanctuary to an education 
facility. 

A significant service that members 
remember is one in June 1991. The 
floor had been poured, but the build
ing was far from done. However, 
that Sunday evening the congregation 
met in the new area, bringing lawn 
chairs to sit on. At the conclusion 
of the service, each person was given 
a felt-tipped marker and asked to 
write his/her favorite verse on the 
floor. Wannenmacher's verse was 
"Where there is no vision the people 
perish." Although those verses are 
now covered with carpet, the church 
is literally built on the "Word." 

In the structure of the Assemblies 
of God, the governing board of a 
local church is the deacon board. 
Jim Osborn, owner and pharmacist 
at Osborn Pharmacy, grew up at 
Central Assembly and was elected to 
the board for the first time 18 years 
ago. Osborn, who has a high profile 
in Springfield, said that based on his 

(Continued on Page 52) 
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