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~f Congregation Brea~~ 
:Ground For Church Building 
Members of the First Baptist have 63 members, 15 who can hear." 

.Church for the Deaf will break grodnd Bowman conducts services in both 
1-;s-unday at 11:30 a.m. at the site where speech and sign language. 
they will build a church of their own. 

'Pastor Jesse Bowman said his con 
gregation presently meets at Winkler 
Grove Followship Hall, and a new 

rch will help membership grow. Once architect's plans are com- 
Within a few years, we'll have 150 plete, construction of the new building 
mbers," he said. "Right now we will begin, Bowman said. 

-\ ----...._, \\ 

"We have a choir, too," he said. 
"One person signs to the whole 
group." 
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Church just for deaf and [amilie 

By LETA PARKS 
News Herald Staff Writer 

Several deaf Burke County residents have discovered 
a church just for deaf people and their families. 
The First Baptist Church for Deaf, located near 

Hickory, has given them the opportunity to worship with 
other deaf people from Catawba, Caldwell, Lincoln and 
Alexander counties. 
The church currently has 63 members, with 15 of those 

members .from Burke County, said the Rev. Jessie 
Bowman, minister for the church. 
Bowman was minister to the deaf at First Baptist 

Church in Granite Falls when he decided to establish a 
church designed for deaf people. 
"The church is just for deaf people and their families, 

so we have some deaf members and some hearing 
members," Bowman said. 
The church was established Jan. 26, 1986 and currently 

meets in the old fellowship hall of Winkler's Grove 
Baptist Church near Long View, he said. 

Services are· similar to those of other churches, said 
Bowman. He uses American Sign Language and speaks 
at the same time when he delivers his sermons. 
· "We also have a choir," said Bowman. "The hearing 
choir members sing and sign at the same time, while the 
deaf choir members sign." 
Sunday school at the church is just like other Sunday 

schools, but the deaf teachers have a hearing class 
member interpret as they sign. 
"The hearing teachers speak and sign at the same 

time," Bowman said. 
This week, the church has been holding its Summer 

Vacation Bible School. About 20 children attended the 
Thursday night Bible School meeting, with some deaf 
children and some hearing children with deaf family 
members. 
They squirmed and giggled, just like any children 

would do, but they also sent each other messages in sign 
language. 
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·~;~.-Susan Carver, a Rhodhiss resident 
'•. whose parents are deaf, interpreted 
'.~;·-while her deaf teacher, Peggy Rich, 
~~:signed the lesson to the class. 
·~~··The church passed a milestone 
::: -June 12, when members held a 
-'.:groundbreaking ceremony for a new 
·'.;'building which will be designed es 
_:. :Pecially for deaf people, said Bow 
-.: .man. 
; '.: ·The new building, which will be 
-; -located in the eastern part of Burke 

_:-:'.County, will be different from other 
··~;Church buildings, he said. 
;::;::''What they see is what they get, so 
::.:_the building will have very good 
":>lighting," Bowman said. "Also, the ::: ·noot will be elevated and the pews 
:·:;will be angled so that people can see 
· :; ~a.s well as possible. 
:<·>"In addition, the church will have 

a special floor which will be de 
signed to have a minimum amount 
of vibration when people walk on it. 
They can't hear, but they can feel 
the vibrations as people walk across 
a regular floor.' 
The members currently have 

more than $40,000 in their building 
fund, with the total amount needed 
to complete the project expected to 
be approximately $65,000. 

Mountain View Baptist Church i 
sponsoring the deaf church, algr{g 
with financial help from other 
churches and Individuals, Bowman 

·said. The church also depends on 
tithes, offerings and donations to 
raise money for the building fund. 
Those interested in attendif the 

church may call 396-7841 or ii te the 
Rev. Jesse Bowman, 1 Woodl e St., 
Granite Falls, N.C. 28630. 
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)1l Church Serves 
Special Needs 

By LINDA NYGREN 
Record Staff Writer 

The First Baptist Church for the 
Deaf has had a lot going for it as a 
mission congregation of the North 
Carolina Baptist State Convention, 
which is affiliated with the Southern 
Baptist Convention. 
Beginning Sept. 27, the congre 

gation will have something new in 
which to take pride. On that date it 
will be constituted as a full church, 
making it the only self-supporting 
deaf church in the state convention. 
When the church started meeting 

in 1970, its pastor, Jessie Bowman, 
said he was hopeful the ministry 
would work out. 
"I wasn't sure where the church 

would actually be located," Bowman 
said. "I knew there should be one in 
the Piedmont section but I didn't 
know if it would end up in Hickory, 
Morganton, Granite Falls, Lenoir or 
where." 
They first started meeting in 

Granite Falls, he said, under the 
sponsorship of Mtn. View Baptist 

Church. 
Then in 1986, the church became 

officially organized and they began 
to worship in a building provided to 
them by Winkler's Grove Baptist 
Church. They remained there until 
their church building on Old Airport 
Road was completed in July of 1989. 

On Sept. 27, the day of the consti 
tutional service, the message at the 
regular 10:30 a.m. worship will be 
delivered by Carter Bearden, a deaf 
consultant with the Southern Baptist 
Convention offices in Atlanta. 
The constitutional service will 

take place at 2:30 p.m. with Neil 
Peyton speaking. Peyton, who heads 
up the deaf work in the North 
Carolina Baptist Convention, is deaf 
himself. 
Hearing-impaired visitors to the 

church in the next two weeks and in 
the future will be greeted by a fam 
iliar symbol. 
The simple phrase, "I love you," 

can be said in different languages. 
On the front lawn of the church 
grounds the message is spoken con- 

; Record Photo By Jon Hard 

Lynn Emmett Proudly Shows His Oversized 'I Love You' Sign 
tinuously to all who pass by. but he did the actual work himself," through Sunday. The Rev. Robert 

Bowman said. Moore, who heads the deaf minis 
tries in Charlotte for the state con 
vention, will be the speaker. 
Moore is also deaf and is trying to 

build his young ministry to the point 
where the Hickory church is now. 
"Our church is proof it can be 

done," Bowman said. 

A member of the church, Lynn 
Emmett, came up with the idea of 
having the universal sign-language 
symbol for "I love you" imbedded on 
the front lawn of the church. 

Emmett outlined the large hand 
with landscaping brick and filled in 
the image with white gravel. 

As part of its celebration, the 
church will be the host for a revival 
that began Friday and will run "I think someone else may have 

helped him with a sketch to go by, 



Caldwell People: 

His hands dance on air as he 
talks. 
But Jesse Bowman's hands do 

more than give his words im 
pact. They deliver the entire 
messege. 
Bowman is the pastor of First 

Baptist Church for Deaf. His as 
sembly was the first deaf Baptist 
congregation organized in the 
state. 
Now his church, which meets 

in the fellowship hall of the 
Winklers Grove Baptist Church 
in Hickory, is looking to the con 
struction of its own building. 
Bowman said the ministry has '"'- __ _.....,_.._....,......,......,........,. 

come a long way from its rigi- 

See BOWMAN on p 

His hands 
speak loud 
and clear 
By LOCH CARNES 
Staff Writer 

Jesse Boumum 

Staff photo by Loch Carnes 

Jesse Bowman, left, has opened the first Baptist church for the deaf in the state. Now, the 
church wants its own building. 
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nal 23 members just one year 
ago. 
"Today we have 62 members, 

46 of which are deaf," he said. 
"The deaf missionaries em 

c ployed by the state said the 
church would never amount to 
anything because it's too close to 

: Morganton and its school for the 
. deaf," he said. 
: The church has been a dream 
.of Bowman's that has roots in his 
early childhood. Raised by deaf 
parents, he learned the funda 
mentals of signing. 
"My parents would go to Mor 

ganton once a month to a reli 
gious gathering, and this 

"preacher would drive all the way 
up from Shelby. This was back 

· during the Depression and there 
was very little for the collection, 

·and so the preacher stopped 
coming." 
Then, nearly 18 years ago, as 

he was singing in a church choir, 
he was inspired by the sight of 
his wife helping a deaf woman 
follow the words of the song in a 
hymnal. That was the seed. 
"I felt called into it," Bowman 

recalls. "I felt a spiritual urge 
from on high to follow through 
with it, and it has been my com 
mitment ever since." 
He returned to school to hone 

his signing skills and increase 
his vocabulary. When he had ad 
vanced enough, he began teach- 
ing si nin classes a Catawba 
a ey Community College and 

at Caldwell Community College. 
Soon, he started a Wednesday 

night Bible study and service in 
Hickory. He also became the in 
terpreter for the deaf at the First 
Baptist Church in Granite Falls. 
"There's quite a number of in 

trepreters for the deaf, but there 
are few organized churches for 
them," he says. "Interpreters 
are fine, if that's the best you 
can do, but a church is better." 
If translated word for word, 

the silent language of the deaf 
sounds like broken English. Its 
vocabulary, while still growing, 
is nowhere as extensive as most 
spoken languages. 
Therefore, the signer relies 

heavily on facial expressions 
and body movements as nuances 
to convey the proper messege. 
"When I was interpreting for 

pastors I could not express ex- 

actly what I felt," Bowman said 
"If I did, I would have stolen the 
show, moving around so. There 
fore, the deaf didn't get out of a 
sermon what they should have. 
"The deaf people like to see 

quite a bit of movement. It's the 
eye-to-eye contact, the body, and 
the feeling you show in your ex 
pressions. They all tell the story. 
"What they see is what they 

get. They don't hear a thing." 
Bowman resigned from his po 

sition at First Baptist Church in 
1985 and began attending meet 
ings of Theron Ranking Associa 
tion, the headquarters for 
Baptist Churches in Catawba 
County. He tried to sell the other 
preachers on the idea of a Bap 
tist church designed especially 
for the deaf. 
"Mountain View Baptist 

Church decided it would like to 
sponsor a new deaf church, and 
Winkler's Grove Baptist Church 
opened its doors to us for a place 
to meet.'' 
He said he wasn't certain what 

the turnout would be the first 

Sunday of his church's opening 
but 23 people showed up, mor~ 
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New church 
gets s1;,d'rt 

' Photo by Pat Eller 
Members of the First Baptist Church for the Deaf broke ground Sunday for a new church, to be 
centrally located on the Burke, Caldwell and Catawba border. The church was organized in 1986 
with 23 members, Membership has since tripled. Shown with shovels are Lynn Emmett, Billy 4' 

Heath, Larry Triplett, John Harasyrnczk, Corrie Holiday, and pastor Jesse Bowm 
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Baptist Church For Deaf 
Begins Services In City 

By ERIC MILLER 
Record Staff Writer 

North Carolina's first church for the deaf recently began services in 
Hickory. ' . 

The congregation of First Ba tist Church for the Deaf meets Sundays and 
Wednesdays in a building across t e s ree rom m er's Grove Baptist 
Church in Hickory, said the Rev. Jessie 0. Bowman, pastor of First Baptist. 

While other churches may have someone who presents the service in sign 
language as a minister preaches to those who hear, First Baptist is an all-deaf 
congregation, Bowman said. . 

Bowman, who has normal hearing, presents his sermons in the American 
Sign Language. He grew up using sign language because both of his parents were deaf. 

The congregation, which has 21 members so far, "sings" hymns through 
sign language, rather than vocal cords, Bowman said. No musical instruments are used. 

Although silent, deaf members enthusiastically wave their arms as they sign songs, Bowman noted. 
During prayer, members do not bow their heads and close their eyes. They. 

watch the person praying in sign language. . 
The deaf at First Baptist' 'enjoy the church and the fellowship,'' Bowman 

said. "Some may work all week and never see another deaf person." 
After the service, "they're not eager to run off to a restaurant or even go 

home. They talk a lot and talk fast - going like a beaver. 
"It's a desire of theirs to be .with other deaf people." 
The first service was Jan. 26. Ages among the deaf in the church range 

from 6 to 68. They travel from as far away as Taylorsville and Morganton to 
the church near Hickory Municipal Airport-John W. Terrell Field. 

"We hope to get more from Vale, Newton-Conover and Lenoir," Bowman said. 
Church members have plans for Easter egg hunts, Halloween and 

Christmas parties. There might be cookouts, along with volleyball teams that 
would play regular church teams. · 

The church is not self-supporting yet. Becoming that might take several 
years and would involve "carrying out its full services and being able to pay salaries," Bowman said. 

The Rev. 
Jessie 0. 
Bowman 

"I'm hoping and praying that someday this church will have a deaf pastor . 
of its own. I'm getting to be an old man," said Bowman, who is 66. 

"That's my dream, that it will be self-supporting and will have a deaf preacher for the deaf." 
A deaf preacher might be more effective than Bowman, he said, noting 

that there are only two deaf ordained Baptist preachers in the state. Bowman 
expects to be ordained in the spring. 

The building where the congregation meets is the fellowship hall of 
Winkler's Grove. The deaf congregation already has started a building fund. 

The Theron Rankin Baptist Association, which is made up of 39 Baptist 
churches in Catawba and Burke counties, provides financial backing for the 
deaf church. The N.C. Baptist Convention helps financially with the only salary, Bowman's. 

Mountain View Baptist Church, south of Hickory, is helping sponsor the 
church by providing Sunday school literature. Mountain View also prints their newsletters and offering envelopes. 

The deaf congregation holds Sunday school at 9:45 a.m. and worship 
service at 11 a.m. Prayer meetings and Bible study are at 7 p.m. on Wednesdays. 

Bowman, who worked as a barber in Granite Falls from 1945 to 1962, was 
an interpreter for the deaf at First Baptist of Granite Falls from 1973 to November 1985. 

At the Granite Falls church, he also was a Sunday school teacher for the 
deaf. During those years, the deaf would travel to the church from Vale, 
Newton-Conover, the Balls Creek community, Morganton and the Lenoir area. 

The highest enrollment among the deaf in Sunday school at the Granite 
Falls church was 52 and the highest attendance was 38. The Rev Robert B. Evans is pastor at the church. 

Bowman was a minister at the N.C. School for the Deaf in Morganton for 
seven years, conducting a chapel service once a week. 

He is married to Sadie C. Bowman, 65, and they have two daughters, 
Nancy Tramble of Hickory and Debbie Dlugos of Granite Falls, and a granddaughter. 

During the week, Bowman does a lot of studying, and he visits the deaf 
who are sick and needy. "It's really a challenge and a pleasure to WO['.k with 
the deaf. Most of the deaf people are congenial. I enjoy it." 
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