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A HISTORY OF BRTHLEFEM METIODIST CIURCT
*xl803 ~ 1974 &. D

9, _foo  Roreom, he Alepoiz’

Iistory is such an awesome study to many, for it Lrings us face to facs
with a God who is sotive in His oreation. Today we otop the march of hictory
for & brief review of the "traditions of the fathers" and the grave responsidbility
of holding high the "torch of truth" whioh has been passcd on to us. The triele |
and tribulations of owr forebearers and the struggles of the present gereration
are but ripples on thalsea of eternity, yet the prelude to a grcwing awareness
that we live in eternity in the hLcre and now.

This writer would like to expre¢ss appreciation to the Committee in the
Bethlehen United Methodist Church who worked so herd in gathering up the information
that has Been used in putting this history togetiner. DMost of the material used
in writing the history was obtained by the committee from many sources. Thia
writer has tried to identify thein sources as well as his own that have beon uued.-
The Committee was composed of Mra. H. M. Chason, Mrs. W, M. Dunham, Jr., Mr; oud
Mrs. G. S, Council, and Mrs. C:.d. Council,

The records of the church reveal éaorificas which have been made by devout
souls, now gone on, to bring Jetlilehem Church where it is today. They l'u;nl.ra Quita
the present members heirs to great traditions. Though absent, "they re-dedic: to
this generation to z task now become doubly theirs, that through the beckoning
years the traditions of the ahnroh; whioh they loved, may live and relive in work
and faith." The true history of any church is to be found in the lives of ihe aen,
women, and children who have mocepted it as their spiritusl home.

Rev. llash 4, Odom, President
Blgden County Eistorical Society and

Pastor, Pirst Baptist Church, Dublin, IN.C.
June 14, 1974



A EISTORY OF BETHLEHT METT.ODIST CilRCH

A Tribute

In every period in the history of old Bethlehem Mellodiz¢ Srureh thurs
have been many heroic and faithful servants of Christ who lwove kept afl-ss in
the White Oak Community the torch of a living faith. These gove sacrificiglly
of their talents and means to make the church a spiritusl power in the
community.

The Church todsy is & living tribute and e lasting werorizl to those wno
nobly began the church in the community of White Oak in the en.rlj_( days of thc
ninateenth century and to thoseg who thrcugi the years have adc=d so richly to
her progress. The churchh 1oday should cuerish the zemory of those who lLave
ended their labors and entered into their eternal rest. Lat us lift our hesrts
to Cod in gratitude for those who have shared in the rich spiritual heritago
of Bethlehen Church.

HER EanLY BEGINNINGS

“he heroic begioning of Bethlel.a United Methodist Church lies unknown o

ary of us in the annpls of time.

}‘:‘i_? History documents for us the visit of Francis Asbury, first ard greatest

bishop of American Meiiwdism, to White Ogk Community as early as 17687. In hi.

Journgl on March 7, 1787, he writles that He "crossed the main fork ¢f Black

River, and came through a wild country to Colonel kK ___'g: the colonel':

wife is a tender, devoted woman," 1 Bishop Francis Asbury was a close perso:.:l
friend of the Richardson family and often visited, lodged and preached at theiv
homes. When the news traveled through the community that Bishop Asbury was in
the community the crowds would gather at the Richardson howe, "Earmony Hall",

and "Purdie Place" across the river where Elizabeth Purdie Rickardson's son,

James S, Purdie lived. At these homes the people eagerly listened to the pre.ching

of the Gospel by Bishop Asbury. These visits by Asbury coct likely influenced



the begir. of Bethlchen gnd Purdie MNethodist Churcliec.

Asbury siates in his Journal for February 6, 1365, “ilioc Ta.n came oh; buk
we rcde seven miles, and were oompelled to ferry ourselves over Cape Fear Uver,
efter being detained nearly half hour in the rain." “Tonday, 7, We ked adout
twanty=-two miles to make to reach Purdy's Chapel. I _recoclcu upon Titus i, 11,
14. We lodged at Samuel Richardson's. I have had e doy and wipoht of temptations."
Tuesday, 8. "We came down the north side of the river to Eliz ULcihtown. Wicholns
Snethen preached in the court house; I was silent." 2

He was in the home of Awos Richardson, son of Colonel Jozics and Blizabetch
Richardson, on lMondsy, February 21, 1811, Awses HMichardaon vas livamy ot "Izcopton”
near old Bladen Court house beiwezn present dey Iublin and Elizabotihtown. Wiile
here Asbury records in iis Journa.: "wondey, 2le. Wo began our march, end uy
suffering from pain in the footl was sore indeed. Came in to Azog Richardson's in
the evening. The parents of this man died in reace. Tuesdsy, ¢ ride of thirty
miles brought us on to Alexander rirg'uy.” 5

Then on the Sabbath, 27 (Fnbru;ryf, 1811, Asbury writes in his Journal: "I
Preached in the morning ard aftermocn. The congregations woie large, ond I Telt
xy heort greatly enlarged towards thome londey, zose at five o'cloek, and moved
off pretty soon; we cautioned: the ferryman, who had placed kis flat vo .5 to be
upset; he was ouctinate, and would not alter her positicn: in jumped the Noiung,
over went the skiff; our lives were erdangercd: the horses resched thg opposite
shore by swimming, and plunging through the mud got on dry land: our oloth.s :ad
some of our books and papers were wetted, but not spoiledss..Tuesday, we puchad
on to Amoa Richardson's, and thence after dinner to James Pwrdy's (James Fuxdy
lived in Bladen County, North Ca.mlina)i I presched in the evening. I .have Laen
deeply alTlicted with an influenza; but God is with me, and supporis me." a

Cn Priday, Januazy 17, 1813, he writes in his Jourmal: "Friday, we neéd a

IS v W
cold ride to Amos Richardson's..." 7 Then on Thuraday, Jenuazy 21, 1833, e

records: "A bitter cold ride of thirty miles drought us to James Purdy's. I bave
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a kigh fever, ar. creat pain..” 5

fever has U._.stianity had a more dedicated scrvant os in Bisbop ¥roncis
Asbury. Yo see this dedication in his words writtea in nis Journal con Murch 17,

1762, "I am willing to travel and precch as long as I live; and I hope I ghail

not live long after I am unsble to travel.™

e From the HISTORY OF THE RICHARDSON FAMILY by Mary Suith Rovirson we are

[

told that Rev. Samuel Onesl Richerdscn, son of Col, Jawes pend Elizabeth Cnenl
Purdie Richardson, was a lMglhodist minister and a mewber of the North Carvlina
Conference, though ot in the traveling connection, L spent the greater 7 =t

of his life in the cervice of the chusch £illing a pulpit each Sabbath moir..ing, ~u
aleo teaching his gervants ard Laving them prompt in their uiltendsnce at e
chureh scrvices; and so cereful cild nw look after th: spiritusl wolfurs of Lis
slaves that on each Sabbath mornirg they weve sll required to repair to the Vig
house, so they called "larumony Hall," for family worsnip. He read sand expouded
the Soripture lezsons to them, teachi:y then also the hymns ard having them
participate in the song service.

This Richardson fa.r.i...,{ history tells us that Rov. Samuel O, Nichardson
built a courch on his land that was called "Fethleliem" end that ho pre.clwd at
this church every month., The history seys that this early "Bethlchew Cruaoh® wag
located a mile and & half down the river below the home and it uas: said that cn
preaching days the church was rilled to ita utwost capacity by white and Lilack to

hear Rev. Richardson prea,ch./. A1l of his children united with the Methodist

o
-

Church. e e
e
Rev. Richardson was born on June 11, 1770, at "Harmony Eall". He married
Mary Ann Smith, daughter of Samuel end Sophia Smith, ¢f Pladen County cn Jaiuazy
17, 1795, Le tock great interest irn the a.ff.‘a'irs and progress of his county -ud
stats, in politics affiliating with the Whigs and he represcnted Bladen Couatly in

the House of Commonsg in 18C1 end in tihe Senate for 1802 and 1805.

?‘-. The story of his conversion is given us in the HISTOHY OF L2THODISH IN NORIDH

P RO
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CAROLINAy from 1772 To the Present -..u. . He was converied while atlendiij a cuud
neeting at Town Creck noar Wilmington, N. C. Mo are told (lay tuds cauj tccting
surpasseld al'l of the meetings for tl}g,display of divime power. Tt atiraceled Ioopie
frou Wilmington end from miles ground in every dirccticn. ihe presiding oldcx
preached on Sunday from tpe {éxt, "Jogeph s&id unto iis urathren, Come noar Le, T
pray you." DBefore he had finished, the shouts and cries oi the ueople courloiely
drownad his voice.K‘:This was in the year 1803, ‘Suuuel .achkacicon prefessczd
religion at this meeting, and at once became a hapiy, el
becane very zoalous, talking to the wourners and praying [or than. dds wen e
rule emong the convertsy as eoon as ihey were converted, whetlcr ¢id or young,
they turned into preachers and comnmenced talking to otherz. Thz frudts of lHchsd-
aon's converaion éid not stop &t the cuwd meeilage <Jie roverd ctwites that hewvas
filled with the Holy OSpirit, shoutving “Glory to God!" He toid lds wirfe what tic
Lord hed done for him, and tha S3irit pierced her heart, and she st once begun to
call fu .crcye. The servants cama in to see what was tne aniter, and they all got

down and remsined until they obtaised pardon. Richgrdson did wot stop Lere, bu

cr

began to hola prayer meetings, wl by tie time the presiding elder wveacuned . dchas
eon's neightorhocd, on thc:_ nexv vound, {ifty~two had profecsed religiorn.

It 18 bolieved by tiis writer that the first Bethlehenm Church waa oxgrniu o
by Rev. Richardson shortly after m3 conversion at Tovn Cieck at the Methodics
Liszt=ict carp meeting in 1803,

The second child of ltev..Saruel and Mary Smith Richarduon was Dr. Jones
Stephen Richardson who became a NMethodist minister and a physician. After s
marriage to Martha Terry of Anson County, Ne. Co, he made his home in loulires,
Alabara, where he gserved as a mispionary *to the Indians and alse a8 a physician.
Another child, Mary Ann Riclorcdson marriged the Heve Alexander 3. Suith o vidoshoro,
Ne Ce, and both are bum’.‘ed in the old Purdic Cemetory rear Purdie Chuzch.

After a lingering illness, Hev. Samuel Neal (0'Ngal) Richardson, énterca into

rest on M&l‘ch 1, lf'}jl, Mcd 31 years arl 9 noniths, Eli'.f.:...'-'-[:.'n.:’i Eilis lifxbf:i.il:a'.. of
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near Tar Hoel mentions his death .. fer dlary. She woites: "ilarch 1, 1851, 1
hear this morning the Rev'd S. N. Richardson is dezd. lle has been confined te
his bed for two.yes,rs." On the following day she records: "iarch 2, 1351, Shath
day. His remains are to be consigred to the carth...as he is un old ard higzly
respected neighbor.” 8 e inscription on the tocbstone of tiais founder of
Bethlehem Church reads:
"Though filial affection could rear a monuwrent
The language of the decezsed would have been:
Carve not 2 line, raise not a stone
But leave me alone with my glory."
FIRST BETHLEUEX CIURCH

If the Richardson family tradition iz corzect, then we can be reascnably sure

s £
¥

that the first Bethlchen Metiicdiet Clmrch wus founded uwnder the leadership of Acve
Samuel Feal Richardson and located on the vast Aichardson cstate ecbout & mile and
a half down the river Velow his horue There is rno record in the iegister of Duvds
Office, Bladen County, N. C,, 1o show that a deed wa':s ever made giving this land to
the churchs It is also reasongble but cannot be proven that ‘ha church was stex
about 1803 following the conversion of Samucl Richardson at Town Creci neax
¥ilmington, He C.

The Rich;u}abn fardly treciticn recorded said that on presching days tre criuoh
was filled to its utmost capacity uy white and black to Near Rev. Richardion pre:olie
It is ;gasa:’mble that the crowds biing toc great for this first swall plac;a of worubip
1er1},to the rewoval of the church to a new location and the buildirng of a larpur
‘mfx‘sc of worshipe

,l Land ncv in the posseseion of MNr., A. B. Rice of White Oak Copumuity ig otill
knowan today as the old "Bethlehem field." It is reasonpble that this wss the first
location. .;.fIi is located about thre qtmrtcrs of & mile from the Cape Fear River.

g o~ ek ; B Ytpl e 50420, —w'
We can know from the dirxy of Elizabeth Ellis Robeson of necar Thar Heel that

the church was located across the river and most likely witiin a few miles ol the

Rovezon plentation. She mentiorns at least six times the sexvices at Zethleber Chureh
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and members of the Robeson and Durhar  milies atteniing servizces here. oo

b

are two roferences that would apply to this first lccadic... £hs writes in her

disxy for May 7, 1848, "Sabbath. All the fauily went to mesching at Pelilchu,

il

Egrd rain in the evening." Then on April 12, 1857, ske recsords: “Her chilu..:
have gone to preaching at Bethlehem."

There is no known description availgble to tell ug gbout tiis fivst cliwcn
building, but it was most likely a one room house of worship wiich was the conmon

style for that day.

SECOND EETHLEEEZ: CLULCL
T Some few years aftexr the death of Rev. Sanuel N. Riclhamisor the church decided
to move to a new locstion. This locaiion is krovm to us Wéaye.

The lani upon whica a noevw Louge of vorship wes to be duilt was glven Tty
Dr, John Sxdth Richardson, son of Rev. Samuel N. arnd wife, Mary 4. Riclmrdsor;l. i
plot of this land is available and isc found in the records bf Bladeh County. It
states that the plot represenis a iece of lard given by i)r. coln S, lichgrdaon
"for the purposc of” erectine.;.a Netnodist Clinrch on..Beginning at a pine trec tLie
Scmth‘%t corner of the School Lot..." This plot contained two and 81/100 acres.
The doed i6 dated Septesbor16, 1856, 44 oF grvak 1§ 1N prtisliantel (oTeLe 2 o

Bultebryv Feard.

Wg ocun be reasonably sure that a church house wes scon Tuilt on this now
location.

The earliest burial aoccording to a merker at the old Eathlenca Churck Cencteny
was foer a child, Daniel Melvin, who was born on March 23, 1€%6, and died on
Novembor 15, 1858. So the church was most likely built ir. 1856. The next oldest
grave is for John A. Dunham, 1G34-1862. He was & Confedersic Joldier and died in
Battle, Fredricksburg, Virginia. ,_Eg‘i"f.ibet.h Ellis Robeson mentions that on
"December 25th, 1862, Christmae Dw...tﬁs\.“‘ahh:: Hoboson and I went to see Col.

~
Purdie's servant just come home from the Army, Hs‘ telYs me Lv nder is quite unwelle

-~

He also tells us that John A. Dunham was killed in battlue..." The Dunbiam fomily



were prominent members of the Betilelic congregation.
Elizabeth Ellis Hobeson mentions in her diary tie i.tew
and thoir friends attended services at Dethleheau UCimurcli. i

toys went with Samuel and John Dunham to Bethleheu Chuiza.”

v by ' s e
waers of her wifocly
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