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comfort, education
and leadership roles

Editor’s note: This is the last article of a four-part series on black
churches in Bovle County.

By Richard C. Brown
Contributing Writer

Considering the circumstances that blacks had to overcome.
the creation of black churches in Boyle County was a remark-
able achievement.

In 1870, there were 3,679 blacks in the county, most of them
unschooled. illiterate and only five years removed from slavery.

Yet, within 30 years these men and women and others like
them, organized eight churches in Danville and at least 11 more
in the county outside the city.

Increases in the black population of Boyle County enabled
these churches to expand and to offer a variety of activities. In
the 20 vears between 1870 and 1890, the county’s black popula-
tion increased from 3,679 to 4,809, which was the largest num-
ber of black residents ever in Boyle County. .

Though mostly poor,
black church mem-
bers started schools
before the state began

Jpublic education for
black children. They
honored and support-
ed their pastors,
sometimes giving a
chicken or a ham at
holiday time to flesh
out an 1nadequate
salary. They proudly
gave what money and
labor they could to
build their churches.

Still, neither the
county nor its black
churches could escape
the impact of the exo-
dus of black citizens from rural to urban areas in Kentucky and

the north. By 1920, only 3,190 blacks lived Boyle County, 1,619
fewer than had lived there 30 years before. The decline in black
population continued until the census of 1990 counted 2,444
black residents of Bovle County — less than 10 percent of the

county’s 25,641 total.

As the pool of potential black church members shrank, so did
the. number of black churches in Boyle County. Today there are
onlv seven: three Baptist, two AME, one Christian and one
(hurch of God of America, Inc.

The First Baptist Church at 200 W. Walnut St. reports a con-
oregation of 875 members, and 400 to 450 regularly attend. The
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Rev. Dr. Richard E. Hill, who is in his 19th year as pastor there,

said the annual budget is more than $75,000.

Bethel Baptist Church on Cowan Street appears to have an
uncertain future. Founded by E.B. Coleman in 1925. the ongi-
nal church was rebuilt in 1962 during the pastorate of Rev.
Reuben Brantley. Services still are held at the church but Rev.
J.L. Buckner, the current pastor, has been handicapped by
advanced age and 1ll health.

Clifton Baptist Church, led by Rev. James A. Landrum Sr.,
celebrated its centennial in 1986 by only has six members.

On the other hand, the First Baptist Church in Perryville
appears secure as it prepares to celebrate its 125th anniversary.
[ts pastor, Rev. Willie F. Newby Jr., comes from Louisville to
conduct services each Sunday. During the five years he has
served the church, membership has increased and the church
has become involved in local, state and national organizations.

The black Christian Church on Second Street has a new min-
ister. Rev. Ben Carter has been there less than a year. During
that time, however, seven new members have joined the church
and Rev. Carter expects to increase membership by building on
the spirit of the congregation already there. - L

Rev. Wink Sweat has been pastor at St. James AME Church,
124 E. Walnut, for four years. His church has 315 members on
its rolls but no more than 100 are active and fewer than that
contribute to the church’s $73,000 annual budget. St. James has
lacked a full-time pastor for many years so Rev. Sweat works
for the state transportation department as did his predecessor
Rev. Everhart Walker.

- Ralph Smith, an active young member of St. James, 1s prepar-
ing to be a minister in the AME faith. Both he and Rev. Sweat
help out at the Wilson Chapel AME where the membership has
dwindled to 10. ' ' i -

Not the largest, but in many ways the most vigorous black
church in Danville, is The Church of God of America, Inc., 449
W. Martin Luther King Blvd. A Pentecostal church, it has
orown from what has been called the most significant religious

At top, Elder Larry Weathers Sr. preaches at The
Church of God of America, Inc., on West Martin
Luther King Boulevard. In the photos behind him,
from left to right, are: “Mother” Brown of Pulaski
County, who founded this branch of the Pentecostal
church in 1919; Weathers, who has led the church
since 1978; and Bishop A.R. Smith, who was the gen-
eral overseer when the church was built in 1950.
Above, Betty Stanford, sways to the music. At right,
Larry Weathers Jr. plays the trombone.

At far left, the young boy sitting on the pew is a
nephew of Tammy Taylor. The church’s membership
is not recorded, but one night of a recent revival
attracted 43 people. This church may not be
Danville’s largest, but its music and testimony during
services make it one of the liveliest.

influence of the 20th century.

The local church is one in a Kentucky and West Virginia cir-
cuit founded in 1919 by “Mother” Brown of Pulaski County. The
Danville congregation worships in a church built in 1950 under
Bishop A.R. Smith, general overseer of the Church of God of
America. Elder Larry Weathers Sr. became local leader when
Bishop Smith died in 1978. The church’s membership 1s
unrecorded, but 43 men, women and children prayed, wit-
nessed. and danced during the first night of a recent week-long
revival at the church.

Those who write about the future of black churches deal
mainly with churches in the cities where 80 percent of blacks
live. They are the most heavily urbanized ethnic group in the
United States. Predictions by these experts on the future of the
black religious experience has relevance to Danville and Boyle
County in only one or two cases.

One prediction has it that the percentage of blacks among
Catholics in the United States will increase because of immigra-
tion from Mexico, Cuba, Haiti and other countries in Central
and South America. Already about 5 percent of the families and
individuals belonging to SS. Peter and Paul Catholic Church in
Danville are black. Nearly all these, however, are descendants
of old Washington or Marion County families and seem unlikely

to increase the percentage of blacks at SS. Peter and Paul, cur-
rently the most racially-mixed congregation in Danville.

E. Franklin Frazier, an educator and author, writing in the
1930s through the 1950s, saw black churches as stumbling
blocks to assimilation into the American mainstream. He
favored racially-mixed congregations, a development more
apparent in larger cities than Danville.

“Black Metropolis,” by St. Clair Drake and Horace Clayton,
sees the black churches as giving masses of people the opportu-
nity for power, control, applause and acclaim. The book
observes that blacks do not receive these opportunities in the
larger society. This seems to have been true of Danville’s black
churches in the past, is true of two or three of them at present,
and may continue to be true in the future.

Whatever the future of black churches in Boyle County, no
one can change what they have been in the past. They were
teachers and defenders of the Christian faith for thousands of
people, comforters in times of oppression, sources of cries for
social justice and creators and carriers of black culture.

Dr. Richard C. Brown, a retired history professor, is the author
of “The History of Danville and Boyle County, Kentucky 1774-
1992.” .
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