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Living

The bells chime at 9 a.m. and a woman who had
been waiting on the steps to Montgomery’s oldest
church rises to her feet. But she doesn’t go inside the
sanctuary. Few people do anymore.

Instead she joins a line with others, a few who slept
in their cars, a few who sat on the street. A young
mother pulls two children along by the hand. They
walk past the front entrance to the church built in 1847
and file into a nearby building for free food, clothing,
counseling and help paying bills.

Last year nearly 10,000 people came in looking for
help from the Caring Center program, on the grounds
of the old First Presbyterian Church. It’s a church that
was home to some of the city’s most famous names,
that had a role in speeding the nation toward the Civil
War, and that later became a symbol of segregation. 

But only a handful of tourists had come by to see the
church in the years since First Presbyterian sold their
downtown building and moved to Pike Road.

That changed two months ago, when the current
owners unveiled a plan to demolish the sanctuary and

replace it with an expanded Caring Center. Since then,
countless visitors have showed up hoping to see it be-
fore it’s gone.

First Baptist Church now owns the complex and
said the sanctuary costs millions to maintain and
would cost millions more to renovate. Its Caring Center
program is currently housed in a series of additions
that were added to the grounds from 1880 to 1950,

space it shares with a nonprofit job-training program.
“We’re a ministry, not a museum,” First Baptist sen-

ior pastor Jay Wolf said.
Historians hope there’s a future for the sanctuary

that doesn’t involve the wrecking ball.
“The work that First Baptist Church is doing is ex-

cellent. The work that Hope Inspired Ministries is do-
ing in partnership with them is excellent,” said Mi-
chael Panhorst, executive director of the Landmarks
Foundation. “We’re hopeful that they can accomplish
their goals without the demolition of the sanctuary, at
a minimum.

“There are arguably other places you could put a
brand-new building.”

A divisive past

First Presbyterian spent most of the 20th century
clinging to segregation, inside an Adams Avenue sanc-
tuary built with slave-made bricks.

In 1956, it adopted a motion decreeing that “no
member of the Negro race” would be allowed as a
church member or would be seated in the sanctuary
for regular worship. In 1975, a black pastor accidentally
got invited to preach, and members walked out when
he got to the pulpit. In 1988, the church faced pushback
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As a pioneer in women’s rights, Elizabeth Cady
Stanton (1815-1902) was known as the philosopher of
the movement. From her early championing of aboli-
tion to her many years leading the way for equality, her
voice rang clear from podium and pen. Apart from
writing her own addresses to conventions and legisla-
tures, she wrote speeches for Susan Brownell Antho-
ny, a Declaration of Sentiments (Seneca Falls, 1848)
and a Declaration of Rights of Women for the 1876 Cen-

tennial celebrations in Philadelphia.
In later years, Stanton wrote her autobiographical

“Eighty Years and More” (1898) including the story of
her honeymoon in London with her groom, Henry
Stanton. Attending an anti-slavery convention togeth-
er, Elizabeth found herself excluded alongside other
women delegates not allowed to speak because of
their gender. “It was really pitiful,” she writes, “to hear
narrow-minded bigots, pretending to be teachers and
leaders of men, so cruelly remanding their own moth-
ers, with the rest of womankind, to absolute subjec-
tion to the ordinary masculine type of humanity.”

This frustrating experience led to her bonding with
a new friend, the Quaker preacher, Lucretia Mott, who
became a lifelong collaborator in the cause.

As the mother of seven children, Stanton’s “most

popular lectures were those on marriage and children,
in which she advanced from advice on household
management and baby care to a discussion of divorce
reform, property rights or birth control” (Elizabeth
Griffith, “In Her Own Right”).

In 1881 Stanton published the first volume of “Histo-
ry of Woman Suffrage,” highlighting the progress as
well as obstacles in the slow struggle to break out of
the so-called “heaven-ordained spheres” women were
assigned to by the male-dominated culture. 

Like her freethinking predecessor, Thomas Paine,
Stanton discovered there was one major resistance to
reform, standing in the way of progress: orthodox reli-
gion. In 1895 she published a book that shook not only 

Our mother who art in heaven, and on earth
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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