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Minister of Christian Education and Director of Summer Youth Program at Memorial 

A.M.E. Zion Church, Associate Minister at Mt. Vernon Baptist Church where I served in 

an interim capacity during the illness and retirement of the pastor, and as a Bible Institute 

Instructor at Zion Hill Baptist Church.  

 After graduating with his Master of Divinity degree in 1995, he served as the 

Pastor of the Memorial Baptist Church in Buffalo, N
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best-known congregations in America.  Its identity is rooted in the bombing.  And yet in 

another, it is not that well-known at all.  Its prominence and location made it a primary 

staging and meeting space for the civil rights activities of Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth, Dr. 

Martin Luther King, and the movement that resulted in the pivotal protests and the related 
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executed measured drawings of the church for archival in the Library of Congress. On 

February 20, 2006, the church was officially dedicated as a National Historic Landmark 

by the United States Department of the Interior. 

 As part of Birmingham's Civil Rights District, which is promoted by the city for 

heritage tourism, Sixteenth Street Baptist Church receives over 200,000 visitors annually.

 The church is currently engaged in a $3.8 million restoration of the building, 

which has had persistent water damage problems and is facing failure of the brick 

exterior. The first phase of restoration, mainly below-grade waterproofing, has been 

completed. To assist in this effort, Sixteenth Street Baptist Church has just been awarded 

a $400,000 grant from the Save America’s Treasures organization. 

 The “other history” of Sixteenth Street is the ordinary history of a congregation 

that has been in one place for a long, long time.  That church has faced the usual struggles 

to be a church in a downtown location.  The confluence of these two histories in the years 

since September 15, 1963 has linked them to each other.  The changes that that single 

event brought about, not only in the church but the city and all of American culture, 

brought about changes that ironically endangered the future of the church as a viable 

congregation even as its status as an icon of the Civil Rights movement grew. 

 Sixteenth Street Baptist Church was organized and as the first African American 

Baptist Church in the city of Birmingham in 1873.  The city had been founded only two 

years earlier.  The current site moved to its present location in 1880.   The current 

building was built in 1911.  Its central location and historical prominence have made it a 

place where many famous vistors, speakers and preachers as well as performers have 

appeared through the years3 

 The present building is a "modified Romanesque and Byzantine design"4 by the 

prominent black architect Wallace Rayfield was constructed by the local black contractor 

                                                 
3 According to the internet Wikipedia article such notables as As one of the primary institutions in the black 
community, Sixteenth Street Baptist has hosted prominent visitors throughout its history. W.E.B. DuBois, 
Mary McLeod Bethune, Paul Robeson, Jackie Robinson and Ralph Bunche all spoke at the church during 
the first part of the 20th century. The sanctuary also served as one of the largest auditoriums available to 
the black citizens of Birmingham. Concerts by notable artists such as W. C. Handy frequently animated the 
building in the evenings.  It continues to be a prominent meeting space for nationally and locally significant 
gatherings, especially regarding race relations.   http://www.bhamwiki.com/wiki/ 
index.php?title= Sixteenth_Street_Baptist_Church. 
   
4 Hamlin, Behind the Stained Glass, p. 17. 
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of white families to the suburbs, the changes in the Civil Rights movement and its focus 

after the death of Dr. King, and the cultural changes that followed in American politics 

and religion all presented their challenges to the church. 

 Furthermore, the church faced many great internal challenges in the period since 

1963.  During this time, the leadership of the church, according to Hamlin, often 

struggled with pastoral leadership over many issues.  He writes, in a sentence that may 

have dismayed some congregational leaders, that when he arrived in 1990 that “I 

discovered that Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, one of the nation’s most prestigious 

churches, was in spiritual ruin, paralyzed, in need of major renovation/restoration of its 

facilities, and sustained by less than 125 members.”6  He also saw great potential.  This 

led Hamlin to conclude that the rebuilding of trust and relationships were paramount for 

the church by 1990 when he began his ministry. 7   

 This second history is the internal and self-consciously Christian history of the 

church.   If it has been difficult for the congregation, it is understandable.  It is hard to 

know how any church would have handled the massive publicity, the urban and cultural 

changes, the population shifts, the intrusion of national and international politics and 

personalities, and the financial challenges that came after 1963.  Sixteenth Street went 

from a typical, if prominent, black congregation in a major American city to cultural 

symbol.  

 So its second history is still ongoing.  It is its history to recover, restore, and 

rebuild its internal Christian identity even as it carries the unavoidable presence as 

historic place and visual for the world.   This second history brought challenges to its 

denominational and spiritual self-understanding.  In terms of larger connections, 

Sixteenth Street Baptist is affiliated with the more conservative black Baptist group, the 

National Baptist Convention USA.    As it faces its future, it continues to face the 

challenges all Baptist churches do in the face of a post-denominational time as to its 

historic identity.  What will that be? 

                                                 
6 Ibid., p. xiv. 
 
7 Ibid., p. 95. 
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Another group in the current church is less concerned with the church’s history.  They 

want to be nurtured and empowered, he says, to live Christian life in secular society.8 

 Chris Hamlin’s choice of stained glass for the metaphor in his title for the history 

he wrote is interesting for a couple of reasons.  First, the beautiful rose window in the 

sanctuary suffered a terrible and ironic bit of damage on that day.  It is one of the major 

features in the sanctuary, and it is a very traditional stained-glass window portrayal of 

Revelation 3:20 at the end of John’s letters from God to the seven churches of Asia 

Minor.9  It is a picture of Jesus Christ standing at a door and knocking.   

 Similar windows can be found in Baptist churches, black and white, throughout 

the deep South today, especially those built around the early twentieth century as 

Sixteenth Street Church was.  This image was a common theme in revivalist preaching of 

that era and to the present day among conservative evangelical Christians.  It is often 

used as an appeal to individuals to repent of their sins and accept Christ as Savior.  He is 

often described as knocking on the door of a person’s heart.  To be a Christian is to open 

one’s heart and life to Jesus and receive Him as Lord. 

 The King James rendering of this text lent itself to the revivalism and its very 

individualistic interpretation of that time. 

 However, another interpretation of this text sets it in the context of Revelation 2 

and 3.  It comes at the end of seven letters to the congregations, encouraging them to 
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the text says, and therefore when we do good to them, we do good to Him.  When we fail 

to do good to them or harm them, we do the same to Christ.10  Hamlin describes the 

window thus:   

The Wales Window for Alabama [is] a multicolored window featuring a Jesus of 
African heritage whose large hands are extended in revolutionary protest and 
God’s reconciling love.  Petts based his image of Jesus on a picture he had seen of 
a black protester taking part in a street demonstration in the South.  The man’s 
arms were flung above his head, and his body was gyrating as he was assaulted 
with fire hoses.  The Jesus in the window Petts designed symbolized the crucified 
Christ and forms the upright beam of a cross, while a stylized stream of water 
from a fire hose forms the cross beam.  Petts wanted to connect the Birmngham 
Civil Rights movement with the ongoing struggle in South Africa and thereby 
symbolize oppression everywhere.  So he painted bullets onto the top beam of the 
cross to represent the innocent children and adults being gunned down in 
Sharpeville, South Africa and other places in the world.  He used a rainbow-
colored nimbus on the Christ figure in the window to symbolize that God loves 
every person equally without respect to nationality, race or creed—for we are one 
in Christ Jesus.  At the bottom of the window, Petts placed the words of Christ, 
the words that Reverend Cross had intended to say in the sermon he did not give 
on Sunday, September 15, 1963: “You Did It to Me.”11 

 

 Ironically, once more, these were the words of the text that Rev. John H. Cross, 

pastor of Sixteenth Street Baptist, had intended to preach on for his sermon on September 

15, 1963 when the bomb went off.  He never delivered that sermon.   

 In the basement of the church there is a clock that stopped at moment of the 

bombing of September 15, 1963.  I had once suggested in a conversation with Arthur 

Price that this is a good metaphor for the church – they are trying to start the clock again.  

They are holding in tension these values of honoring the history and being a vital 

congregation that empowers people today.    

                                                 
10 Matthew 25:35-40 says , “for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me 
something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was 
sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.'  Then the righteous will answer him, 
'Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink?  
And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And 
when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?'  And the king will answer them, 'Truly I tell 
you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.' 
 
 
11 Hamlin, Behind the Stained Glass, 63-65. 
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show growth.  The overall metropolitan area of Birmingham continues to grow overall, 

but the area now encompasses sixteen school districts, and across multiple counties.12 

 This means, at least theoretically, that the downtown churches represented by 

Sixteenth Street Baptist, face declines in those who might be members of the church.  

And it means that churches like Vestavia Hills Baptist, theoretically, ought to grow 

easily.  In fact this is not always the case, since churches are extremely complex 

organisms.  It is possible to see tiny congregations in thriving suburban areas that seem to 

have been passed by the growth of the area.  There are many reasons why this may be 

so—conflicts, leadership problems, ethnic identity that makes adaptation challenging, 

denominational issues, and many others. 

 

The Leadership of Arthur Price  

 At Sixteenth Street, the young pastor faced a challenge that was larger than he 

comprehended at first.  He saw that his challenge was to provide stable and even firm 

leadership.  He believed that the church needed revitalization from within.  Its role in the 

community was clear and even unavoidable, but the changing realities of its immediate 

field of service as well as its struggle to redefine its inner vitality after 1963 left the 

church, as Arthur’s predecessor had agreed, with a more difficult set of inward challenges 

than perhaps would meet the untrained eye. 

 Arthur set out to, as he described it, to develop others by developing their 

potential and build up the leadership and ministries of the church.  He believes that a lot 

of churches are hindered because goals unclear.  He saw his call as one to clearly direct 

leaders to a mission-motivated ministry.   

 He also acknowledged that this was a role expected of him.  The African 
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Arthur finds not exactly accurate, but “reserved” is probably a better term.  He is 

somewhat of an introvert and therefore does not always offer what is going on with him.   

 Arthur described the difference in our leadership styles as similar to that between 

Paul and Barnabas in the New Testament.  He likened himself to being more like Paul, 

whom he described as “mean and nasty,” at least in the sense that Paul was unworried 

about conflict and its impact (temporarily at least) on relationships.  The down side of 

this, of course, is the isolation, misunderstanding and loneliness that sometimes comes 
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in every current American congregation, of course, but Sixteenth Street faces these as 

well.  One wonders if its place in the national limelight has not hastened that loosening of 

its ties with traditional black denominational stat
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 In terms of outreach, for example, the church is the kind of unique setting that 

could consider ambitiously (in the sense of “ambition for the gospel”13  Many mega-

churches today easily draw membership from a radius of thirty miles.  In a metropolitan 

area like Birmingham, the greater area of which contains about a million people, 

Sixteenth Street could envision a ministry that drew people who wanted to identify with 

the congregation and make commitments to be part of its unique vision of prophetic and 

evangelistic ministry. 

 Even though its mission “field” might continue to be the downtown area and the 

neighborhoods around, its “evangelistic field” might be much larger.  Arthur has 

expressed a hope that his church will see the need to be more intentional in this work of 

outreach.  He said: 

The serious realities and challenges left for Sixteenth Street are outreach, history, 
identification as a tourist attraction, staffing needs, worship style conflicts, and 
spatial limitations. The outreach challenge exists because for so long Sixteenth 
Street has been identified as the place to go to, thus creating for the church a 
persona of a rallying place for individuals to flock. The church has not, therefore, 
fully embraced the necessity to reach out and compel men and women to come, 
thus fulfilling the Great Commission as outlined in the vision.14 
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story of a pilgrim people who voluntarily make the commitment to continue to be 

affiliated with that place and story.  Further, it can be a model of a church where social 

ministry to the least of these is not in contradiction to the robust passion of disciples 

sharing their faith in Jesus and helping one another grow in their faith. 

 It seemed obvious to me, both in talking with the pastor and the people, that they 

understand that these are their challenges.  They seem to want to do it.  The ongoing 

challenges will be about funding and processing pathways to that possible future.  They 

must not only see that they should grow and reach out, but also how this requires changes 

in the way they think about doing church together.  The pathways by which those 

identities can actually connect are rather daunting.  In practical reality, people often 

prefer one over the other. 
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 Still, in the light of the Old Testament prophets, remembering was always a way 

to understand the present and upon up the future.  Martin Luther King himself was 

masterful at doing this—calling America to repentance and to imagine new structures of 

justice and life not by new things, but by better understanding the things we already 

knew.  It was the words of our own Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, the 

Holy Scriptures, and especially the teachings of Jesus that most Americans claimed some 

allegiance to that called us to change. 

 This new synthesis is rare, of course, but Sixteenth Street is a congregation that 

could embody a powerful new future by attempting this in its life.  Its pastors since 1963 

have, with varying success, sought to lead them through this changing journey.   

 It is also clear to me that the metropolitan area of Birmingham and not simply the 

city itself has this disconnect.  I find it curious that in the suburbs where I live how that 

few citizens want to talk much about the Sixties and what happened.  For some the 

memories are painful.  For some it brings anger.  For many it is awkwardness, or the 

feeling that it has somehow cast a shadow on the community and blighted its public 

image to the world.   

 Many business people I know in the suburbs—and I can recount this perhaps 

happening dozens of times over the years since I came--make the same comment, almost 

word for word.  “All people think about when they think of Birmingham is dogs and fire 

hoses and the bombing.”  It is startling to me how deep this sense of frustration is.   

 My reaction has often been, “Why aren’t we proud of what has happened here?  

The world changed here.  I lived in other places up North when this went on—I know 

racism was there, too.  I saw it.  But things changed here.”  It is curious to me how many 

suburban people have never been to the Civil Rights Institute or the church to visit.  

Many have, of course, but there is still a sense of emotional and geographical distance 

between the city and the outlying areas, though no longer segregated by race, for people 

of all races live in the suburbs, including many affluent blacks.   

 So for black people in Birmingham, there is an unspoken and spoken anxiety that 

we will forget those events and that time.  For white and suburban people there is also an 

unspoken and spoken anxiety that we will never be able to forget a memory many would 

just as soon not keep bringing up.  Our unwillingness to find the ways to do both, it 
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possibilities.  Arthur and I discussed Kirk Hadaway’s four-fold congregational typology 

as a part of our study.15  Hadaway identifies three typical self-understandings in churches 
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 The charismatic model generally writes a history of great achievements but also 

periods of intense conflict, declines, and struggles over leadership and uncertainty.  

Arthur intuitively recognized some need for more policies, processes, organization and 

predictability for the church when he arrived.  Yet the expectation of charismatic 

leadership is not easy to renegotiate with a congregation.  Bob Dale once characterized 

this as meaning that along with the expectation of a high degree of action and control by 

the leader there would be almost a corresponding degree of passivity in the church 

members.19 

 One of the challenges for Arthur, if he is to lead Sixteenth Street towards 

Hadaway’s ideal of congregational life, the incarnational, is to do exactly what he 

recognized as the great challenge—to help laity take “ownership” of their ministries.  Yet 

this sounds easier in reality than it is in implementation.  He faces the struggle of having 

sufficient numbers in order to have a critical mass of leadership for ministries.  He has 

many members who do not actually live in the community but have moved out to other 

areas and still come out of loyalty to the church.  This means that it is difficult both in 

terms of time commitments and their sense of connection to the surrounding ministry 

field to identify strongly with the needs and opportunities that are around. 

 Still, these are challenges that, to differing degrees, many churches face.  The 

overall possibilities and strengths of Sixteenth Street are tremendous.  That is why they 

can continue to draw capable leaders to their pulpit.  The prestige, significance, and 

visibility of the church presents enormous opportunities for profound ministry.  To return 

to the “serious realities” that the church faces, we might also see tremendous possibilities.  

Those possibilities can only be realized by a dramatically different approach to doing 

church in their location. 

 Some of these approaches are already underway in some of the ministries that 

Arthur has led the church to do.  Yet in the area of outreach, there are some tantalizing 

statistics to think about.  In the U. S. Census of 2000, if one draws a circle around 

Sixteenth Street church that goes out three miles in every direction, we see great 
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events.  This sometimes brings hidden expectations about the role the pastor will play in 

community events. 

 As an “outsider,” Arthur Price has said that he doesn’t t know all the “players” in 

town.  His focus on building up the church has meant that he has not always been as 

highly participative in city politics and events as some predecessors have been.  One of 

the leadership challenges he faces is how to integrate the two—building up the 

evangelical witness, ministry and missions of the church, and yet still embracing this 

social witness identity of the church that is pervasive.   

 Visually, internally and emotionally, the church n
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and theological filters that help them, always, see the light through something that was 

significant in their lives. 

 Vestavia Hills Baptist Church is only fifty years old.  It sits on a mountaintop 

from which the tallest buildings of Birmingham can only be seen at their very tops, across 

Red Mountain in the distance.  Its sanctuary was built in 1969 and a large iron cross 

affixed to the back of the sanctuary, facing off the mountain, symbolizing the steel 

industry that built Birmingham and facing the downtown city, to indicate the 

commitment of the church to the city and its needs. 

 Another striking aspect of Vestavia Hills Baptist’s architecture is its incorporation 

of natural beauty.  There is little stained glass there, only a few panels.  The main 

windows are clear, looking out on the spectacular natural beauty off the mountain. 

 Our churches could benefit from looking at each others’ windows.  Vestavia Hills 

is a symbol of the suburban churches whose members need to look through the Wales 

Window and Christ knocking at the door to understand more deeply who our friends and 

neighbors are and what our own history has been.  But Sixteenth Street can also profit 

from a window or two that looks clearly out onto its neighborhood and the enormous 

possibilities that are yet present.  There is a vibrant and living community nearby to be 

reached.  They have a strong young leader who wants to help them go to that community.  

They have many wonderful lay leaders and a mixture of new and longtime members.  If 

their windows strongly symbolize their “two stories” of the past, then a symbolic clear 

window might be a fitting image of their future, one that will, at last, take them “beyond” 

rather than merely “behind” the stained glass. 

 


