Friendship Baptist Church History
Barbara Jean (Barbre) Evans

The Baptist church was the fastest growing denomination on the American frontier. As early as the 1790s, Baptists were settling on the north shore of the Ohio River. Minister rode their circuits with a rifle in one hand and a Bible in the other.

By 1824, Little Flock church, Curry’s Prairie, Sullivan County, Indiana, was a flourishing church. On the eighth of June 1833, Friendship Baptist Church was organized in Vigo County at the home of Jesse and Sarah Barbre, with 17 charter members:

Jesse and Sarah (Stansill) Barbre

William and Delila Julian

Richard and Mary C. Canaday

Elijah Reeves and Lucy (Barbre) DeWitt

David Hammack

Steven Stark

Jesse and Sarah Stark

Seburn Barbre

William and Kesiah Stark

Sarah Barbre

Rhoda Barbre

On the seventh of September 1833, they hired a well-known Baptist minister, William Stansill, as their pastor. His wife was Celia Barbre, who may have been Seburn Barbre’s sister. I believe that this group of neighbors with similar beliefs had been meeting together for some time before their formal organizational meeting. The reason for this belief is that the husband of the only known Jesse and Sarah Barbre marriage died in 1832, so his name as a charter member in 1833 could have recognized his earlier participation in the group.

There were five essential principles of the Baptist church belief: 1) Separation of Church and State; 2) Conversion as a condition of membership; 3) Individual responsibility to God; 4) Congregational church governance; and 5) Immersion as the only scriptural form of baptism.

Local Baptist churches generally affiliated with other Baptists in the area in what were usually called “associations.” Sometimes the association’s area was a specific county, but at other times an association covered a larger area. Some counties may have as many as three or four associations, all of the same basic persuasion. In the 19th century and earlier, many associations served a large geographic area until there were enough churches established to justify the organization of an additional association. The records kept by the association were either in manuscript or printed form which could be purchased by the affiliated churches. Friendship sent money, which rose in amount as the years passed, to purchase the minutes of the Curry’s Prairie Association. However, no one seems to know what happened to these copies. I found the Association minutes for scattered years at Franklin College, a major repository of Baptist records.

The minutes record the proceedings of the meetings, list all of the affiliated churches, give the name of the pastor of each church, the mailing address, statistics of membership (how many were baptized, how many were dismissed, etc.) of each church, and the names of the representatives or delegates from each church to the association. Often there were obituaries of or memorials to prominent ministers. Sometimes there were histories of member churches, but no record could be found of any Association history of Friendship.

To become a member of an association, a church was obliged to apply for membership. Upon investigation if they were found to be orthodox they could join the association. Friendship joined Curry’s Prairie Association and regularly sent delegates to the association’s annual meetings. They also took their turn at hosting the meetings, an event which usually caused a flurry of extra “house-keeping” activities. There were a large number of exchanges of ministers among the association churches. Many times several tries had to be made in order to obtain a minister. In the meantime, one man would be shared by several churches. The churches tried to help their sister churches by raising money for special purposes or expenses and sending “help” to ordain their Deacons.
Grievances against the church could be brought to the association’s attention. The following one caused the church letter from Friendship to the Association (a report on the state of the church) to remark that there had been some trouble this year, rather than the usual statement that the church was at peace. One member charged that Friendship members had: 1) voted against his ordination—political in nature; 2) made no protest on a motion made by a reckless youth; 3) circulated, without facts, rumor without a chance for the member to deny it; 4) allowed the moderator to preside with a charge against him (the moderator); 5) allowed eight members of a family to vote against the church taking up charges against them (the family of eight); 6) excluded him and committed unchristian acts; 7) deprived him of a hearing by a sister church; 8) over-ruled objections against granting a member a letter of dismission after refusing to demand reasons in his case.

The Association minutes state that an Association committee visited Friendship and investigated the member’s complaint and decided “we find that the church has failed to take the gospel steps in the case.” Apparently, this was the end of the matter. In this example we find an appeal to a higher church court, much as could be made in the civil courts.
The church had two meetings each month if at al possible. Usually the business meeting was held on Saturday, opening with prayer, singing, reading of the scriptures and a sermon by the minister if he were present. On Sunday the church service proper was held. The minutes of the business meetings, along with several membership rolls, have furnished information about the early days of the Friendship Baptist Church. This information is kept by the current clerk, Mrs. Robert L. Walters.

In 1835 the congregation met to discuss where to build their meeting house. They were offered a church lot o the southwest corner of John Pettie’s land, but such a decision required a committee. The committee was appointed in 1840 and consisted of Elijah Gaskins, Noah Adams, Richard Canaday, Elijah DeWitt and Seburn barber. It was decided that “Bro. Barbre’s is the place to build the church.” J. Ralson donated a schoolhouse which was to be sold to help raise money for building the church. Eventually half o f the proceeds from the sale of the schoolhouse went to build another school building.

The first church building was a modest 12 foot shingle roof log house. (This was all the record said about its size, but it probably meant 12 feet square. If so, there certainly was not much room for the congregation). A deed for the ground was obtained and the church was built, presumably by congregational labor much like a barn-raising. Mr. Loveless did $5.00 worth of work on the church for which each male member was assessed thirty-eight and one-half cents to pay his bill. In 1847 work on the building continued with the making and placing of door and window shutters on the church. They also raised money to purchase a stove. In 1849 the first building was finished and in 1852 they bought candles, a bucket and two pans.

By 1858 a committee was appointed to raise money to build, on the site “where the old one stands” a meeting house similar to the Mt. Zion church. The centennial history, in a newspaper clipping in the clerk’s files, says the church burned about 1860. (The name of the newspaper or its date is unknown). No mention of this fire could be found in the minutes, but various people offered their homes for a meeting place. The new church was to be forty by sixty feet and a calf-bound Bible was bought for $6.50, a goodly sum at that time.

The centennial article says the cemetery was deeded in 1866 by Seburn Barbre, but many graves pre-date that year, e.g. Jesse Barbre’s 1832 gravestone. As the Sullivan County courthouse burned early in February 1850 and “all records were destroyed” (County Commissioners records, 1850), it could be that the deed was re-registered in 1866. Assessments were levied on church members: “males 50 cents each, females 10 cents each.”

In 1867 a Baptist branch or mission church was started in Farmersburg with J. Smock as pastor. Farmersburg ministers were extended the privilege of receiving members for Friendship, and their names were to be placed on Friendship’s roll. 1872 found the congregation still raising money to pay for their building. Pioneers were poor of purse, but rich in faith. They did buy a dozen hymn books that year. The early hymn books were about 5x7x1 inches in size and had only the melody line of music for each hymn. All of the verses to the hymn were printed below.

1883 was a bad year for the church as many members chose to join the Seventh Day Adventist church. Some returned to Friendship, but others did not.

Throughout the years the congregation has been ever mindful of keeping the house and cemetery in good condition. To paint the church in 1884 cost $80.00 and the women of the church gave 28 yards of carpet. Cleaning the building seemed always to be a problem—some years a janitor was hired—other years volunteers cleaned in monthly stints.

New stoves were bought in 1891 to replace the old ones. In 1893 the cemetery was enclosed with a woven wire fence and iron posts--$136.73 was donated for this project. A bell was installed in the church and new hymn books were ordered (33 this time as the church had grown and needed more books). The building was papered inside every few years; new paper was selected and hung by the ladies of the church.
In 1897 the decision was made to buy window blinds instead of having the lower window panes frosted, and the Willing Workers gave the church a clock. A Baptist youth group was started and in the following year an organ was the gift of the Helping Hand society “of this church.” In 1899 a major repair was done—the building was re-roofed. In the early 1900s a new hymnal was selected and a new Bible was purchased. In 1904 another assessment was made—every member was to contribute one dollar or be in contempt of church. Sarah Kirkham presented a pulpit chair and the 50 new hymn books were used at a “protracted meeting” of two weeks’ duration.

In 1905 a move to Farmersburg was considered, voted upon and passed. Brother Taylor offered a lot in town to the committee, church plans were furnished by Brother Redmon and the money was raised to build the church. Then for some unknown reasons, it was decided not to have a building in Farmersburg, although some members lived there.

By 1907 coal, windowpanes, wallpaper and new carpeting (24 yards) had been purchased. An oak tree “that leans over church house” was taken down and the cemetery fence was repaired. The major repair of drawing the sills together and holding them in place by rods reaching entirely across the building was accomplished. In 1917 a new stove was needed and a gasoline lighting system was purchased and installed—four lamps and accessories cost $47.71.

World War I came along and a flag was bought “for our boys in the service.” It was to be a church flag as well as a Sunday School and community flag. In October 1918 there was no business meeting nor church service and a scheduled revival meeting was canceled because of the ban against public meetings during the influenza epidemic. In 1923 a new piano bought by the Sunday School and the church together was delivered. The old organ was to be retired and new steps for the church were installed.

Note: My Xerox records stop with 4 Oct 1924.

The minutes of the business meetings and the roll of the church give us an insight into the management of the church and its people. The records of most Baptist churches are deficient in details. A member would be charged with an improper deed—no background was given and sometimes no end to the problem is ever found. One time it was mentioned that a member was involved in a civil court case but never were there any details or decision noted. Some records are quite incomplete. Many people seem to have drifted in an out with little mention; others have been very active and pillars of the church.

In the 1800s a migrating church member was obliged to obtain a letter from the church he was leaving which stated that the person was of good moral character while he or she was a member. This would be presented to the new church and the person was “received by letter.”

The early church acted in the place of a petty court, disciplining its members and upon extreme provocation excluding them from membership. They could be reinstated if they publicly repented or offered a reasonable explanation of the offending actions. Some disciplinary actions were for rather serious matters. For example, one church member accused another of taking (stealing) some of his grain. This was settled with help from sister churches in the form of a committee, which had members from three or four other churches, meeting with the two feuding members and settling the matter then and there.

Another brother was investigated for several charges: 1) filing a false tax schedule; 2) giving out different times that he left his house the evening that his house burned; 3) misrepresenting another brother’s sermon; 4) saying that he and yet another brother were not on speaking terms; 5) accusing his neighbor of persuading his wife to elope; 6) stating to the committee that he had never laid hands on his wife in violence in his life; 7) representing the matter to the committee as settled. The husband and wife were excluded from the church.

Other disciplinary actions were taken over less serious—at least by today’s standards—matters. Drinking liquor, numerous cases of profane language, hurting another’s feelings and not being at all sorry about having done so, “leaving the church without the moderator’s permission” (maybe he did not have time to ask), along with “frolicking and dancing.” If non-attendance was too frequent, a committee was appointed to make due investigation. Marital relations were not matters of private concern when the church kept its ears open for any difficulty between and man and his wife. Adultery was a cause for concern. The confidence which the early Baptist churches had in their power to discipline is amazing. Lawsuits were forbidden without the consent of the church. Only one mention of a civil court case was to be found in the Friendship minutes.
Terminology used in church minutes remains difficult for most readers to understand. The process of entering or leaving a church by letter is plain and already been mentioned. To be excluded meant dismission from membership, but not in good standing, somewhat like a military dishonorable discharge. When it is written that the door of the church opened for the reception of members “by relation” or “by experience,” we must conclude that there is a fine point of distinction between the two terms. One authority suggests that the terms are interchangeable—that a person is received into the church membership upon the relation of previous religious experience.

The membership rolls were updated periodically and many times there are markings that may have made sense to the clerk who made them at the time, but seem to be undecipherable now. While there are a number of entries “dead” with no date, we do find clerks who went the extra mile and wrote a death date. To a descendant tracing the family tree, this is a valuable “find.”

The following membership list has been put together like a jigsaw puzzle. The membership rolls may have repeats and sometimes the minutes and rolls do not agree. The first church date represents the first time I find a member mentioned in the minutes and the second church date is the last time he is mentioned. Sometimes neither one exists. The cemetery records are included—I have used three lists—two were done in the 1940s and the most recent in 1981. Many soft stones weather poorly and information becomes illegible or unclear. Some persons never had a stone, some are likely buried in another church cemetery, or a cemetery on a corner of a farm. Whenever possible I have noted where the persons came from and where he or she went with the letter of dismission. Marriages were not recorded. However, at times one can find Brother John Smith and Sister Jane Smith received by letter. Almost certainly they are a married couple.
In the early days women did not hold offices, but were on committees to clean the church, discipline another sister member, choose and purchase furnishings for the church. It is interesting to see how after the turn of the century women begin to take their place in church affairs such as becoming representatives to the Association meetings.

I would appreciate any further knowledge of these pioneers which descendants might have in their possession. After hours spent with the records, I feel as if I know Sister Jane or Brother John.
