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Tennessee
chapel that

has seen
slavery, civil
rights to be

restored

H
istory’s fingerprints are literally visible on a Lebanon, Tennessee, church that was

originally built by skilled slaves and free Black people for a white congregation in 1827.

h But Pickett Chapel is more than an ongoing restoration project with a future as a

museum and small events venue. h There is a new life coming, and the rebirth is near.

h The church is a symbol for hard lessons learned. It’s a teacher with hands-on experience in

slavery that can still be seen today. The fingerprints of the slaves who built Pickett Chapel are

permanently etched into many of the reddish-brown bricks that make up the building’s exterior.

h More than 100 years after the prints were left behind, Pickett Chapel became a community venue

in the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s. That included a particularly violent incident one eve-

ning in downtown Lebanon that targeted activists – some of whom regularly attended the church.
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LIVING

A reader suggested I address the sub-
ject of Christian Apologetics. Once an
Evangelical Christian myself, I have viv-
id memories of hearing speakers and
reading books presenting “proofs” for
our faith. We wanted to be prepared
with all the “facts” to debate the “un-
saved,” to respond to any hard questions
coming from a non-believer. I don’t re-
member convincing anyone. I’ve heard
all the arguments for Christianity and
used them myself. Freethinkers aren’t
likely to be persuaded by the arguments
of those who defend their faith.

What are the “proofs” of the Christian
faith? I’m not going to spell them out
here, but the foundation for the argu-
ments tends to be the resurrection of Je-
sus. As we used to say, why would all
those early Christians — or later believ-
ers — die for a lie? If they knew the bod-

ily resurrection of Christ was not a real
historical event they wouldn’t have ac-
cepted death, martyrdom for their Lord.
The apostle Paul sure stood on that ar-
gument. Read carefully how his defense
of the gospel is explained in First Corin-
thians 15:

“For I passed on to you as of first im-
portance what I also received, that
Christ died for our sins according to the
scriptures, and that he was buried, and
that he was raised up on the third day
according to the scriptures, and that he
appeared to [Peter], then to the twelve,
then he appeared to more than five hun-
dred brothers at once, the majority of
whom remain until now, but some have
fallen asleep. Then he appeared to
James, then to all the apostles, and last
of all, as it were to one born at the wrong
time, he appeared also to me…Therefore
whether I or those, in this way we
preached, and in this way you believed.” 

Notice the progression. Paul is pass-
ing along what he has heard from others
who heard, or claimed to see, and his
own personal testimony of hearing and
seeing his Lord. We would call this

“hearsay,” and clear credulity — a will-
ingness to believe without proof. He
writes about (mystical?) “appearances”
of Jesus of Nazareth, now called Christ.
How is a personal “vision” any proof
something is true? We never hear any-
thing from the “five hundred” he refers
to. He has preached his amazing story of
appearances/apparitions and “in this
way you believed.” Those in the church
of Corinth heard these stories, appar-
ently passed down for years, and chose
to believe the hearsay. 

Also notice that he refers to the au-
thority of other writings, older scrip-
tures. “According to the scriptures.”
What are those “proof-texts” and what
if a person doesn’t accept the authority
of those writings? Were those ancient
verses really written about Jesus? Many
biblical scholars don’t think there are
prophesies about Jesus in the Hebrew
Bible (“Old Testament”). The passages
apologists claim are prophesies foretell-
ing the life, death and resurrection of
Jesus were clearly talking about people
and events long before the time of Je-
sus.

Paul continues his questionable
apologetical defense: 

“If Christ has not been raised, then
our preaching is in vain, and your faith is
in vain. And also we are found to be false
witnesses of God…But if Christ has not
been raised, your faith is empty; you are
still in your sins…If we have put our
hope in Christ in this life only, we are of
all people most pitiable.”

This is why apologists from the time
of Paul have desperately stood firm on
the “proof of the resurrection.” If Jesus
was not raised, faith falls. Let me just
say, in my view, this is unfortunate. To
erase the entire life and message of Je-
sus just because he died and stayed in
the tomb, dishonors the life of a great
teacher in history, someone I will always
respect.

The resurrection is the foundation for
apologetics, but there’s something
much more at the heart of this: faith it-
self. “I believe” — a personal credo — is
where it all begins and ends. One ques-
tion would naturally arise: how can you 

Defending the faith: The case against apologetics (part one)
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Now and many generations later, Pickett Chapel
continues to shake loose from disrepair.

The simple-styled building’s perseverance is per-
sonalized by Harry, 88, and Mary Harris, 86, a Lebanon
couple married for 68 years who mortgaged their home
in tandem with other cosigners on the Wilson County
Black History Committee in order to buy Pickett Cha-
pel in 2007.

“We’re all equal in the sight of God,” Mary Harris
said, “And (from) slavery to where we are now, it has
taken people who have felt that in their hearts … to
treat each other like brothers and sisters. And to be
treated with respect.

“That’s why this museum is so important to us, to
get it finished and let people know the truth. History is
the truth and that’s what we want to share.”

The Harrises attended Pickett Chapel as kids. The
Harrises have three children and raised them in Pickett
Chapel.

The purchase was similar to how a group of freed
slaves bought the church in 1866 for a reported $1,500 –
10 years after the white congregants built a new church
on East Main in Lebanon and moved.

“Scary,” Mary Harris said softly about the financial
investment and risk they took to buy Pickett Chapel.
The Wilson County Commission approved a $25,000
donation in July 2017 for the restoration, which al-
lowed the Black History Committee to pay off the re-
maining portion of the initial loan, she said.

Built by slaves who made it their own

There were about 8,000 enslaved people in Wilson
County out of a total population of 26,000 when Pick-
ett Chapel was built, according to Gratia Strother, ar-
chivist for the Tennessee-Western Kentucky Confer-
ence of the United Methodist Church.

The enslaved could be often rented for big projects
during the time-period, Strother said. And it’s likely
the white Methodists who commissioned the church
in 1827 assigned some of the workers they enslaved to
work on Pickett Chapel.

“It is much more likely than unlikely that enslaved
workers also made the brick used in Pickett Chapel,”
Strother said. “The most emotionally powerful mo-
ment for me was finding a child’s fingerprints on the
East wall. Four little fingers imprinted into the soft
brick as it was being removed from the molds.”

Molds typically held several bricks and were very
heavy as a result, Strother explained, noting it was
likely that an adult worker slammed the mold on the
ground and lifted it back up, leaving the bricks in the
dirt.

“A small, enslaved child working in the brickyard
would likely have been assigned to pick up each brick
and stack them on a wagon for transport to the con-
struction site,” she added. “That child would have done
this hard work, likely for about twelve hours a day for
days on end.” 

Once the church opened in 1829, white people and
the enslaved likely worshiped there.

“They were gifted enough to do all this work,” said
Harry Harris, who played center field for the Lebanon
Clowns Negro League baseball team. “It’s important to

know how it came about, that the slaves built it by
hand and how it was used.”

From slavery to Civil Rights

The church had congregants involved in the Martin
Luther King Jr.-led Civil Rights movement, and Pickett
Chapel was a meeting place for the Wilson County
Chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality under then
Pastor D.W. Simmons, which involved many from the
area including those from outside the church, Mary
Harris said.

On March 13, 1962, a group of activists went to the
Capitol Theatre just off the square for a non-violent
demonstration. The attendees had lighter fluid tossed
around them and eggs thrown at them with injuries
and bloodshed, according to news reports.

After working at a local bank, Harry Harris went

home and accompanied a friend back to the square to
support the activists. The windows of his 1951 Ford
were smashed in and Harry Harris remembers return-
ing home to his wife roughly a mile away with glass in
his hair.

Sisters Maggie Benson and Sally Palmer, both cous-
ins of Mary Harris, participated in the demonstration
from Pickett Chapel, Mary Harris said.

“It was scary,” she said. She was at home with the
children that night. “We didn’t know what might hap-
pen to people in the Black neighborhood.”

Afterward, then Lebanon Mayor Charles D. Lloyd
appointed a biracial committee to address racial in-
equality in the city.

“Restoring Pickett Chapel is important to remember
the past, but also to help us move into the future,” Leb-
anon Mayor and City Historian Rick Bell said. “From a
historian’s perspective, this building represents gen-
erations who were enslaved and their descendants
who fought for equality. It is also an important part of
our religious history and the birthplace of churches
that continue in our community.”

Completing the restoration

Pickett Chapel’s congregation moved to a new
building on Glover Street in 1973 because of growth
and became known as Pickett-Rucker United Method-
ist Church, which is still operating today. 

The original church building continued to be used
as a community theater for years. However, by the
early 2000s, Pickett Chapel was vacant, in disrepair
and condemned, Mary Harris said.

The craftsmanship and materials used to build
Pickett Chapel – lumber and bricks – are still in use
almost 200 years later and its direct historical connec-
tion to slavery, two churches and Civil Rights are all
part of Pickett Chapel’s history, Committee Board
Member Bill Moss said.

Hopes are that area schools and the community will
utilize Pickett Chapel, which has already gathered
items for the Roy Bailey African American Museum
and History Center that Mary Harris hopes to open
there.

“We want the true story of history and the interac-
tions of that church and how important it was to this
community,” Moss said.

About $300,000 has been raised in the last five
years by the Wilson County Black History Committee
through grants, fundraisers and donations to restore
Pickett Chapel. About $550,000 is estimated to com-
plete the entire project. Already done are structural re-
pairs, new heat and air-conditioning and new electri-
cal systems. A portion of the barrel ceiling is also fin-
ished.

The Wilson County Black History Committee has
also applied for a “Preserving Black Churches” grant
that Mary Harris hopes can complete the work – per-
haps by the end of the year. The chapel has already
been used for small community events.

“It will mean everything. It has been such a jour-
ney,” Mary Harris said of the project nearing comple-
tion. “There is a connection with a lot of citizens here,
and we want to represent who we are and to be inclu-
sive.

“We don’t have a lot for our youth, so one of the
hopes for the future of this project is that it will con-
tinue and there will be enough interest to hold on to it
for generations.”

Chapel
Continued from Page 1C

The building’s construction – financed by a white
Methodist congregation – was started in 1827 using
labor from enslaved people. Pickett Chapel is
undergoing a restoration project by owners, the
Wilson County Black History Committee. DENNY
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Mary and Harry Harris of Lebanon, Tenn., stand for a
portrait outside of Pickett Chapel. The couple, who
grew up in the church, mortgaged their home to aid
in the restoration of the church. Pickett Chapel
opened its doors nearly 200 years ago in 1829.

At our church, as with many others, we gather
around the Holy Communion table the first Sunday of
each month. And as we gather, there comes to my
mind the command by Jesus to “do this in remem-
brance of me.” We are not only to remember the events
of Jesus’ incarnation, ministry, death and resurrec-
tion, but also how all that translates into daily trans-
formation in us as we walk with him. Jesus asks to re-
member the places where he continually shows up in
our lives; remembering his mercy, grace, and forgive-
ness from day to day.

It is with forgiveness, an essential component with-
in God’s plan for personal salvation, that we some-
times have intense struggles. We are eager to acknowl-
edge and accept God’s forgiveness for our past sins,
and the sins of commission and omission that some-
times separate us from God’s presence. Yet many of us
are tempted to push aside Jesus’ emphatic command
to forgive others.

Why is it that we grasp so closely and readily the gift
of forgiveness from God, but reluctantly withhold the
same gift from others? When we do so, we, maybe un-
knowingly, fail to keep those two essential command-
ments that Jesus gave us about loving him and others.
The words spoken by Jesus on the cross, “Father, for-
give them,” not only won for us the forgiveness of our

sins, but also made it possible for us to be people who
forgive others.

The following story is excerpted from Corrie ten
Boom’s “I’m Still Learning to Forgive.” Corrie survived
the Nazi concentration camp, but her sister, Betsie, did
not.

“It was in a church in Munich that I saw him — a
balding, heavyset man in a gray overcoat, a brown felt
hat clutched between his hands. It was 1947 and I had
come from Holland to defeated Germany with the
message that God forgives. …I gave them my favorite
mental picture. ‘When we confess our sins,’ I said, ‘God
casts them into the deepest ocean, gone forever. …’

People stood up in silence, and left the room. And
that’s when I saw him, working his way forward
against the others. One moment I saw the overcoat
and the brown hat; the next, a blue uniform and a vi-
sored cap with its skull and crossbones. It came back
with a rush: the huge room with its harsh overhead
lights; the pathetic pile of dresses and shoes in the
center of the floor; the shame of walking naked past
this man. I could see my sister’s frail form ahead of me,
ribs sharp beneath the parchment skin. Betsie, how
thin you were!

“Now he was in front of me, hand thrust out…he
would not remember me, of course — how could he re-
member one prisoner among those thousands of
women? But I remembered him and the leather crop
swinging from his belt. I was face-to-face with one of
my captors and my blood seemed to freeze…he was
saying, ‘I was a guard there…but I have become a
Christian. I know that God has forgiven me for the cru-
el things I did there, but I would like to hear it from your

lips as well.’… again the hand came out — ’will you for-
give me?’”

“And I stood there — I whose sins had again and
again to be forgiven — and could not forgive. Betsie
had died in that place — could he erase her slow ter-
rible death simply for the asking? For I had to do it — I
knew that. The message that God forgives has a prior
condition: that we forgive those who have injured us.
“And still I stood there with the coldness clutching my
heart. ‘… Help!’ I prayed silently. ‘I can lift my hand. I
can do that much. You supply the feeling.’ And so
woodenly, mechanically, I thrust my hand into the one
stretched out to me. And as I did, an incredible thing
took place. ‘I forgive you, brother!’ I cried. ‘With all my
heart!’ For a long moment we grasped each other’s
hands, the former guard and the former prisoner. I had
never known God’s love so intensely, as I did then.”

In reply to Peter’s question about forgiveness, Jesus
said, "No, not seven times, but seventy times seven!”
Matthew 18:22 (NLT) And Jesus intentionally added a
post script to the model prayer he gives to us in Mat-
thew 6:14, 15 (CEB), “If you forgive others their sins,
your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you
don’t forgive others, neither will your Father forgive
your sins.” 

We must realize just as Corrie did, “For I had to do it
— I knew that.” We must go and do likewise, forgiving
with the help of the Holy Spirit.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com.

Seventy times seven — learning
to forgive as Jesus forgives

Devotional
Tim McConnell
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“prove” faith, God or Christ? “Look how I read my Bi-
ble, pray and go to church.” That doesn’t seem too con-
vincing. “See how I show compassion toward other
people.” Still not quite sufficient. “God speaks to me

and I follow the guidance of the Spirit.” I can’t see how
that proves anything. 

Listening to one apologist speaking of his own con-
version, he said that after he became a believer, he dis-
covered many arguments showing Christianity was
“true.” Listen closely. He believed — and then found
reasons to believe that conveniently support his cho-
sen faith (classic “confirmation bias”). This is where
apologies for faith live and die.

“I believe, therefore my faith is true” is certainly not
a defense to stand upon.

Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith 
chaplain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer
and humanist celebrant. Chris and his wife, 
the Rev. Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and
blogs are presented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(www.chighland.com).
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