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Mewborn traces'
Bethsuidn Church
history, tradition
Editor's Note: We are in-

4ebted to Elder J.M. Mewborn
of Will4,)wSprings for the in-
formation contained in this
article. He did the research on
the history of Bethsaida
Church and the land on which
it was built. He also composed
the paper which he presented
to the Bethsaida congregation
on the church's looth anniver-
sary.

Back in December of 1884,
Elder Bernice Wood thought
Bethsaida a fitting name for
the church which he and
some members of the Black
River Primitive Baptist
Church sought to establish.
There are three references

to Bethsaida in the Bible: a
place where a blind man re-
ceived his sight; a little city
where 5,000 hungry souls re-
ceived the bread oflife; and a
spring where men quenched
their thirst.
John Hodges had given five

acres of land in 1840 to be
___ Ubed- aG- a congr-egational

church meeting place. A
spring of clear, cold water
had already made the land
valuable as a resource for
personal use as well as
domestic and livestock use.
What better name than
Bethsaida?
In December of 1984 the

Primitive Baptist Church,
built in 1884 and called
Bethsaida, celebrated its
100th anniversary.
A preaching service was

held, followed by a dinner on
the grounds in traditional
fashion. Bethsaida pastor
W.C. Noles, of Coats and as-
sistant pastor Elder R.L. Fish
of Fuquay-Varma were as-
sisted in the service by Elder
M.M.Gray of Snow Hill, Elder
E.T. Jones of Fuquay-Varma,
and Elder J.M. Mewborn of
Willow Springs.
In addition, the large group

of church members and
.guests heard an account of
the history of the land and
the beginning of the church
in a paper researched and
written by J.M. Mewborn of
Willow Springs, who is editor
of Zion's Landmark, a news-
.paper published six times a
year and devoted to news and

articles of interest to congre-
gations of Primitive or Old-
School Baptists.
The presbytery on Sunday,

Dec. 7, 1884,was composed of
Elders James Wilson and
Bernice Wood and Deacon
W.P. Phillips. On motion the
names of brethren and sis-
ters desiring to be consti-
tuted were called as follows:
Nathan Norris, Jesse Reaves,
Jonas Reaves, Nancy Reaves,
Mary E. Reaves and Rhoda
Norris, whose names were
enrolled.
The minutes of that first

formal meeting noted that
the Articles of Faith were
read after which the breth-
ren and sisters joined in
praise and prayer led by
Elder Wood. The charge was
given by Elder Wilson after
which the right hand of fel-
lowship was extended.
On the first Sunday in J anu-

ary, 1885, the church called
Elder Wood as its first pastor
and appointed Jonas Reaves
as church clerk. That same
year the church joined the
Seven Mile Association, a
group of Primitive Baptist
Churches located in
Sampson, Johnston and Har-
nett counties, an association'
to which it still belongs.
The Bethsaida congrega-

tion was the last of three
groups to use a log building
which had been erected ear-
lier on the land given by John
Hodges.
Elder Wood, who lived in

the Meadow Community of
Johnston County, was a mem-
ber of Reedy Prong Church in
lower Johnston County.
Wood, who had moved into
this area after the Civil War,
had been preaching for six
members of Black River
Primitive Baptist Church and
their families, living in this'
same immediate area, who
were from Black River Primi-
tive Baptist Church at what
was then called Gibb's Cross-
roads, later to become Dunn,
and New Hope Church, lo-
cated at Troyville, now Coats.
With the formal organiza-

tion of the church behind
him, Elder Wood set out to
erect in 1902 the present
fame meeting house. The old
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building of the 1840's had fal-
len into ruin. The first meet-
ing in the new building was
held Sunday, May 5, 1903.
With the help of friends,

the church had laid off the
size of the new building at 32
feet x 46 feet and the 'brick
pillars were built. The best
grade of long leaf heart pine
lumber, donated by members
and friends, having been cut
and seasoned, was placed in
the church yard in readiness
for construction.
It is told today by a non-

member, whose grandfather
was an early member of the
church, that about 10 one
night just before the actual
construction was to begin, a
fire was discovered which
destroyed the lot of lumber.
The persons who started the
fire were later identified.
This rough beginning did

not daunt the church mem-
bers and more lumber was
secured and the building
finally completed as it is
today.
The layout of the building

is unique in that the pulpit is
placed in the center of the
long side of the rear of the
house and not· at the narrow
end, as it is in most churches.
The building has Victorian
wainscotting which was char-
acteristic for the period in
which it was built.
Pastors following Bernice

Wood, who served until 1914,
a period of29 years, include:
Elder Exure Lee, May 1915

to October 1945. During his
term, the membership rose to
approximately 90 members.
Elder Lester. E. Lee, July

1946to May 1954.
Elder AH. Morgan and
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Bethsaida Church

Elder F.H. Nordan, joint pas-
tors from November 1955.
Elder Morgan retired in July
1958because of ill health.
Elder Luther D. Reaves, or-

dained in 1958, co-pastored
with Elder Nordan. Elder
Reaves served the church
until his death in 1960.
Elder Nordan continued to

serve as pastor until his
death in the latter 1960s.
Elder W.C. Noles, ordained
to the ministry at Bethsaida
Church on April 6, 1969, was
called to serve as pastor at
that time.
Elder R.L. Fish was called

as assistant pastor in 1976 to
serve with Elder Noles and
these two ministers continue
to serve the church today.
Church clerks have been

Jonas Reaves, J.A Tur-
lington, Luther D. Reaves,
B.F. Wood,WalterG. Stewart,
and Cleo R. Noles.
Some of the members of the

church who have served as
deacons and trustees include
charter members Jonas
Reaves and Jesse M. Reaves,
Cornelius Hodges, James G.
"Jimmy" Turlington, Lam-
bert B. Wilkins, Anguish
Stancil, Isham McLamb, J.A
Norris, J.C. Adams,J.J. Pleas-
ant, R.G. Allen, M.S. Byrd,
J.B. Barefoot, M.E. Langdon,
John W. Stancil, O.P. Norris,
T.A McLamb, Jason Allen,
T.M. Barefoot, R.I. Pleasant,
L.D. Reaves, J.C. Creech, W.J.
Tew, J.C. Adams, Lam Byrd,
Parlia Wood, Bernice F.
Wood, Paul E. Langdon, Ellis
Langdon, Talmadge B.
Barefoot, N.G. Tart, M.E.
Holison, R.N. Johnson, Floy
Tart, H.G. Barefoot, and B.F.
Wood.
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In 1912, H.M. Ennis, N.T.
Whittington, L.T. Matthews,
Mary Whittington, Rena
Whittington and Polly
Hughes were dismissed by
letter to organize Primitive
Zion Church in Aversboro
Township, Harnett County.
When a split occurred in

the 1800s between Baptist
churches in the southern
states on the support of for-
eign missions, Sunday
Schools, a literary education
requirement for ministers
before ordination, secret or-
ders and other differences,
five Baptist churches in this
area held to the original
ground of their forefathers
against these movements.
They include Hannah's

Creek, organized in 1817;
ReedyProngChurch and Mill
Creek, organized about 1810
or earlier; Black River
Church, Gibb's Crossroads,
organized about 1815; and
Fellowship in upper John-
ston County, organized in
1801.
The few Baptists who set-

tled on upper Mingo Swamp
had to travel by horseback,
horse-drawn wagons and
carts to these churches. Many
of them walked.


