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Pews' testimony 
Spans 100 years

RICHMOND, Va., May 13--No one sits in the balcony's antique pews these 
days. The building no longer is a place of worship. A hundred years ago, 
however, the pews were the only place open to women when the Southern 
Baptist Convention met in Richmond, Va.

The pews, in the former home of First Baptist Church, hint at "how far 
we've come since that time," said Glenda Briggs of Satsuma, Ala., who was in 
the crowds touring the building during the Woman's Missionary Union 
"Centennial Celebration."

Women who banded together in 1888 for the cause of missions fostered a 
heritage that should "motivate us to want to do more for the generations to 
come," Mrs. Briggs added.

Celebrants visited numerous sites in Richmond and Virginia, some 
significant to Baptists, some of keen interest to American history buffs, 
such as St. John's Church where Patrick Henry shouted the oft-quoted words, 
"Give me liberty or give me death!" in 1775.

No one, however, visited the church where WMU was founded. Asphalt and 
yellow stripes designating parking spaces now cover the site. It was in the 
basement of Broad Street Methodist Church where women organized to advance 
missions, .just down the street from the former First Baptist.

At the Virginia state governor's mansion, R.M. Waters, a guard 
stationed at the gate, enjoyed overhearing women waiting for tours telling 
each other about their states and hometowns.

Waters recounted that a 73-year-old Californian of Chinese ancestry 
brought her 97-year-old mother to the celebration and to the mansion for a 
tour. The mother arrived from China a couple of months ago and speaks no 
English. In China, Waters was told, the elderly woman "rode a bicycle and 
delivered Bibles."

The mansion is the "oldest continuously lived-in governor's mansion in 
the United States," one tour guide noted. Forty-eight governors have lived 
there since it was built in 1813.
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It played a small part in HMD's founding, incidentally. A report on 
ways of strengthening the SBC was on that Saturday morning's agenda 100 
years ago. The male messengers debated the first section for four hours. 
Anxious to attend a lunch-hour reception at the governor's mansion, they 
quickly OK'd the rest of the report, which endorsed the formation of women's 
missionary circles.

At the former First Baptist, a team of eight Richmond women portrayed 
several women who were instrumental in organizing HMD in 1886, such as Annie 
Armstrong, who was the first corresponding secretary. Each woman told a 
portion of the story of HMD's founding.

Marcena Harman, who researched and shaped the roles, said she was 
impressed by “the farsightedness of the ladies that were involved.“ They 
realized their various missions efforts "needed cohesiveness" for maximum 
effectiveness.

Mrs. Harman also was impressed by the farsightedness of the Rev. F.M. 
Ellis, pastor of the Eutaw Place Baptist Church in Baltimore, Md., where 
Annie Armstrong was a member. Ellis addressed the women's initial meeting 
in the Methodist church on Friday, encouraging them to expand their missions 
involvement. Ellis "was ahead of his time," Mrs. Harman noted.

First Baptist, founded in 1780, occupied the building from 1839 until 
1928. The building, now owned by the Medical College of Virginia, has been 
renovated and is to become a student center. First Baptist Church now is 
located west of downtown Richmond.

The re-enactments at the church "made me feel like I was back there 
then," said Marie Miller of Halterboro, S.C. "And yet their reasoning for 
organizing is as appropriate today as it was 100 years ago" -- bolstering 
“missions education, giving, praying and going."

Betty Arrell of Austin, Texas, said the women sacrificed even 
emotionally on behalf of HMD and missions. "Some of them probably had 
difficulty with their husbands over their action." Today, she noted, "Most 
of us are here with supportive husbands." If the founders could establish 
HMD despite adversities back then, Mrs. Arrell said, "He can do more."

The tour of former First Baptist, in "bringing the past up to the 
present," prompted Glenda Hofius of Shreveport, La., to say, "Look what (the 
founders) started and how far we've come in 100 years," then to wonder 
aloud, "Hhat are we doing for our future? Hhat are we instilling in our 
women and children for growth in missions?"
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--By Art Toalston
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