HIGHLIGHTS OF BETHEL AME CHURCH – NORWALK, CT

1874 – 2014

The late 1800’s brought about many changes for Black people in America with the ending of slavery and the beginning of life as a free people.   A study of this time period reveals that although the shackles were removed, and the Emancipation Proclamation had been signed, they were still faced with both overt and subtle instances of prejudice and bias at the hands of mainstream  America.    They  were  not  permitted  to  share  in  the  mainstream of social  life; therefore they developed their own social life.  In the area of religion, they sought to practice their faith in white churches, but there too they suffered the same undesired treatment that had become so  much a part of the social psychology of that time.   The blacks attending white churches were sensitive to these actions and could not reconcile such practices to the teachings of the Bible.  As a result of their frustrations, black churches began emerging all over America, and Bethel Norwalk was a part of that emergence.

In 1874, a group of “colored people” who  had  been worshipping  in the white churches in Norwalk met at the home of  Mrs. Augusta Ann Price, an organizer and leader of Bethel.  The first ministers to pastor this congregation were the Reverends Turner, Gumbs, Hogan, McCoy and LaMar.  Upon  joining  the  African Methodist Episcopal denomination,  the  following  ministers  were  assigned  to  Bethel:    The Reverends E. L. Blake; Eugene Leaper; James M. Stepteau; J. S. Overton; B. Robinson; George Bowser; J. A. Portlock; W. C. Walters; J. G. Drake; Felix W. Bagby, Sr.; S. P. Perry; James F. Leath; Joseph F. Whalen, Sr.; Herbert L. Eddy; Elliott J. Mayfield; Richard A. Stenhouse; Albert D. Tyson, Jr., Donald L. Tucker; Marcellus A. Norris; and our current Pastor—Dr. Richard Wesley Clarke.  With dedicated and committed members, Bethel has continued as a worshipping congregation for 140 years.

1874
-
Mrs. August A. Price was organizer and leader of 



the  “Union Mission Society.”

1875
-
Old Town House was used as the place of 



Worship for the Union Mission Society.

1886
-
Old Town House was moved to 24 Knight Street.  



The land was purchased by the Society.

1923
-
The Union Mission Society was accepted in the 



African Methodist Episcopal Church.

1944
-
Parsonage  on the corner  of Merwin and 



Academy was acquired.

1949
-
Special Building Fund was implemented by Rev. 



Drake to secure a new edifice.

1953
-
The property on the corner of Merwin and 



Academy was purchased with the help of 



Rev. J. P. Ball.

1958
-
Bethel’s members raised $9,000 in three months 


toward the building fund drive and Mr. Charles 


Dana donated $8,000 in support of their efforts.

1958
-
The ground breaking service conducted by 



Rev. F. Bagby.

1959
-
Cornerstone was laid, first Worship service held, 



new edifice dedicated.

1961
-
The Fellowship Hall was named Dana Hall in 



honor of Mr. Charles Dana.

1963
-
Purchased property at 31 Merwin Street.

1964
-
Mortgage on 31 Merwin Street property was 



burned.

1968
-
Purchased 15 Academy Street property.

1969
-
Renovation of 15 Academy Street into a two 



family.

1969
-
New pews purchased.

1972
-
Interior of Parsonage renovated.

1973
-
Hosted the 122nd Session of the New England 



Annual Conference.

1975
-
Beautification Plan—Implemented & Completed

  to

▪  Chapel

1983

▪  Interior & exterior painting of the Church



▪  Siding on the Parsonage

1983
-
Five-Year Plan Incorporation & Implementation 


▪  Liquidation of Church mortgage - $16,382.29



▪  Stabilization of membership



▪  Revision of financial system



▪  Church van purchased



▪  Computerization of church records



▪  Renovation and repair of all church properties



▪  Acolyte Unit organized

1984
-
Rev. Elliott J. Mayfield, spiritual father of Bethel, 



was called from labor to reward.

1984
-
Completion of Five-Year Plan

   to

▪  Renovation of Dana Hall, Parsonage interior

1986

▪  Installations:  storm windows on Church and 


   Educational Building, Central Air 


   Conditioning, automatic thermostats, and new 


   pew cushions



▪  Church Van purchased 

1987
-
▪  Expansion of Educational Building

  to

▪  Developed a 1.3 million dollar, 10 units 

1997

   Moderate Income Families Cooperative 



   Housing & a two-family unit



▪  Expansion of Parking Lot



▪  State of the Art Sound system installed



▪  Purchased of 49-passenger bus & 15 passenger 



   van  

1994
-
Summer Educational Program organized

1998
-
▪  Two new furnaces installed in Church

  to

▪  New windows purchased for parsonage

2003

2004
-
▪  Purchased of 15 passenger mini bus & began 

  to

    process of purchasing 47-passenger bus



▪  Paving of Parking Lot

2007

▪  Remodeling of kitchen & new lighting in Dana 



   Hall



▪  Painting of Sanctuary



▪  New carpet installed in Educational Center

2008
-
▪  New Sound system installed

  to

▪  Installation of Video Projection System

2009

▪  Renovation of church parsonage



▪  Acquired Hammond organ



▪  Purchased 47-passenger bus



▪  Painting of Sanctuary



▪  Refurbish or administrative offices and board 



   room

2010
-
▪  Morning Inspiration Choir & Philippian 

   to

   Ministry organized

Present  ▪  Delinquent taxes eliminated



▪  Digital Sign purchased



▪  Renovation of Dana Hall


  
▪  Installation of new gas system in parsonage



▪  Repair Church Steeple



▪  Replaced deteriorated roof on Educational 



   Center



▪  Renovation of church restrooms

We kneel with bowed heads, clasped hands, and humble hearts to say, “Father God, we give You the praise, the glory, and honor for watching over Your children during this Christian journey. Thank You for the countless blessings that have allowed Bethel to achieve spiritual growth and to be an enlightened nucleus in the community.  We thank You for all of our Pastors, their commitment, dedication, leadership and we look forward to continuous growth and witness in the Lord.  With renewed faith and strength, we will forever look to You, Father God, for divine wisdom and guidance as we continue our Christian journey.  Amen”

As we reflect on our rich history, let us take pride in our heritage and exemplify our actions,

words, and deeds, in keeping the faith of our forefathers and our motto—

“GOD OUR FATHER—

CHRIST OUR REDEEMER--
THE HOLY SPIRIT OUR COMFORTER— 

HUMANKIND OUR FAMILY.”
