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a letter from the pastor
REV. CAROLYN C. CAVANESS 
53rd Pastor, Mother Bethel AME Church

Beloved Church Family,
Grace and peace to you in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
With hearts overflowing with gratitude, we gather to celebrate 232 years of 

faithful witness. What a remarkable testimony it is that our church has stood for 
the same length of time as this nation has existed. Through wars and unrest, seasons of revival and seasons 
of struggle, through cultural shifts and societal change, God has sustained us. Truly, “Thus far the Lord has 
helped us” (1 Samuel 7:12).

This anniversary is more than a number. It is a sacred reminder that while history may be questioned, 
challenged, or even attacked, our story remains rooted in faith, perseverance, and divine providence. In 
times when the value of heritage is debated and the narratives of our past are scrutinized, we stand not in 
defensiveness but in confidence. For 232 years, this church has prevailed—not by might nor by power, but by 
the Spirit of God.

We have endured because our foundation was laid in faith. We have advanced because generations before us 
sacrificed. We remain because God has been faithful.

Today, I offer profound gratitude for the faithful membership of this congregation—past and present. Your 
prayers, your stewardship, your sacrificial giving, your service, and your unwavering love for this institution 
have preserved this sacred space. You have taught your children and your children’s children that the church is 
not merely a building, but a living testimony of God’s sustaining grace.

As part of this historic celebration, we are especially blessed to present a special exhibit honoring the witness 
and stewardship of our 53 pastors. Each shepherd answered the call for their appointed season. Each left an 
imprint of leadership, courage, and conviction. Some led in times of growth and expansion; others navigated 
hardship and uncertainty. Yet all were instruments in God’s hand, guiding this congregation forward. Their 
collective witness forms a powerful tapestry of faithfulness that has shaped who we are today.

We celebrate not only longevity, but legacy.
Our history is not simply something to remember—it is something to build upon. As we reflect on 232 

years, we must also look forward with hope. The same God who sustained our founders calls us now to 
faithful stewardship in this generation. We are the bridge between what has been and what shall be.

May we continue to be: a beacon of hope in our community, a sanctuary of love and justice, a place where 
truth is proclaimed boldly and a fellowship where faith is lived authentically. 

Let this anniversary renew our commitment. Let it deepen our unity. Let it strengthen our resolve to remain 
a testimony for generations yet unborn.

With grateful hearts and great expectation, we declare:
God has been faithful. God is faithful. And God will continue to be faithful.

Happy 232nd Anniversary, church family. The best chapters are still being written.

With Love and Thanksgiving,
Rev. Cavaness
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MOTHER BETHEL AFRICAN METHODIST EPISCOPAL CHURCH stands on 
the oldest parcel of land (6th Street - near Lombard) continuously owned by African 
Americans in the United States of America. Purchased on October 10, 1791 by Bishop 
Richard and Flora Allen, this property has been the site for four (4) buildings erected 
by the congregation for worship and service. 

Mother Bethel traces its roots to the Free African Society founded by Richard Allen 
and Absalom Jones on April 12, 1787. Originally, the Free African Society was a 
typical mutual aid society. The members made regular contributions to the treasury 
and the funds were used to help members in times of illness or other personal calamity.

When insulted by trustees of St. George’s Methodist Episcopal Church during 
morning prayer, it was a natural transition for the protesting black Methodists to exit the sanctuary and rally 
within the structure of their Free African Society. Though not organized to be a church, the Free African Society 
functioned as a nucleos for a community of believers. Differences over denominational styles and affiliation led to 
Richard Allen’s departure from the Free African Society. By 1791 Allen had signed a contract for this very site to 
be used by the Society for the erection of a house of worship. Another group purchased another plot, and led by 
Absalolm Jones, was founded in 1792 as the African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas. TheirThe original church 
house was constructed at 5th and Adelphi Streets in Philadelphia, now St. James Place, and dedicated on July 17, 
1794. Absalom Jones became the first African American Episcopal priest in 1804.

Richard Allen, a former slave and Methodist lay preacher, was committed to Methodist doctrine as the most 
acceptable way of delivering the gospel to people of color. There is little doubt that Allen continued to nurture 
those who followed after the 1787 “Walk -Out.” By July 1794, (the same year of the completion of St. Thomas’ 
edifice), Allen was dedicating a building for worship called Bethel. A black smith shop was dragged by a team of 
horses to the plot on Sixth Street. The structure was renovated and the first church was in operation. It has been 
said that the blacksmith’s anvil became the first pulpit. This makes the symbol dear to African Methodists.

Allen was ordained in 1799 by Bishop Francis Asbury, a bishop in the Methodist Episcopal Church. In 1816, 
Richard Allen called together black Methodists from as far away as Baltimore to create a new Methodist 
conference. This was the birth of the African Methodist Episcopal Church. Bishop Richard Alen was consecrated 
the first bishop to serve the church. Allen was a champion of the anti-slavery cause, and he became a spokesman 
for his people on both local and national issues, Cited by David Walker in this Appeal is a great leader of his time, 
All was known near and far for courage and zeal.

Bethel Church hosted the first Colored Convention September 20-24, 1830. IT as a forum for many of the 
nation’s freat orators and a stop along the Underground Railroad.

The present building was erected in 1889. Visitors will note the beauty and symbolism of the stained glass 
windows. The building underwent a major renovation in 1987. The pews are original. As a tribute to Bishop 
Richard Allen, Sixth Street (between Pine Street and Lombard Street) will be officially renamed by the City of 
Philadelphia, Bishop Richard Allen Way in October, 2026. Bishop Richad Allen, Mother Sarah Allen (Allen’s 2nd 
Wife) and Bishop Morris Brown (the 4th Pastor of Mother Bethel and the second consecrated Bishop of the AME 
Church) are entombed on the lower level. Mother Bethel was designated a national historic landmark in 1974 by 
the US Department of Interior. Mother Bethel has been recognized  by the National Park Services’ Network to 
Freedom and Reconstruction Era Network. 

Mother Bethel is a worshipping, serving congregation and is humbled to share and preserve this rich history and 
legacy for future generations to come.   

ABOUT MOTHER BETHEL AME CHURCH

BISHOP RICHARD ALLEN
Founder of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church
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THE BLACKSMITH SHOP  
(THE FIRST CHURCH 1794 - 1805)
At the end of this year in 1791, Richard 
Allen purchased a blacksmith shop from a 
Mr. Sims for ($) and hauled it to the property 
at 6th and Walnut. Richard Allen stated - “I 
employed carpenters to repair the old frame, 
and fit it for a place of worship.” Most of us 
can identify the picture of a building that 
looks like a blacksmith shop being hauled by 
horses. That picture is not ours. It’s a painting 
by William Birch entitled “Goal in Walnut 
Street.” There is no evidence of a black in this 
picture or an attempt by Birch to relate it to 
Bethel M.E. church.

In July, 1794, Allen approached Bishop Asbury to open his church and Asbury accepted the invitation. 
The Rev. John Dickins sung and Bishop Asbury preached. This church had about 40 members in 1794. 
On October 30, 1794 Allen and his wife Flora transferred the deed to Bethel’s board of Trustees.

Bethel was incorporated in 1796 by the name or title of the “African Methodist Episcopal Church 
of the City of Philadelphia in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.” The church was recognized as 
serving only an African American membership. The incorporation under Methodist church policy and 
discipline eventually placed Bethel in a precarious position of establishing independence and property 
control away from St. George’s and the Methodist Conference.

In 1801, Richard Allen’s wife Flora died after a long illness and in 1802 Richard Allen married Sara 
Bass and eventually had children (Richard, Peter, John, Sarah, Ann and James.)

THE SECOND CHURCH BUILDING (1805-1841)
The membership of Bethel grew to about 500 and Richard Allen knew it was time for another 
building. The lot on which it was built was sold to the Trustees by Richard AND Sarah Allen for 
$550. The Second Church was built on the same tract that Richard Allen purchased in 1791, but the 
church needed 21 feet at the north edge of the property along the alley, which is now Addison Street. 
The Bethel Trustees now owned 114 feet on 6th Street running from the corner at Lombard and 73 
feet running East on Lombard. Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church was built in 1805 as a 
free standing, classic, symmetrical gabled-roofed, two and a half story masonry building with its three 
bay gable end facing 6th Street. The masonry was of large blocks often irregular in dimensions, but 
not the size of bricks. finish layer. The term “rough-cast” was used to describe the blocks and masonry 

ABOUT THE FOUR CHURCHES
 BY BROTHER CRAWFORD WILSON, Church Historian
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finish. Rough-cast can also mean “rock-
dash” or “pebble-dash, “It was a system of 
in which course pebbles were added to the 
actual material has never been identified. 
The Trustees at Bethel added “The African 
Supplement” to the church’s charter in 1807. 
This basically said that the people of Bethel 
were in charge of Bethel.

The members of Bethel and the leaders 
of St. George’s were in their most hostile 
relationship at this time. In June 12, 1815, 
after years of battling for authority over 
Richard Allen’s church, white Methodist 

leaders in Philadelphia launched a legal challenge to the ownership of the church building and the 
property where it stood. Presiding Elder Robert R. Roberts declared Bethel to be the property of 
the Methodist General Conference and ordered the Sheriff to sell the property at auction. Allen 
outmaneuvered Roberts, who had enlisted a disgruntled former trustee to bid on his behalf, by bidding 
$10,500 and claiming the deed to the property. Legal right in the favor of Bethel Church was finally 
attained on December 31, 1815, when the Pennsylvania Supreme Court heard augments from Rev. 
Robert Burch of St. George’s and Trustees of Bethel Church. The court ruled in Bethel’s favor.

THE THIRD CHURCH (1841-1889)
The church Trustees were aware of the growth of the congregation and knew a decision had to be made 
about a larger building. In 1800 Philadelphia had a population of 6.436 blacks. By 1830, the number 
was 14,554.
Lombard Street was the area where African Americans had taken up residence and as the neighborhood 
grew so did the congregations. The need to accommodate a bigger church, the Trustees purchased 
another 20 foot lot on Lombard Street that 
adjoined the East property line of Allen’s 
1791 purchase and ran from Lombard north 
to Addison Street. The church would have its 
front on 6th Street with alleys on the north 
and south sides. This new church would 
also become deeper. Three building lots 
remained to the south on 6th Street and one 
large corner lot to the north. On Lombard 
Street gradually residential units with some 
commercial storefronts were built on church 
property for either rentals or sales. Our 
records indicate that in 1841 Bethel African 
Methodist Episcopal Church was built for a 
second time, the cost of building the church 
was $14,554.00.
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THE FOURTH CHURCH (1890 – PRESENT)
The demolition of the 
third church began on 
August 7, 1889 and the 
ground breaking for 
this building was on 
August 24, 1889. The 
cornerstone was laid 
on November 7, 1889, 
at 2:00 PM under 
the stewardship of 
Bishop Henry McNeil 
Turner, Reverend C.T. 
Schaffer, the pastor, 
officers of the church 
in the presence of a 
large assembling of the 
congregation.The new 
church was dedicated 
on Sunday, October 
26, 1890 by Bishops 
Henry McNeil Turner and Daniel A. Payne, Reverend William H. Heard, Pastor, Reverend C.T. 
Shaffer, the Presiding Elder, and many civic leaders and ministers as well as the entire congregation. 
Under the pastorship of Bishop Richard F. Norris, now the Presiding Prelate of the First Episcopal 
District, completed a massive $3.5 million dollar restoration of Mother Bethel in 1991. The work 
brought the Romanesque structure to its original glory. Under the Pastorship of Bishop Jeffery N. 
Leath,  created a new Richard Allen Museum, restored the Bell Tower, and added a new roof in 2008.  

Does not this magnificent temple lift us above our condition?  
Does it confirm us in this present condition? Nay!  

Does it not summon us upon a higher plane of  
thought and action? How many of our preachers are equal to  

the duties and the Christian obligation of such a pastorate,  
such a flock, and such a congregation 
 as this temple will naturally attract ?

—BISHOP DANIEL A. PAYNE 
DEDICATION CEREMONY • SUNDAY, OCTOBER, 1890

“

The present church is the fourth building on ground purchased by Richard Allen in 
1791. Designed by architects William S. Huckel and Edward Hazlehurst.
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The 232nd Church Anniversary  
Order of Worship 

SUNDAY, JULY 26, 2026 • 9:30 AM
REV. CAROLYN C. CAVANESS, 53RD PASTOR 

Worship Leader 

THE INTROIT AND PERIOD OF PREPARATION	 Minister Pyerce Oates 
		  Minister of Music and Arts

THE DOXOLOGY	 	 “Praise God From Whom All Blessings Flow”

“Praise God from Whom All Blessings Flow, Praise Him all creatures here below, 
 praise Him above ye heavenly host. Praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.”

* THE CALL TO WORSHIP	 	 Rev. C. Victoria Brown

Leader:  	 I was glad when they said unto me, let us go into the house of the Lord; our feet shall 
stand within thy gates, O Jerusalem. (Psalm 122:1-2)

People:  	 For a day in thy courts is better than a thousand, I had rather be a doorkeeper in the 
house of my 	God than to dwell in the tents of wickedness. (Psalm 84:10)

Leader:	 Because of the house of the Lord our God I will seek thy good. (Psalm 122:9)

People:		 Those that be planted in the house of the Lord, shall flourish in the courts of our 
God. (Psalm 92:13)

Leader:   	 Blessed are they that dwell in thy house Lord, I have loved thy habitation, the place 
where thy honor dwelleth. (Psalm 26:8)

People:   	 For the Lord is in His holy temple, let all the earth keep silence before Him.  
(Habakkuk 2:20)

Leader:   	 Let the words of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in thy sight, 
O Lord, my strength and my redeemer. (Psalm 19:14)

ALL: 		 O sing unto the Lord a new song, for He has done marvelous things. Make a joyful 
noise unto the Lord; all the earth sing praises. (Psalm 98:1,4)

THE HYMN OF PRAISE	 “How to Reach the Masses” 	 Hymn #221

* THE INVOCATION	 	 Brother Joseph McElveen

* THE CHORAL RESPONSE	 	

THE MINISTRY OF DANCE	 	 The Exalt & Praise Dance Ministry

THE SCRIPTURE 	 Psalm 145:1-13	 Brother Gyasi Romu
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THE WELCOME/PASSING OF THE PEACE	 	 Sister Brigette Reeves-Jones

THE BLACK HISTORY MOMENT     	 	 Sister Sydney Norman 
	 “The Keepers of the Flame: The 53 Pastors of Mother Bethel AME Church”

THE SPECIAL PRESENTATION	 	 Brother Crawford Wilson  
		  Mother Bethel Church Historian

THE INTRODUCTION OF THE  PREACHER		 Rev. Carolyn C. Cavaness

THE SERMONIC SELECTION	 	 The Praise Team

THE SERMON	 	 Bishop John R. Bryant (Ret.) 
		  106th Elected and Consecrated Bishop 
		  African Methodist Episcopal Church

THE INVITATION TO CHRISTIAN DISCIPLESHIP 

THE ANNOUNCEMENTS

THE PRESENTATION OF TITHES & OFFERINGS	

THE DOXOLOGY	 	 “Praise God From Whom All Blessings Flow”

“Praise God from Whom All Blessings Flow, Praise Him all creatures here below, 
 praise Him above ye heavenly host. Praise Father, Son and Holy Ghost.”

THE BENEDICTION

* Worshipers are asked to refrain from entering and exiting sanctuary at these times.
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about our preacher
BISHOP JOHN RICHARD BRYANT (RET.)  

106th Elected and Consecrated Bishop 
African Methodist Episcopal Church

BISHOP JOHN RICHARD BRYANT is the son of the late Bishop Harrison 
James Bryant and Edith Holland Bryant. He was born and raised in 
Baltimore, Maryland and is a graduate of Baltimore City College High School.
Bishop Bryant was a Martin Luther King, Jr. Fellow and while pursuing his 
doctoral studies at Colgate Rochester Divinity School, he completed special 
studies at the University of Lagos [Nigeria] and the University of Ghana at 

Legon and served as a Peace Corp volunteer. He has preached and lectured at the Hampton University 
Minister’s Conference five (5) times. 

Bishop Bryant pastored three A.M.E. churches, Bethel, Fall River, MA; St. Paul, Cambridge, MA; and 
Bethel Baltimore, MD. Under his pastoral ministry, 103 men and women have entered the Christian 
Ministry.    

In 1988, John Richard Bryant was elected and consecrated the 106th Bishop of the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church. He was assigned to serve in the 14th Episcopal District (West Africa) where he presided 
over 101 churches and 25 schools. During his administration, he expanded the A.M.E. Church to include 
the first Francophone, the Ivory Coast. While in West Africa, he was given the additional assignment of 
the 10th Episcopal District (Texas) in January 1991. 

At the 1992 General Conference, he was officially assigned to the 10th Episcopal District where he 
presided over 300 churches and served as the Chairman of the Board of Paul Quinn College. Under his 
leadership, this HBCU moved from probationary status to full accreditation and successfully raised $29 
million dollars for the Capital Fund Drive. In July 2000, the Episcopal Committee of the 46th General 
Conference assigned Bishop Bryant to the 5th District, where he presided over the A.M.E. churches in 14 
states west of the Mississippi. Under his episcopacy, the 5th District partnered with businesses and banking 
institutions that resulted in the purchase of new homes by the members of the district valued at more than 
$100 million dollars. In addition, Bishop Bryant’s economic development initiatives resulted in several 
creative ventures, which included the construction of a new hotel in the St. Louis, MO area. 

In 2008, at the 48th Quadrennial Session, Bishop Bryant became the Senior Bishop of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church and presided over the 4th Episcopal District which included seven (7) mid-
western states, Canada and the AME India Annual Conference where the Lord allowed he and his wife, 
the late Reverend Cecelia Bryant, to officially bring the India Conference into the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church. At present, there are one hundred and sixty (160) churches in the AME India Annual 
Conference. 

Bishop Bryant has been a faithful servant of the Lord Jesus Christ. He preached the gospel for over 55 
years and in July 2016 at the Historic 50th Session of the General Conference of the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church, Bishop Bryant’s request for retirement from the episcopacy of his beloved church was 
granted. Even though retired from active administrative duties, after 59 years in ministry, Bishop Bryant 
is still serving the Lord with gladness. He continues to preach the length and breathe of this nation. He 
loves to proclaim the Good News of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and to compel men and women to 
acknowledge Jesus Christ as their personal Savior.

Bishop John and the late Rev. Dr. Cecelia Williams Bryant are the proud parents of The Rev. Dr. Jamal 
Harrison Bryant and The Rev. Dr. Thema Simone Bryant Davis and both are proud grandparents.
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This summer, all kids and teens
18 and under can enjoy FREE

healthy meals at Mother Bethel
AME Church!

TRINITY ENRICHMENT CENTER 

FREE 

NO COST. NO SIGN-UP. JUST SHOW UP!

SUMMER
MEALS

PROGRAM

MON-THUR
6/29-08/20

419 6  STREET
PHILADELPHIA,

PA 19147

TH

Fuel your summer with good food and
great vibes. Spread the word!

*Meals provided by Catholic Charities of
Philadelphia 

011:00AM 
1:00PM 

TEXT: 8176915927

LARGE GROUP? LET US
KNOW 24 HOURS IN

ADVANCE 

PARTNERS WITH
MOTHER BETHEL AME CHURCH

••  SUNDAYS  ••
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THIS WEEK AT MOTHER BETHEL • JULY 26–AUGUST 1, 2026

SUN., JULY 26	 232nd Church Anniversary Celebration	 9:30 AM 
	 Bishop John R. Bryant, Guest Preacher 
	 Church BBQ immediately following Worship 
	 Virtual Fellowship Hall immediately after Worship 
	 via ZOOM: Meeting ID: 814 7232 0644 
	 Passcode: 696328 • Dial-In: (646) 931 3860 
	 Richard Allen Museum Tours	 11:00 AM–1 PM
MON., JULY 27	 Daily Prayer via ZOOM **	 7:00 AM 
	 Baptism Class	 6:00 PM 
	 New Members Class #1	 7:00 PM 
	 Mighty Men of Bethel @ Prayer/Study Focus Group Initial Meeting ***	7:00 PM
TUE., JULY 28 	 Daily Prayer via ZOOM **	 7:00 AM 
	 Board of Trustees Meeting	 7:00 PM
WED., JULY 29	 Daily Prayer via ZOOM **	 7:00 AM 
	 Board of Stewards Meeting	 7:00 PM
THU., JULY 30	 Daily Prayer via ZOOM **	 7:00 AM 
	 Weekly Mental Health Insights *	 7:00 PM
FRI. JULY 31	 Daily Prayer via ZOOM **	 7:00 AM
SAT., AUG. 1	 Daily Prayer via ZOOM **	 7:00 AM 
	 Richard Allen Museum Tours	 10 AM–2 PM 
	 Summer Freedom School Session #1	 10:30 AM–1 PM

SCAN THE QR CODE  
TO DOWNLOAD THE  

JULY 2026 BULLETIN

THANK YOU VISITING WITH US 
TODAY! Please complete the form or 
scan the QR Code to complete online. 

  * MINISTRY ZOOM MEETING ID: 814 7232 0644	 PASSCODE: 696328	 DIAL IN: (646) 931 3860

 ** ZOOM MEETING ID: 471 198 6917	 PASSCODE: 505174	 DIAL IN: (305) 224-1968

*** MOTHER BETHEL ZOOM ID: 783 124 9032	 PASSCODE: 360932	 DIAL-IN: (301) 715-8592 

SCAN the QR Code to  
GIVE NOW to Mother Bethel AME 
via Shelby. Thank You!

TODAY’S DOCENTS:
Brother Michael Clemmons • Sister Sharon Gary Dixon • Sister Sharon Coleman • Sister Tayza Hill

WE WOULD ALSO WOULD LIKE TO ACKNOWLEDGE OUR  
232ND CHURCH ANNIVERSARY COMMITTEE:

Sister Brigette Reeves-Jones, Sister Karen Williams, Sister Priscilla King, Brother Eric Stewart  
and the Mother Bethel Historical Commission




