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WIL.50N COUNTY - Simplici 
ty and spontaneity are the 
hallmarks of worship at Con 
tentnea Primitive Baptist Church. 
As soon as members and visitors 

arrive, they begin singing. Unac 
companied by instruments and 
unencumbered by a choirmaster, 
the people choose one song after 
another. 
After the singing, Elder Walter 

Barnes, the minister, climbs to the 
'II pulpit. In the hard wooden pews 

before him sit two dozen men and 
women quietly attending his 
words. Like most church mem 
bers, Barnes is a longtime mem 
ber and a plain-speaking man. 
Pastors in Primitive Baptist 

churches do not prepare for ser 
vices because they believe they 
are vessels for the Holy Spirit and 
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Elder Walter Barnes 
... 'it was foreordained' 

any message they need will be giv 
en to them. 
His welcome sounds tentative, 

but Barnes speaks more firmly af 
ter he kneels in prayer. His voice 
takes on a singsong quality that 
grows powerful as he asks God to 
remember the church and walk 
with ifs people. 
: His preaching is neither evan 
gelical, exhorting unbelievers to 
join the church, nor autobiogr:aphi 
cal, explaining what the passage 
means to him. Rather, Barnes' 
sermon is doctrinal. He uses the 
passage to leap into a review of 
what the group believes, and as he 
talks, his voice changes from ev 
eryday speech into the singsong 
chant that fills the room. 
"You're going to suffer every 

pain, every heartache, every tri 
al," he says, "butIt was foreor 
dained and predestinated for you 
at the foundation of the world." 

When he winds down, Barnes church and became members in 
tells his listeners that he doesn't middle age. 
know if he spoke for 10 minutes or Mrs. Williamson says none of 
30 minutes. (It was close to 40.) her four children have joined the 
"I don't know if I've said any- church. "I don't want my children 

thing of comfort or what," he says, to be in this if it's not what they 
"but when the light goes out, it's want," she says. "We don't believe 
time to sit down, and that's how I in bringing people in." 
feel now." "But," adds Miss Lucas, "we're 
Most of the people at the service always pleased when someone has 

are visitors; many of . the nine a mind to join." 
other Primitive Baptist churches Since the church does no~ collect 
in association with Contentnea money, members voluntarily g1v_e 
aren't holding services on this day. · ~ the elders. B~th women told sto 
Of Contentnea's n members, only nes of ad~t children of .m~mbers 
two are present who, hearing the church is m need, 

· have contributed to the building's 
After the service, those two upkeep. . 

members, Annie Williamson of Although Contentnea members 
Wilson and Ruby Lucas of Ra- do not practice footwashing, Bar 
leigh, stay to talk with a visitor. bara Carraway, who visits Con 
Mrs. Williamson has belonged to tentnea but belongs to a church in 
the church for 31 years. Miss Lu- Goldsboro, says her church .does 
cas has been a member for 25 
years. Both were raised in the 

.s->: .... ~ : .' .. , ... · . e..y 
glory' 
once a.year. The'Practice is taken 
from the Bible, which says Jesus 
washed the feet of his disciples. 
"I don!t think I was ever in 

volved in an activity that brought 
me the same feeling of the humble 
ness and love between God and 
man," Miss Carraway says. 
"When I came into the church in 
1951, the first person I communed 
with and washed feet was my 
grandmother.". 
Despite the absence of pro 

grammed church activities, Prim 
itive Baptists 'say that fellowship, 
nurtured in communion and 
footwashing and predicated on 
shared beliefs, is one of the most 
attractive aspects of the group. 
"I am so humbled to have been 

given this fellowship," Miss Car 
raway says. "It's been a joy 
unspeakable and full of glory.'' 
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other church members call her - 
lives in Raleigh and works as a 
consultant in the Division of Voca 
tional Education in the state De 
partment of Public Instruction. 
On Sundays, she drives as far as 

65 miles to attend Primitive Bap 
tist services. 
"There 's no other place that 

ever afforded me the beauty of 
home." she said. "Td drive any 
distance to get there .' , 
Many Primitve Baptists are 

originally from rural communi 
ties. Parents and grandparents 
may belong to the church, but each 
individual must make the decision 
to join for himself. Those who are 
attracted to the fellowship often 
say that their spiritual beliefs. es 
pecially about salvation. were 
formed before they sought church 
membership. 
Until the 19th century, there was 

no distinction between Southern 
Baptists and Primitive Baptists. 
The separation occurred in the 
1830s when one group, which be 
came the Southern Baptist Con 
vention. decided the church need 
ed external organization. seminar 
ies and missionary societies. 
"The (split) was not so strongly 

over predestinarian notions but re 
sistance to new-fangled structures 
such as educational. institutional 
and mission societies." said Dr. 
John E. Steely. professor of histor 
ical theology at Southeastern Bap 
tist Theological Seminary in Wake 
Forest. 
The division occurred first in 

North Carolina. Its causes were 
the Iormahon of the Baptist State 
Convention in 1830, collections in 
church for domestic and foreign 
missions and the decision to estab 
lish a college at Wake Forest in 
1834. said John R. Woodard, direc 
tor of the North Carolina Baptist 
Historical Collection at Wake For- 

est University in Winston-Salem. 
The original split also had socio 

logical origins, Steely said. Those 
who became Primitive Baptists 
were generally rural people who 
feared that "city folk from back 
East would take over," he said. 
After the split in North Carolina. 

similar schisms followed from 
Pennsylvania to Texas. 
But just as the division between 

missionary and anti-missionary 
Baptists split families and 
churches. doctrinal differences 
separated Primitive Baptists. 
Unlike Southern Baptists. who 

believe that anyone who accepts 
Jesus as savior may be saved, 
Primitive Baptists believe that 
God chose his elect before the cre 
ation of the world. This belief in 
predestination itself has caused di 
vision among Primitive Baptists. 
Steely said the early Primitive 

Baptists did not hold overly doctri 
naire predestinarian notions. 
Their argument with their fellow 
Baptists had less to do with theolo 
gy than with institutional .innova 
tions and things that were non-Bib 
lical. · 
This group, called" regulars or 

middle-of-the-roaders, believed 
that God predestined salvation but 
that everything else was up to the 
individual. Another group, called 
absoluters, also arose in the 19th 
century. Its followers held that ev 
erything, from salvation to every 
day life, was preordained. 
Despite doctrinal disagree 

ments, the practices of the two 
groups are similar. They eschew 
musical instruments in church and 
auxiliary activities such as Sun 
day school. youth group, men's 
and women's clubs. 
A third group. called progres 

sives. uses instruments and en 
courages auxiliaries. Like the reg 
ulars. they believe that only salva 
tion is predestined. 

These divisions and the absence 
of denominational institutions 
among any of the groups makes it 
difficult to get exact membership 
figures. In his 1978 book, author J. 
Gordon Melton estimated that 
there are currently 50,000 to 75,000 
regulars, 8,500 absoluters and 
9,400 progressives . in the United 
States. North Carolina is a strong 
hold for the first two groups - 
Contentnea is a church of abso 
luters, for example, and the Cary 
church is made up of regulars _ Tidwell, who is an engineer with 
but there are few progressives in the Federal Highway Adrninistra 
the state. tion. and Bradford were Southern 
Primitive Baptists speak of the Baptists who became Primitive 

hope of being saved. They cannot. Baptists because of their wives. 
after all, change God's will. Yet When the Bradfords were mar 
the regulars and absoluters dis- ried, they visited several denomi 
agree over the efficacy of evangel- nations looking for one they could 
ism. Absoluters believe it is use- agree on, but Cassie Bradford said 
less and that declining church no other church felt right. 
membership is nothing to cause "My heart always went back to 
concern. the Primitive Baptists." she re- 
The Contentnea church has called. "I couldn't compromise 

steadily lost members over the . enough to feel good about another 
last two decades. Old-timers recall church." 
that there were 100 members in After studying the scriptures. 
the 1950s and 1960s. Today there John Bradford also joined the 
are 11, and on a recent Sunday. Primitive Baptists. 
only two were present. To become a member. a person 
"The concern that some people asks for membership and the 

have for numbers is my least con- church votes on him. If he is ac 
cern," Miss Carraway said. "I'm cepted, the individual is baptized 
more concerned with quality than by immersion in a river. a stream 
quantity. If they don't believe or a baptistry. 
what I believe. we can't share-a re 
ligious experience together.·· 
Regular Primitive Bapists are 

less opposed to bringing people in. 
"I don't want to hide the Gospel. .. 
said Tidwell of the Cary church. '"I 
want to share it." He said the num 
bers of regulars are growing. and 
he uses radio broadcasts. print ad 
vertising and word-of-mouth to at 
tract newcomers. 
"There must be some who want 

a nice, quiet place," Tidwell said. 
"A simple, old-time, country-type 
church that's just preaching, pray 
ing and singing." 
That's what John and Cassie 

Bradford sought when they moved 
to Cary from Huntsville. Ala .. in 
1979. Before they even took jobs at 
computer companies in the Trian 
gle area. they made certain there 
was a Primitive Baptist church 
nearby. 

The doctri .. ne of predestination 
may sound harsh to outsiders. but 
Bradford finds it comforting. 
"God elected his people before 

the foundation of the world, and we 
ha.ve nothing to do with it. .. h~ 
said. "If I had -to depend ,_,fi 
myself. I'd be left somewhere on 
the road. 
"Knowing that God is in charge 

helps us to overcome a lot of trials 
and tribulations.·· 
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WILSON COUNTY - In a simple 
wooden church, the familiar strains of 
"Amazing Grace" filled two dozen 
hearts with the hope of salvation. 
Singers, untrained and unaccompanied 

by instruments, hit a note and then, 
voices quivering, shaded the tone in rich 
and resonant sound. Each syllable, held 
and caressed, made the music ripe with 
the fullness of their lives. 
Rough-hewn angels, these are older 

men and women wno gr.cw up in big fam 
ilies on small farms during hard times. 
They believe that God's grace alone can 
save them and that God already has cho 
sen who among them will be saved. The 
vitality of those beliefs and their lively· 
hope for salvation allow a mere handful 
to fill a near-empty Contentnea Primi 
tive Baptist Church with song. 

• Nationwide, Primitive Baptists consti 
tute hardly more than a handful - fewer 
than 100,000, estimates J. Gordon Melton, 
author of "An Encyclopedia of American 
Religions." The churches are scattered 
and small, many holding services only 
once or twice a month. Contentnea has 
only 11 members, and the other nine 
churches in its Eastern North Carolina 
association have between two and 50 
members. 
Primitive Baptists broke off in the ear 

ly 19th century from what was to become 
the Southern Baptists. They are "Primi 
tive" Baptists because they believe their 
doctrines and practices conform to first. 
century Christianity. Adherents also say 
primitive refers to a time before the 
foundations of the world when God decid 
ed who the elect would be. 
This belief in predestination can be dif. 

ficult to understand, especially for South 
ern Baptists or others who believe that 
faith in Jesus ensures salvation. 
"A lot of our thoughts need time to 

comprehend," said John E. Tidwell of 
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Members and visitors arrive at Contentnea Baptist Church in Wilson County for monthly services 
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'Amazing Grace' holds much of the belief~ of Primitive Baptists 

Cary. Tidwell is the elder, or pastor, the 
newly organized Cary Primitive Baptist 
Services. "The doctrine of predestination 
is a deep doctrine to contemplate. Maybe 
that's why we're not so popular." 
Their numbers are few, but their be 

liefs run deep. 

At Contentnea, six miles west of Wil 
son, on a recent Sunday, members wel 
comed friends and visitors to services 
that are held only on the third weekend of 
the month. By 10:30 a.m., American 
made sedans were lined up by the church 
door. 

The service officially starts at 11 a.m., 
but early arrivals like to sing as soon as 
they get there. Taking turns, they called 
out page numbers from their hymnals. 
The songbooks contain only words, not 
music. Members of the congregation said 
the notes are in their hearts. 

"We're singing what we believe and 
what we feel," Barbara J. Carraway of 
Raleigh said. "The love and fellowship 
come through." Miss Carraway belongs 
to the Goldsboro Primitive Baptist 
Church, but because its services are on 
the first Sunday of the month, she regu 
larly visits other churches in her associa 
tion. 
Visitors unfamiliar with Primitive 

Baptists would be struck by several fea 
tures that distinguish their worship from 
other Christians. Besides the absence of 
musical instruments, some churches re 
tain separate seating for men and wom 
en. Wine, not grape juice, is served at 
communion, and foot washing is prac 
ticed by many congregations. Money is 
not collected during services. If mem 
bers wish to contribute to the church's 
upkeep or to the pastor, their gift is vol 
untary. 

's gra:ce is Primi ive Baptists' hope 
'We're 
singing what 
we believe 
and what we 
feel. The 
love and 
fellowship 
come 
through.' 

-Barbara 
Carraway 

Pastors, who are called elders, are al 
ways men. They serve voluntarily. Dur 
ing the week, elders work in the 9-to-5 
world, and trusting God to give them 
what they need on Sunday, they forego 
seminary training. Deacons look after 
the welfare of the church, making sure 
that the pastor is taken care of and that 
the building is ready for worship. 
The hallmark of the Primitive Baptist 

service is simplicity. The congregation 
sings; an elder leads a prayer and then 
preaches; a hymn closes the service. 
"Amazing Grace" is sung at most ser 

vices because it captures the essence of 
the group's beliefs. 
"Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound 
that saved a wretch like me. 
I once was tostbu: now am found, 
was blind but now I see. " 
Outside of church, Primitive Baptists 

avoid those activities they believe violate 
the laws of God. They veer away from 
bars and X-rated movies, for example, 
but they generally fit into the main 
stream of life. 
Yet some hold views of this life that are 

different from those held by the average 
person. 
"My personal belief is that (God) did 

indeed predestinate all things and there 
is a master plan that everybody and ev 
erything in the univel'.se is in harmony 
with," Miss Carraway said. "I've looked 
back on my life and it's been a rugged 
road. . .. This certainly was not my de 
sign for my life. My design would gave 
been more in keeping with what was 
fun." 
Miss Carraway is typical of Primitive 

Baptists. The eighth of 10 children, she 
grew up on a tenant farm near Golds 
boro. Her parents were not church-goers 
- "It was difficult to get us all in a car 
and to have clothes fit for church" - but, 
she said, "We were brought up in a reli 
gious manner, aware of God's love." 
As a teenager, she said, "I had an un 

usual concern for my soul's welfare. 
When the sky turned funny colors, I'd be 
scared to death that the world was com. 
ing to an end and I would die and go to 
hell." 

When she was in her midteens, her par 
ents joined the Goldsboro Primitive Bap 
tist church to which her grandmother be 
longed, and Miss Carraway began to 
think hard about her own spiritual state. 
The more she thought, she said, the more 
she felt she was a sinner and only God's 
grace could save her. At 16, she, too, 
joined the church. 
. In the three decades since, many 
things in her life have changed, but her 
commitment to the church remains con 
stant. A handsome woman who favors 
bright colors and enjoys a hearty laugh, 
Miss Carraway - or Sister Barbara, as 

See FINDING, page$(; ,,,,. 


