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The members 

of Greater Little Rock 

Baptist Church 

wanted a building 

that would 

be a continuing 

inspiration 

for their congregation 

and their neighborhood

BY BEN JONES • PHOTOGRAPHY BY

DENNIS IVY

Imagine Noah’s Ark—but with the

great hull flipped over, turned

toward the heavens. That’s the

inspiring image the Greater Little

Rock Baptist Church in Pensacola,

Florida, is meant to convey.

“We were trying to symbolize the

inverted keel of a boat, a sem-

blance of the Ark,” says Jack Baker

of DAG Architects. As an architect

with Jerry Toler Construction Co.

Inc., the Pensacola Butler Builder®

that built the church, Baker

worked closely with church lead-

ers and with architect-of-record

Noblin and Palag Architecture of

Pensacola. The design sought to

combine that Biblical image with

“a contemporary vision of an

active, progressive church.” 

It succeeded, says the Rev. Ervin

McWilson Sr., pastor of Greater 

Little Rock.  

The church’s unique profile was inspired by Noah’s Ark—
flipped over with its keel turned toward the heavens. 

A Church 
for Tomorrow
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There is a reception area, an office
and a private dressing room for
McWilson. Toler’s superintendent
even took the pastor to select oak pan-
els for his bookcases.

“This building speaks of quality,
from top to bottom,” McWilson says.
“[Toler] took the care to make sure
that happened.” 

Greater Little Rock’s African-
American congregation also wanted a
unique look to build on history. The
church stands on the former site of
Booker T. Washington High, Pensaco-
la’s first African-American secondary
school, which McWilson’s father
attended. Later it became a junior
high, from which McWilson himself
graduated.  

Several years ago, the school
burned. Part of a retaining wall
remains, and names are etched in an
old sidewalk, where children wrote
them in the wet cement. Dallas Cow-
boys’ running back Emmitt Smith, who
grew up attending the church and
whose mother is a member of the con-
gregation, gave a donation to the
building funds.

Construction on the $1.25 million
project was completed in November
1998. Since then, Greater Little Rock—

“I’m not an expert in engineering,”
McWilson says, “but when they com-
pleted the framework, we knew that
God had given us a gorgeous, gor-
geous building.”

The church—named for Biblical
passage Matthew 16:18, where Jesus
says, “Upon this rock I will build my
church”—was founded in 1929, eight
blocks from its new location.

“We had outgrown that building,”
McWilson says. “We
needed modern, up-to-
date services. Also,
expanding ministries had
moved the church in a
new direction, so we
needed facilities that
would provide for that.”

Besides the sanctuary,
the 13,100-square-foot
building includes a room
for preparing commu-
nion, a prayer room for
members, a bookstore
and a laundry room that
includes a washer and
dryer for use by bap-
tismal participants.

straining at its seams in the old build-
ing—has grown by more than 250
members, reaching a membership of
1,100.

Adapting the concept of the build-
ing’s keel-like roof design to a pre-
engineered framing system, presented
a technical challenge, Baker says.

“A normal pre-engineered building
has a series of rigid frames, or ‘bents,’
that are all the same shape and size,
for economy,” he says. “But to achieve
the look we wanted, we had to rotate
the framing system of the bents 45
degrees, which made every bent a dif-

“When they completed
the framework, we knew
that God had given us a

gorgeous, gorgeous
building”

REV. ERVIN MCWILSON SR.

The Rev. Ervin McWilson Sr. sits on the retaining wall of
the old high school that once occupied the site.

A custom Widespan™ framing system supports the
inspiring vault-like spans for the sanctuary—one of
which stretches 110 feet.



B U I L D I N G  P R O F I T/ S U M M E R 2 0 0 1 23

Butler Builder®: Jerry Toler Construction, Inc.,
Pensacola, Florida 

Architect: Noblin and Palag Architecture,
Pensacola, Florida

Size: 13,100 square feet  
Butler® Systems:

Widespan™ structural framing system 
StylWall® II flat wall system 
Texture-Cote™ finish system 
VSR™ architectural standing seam 
roof system 

GREATER LITTLE ROCK
BAPTIST CHURCH

ferent height and a different width.”
“Every roof panel had to be field-

cut,” says Jerry Toler, president of
Jerry Toler Construction. “Every side-
wall girt, roof purlin and sidewall
metal panel had to be field-cut,
because nothing was square. It was all
on a 45-degree angle. You could see
every line in the roof, and it had to be
straight.”

The attention to detail paid off.
When the church was nearing comple-
tion, a city building inspector walked
up to the superintendent and said,
“You’ve got the best-looking building
in Pensacola.”

“[Jerry Toler Construction] is, if not
the best, one of the top three contrac-
tors in Northwest Florida, in my opin-
ion,” Baker says. “They have a very
efficient and (cost-) competitive
approach to the way they build build-
ings. They always have the client’s
best interests at heart—not just their
economic interests. They take the
client’s desires, compare them to the
economics and advise them along the
way.”

Flat Stylwall® II
wall panels with a
Texture-Cote™ fin-
ish system pro-
vides a stucco
look to the
church’s exterior
while saving on
cost. A custom
Widespan™ framing system supports
the vault-like spans for the sanctuary,
one of which stretches 110 feet. The
dramatic VSR™ architectural standing
seam roof system gives the building
points on style—important because
the “prow” of the church faces a
prominent intersection.

The entering worshiper is surprised
by the sanctuary’s height and volume,
Baker says: The two low corners of
the building rise steeply to its ridge,
creating an uplifting effect. Members

have responded to its clean, inviting
look. The design provides for future
expansions, including administrative
offices, gym, kitchen, senior citizen
area and daycare center.

“It’s very impressive,” McWilson
says. “I’m a mem-
ber of the Pen-
sacola Suburban
West Rotary Club,
and I constantly
get positive com-
ments about the
building. We’ve
had people
request to come in

and see it, want copies of the design,
want to know who built it.”

A minister from the state of Wash-
ington even wanted Jerry Toler, Baker,
and everyone else involved to travel
to that state and build a replica.

Since Greater Little Rock’s construc-
tion, several other area churches have
imitated its appearance in new struc-
tures of their own, McWilson says.
Growth has occurred in the surround-
ing African-American community, and
property values have risen.

“We’re setting the pace,” he says.
“We didn’t build a church for today;
we built a church for tomorrow. We
want it to fit into the community 20
years from now, 100 years from now.
And I think our design does that.”

“Nothing was square, it
was all on a 45-degree
angle—you could see
every line in the roof,

and it had to be straight”
JERRY TOLER

The unusual structure was a challenge to build—each
roof panel,  support member and sidewall panel was
field-cut, because nothing was square.


