
1

An initiative of the STEPHEN & LAUREL BROWN FOUNDATION 
in the heart of the University of Wisconsin-Madison

C E L E B R A T  N G
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We are C E L E B R AT I N G  seven years  
of life as Upper House. In these pages,  

we share our gratitude, joy, hopes, and dreams.  
We’re glad you’re on the journey with us. May this 
record of God’s generosity inspire and encourage 

you. Please, take a seat and stay awhile . . .
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Upper House is 
a C E N T E R  for 
Christian study 
and practice at  
the University  
of Wisconsin- 
Madison. 
Since 2015 Upper House has  
been serving at the crossroads  
of intellectual inquiry, spiritual  
formation, and civic engagement. 
Over the past seven years more  
than 375,000 guests from all  
walks of life in the university and 
beyond have connected with one 
another and rich content in this  
welcoming place.

We are C E L E B R AT I N G  seven years  
of life as Upper House. In these pages,  

we share our gratitude, joy, hopes, and dreams.  
We’re glad you’re on the journey with us. May this 
record of God’s generosity inspire and encourage 

you. Please, take a seat and stay awhile . . .
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E N T E R  Upper House . . . where we connect faith,  
ideas, and communities, within and across the University, 
City, and Church.

Upper House is 16,500 square  
feet of light, comfort, and warmth,  
founded to serve students, faculty,  
and community members—a  
vibrant presence at a world-class  
university—where learning and  
new initiatives ignite change,  
and faith is transformative.

FA I T H
C O M M U N I T Y

I D E A S

“Here we are—a biblical scholar,  
a theologian, and a sociologist—talking 

about the role of technology in society.  
These types of interdisciplinary conversations 

are rare and much needed.”

— F E L I C I A  W U  S O N G
  A professor of Sociology at Westmont College, Felicia  
presents on “Digital Practice as Liturgy: A Matter of  
Christian Formation” at the Higher Pursuits Summit  
on Technology and Wisdom (2021).
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E X P L O R E  the life of the mind  
and the questions of the soul.

As God’s image-bearers, we are 
made to lead lives that reflect God’s 
generous nature and to love the  
Lord our God with all our heart,  
soul, strength, and mind. Upper House 
equips students of all ages to do  
the essential work of integration— 
so that we might all mature in  
understanding, faith, and action— 
and experience true vitality of spirit 
and meaning in our work.

J. Richard Middleton, Professor of  
Biblical Worldview and Exegesis at  

Northeastern Seminary, discusses the  
“Wisdom of God in a Sacred Cosmos”  

at the Higher Pursuits Summit on  
Technology and Wisdom (2021).

EVERY FRIDAY MORNING STAFF 
PRAY TOGETHER—that according 
to the riches of [God’s] glory . . . you 
may be strengthened in your inner 
being with power through his Spirit, 
and that Christ may dwell in your 
hearts through faith, as you are being 
rooted and grounded in love. [We] 
pray that you may have the power 
to comprehend . . . the love of Christ 
that surpasses knowledge, [and] be 
filled with all the fullness of God.

—EPHESIANS 3:16-19  NRSV
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W E L C O M E  all in the  
spirit of Christ.

Lifelong learners find genuine hospitality at Upper House. We welcome each 
guest with an open spirit, seeking to embody St. Benedict’s sixth-century 
rule: “Let all guests who arrive be received as Christ.”  

At Upper House we . . . 

•  WELCOME 34,700 guests per semester 

•  FORTIFY as many as 1,800 students  
each finals week 

•  REFRESH many at Dottie’s Ranch,  
500 plus and rising

•  SERVE too many meals and snacks to 
count at events (including over 2,700 
stuffed mushrooms—and counting)
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G R O W  in understanding and  
wisdom through six pathways.

Humanity bears the burdens and outcomes of the decisions leaders make  
in the lab, boardroom, and city square. Called to be stewards of culture,  
we seek to understand and discern the meaning and implications of  
significant human endeavors through the Upper House Pathways.  
We share wisdom at the junction of Christian faith and human reason,  
and practice humility, curiosity, and persistence on the journey.

SCIENCE +
TECHNOLOGY

LEADERSHIP
+ VOCATION

ARTS +
HUMANITIES

JUSTICE
+ SOCIETY

SPIRITUAL
FORMATION

THEOLOGY

PATHWAYS

Stand at the crossroads, and look, 
and ask for the ancient paths, 
where the good way lies; and walk 
in it, and find rest for your souls.

—JEREMIAH 6:16 NRSV

SCIENCE +
TECHNOLOGY

LEADERSHIP
+ VOCATION

ARTS +
HUMANITIES

JUSTICE
+ SOCIETY

SPIRITUAL
FORMATION

THEOLOGY

PATHWAYS
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Stephen & Laurel Brown’s  
V I S I O N  I N S P I R E S

Upper House embodies the vision of Stephen and Laurel Brown,  
whose entrepreneurial experience and Christian faith inspired them  
to launch a foundation that serves UW-Madison, the surrounding  
community, and beyond. Their love for God, people, and the university  
is visible in the physical design of Upper House, which also reflects  
their passion to help people connect and to embrace their identity  
as God’s image bearers. 

“People need proximity. They want community. Gathering together allows  
intimacy to blossom and trust to grow. To a large degree, people feel  
unconnected, lonely, and unhappy because of the erosion of community and 
fellowship. Even if we don’t know it, we all have a common goal—to better 
understand Christ and who we are as children of God. Providing this space—
to gather, explore, and connect—is an important part of Upper House’s  
mission. We are trying to meet one of the most basic of human needs— 
to know Christ.” 

— L A U R E L

“We believe the Christian faith has a lot to contribute to the sifting and  
winnowing of great ideas. We want to challenge the campus, we want to  
engage the campus, and we want to support the campus through being  
a part of the vibrant conversation occurring at UW-Madison.”

— S T E V E  

m ission
We exist to curate transformative 
experiences for university students, 
faculty, staff, and the Madison 
community at large—to ignite  
theological curiosity, shape  
Christian identity, and equip  
people to live out their faith for  
the life of the world.



9

A Vibrant T E A M 

Since the dusty days of construction in 2015, John Terrill, Upper House’s 
executive director, has worked to build a vision-minded team. Everyone in 
the Upper House ecosystem, from staff to members of the board and all  
our advisors, is dedicated to advancing our mission. These seven years, 
John says, have provided ample evidence of God’s passion and care for  
the university, and reason to be encouraged for the future.

As executive director of Upper 
House, one of my deepest areas  
of satisfaction has been the growth 
and development of our staff team. 
When we opened our doors in  
January 2015, I was a leader in  
need of colleagues; the frenetic 
pace of starting a new ministry was 
all-consuming. Just weeks after 
launching, I managed to squeeze 
in time to interview Dan Johnson, 
whose three-piece suit did not  
prevent him from rolling up his 
sleeves to help me haul garbage 
downstairs while we talked. Here 
was a servant leader who was ready 
to help me build.
 Melissa Shackelford came on 
board a few months later, infusing 
our team with her strategic acumen 
and spirit of hospitality. Each new 
staff member since then has added 
unique strength, passion, and  
experience. Today, our team of core 
staff and college interns totals 17, plus at least 15 independent contractors  
and instructors who help us advance our work.
 Our extended team, board of directors, and advisory and prayer councils  
inspire me. Each reflects a facet of God’s heart and mind for our university 
and mission. Some show special concern for undergrad and grad students, 
staff, and faculty; others strong affinity for campus and community ministry 
leaders; still others connect with artists and marketplace leaders. Uniting us 
all is our conviction that God deeply loves all the people and organizations  
we serve. 
 While sometimes it might feel as though the world and its people 
are splintering, I remain encouraged. Good Samaritans, neighbor-loving, 
self-emptying leaders are in our midst. My Upper House colleagues are  
those kind of people. They teach me that effective ministry is never limited  
to end goals or outcomes. As God’s image-bearers, success is knowing who 
and whose we are becoming. As our vision for the next seven years unfolds, 
may it be marked by this kind of character, service, and imagination.

board of
directors
S T E P H E N  D .  B R O W N 
C O - F O U N D E R
Founder, Steve Brown Apartments

L A U R E L  B R O W N
C O - F O U N D E R ,  C H A I R
Owner, Brownhouse Designs

R I C H A R D  F R O H M A D E R
T R E A S U R E R
CPA, Baker Tilly (Retired)

M A G G I E  B R O W N
S E C R E TA R Y
Partner, Lindow Stephens Schultz LLP

J O N  D A H L
Campus Minister, InterVarsity 
Graduate and Faculty Ministries

C H R I S  D O L S O N
Senior Pastor Emeritus, 
Blackhawk Church

S C O T T  H A C K L
Strategist, Stonehaven Wealth 
& Tax Solutions LLC

D AV I D  W .  R E I N E C K E
Senior Partner, Foley & Lardner LLP

S C O T T  W AT S O N
CFO, Steve Brown Apartments



10

Honoring 
H I S T O R Y  

History provides perspective.  
At Upper House we believe in the 
historic Christian faith—in a messiah 
named Jesus, whose incarnation, 
death, resurrection, and ascension 
were documented in Scripture. Our 
Christian history is filled with men 
and women whose faith-driven lives 
have shaped the world over millennia—
from prison cells to monastery cells 
to library carrells at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison. Established in 
1848 with two faculty (including the 
chancellor) and 25 students (19 men 
and six women), UW-Madison is now 
a $3.4 billion behemoth that educates 
more than 45,000 students each  
year. From its founding until today, 
the campus has always had a  
Christian presence.  

 Dan Hummel, historian and  
Upper House’s director of university 
engagement, is researching the 
spiritual history of UW-Madison  
as part of the Higher Pursuits  
Project, with the support of The 
John Templeton Foundation. He has 
collected and studied century-old 
yearbooks, images, and documents, 
searched through the archives of 
older religious institutions on  
campus, and interviewed emeritus 
faculty whose UW-Madison work  
began as early as the 1960s. In the 

Staircase of the Wisconsin State  
Historical Society on the  
UW-Madison campus.
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process he has explored different 
facets of the enduring Christian  
presence at UW-Madison. Dan’s  
findings contradict a common  
stereotype of the university as a 
space devoid of religion. For many 
outsiders and too many insiders, 
UW-Madison has the reputation of  
being only a secular institution. But 
this stereotype is false and needs 
to be replaced with a more nuanced 
story. The story can be discovered 
not only in documents, but across the 
campus itself. Bordering the east side 
of campus are churches more than  
a century old. Bascom Hill and  
Chamberlain Hall are named for 
Christian leaders who significantly 
contributed to the Wisconsin Idea. 
UW-Madison is surrounded by a  
great cloud of witnesses. 
 At Upper House, history and  
testimony motivate our work.  
Here, where many ministries meet, 
we witness the ongoing tradition of 
meaningful conversation about faith 
and discipleship. We see that the 
same Holy Spirit who compelled  
past thinkers and leaders is at work 
today among students, faculty, lab 
techs, administrators, teaching  
assistants, coaches, academic staff, 
researchers, and workers of  
religious organizations. 

We stand on the shoulders of many 
who came before us, and we look 
forward, grateful.

. . . since we are surrounded by  
so great a cloud of witnesses,  
let us . . . lay aside every weight 
and the sin that clings so closely, 
and let us run with perseverance 
the race that is set before us,  
looking to Jesus the pioneer and 
perfecter of our faith . . . 

—HEBREWS 12:1–2 NRSV

FORWARD is the state motto of  
Wisconsin, adopted in 1851. From the  

beginning, the bold motto was personified  
in the female form in classical statues, 

 including the bronze sculpture by Jean 
Pond Miner for the 1893 Chicago World’s 

Fair. The funds for Miner’s statue were 
raised by women in the late 1800s;  

fittingly, the funds for its preservation  
were raised by women 100 years later.
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w a y s  w e 
g a t h e r
A RT  E X H I B I T I O N S

B OO K  L AU N C H ES

C O M M U N I T Y  D I N N E R S

C O N C E RTS

C O N F E R E N C ES

F I E L D  E X PE R I E N C ES

I N T E RV I E W S

L E A R N I N G  C O H O RTS

L EC T U R ES

PA N E L  D I S C US S I O N S

PE R F O R M A N C ES

R E A D I N G  G R O UPS

R E T R E ATS

V E R I TA S  F O RU M S

W O R KS H O PS

Programs Help Us C O N N E C T

Upper House curates programs that speak to mind, heart, and spirit about topics relevant to individuals and institutions 
across the University, City, and Church. These programs range from large events to smaller learning cohorts.

creativity + prayer in planning
Melissa Shackelford, director of program curation and community impact, 
notes that “the possibilities are endless” for the design of programs, but  
that prayer is essential.  
 Many factors inform program planning. Upper House curators strategically 
design learning experiences for different types of people, including faculty, 
students, and staff; pastors and congregation members; marketplace leaders; 
artists and musicians; and more. Because people often cross group categories 
to seek intellectual, spiritual, relational, and vocational nourishment, the  
curators consider a wide variety of topics, speakers, and formats. 
 They also prioritize partnerships with academic departments, campus 
ministries, churches, local nonprofits, and national organizations. Collabora-
tion is incredibly generative. Through joint planning and program execution, 
shared ownership deepens, vision expands, bonds strengthen, and seeds  
are planted for the future. 
 When designing programs, Melissa’s process works something like this— 
“I am constantly trying to make connections between what I am reading,  
observing, and hearing from people. Podcasts, conference presentations,  
the season of the year, new books coming out, or well-known authors  
sharing fresh ideas—all of these factor into my planning. We also pitch  
ideas to one another to test them and discern fit for our communities. 
Spiritual discernment is key, though—as we listen and look for what  
God might be up to—to partner in that.”  
 We plan programs year-round. During the first seven years, more than 
21,000 registrants attended Upper House events in person and online.

Melissa Shackelford in planning mode.
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memorable programs
When forced to choose, the curators mentioned the following programs as 
standouts among the many they have planned—for reasons such as unique-
ness, timeliness, and impact.

  Dan Hummel remembers The Abrahamic Traditions: A Story of  
Braided Histories (2020), when Charles L. Cohen, emeritus  
professor at UW-Madison, discussed historic Judaism, Christianity,  
and Islam, drawing from his book, The Abrahamic Traditions: A Very  
Short Introduction (Oxford University Press, 2020).

  Dan Johnson remembers Veritas Forum: Where is God in Our  
Racial Divide? (2020), co-hosted with several campus student  
organizations. Best-selling author and scholar, Jemar Tisby, brought  
history, experience, and theology together for a diverse audience.  
Tisby’s books on racial reckoning and reconciliation were also studied  
by pastors participating in cohorts facilitated in partnership with  
Collaboration Project.

  Melissa Shackelford remembers UNVEILED: Prayers of the People 
(2021), a month-long event featuring an in-house prayer walk through  
a maze of visual art and poetry by local artists that led to a large art  
installation titled “Share Table,” designed by Leslie Iwai.

Our “Most Delicious” program?  
Hands-down the winner is “A Theology  

of Barbecue and Soul Food” (2020)  
with Adrian Miller, culinary historian,  

author, theologian, and winner  
of the James Beard Foundation  

Book Award. Did we feast? Yes!  
All the way around.
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At the U N I V E R S I T Y  . . . 

Undergraduate and graduate students, faculty, and staff find a place at Upper House to integrate their faith, disciplines, 
and vocations—to invigorate their own wellbeing and the life of the world.

interns
Undergraduate student interns meet and work on-site, are mentored  
by Upper House staff, and are shepherded spiritually as they develop  
professional skills throughout the school year. 

“As an intern at Upper House I was challenged to grow spiritually and  
professionally. Through the team and my mentors, I received equipping for 
successfully serving the Lord wherever he calls me, and an appreciation  
for the ways he’s at work in our world to restore all that’s broken.” 

— LY N S E Y  H O R T O N
Upper House Intern (2019–2021), Expedition Leader with Overland Missions

fellows
Undergraduate and graduate students join a community and participate  
in topical tracks to connect faith to their academic studies and sense of  
vocation, to grow in theological understanding, and to develop as leaders  
and servants.

“There’s no better learning experience than being with people who care 
about helping you think about big things like vocation. That is the Fellows 
Program’s biggest selling point—the leadership team. Their investment  
in the students is incredible.” 

— E L I Z A B E T H  S O M S E N
Upper House Fellow (2020–2021), Fulbright Scholar, and virus researcher 

faculty 
Crossing disciplinary and other boundaries, university faculty and staff  
engage in discussion groups and programs that promote integration of mind, 
spirit, and vocation. They are also invited to engage with students. 

“Familiarity can cause us to lose sight of the wonder of God’s work in our 
lives. The first time I attended a Fellows dinner, I was able to share my  
testimony of how God brought me to my current position, training and  
equipping me all along the way. The response of the Fellows, their interest 
and the insights they drew from my testimony, helped renew my own  
wonder in God and his work in my life.”

— F R A N C I S K A  C O L E M A N
Assistant Professor of Constitutional Law and Associate Director of the East Asian  
Legal Studies Center at the University of Wisconsin Law School
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. . . C H U R C H  and C I T Y  C O M M O N S 

Church, nonprofit, and marketplace leaders find at Upper House a place to explore meaning and faith in  
contemporary culture, to grow in theological understanding, to connect with other leaders, and to cultivate a  
holistic view of themselves and their God-given vocations.

church and parachurch leaders
“I thank God for all of the ways that Upper House invests in ministry leaders 
in our city. The rich bounty of resources and relationships has been a  
great encouragement to me.

— J I M  K I R K
Lead Pastor, Geneva Campus Church, Madison, Wisconsin

marketplace leaders
“Through the surprisingly outside-the-box, yet highly relevant case studies 
and thought-provoking lively discussions at Upper House’s ‘Business on  
Purpose’ Learning Cohort, I have grown in my understanding of what it 
means to be a passionate image-bearer of God in my role as a leader.  
I came away from each session all fired up and inspired to be a leader  
and servant that follows in Christ’s radical and self-sacrificing footsteps,  
convicted that in losing my life, I might find a life that is lived to its fullness.”

— P E T E R  TA N
Executive Vice President and Chief Design Officer for Strang, Inc., Madison and Milwaukee, Wisconsin
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Pursuing PA R T N E R S H I P S 
Upper House partners locally and nationally with organizations that minister 
to students; bridge Christian thinking and the life of the mind in the university; 
navigate the gulf between science and faith in the church; and invigorate the 
national work of Christian study centers.
 

formal partnerships 
Our formal partners include Blackhawk Church Downtown, our church- 
in-residence; Geneva Campus Church, co-host of the Geneva Forum at  
Upper House; Science for the Church; and the Consortium of Christian  
Study Centers.

local advisors 
Leaders connected to the university, church, and marketplace participate in Upper House’s Local Advisory  
Council. Advisors are indispensable in brainstorming and testing ideas and initiatives. In generously sharing  
their faith stories and professional expertise, council members deepen Upper House’s team life. 

prayer council 

Behind the scenes, a group of volunteers prays for Upper House as a whole and staff individually during  
monthly meetings and through weekly updates. Council members’ prayers are a significant component  
of the ministry of Upper House.  

informal partnerships 

50+ campus and other ministries, locally and nationally, also engage with us in programming and  
as fellow witnesses to God’s presence and care for all people and the world.  

B

Together with Collaboration Project, Upper House hosted area Latino pastors for a 2021 dinner and worship evening. We are  
excited to build relationships with these pastors and to ascertain ways to better support them in their often bi-vocational work.
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Upper House is collaborating with  
the Wisconsin Council of Churches, 
Collaboration Project, and the  
University of Dubuque Theological 
Seminary on Awaken Dane— 
an equipping initiative for church  
leaders and congregations.  
Awaken Dane facilitates a two- 
year program for churches to grow  
in the way they engage their  
neighborhoods, build community, 
clarify values and calling, connect 
with other churches, embrace  
Christian practices, understand  
cultural trends, and strengthen  
leadership.

SUPPORTED BY A GRANT FROM  
THE LILLY ENDOWMENT, INC.

The Higher Pursuits Project is 
strengthening Christian study 
centers’ engagement with the  
history, ideals, and values that  
shape the contemporary university. 
Unfolding at UW-Madison and  
administered through Upper House, 
Higher Pursuits is propelling new  
initiatives at Cornell, MIT, UNC- 
Chapel Hill, University of Florida,
University of Minnesota, University  
of Virginia, and Virginia Tech. This 
project is yielding insights that will 
seed future initiatives across the 
growing Consortium of Christian 
Study Centers.

SUPPORTED BY A GRANT FROM  
THE JOHN TEMPLETON FOUNDATION

I N I T I AT I N G  Projects 

EMERGING INITIATIVES
As Upper House continues to 
pursue its vision for serving 
our community, we are excited 
to expand our work through:

CONTINUING EDUCATION 
Offering classroom experiences 
that range from book groups to 
graduate-level seminars

FACULTY GROUPS
Connecting faculty across  
disciplines and faith commit-
ments to explore questions  
of purpose and vocation

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
Bringing together experts 
and scholars to produce new 
knowledge that helps Upper 
House, and the church more 
broadly, understand our world

EQUIPPING LEADERS
Hosting regional and national 
conferences to train church 
leaders in their work and  
ministry settings
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The UpWords 
Podcast, which 
launched early 
2020, features 
thought leaders 
who help us 

explore the life of the mind and the 
questions of the soul. It is finding  
a broad audience.

The Upper  
House YouTube 
channel and live 
streaming bring 
rich programs to 
more people in 

real-time, allowing for Q&A as well 
as watching on demand. 

E X T E N D I N G  Reach through Technology

Technology enables us to add virtual seats to Upper House as we extend the reach of our mission through a variety  
of media. Our expansion in this area has been significant. Nationally and internationally, an increasing number of  
people are accessing our digital content and web-based resources.

Dan Johnson, director of technology, innovation, and  
digital promotion, interviews author Kelly Nikondeha in a live, 

virtual event that is posted on our YouTube channel (2020).

The UpWords 
Student Voices 
Podcast brings 
together student 
interviewers,  
faculty, and  

professionals to discuss the  
connections between students’  
studies and bigger life questions.
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I N V I T I N G  You to Join Us 

Upper House develops theologically-rooted resources and communities to  
cultivate individual and institutional growth. We seek partners who have vision  
to serve people and organizations; who value scholarship, research, and teaching; 
who comprehend the spiritual nature and belovedness of each human being;  
and who can imagine the kingdom potential of leaders-in-the-making in the  
university, community, and beyond. 

How might you join in this transformative work? 

Where WILL 
you plant  

your chair?
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365 East Campus Mall, Suite 200 | Madison, WI 53715
608.237.2929 | info@slbrownfoundation.org

upperhouse.org


