Division & Reunion in the Presbyterian Church, U.S.:
A Mississippi Retrospective
Mississippi mirrored the tensions within Southern Presbyterianism during an
era of civil rights agitation, theological reassessment, and a conservative
secession to form a separate Presbyterian Church in America.
by R. Milton Winter

IN 1983, THE SOUTHERN-BASED PRESBYTErian Church in the United States (PCUS) joined
with the United Presbyterian Church in the
U.S.A. to form the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.),
a union strongly opposed by many of the
southern church’s conservatives. In the decade preceding this union, half of Mississippi’s
PCUS congregations left to join the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA). A few years
later, still others left the PC(USA) to join the
Evangelical Presbyterian Church. These actions occurred in a region where many considered secession an ancient and honorable means
of resolving differences. The Magnolia State’s
ecclesiastical realignments came in an era
when social and political change was rapid,
often occurring in tumultuous, disorderly ways.
Many found this unsettling, and in Mississippi,
far from Presby-terianism’s centers of strength,
key church leaders grasped the inherently
conservative nature of religion and took what
some saw as a “last stand” against change.
While Mississippi could not withdraw from
the federal union, some of its Presbyterians
and other conservative Protestants did secede
from their denominational bodies. The Synod
of Mississippi, one of the smallest in the PCUS,
suffered greater loss than any other in the
Presbyterian divisions of the 1970s and ’80s,
with the result that one could no longer speak
of a “solid South” in Presbyterian terms. Loss or
division of 128 Mississippi PCUS churches

with 17,851 members may be seen as a price
American Presbyterians paid for national reunion.1
After the Civil War, the South’s religious
separation was more enduring than its political schism. Although several of the smaller
religious bodies quickly resumed communion
across sectional lines, the three largest—Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian—persevered
in disunity. In 1920, churches remained among
the nation’s most distinctly sectional institutions, and while Methodists reunited in 1939,
and Southern Baptists pushed north and west
with their own special brand of revivalistic
evangelism, the Presbyterian Church, U. S.
(retaining the name it adopted in 1865), became virtually the only remaining American
institution organized along the lines of the old
Confederacy. As late as 1967, Samuel S. Hill,
Jr., remarked that except for a few exceptional
individuals and locales, Southern churches
were “captive” to regional values. This observation throws into bold relief the challenge
which faced Mississippi Presbyterians in the
1960s, ’70s, and ’80s who held social, theological, and ethical views espoused by the
Protestant mainstream.2

I
Mississippi Presbyterian resistance to
reunification with northern Presbyterians was
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as old as southern Reconstruction.3 Thus in
1873, when James A. Lyon, Professor of
Moral Philosophy in the University of Mississippi, urged establishment of fraternal relations with the Presbyterian Church in the
U.S.A., he aroused vehement opposition.
Dr. Benjamin Morgan Palmer of First Presbyterian Church in New Orleans (which was
then part of the Synod of Mississippi) protested that official correspondence would
sanction the reunion of the Old and New
School Assemblies in the North. That reunion, which had occurred in 1870 despite
conservative objections, involved, said
Palmer, “a total surrender of all the great
testimonies of the Church for the fundamental doctrines of grace.” He declared that “of
these failing testimonies we [the PCUS] are
now the sole surviving heir.”4
Five years later, when the PCUS revisited
the proposal for fraternal relations with the
U.S.A. Assembly, Moses Drury Hoge of Richmond, Virginia, rebuffed critics in Mississippi: “If, after all the great sacrifices of
confessors and martyrs of past ages, we
alone constitute the true church; if this only
is the result of the stupendous sacrifice on
Calvary and the struggles of apostles and
missionaries and reformers in all generations; then may God have mercy on the
world and his church.” Although most in
Mississippi deserved their reputations as reunion opponents, there were a few who
favored denominational rapprochement. Dr.
H. M. Sydenstricker of the Presbyterian
Church at Water Valley (and uncle of novelist Pearl S. Buck), urged in 1884 that the
China missions of the U.S.A. and U.S.
churches be combined. The proposal came
to naught.5
By the twentieth century, Northern and
Southern Presbyterians stared at one another across fixed chasms. Members and
ministers were freely exchanged, and border state congregations existed side by side.
Some cooperation existed, as in Louisville
Seminary and some mission fields. But those
who envisioned greater oneness were warned
when J. B. Mack of the Presbyterian Standard surveyed the “union question” in 1906
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and predicted that if the issue was forced,
schism would occur in the PCUS. “Already
we have a divided church. The only questions are when and where will the cleavage
take place.” The bar for union was raised so
high as to make it virtually impossible (approval of three-quarters of the PCUS
presbyteries was required after 1914). Still,
negotiations were carried on sporadically
with the U.S.A. Assembly and others. On 6
April 1930, an overture came from the session at Holly Springs to North Mississippi
Presbytery calling for “union in one General
Assembly of all the Presbyterian and Reformed Churches in America.” The overture
was forwarded to the General Assembly
where it languished. The minister offering
the resolution was George L. Bitzer, a leader
of astonishingly progressive mien in an otherwise conservative region of the church.6
Throughout Southern Presbyterianism,
opposition to union was bound up with
belief that the Northern church was committed to racial integration. In 1940, W. A.
Gamble, writing in the Mississippi Visitor,
the synod’s newspaper, listed reasons for
opposing union with the U.S.A. Assembly:
theological “modernism”; strong support for
the Federal Council of Churches (the Southern Church was also a member, albeit sometimes reluctantly); mixing of church-state
issues; the “unbridled supremacy” of the
U.S.A. Assembly over presbyteries and sessions; the Northern church’s support for
union with the Episcopal Church; granting
of social courtesies to Negroes; observance
of Lincoln’s birthday; and support for a federal anti-lynch law.7
In 1944, reunion opponents, rallied by
the Southern Presbyterian Journal, called
those agreeing with its aims to do everything
possible to organize a “continuing church”
if and when the “inevitable” union with the
PCUSA should occur. By 1949 a Continuing
Church Committee was raising funds. Conservatives such as former Belhaven College
president W. H. Frazer peppered the church
with articles against the proposed plan of
union. Reunion was defeated by Southern
presbyteries in 1954 (including all five Mis-
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sissippi presbyteries). The vote came just a
few months after the Supreme Court’s controversial Brown v. Board of Education desegregation decision, which brought racial
fears to a boiling point and was blamed by
many for the proposal’s defeat. All the while,
predictions continued that whenever union
of Southern Presbyterians with their sister
Assembly came about, a “continuing” Southern Church would result.8
The process of negotiating the reunion of
the PCUS and its U.S.A. counterpart (known
after 1958 as the United Presbyterian Church
in the U.S.A. or UPCUSA) was complex.
Several factors influenced Mississippi conservatives to oppose reunion at every step.
These gave rise to the agenda which advocates hoped a continuing Southern Presbyterian denomination would uphold. Disputes centered around fidelity to the so-called
“fundamentals” of the faith, i.e., the Bible’s
plenary inspiration and the virginal conception, substitutionary atonement, bodily resurrection, and physical return of Christ; the
drawing and redrawing of presbytery and
synod boundaries; and objections to ordination of women;9 the doctrine of the Church’s
“spirituality”; and alleged Northern Presbyterian proclivities for involvement in “political causes”; as well as local ownership of
church property. Underlying all these matters and exercising influence to a degree still
debated was the matter of race. Thus, William Childs Robinson of Columbia Seminary
in Decatur, Georgia, had written in 1940
opposing reunion: “We remind you of our
situation in the South in regard to the race
question.…”10

II
Even before the Brown decision, conservative anxieties were heightened by escalating controversies over race and challenges
to the prevailing system of segregation which
characterized all areas of southern society,
including church life. Although a few blacks
had continued as late as World War I to
worship in the churches of their former
masters, the vast majority of Mississippi
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blacks had long before withdrawn from
white-dominated congregations, creating the
situation to which Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
referred in his famous sermon in Washington’s National Cathedral, as “11:00
o’clock, Sunday, America’s most segregated
hour.” Moreover, although the number of
black Presbyterians in the South was small
and declining, the inclusion of Negroes in
meetings of church governing bodies and
services of worship (other than attendance
at weddings, baptisms, and funerals of whites
by whom they had been employed), implied
to old-order Presbyterians a bestowal of
social equality that opened the way to familiar associations which might ultimately include courtship and marriage. Many sought
to perpetuate segregated congregations,
presbyteries, and synods, but some Mississippi Presbyterians, black and white, desired change.11
In 1950, Dr. Walter L. Lingle of Davidson
College in North Carolina had proposed
abolition of the segregated Snedecor Memorial Synod (which served Mississippi’s PCUS
black constituents), and for the first time that
year, blacks attending the PCUS General
Assembly at Massanetta Springs, Virginia,
were allowed to enter the dining room by
the same door as whites. Four years later the
PCUS was the first church body to meet after
the Brown decision. Its General Assembly
ratified a statement that segregation in public schools was wrong. The session of Jackson, Mississippi’s First Presbyterian Church
unanimously opposed this action, and that
same year the Synod of Mississippi published a spirited argument by Dr. Guy T.
Gillespie of Jackson’s Belhaven College contending on biblical grounds for black inferiority and the perpetuation of segregation.
The Southern Presbyterian Journal, published
in North Carolina and edited by L. Nelson
Bell, M.D., a distinguished China missionary and father-in-law of evangelist Billy Graham, mounted an offensive against integration. From then on, as Erskine Clarke has
remarked, “The bitterness that had once
been aimed at Yankees now turned inward
on the Southern Church itself.”12
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In 1954, White Citizens’ Councils were
organized in Mississippi—first at Indianola,
then Jackson, Greenwood, and other cities.
These urged defiance of civil rights initiatives. 1954, the year of the Supreme Court
decision, was Presbyterianism’s numerical
high point in Mississippi. Thereafter, Presbyterians increasingly divided over race and
reunion and membership began to decline.
PCUS defenders of the status quo mentioned
schism more often. A Yazoo City writer
warned the pro-integration Presbyterian
Outlook, published in Virginia: “Keep on
…until you drive all the Southern Presbyterian Churches out of the General Assembly,
then you and the NAACP can be happy.”
Others spoke in different tones. Warner Hall,
former minister at Leland, Mississippi, wrote
that “throughout the South there is the uneasy feeling that our way of living is under
the judgment of God.”13
In 1958 Mississippi presbyteries asked
the PCUS Assembly to abolish its Council on
Christian Relations because it opposed segregation. Denominational youth conferences
at Montreat, North Carolina, were desegregated in 1960, after which conservatives
organized alternative events. Central Mississippi Presbytery even closed its Camp
Calvin rather than permit integrated activities. In June 1960, Jackson’s First Presbyterian Church offered a large gift to Columbia
Seminary which placed theological restrictions upon professors and limited enrollment to whites. The seminary declined the
money.14
A few Mississippi Presbyterians worked
for change. Sara Barry of Benoit (later a
PCUS missionary in Korea) wrote her M.R.E.
thesis at New York’s Biblical Seminary on
“The Role of the PCUS in a Segregated
Society.” Dwyn Mecklin Mounger, a Mississippi minister’s son, prepared a thesis at
Princeton Seminary on racial attitudes in the
PCUS. The Reverend Marsh Callaway was
removed from his pulpit at Durant, Mississippi, in 1956 after interceding for a Presbyterian physician and his family at a “citizens’
meeting” which evicted workers at Providence Farm, an interracial ministry which
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received financial support from the U.S.A.
Church. Elizabeth Spencer, a daughter of
the Carrollton, Mississippi, Presbyterian
Church and an internationally acclaimed
novelist, spoke out against the segregationist
policies of church leaders in her home state.15
Meanwhile, as the University of Mississippi (Ole Miss) was forcibly integrated in
1962 with rioting and loss of life, Presbyterian ministers called on their people to prevent further lawlessness. The Reverend
Murphey C. Wilds of First Presbyterian
Church in Oxford offered a strongly-worded
resolution of repentance to St. Andrew
Presbytery which was adopted fifty-seven to
eight, and his colleague Robert H. Walkup
of First Presbyterian in Starkville declared
from his pulpit:
We…are quite ready to confess for others. How
quickly we have confessed the sins of President
Kennedy in the last few days, and how quickly
we have confessed the sins of Governor [Ross R.]
Barnett. This tragedy, this shame from which we
are still numb—we confess is the result of sin.
Was it the sin of the State Highway Patrol or the
U. S. marshals which caused this thing? Maybe it
was the outsiders—the hoodlums and the thugs
who came pouring into our state. I was in Oxford
Monday of this week, and what a sight I saw! The
whole square was filled with men and boys—
men of hate and violence, men who had come to
defy the United States Army! Very well then, is
the blood on their hands? Will it help much if I
confess their sins? No! The blood is on my hands!
For I, together with too many of our people,
helped to create the impression that we wanted
them. We made the way for men of violence.…

Meanwhile, Dr. Horace Villee of First Presbyterian Church in Columbus, Mississippi,
thanked God for men of courage “like St.
Paul and Governor Barnett.”16
Mississippi Presbyterians had few outright social liberals in their ranks during the
1960s, but the Ole Miss crisis marked the
beginning of a split in segregationist ranks
between those committed to segregation at
any cost and those who would not support it
at the cost of lawlessness and the destruction
of the state’s educational system. Most white
church leaders did not support massive resistance to desegregation, such as advocated by the Ku Klux Klan and Governor
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Barnett, and in this respect the state’s majority-white churches—Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian, and Episcopal—by and large followed a middle course, albeit at times timidly.
Mississippi Presbyterians through statements
of their presbyteries rejected violent and
illegal opposition to civil rights, but condemned marches, protests, and other strident efforts to achieve integration.17
This was a period in which many Mississippi congregations adopted policies barring “persons who appear with the apparent
intent of attending services for any reason
other than in a true spirit of worship.” Individual pastors opposed these resolutions.
The Reverend Stanford Parnell of Holly
Springs stated on 22 September 1964 that he
could not support the action of his elders in
turning people away from services. He said
that: “a) such action is unconstitutional; b)
he believed it to be unscriptural; and c) that
he could not imagine Christ standing at the
door and forbidding anyone to enter.”18
Presbyterians who spoke out found themselves at odds with members of their congregations and other ministers. At Jones Memorial Church in Meridian, Charles L. Stanford,
Jr., preached on 1 John 4:1–21 the Sunday
following the Oxford riots. He declared that
“the horror at Ole Miss has been the result
largely of Christian preachers who have not
been preaching the whole counsel of God to
the people of God.” After the sermon,
Stanford noticed that one of the elders refused the Lord’s Supper. Following the
evening service, he happened to drive past
the elder’s home and realized that his session was meeting there secretly. The next
week Stanford was given a resolution calling
his sermon “untimely” and the references to
alleged sins of the congregation “uncalled
for.” Attendance dropped precipitously.19
The issue caused strife within families.
Hodding Carter, Jr., crusading editor of
Greenville, Mississippi’s Delta DemocratTimes, remembered that when Roy Campbell, Jr., an elder in that city’s First Presbyterian Church, told his mother that he thought
blacks ought to be seated, the older woman
was outraged. “Mother, what do you think
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Jesus would do if he were standing at the
front door of First Presbyterian Church?” he
asked. “I know exactly what He would do,”
she huffed. “And He would be wrong.”20
As well-known PCUS ministers in other
states spoke for compliance with laws and
court orders requiring desegregation, some
Mississippi Presbyterians began to feel that
they were victims of “outside interference.”
Advocates of change found themselves hardpressed to speak if they could not claim local
birth and upbringing. Starkville’s Robert
Walkup once prefaced a sermon on admitting blacks with a reminder that he was no
outsider—he was born in Mississippi. Still,
even a Mississippi heritage did not always
earn the right to be heard. One Sunday
morning in 1964, after casting the only dissenting vote in his session at Canton, Mississippi, against a motion to exclude blacks,
the Reverend Richard T. Harbison, a
Greenville native, draped his pulpit gown
across the chair in his study and pinned to it
a letter of resignation.21
That summer, forty-two of Mississippi’s
black churches were burned in the belief
that they were meeting places for voter registration drives organized by the Council of
Federated Organizations. During COFO’s
“Freedom Summer,” civil rights workers suffered eighty beatings, thirty-five shootings,
thirty house bombings, and six murders.
While Mississippi’s white Baptists raised
$126,766 to rebuild the burned-out
churches, Presbyterians were largely passive, bound up in their internal turmoil.22
When organizations allied with the National Council of Churches assisted in the
Mississippi civil rights effort, criticism followed. Many Mississippians looked to Memphis, Tennessee, and were shocked when
the Reverend Paul Tudor Jones of Idlewild
Presbyterian Church in Memphis urged his
people to continue support for the NCC in
the aftermath of its activities during the summer of 1964 in nearby Clarksdale, Mississippi. Other Mississippi Presbyterians resisted programs such as Head Start for poor
children and resented the fact that when the
state refused to accept federal money for this
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purpose, the UPCUSA served as a temporary
conduit for Head Start funding.23
The trials of Mississippi Presbyterians in
this period were paralleled in other communions where the argument was sometimes more vocal. Yet, the PCUS was the
only denomination to suffer major withdrawals because of the controversy. Although
the national Methodist and Episcopal bodies, along with Southern Baptists and the
PCUS, endorsed the Brown ruling, their
Mississippi organizations, except the Episcopal Church, defied denominational policy.
When the Southern Baptist Convention approved the Brown decision, W. Douglas
Hudgins, of Jackson, Mississippi’s First Baptist Church, insisted that his name be recorded in opposition, and a resolution by
First Baptist Church of Grenada, Mississippi,
warned that such actions would cause “withdrawal of this and other churches” from the
Southern Baptist Convention. In 1965, 7,000
Mississippi Methodists petitioned Bishop
Edward J. Pendergrass to oppose integration. In 1964, the Methodist Church had
voted to end the Central Jurisdiction, to
which black conferences (regional governing bodies) had been confined as the price of
a 1939 merger between the northern and
southern branches of the Methodist Episcopal Church. Desegregation of Methodist
conferences in Mississippi was not accomplished until 1973. During this period, 200
Methodists formed the Mississippi Association of Methodist Ministers and Laymen to
maintain segregated churches. Baptists tried
a similar strategy. A 1968 survey revealed
six Southern Baptist churches in Mississippi
with open door policies, three of which had
black members.24
In some ways, Mississippi Baptists made
greater progress than Presbyterians in facing
the race issue, for though Baptist opposition
to integration was fierce, they dealt with the
challenge apart from schism. As early as the
1950s, a few Baptist leaders, such as Joe T.
Odle, editor of the Baptist Record, the state
Baptist newspaper, and University of Mississippi chaplain Will Campbell, urged a more
progressive direction. Like the Presbyteri-
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ans, Mississippi Baptists gradually modified
their stance, moving from a convention resolution opposing Brown to support for “obedience to the law” (while condemning protest marches and other displays of prointegration sentiment). “We have moved
through the last forty-odd years as if through
a millennium,” noted Wilmer C. Fields in a
1983 Baptist assessment of southern religion.25
Jackson’s Episcopal cathedral (similar in
size and prominence to the city’s First Presbyterian Church) after initial resistance gathered many of the city’s moderate leaders.
After the cathedral’s dean resigned in the
wake of the 1962 Ole Miss controversy,
Episcopalians moved forward under the progressive leadership of their bishop, the Right
Reverend John M. Allin. A few years later,
Allin’s forward look and diplomacy were
recognized in his election as presiding bishop
of the Episcopal Church. His successor in
Mississippi, the Right Reverend Duncan M.
Gray, rector in Oxford during the Ole Miss
upheavals, was a spokesman for civil rights.
Meanwhile, First Presbyterian in Jackson
was a bastion against change, and its ministers, John Reed Miller and Donald B.
Patterson, led conservatives in the PCUS
and the “continuing church” movement.26
The near-complete polarization of two
of Jackson’s most prominent congregations
was striking, giving the state capital’s 5,000member First Baptist Church an unusual role
as a sort of mediator between extremes. The
church and its pastor Frank Pollard eventually were recognized as leaders of the socalled “moderate” party in the Southern
Baptist Convention and thus developed a
reputation for tolerance. This situation was
replicated in many of the state’s smaller
communities, depriving Presbyterians of a
role they often played as a “bridge church”
between revivalistic, socially conservative
Baptists and the liturgical, socially progressive Episcopalians. Mississippi’s largest
Methodist congregation, Jackson’s Galloway Memorial, was also affected, and as a
result an Independent Methodist Church
was established in the state capital—a situ-
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ation that occurred in several communities
across the state. However, Mississippi’s Methodist withdrawals were in no way as great as
those experienced by Presbyterians.27
Jews and Unitarians were generally supportive of change, and for these commitments some of their houses of worship were
bombed. These religious communities were
small, and while Mississippi’s Roman Catholics were not outspoken at first, they later
gave leadership for civil rights. Hodding
Carter III has written that in the 1950s, the
Catholic Church, although committed to
integration, did not desegregate Mississippi
parochial schools, nor did its priests preach
change. Yet, by 1970 Bishop Joseph B.
Brunini issued a pastoral letter criticizing
segregation as “an affront to the informed
conscience,” and urged that appeals to the
patterns of a “dead past” would do nothing
but “defraud young Mississippians of their
rightful place in tomorrow’s world.”28
The small UPCUSA Presbytery of Mississippi—mostly former Cumberland congregations which united with the “Northern”
Assembly in 1906—was rural and included
a few struggling black congregations. It did
little to amplify or oppose positions taken by
the General Assembly, even excluding blacks
at its camp as late as 1964.29

III
In 1965, Congress passed a sweeping
Civil Rights Act, signed into law by President
Lyndon B. Johnson. Leading the opposition
in the Senate was majority leader Richard B.
Russell (D-Georgia), brother of Dr. Henry E.
Russell, pastor of Second Presbyterian
Church in Memphis, Tennessee. On this as
other occasions, Memphis churches influenced Mississippi Presbyterians. In 1964 the
PCUS had voted to amend its Book of Church
Order to state that “no one shall be excluded
from participation in public worship in the
Lord’s house on the grounds of race, color,
or class.” Protests resulted when it was announced that the 1965 PCUS Assembly
would be at Second Church, Memphis, which
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had a policy of segregated worship. Several
presbyteries and synods, including the
Presbytery of Memphis, urged Second Presbyterian to change its policy, as did its
pastors, but the elders refused. This resulted
in an unprecedented decision by Assembly
moderator Felix B. Gear (who had been
Second Church’s pastor, 1943–47), to move
the meeting. This was greatly embarrassing
to the congregation, and a group of elders
and 340 members withdrew to form an
independent Presbyterian church which espoused segregation and later drew ministers
from the Presbyterian Church in America.
Meanwhile, Second Presbyterian instituted
elder rotation, opened its doors to all, and
the General Assembly accepted its invitation to meet there in a subsequent year.30
In 1966 the PCUS Assembly cited its
Mississippi presbyteries for defying a 1964
directive to admit Negro churches into membership from the former all-black presbyteries. It sent a committee of five former
General Assembly moderators. The committee reported strong anti-Assembly sentiment, especially in Central Mississippi
Presbytery. That year, meeting at West Point,
Mississippi, by order of the General Assembly, St. Andrew Presbytery agreed to receive
churches and commissioners from the former
Louisiana-Mississippi Presbytery of the
Snedecor Memorial Synod. (The moderator’s
tie-breaking vote settled the issue.) Mississippi was the last to accept members of the
former black synod, but in its summer 1966
meeting the Synod of Mississippi advised
the General Assembly that it could not “in
good conscience…place the stamp of its
approval upon the recommendation that
sessions of constituent churches of this Synod
admit persons to membership without reference to race.”31
In the face of court-ordered school desegregation, thousands of Mississippians—
including many Presbyterians—removed
their children from public schools (often
citing Supreme Court decisions about school
prayer as an additional cause) and enrolled
them in segregated academies, many sponsored by Presbyterian churches. Advertising
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“superior education in a Christian environment,” academies were supported almost
exclusively by white Christians—and also in
the Delta by conservative Asians and Jews.
Mississippi’s black and more liberal white
Presbyterians, led by William F. Winter, the
state’s first Presbyterian governor in a generation, supported public education and
expressed no qualms about any perceived
lack of religious freedom in public schools.
White Presbyterians such as the Reverend
Reginald V. Parsons of Holly Springs were
elected to school boards and kept their children in the public schools at a time when
many church members turned to other venues for the education of their young. Many
Presbyterian teachers in Mississippi were
distinguished by work in public education
during this period—labor sometimes not
supported by their churches or sessions.32
Critics of change found a voice in Mississippi theological professor Morton H. Smith,
of Jackson’s Reformed Seminary, who asserted that integration would lead to intermarriage and that the 1960s social revolution would “destroy the divinely created
diversity of humankind and help establish
Communist domination.” He argued that
the church should not support integration.
In How Is the Gold Become Dim: The Decline of the Presbyterian Church, U. S. (1973),
he wrote: “The fact is that slavery had been
legislated in the Bible, and therefore the
Presbyterians in the South refrained from
condemning slavery as sinful. The same can
be said of the matter of segregation. The fact
is that God Himself segregated Israel from
the Canaanites.”33
Gradual change in racial attitudes and
policies came to the South and Southern
Presbyterians. PCUS seminaries and colleges gradually opened their doors to blacks,
Belhaven College being the last (1966). In
1972, John M. Mulder asserted in Theology
Today that white racism in America was
declining, and he credited churches with
bringing about a good deal of the change.
Yet, some in Mississippi claimed that advocacy of integration by Presbyterian leaders
caused the division of their church.34
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IV
Further impetus toward division came
from the 1960 consolidation of Mississippi’s
five presbyteries into three—an action some
said would reduce negative votes against
union with the UPCUSA. Others argued that
with modern highways fewer presbyteries
were needed, and that consolidation would
make each presbytery large enough to employ an executive secretary and maintain a
summer camp.
Efforts toward governing body consolidation accelerated with the redrawing of
synod boundaries in 1973. This effort brought
the synods of Mississippi and Alabama into
an entity provisionally known as Synod C–F.
This plan was eventually revamped into a
synod embracing Mississippi, Alabama, Tennessee, Kentucky, Arkansas, and the Missouri bootheel. While expanded opportunities for mission were cited as reasons for
consolidation, critics claimed that it eased
the way toward denominational reunion. In
the 1970s, Belhaven College, French Camp
Academy, and Palmer Home for Children in
Columbus, Mississippi (along with Southwestern, the synod-supported college at
Memphis) established self-perpetuating
boards not controlled by the synod. These
actions, taken for a variety of reasons, weakened ties among Presbyterians in the region.
Changes in the Westminster Confession
upset Mississippians. While some conservatives chafed under the confession’s Calvinism, others believed any change could undermine the church’s witness. For years, the
synod’s Mississippi Visitor was filled with
articles for and against such proposals. In
1942, the Southern Church’s Calvinism was
modified by the addition of chapters to the
confession on the Gospel and Holy Spirit.
Since these were identical to chapters added
by the U.S.A. Church in 1903, conservatives
balked, claiming that the chapter on the
Holy Spirit implied that humanity had unaided power to accept the gospel and that
the chapter on God’s love in the gospel was
so ambiguous that it could be construed to
teach universalism. More discontent came
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in 1959 when the PCUS amended the confession to broaden its policy on remarriage
of the divorced in the church. As many
Presbyterians embraced developmental theories of history and doctrine, conservatives
held on to concepts of truth as unchanging
and absolute. Attempts to bring insights from
sociology and psychology to problems before the church were rejected outright. There
was anxiety among Mississippi conservatives in the 1960s and ’70s about what they
perceived as looser subscription to the
Westminster Standards and the implications
of proposed changes in ordination vows.
They charged that instead of adhering to a
“system” of doctrine, some affirmed “systems” of doctrine, as well as ever-changing
concepts of ethics and belief.35
PCUS Sunday school literature was also
blamed for dividing the church’s Mississippi
constituency. In 1963, Southern Presbyterians adopted a highly challenging church
school curriculum known as Covenant Life.
The new materials made great demands
upon teachers as well as church members,
who were asked to think critically about
ethical questions such as racial justice. The
material posed open-ended questions, encouraging class members to think and discuss. The Presbyterian Journal charged that
the curriculum made “situational ethics”
official for the PCUS.36
Although individual ministers and congregations were regarded as “liberal,” the
Synod of Mississippi was dominated by conservative thought. In 1921 the synod commended “the stirring words of this distinguished man,” the silver-tongued orator
William Jennings Bryan, who led the charge
against evolution and later would lead the
prosecution in the famous Tennessee trial of
biology teacher John Scopes. A few years
later, George L. Bitzer, who had served at
Leland and Holly Springs, Mississippi, gave
the alumni address at Austin Seminary. Said
Bitzer: “We are living in...a time of change
and necessary readjustment…amid the challenge of countless new facts in biology,
psychology, and sociology.” He urged ministers “to think the message through” for
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themselves “in the light of all the facts” and
“try to restate and reemphasize its message
to meet the needs of the questioners.” In
1932, Bitzer’s friend Cecil V. Crabb of
Clarksdale, one of Mississippi’s scholarly
young pastors, hinted in the Union Seminary
Review that fear of heresy trials stifled literary output among Presbyterians.37
Mississippi conservatives established a
reputation for their synod as the most vigorous quarter in the church for efforts to ferret
out perceived deviations from orthodoxy.
Central Mississippi Presbytery lodged charges
against Charles E. Diehl, president of Southwestern, and E. T. Thompson, a professor in
Union Seminary in Virginia. It also petitioned the General Assembly to investigate
rumors of unsound teaching on the mission
field. A few years later, Meridian Presbytery
overtured the PCUS Assembly concerning
“liberalism” in denominational publications.
The effort’s chief supporter was W. J.
Stanway, a graduate of Bob Jones University
and Westminster Seminary. Several congregations in the presbytery used materials from
the Orthodox Presbyterian Church.38
During this period presbytery examinations of incoming ministers intermingled
social and theological questions. The Presbyterian Outlook reported that a Mississippi
candidate for ordination was quizzed as
follows:
1. Do you advocate the integration of the black
and white races?
2. Do you advocate an early reunion of the USA
and the U. S. Presbyterian Churches?
3. Are you Neo-Orthodox in Interpretation of
Scriptures? Miracles?
4. Do you accept: the Virgin birth of Christ?
Deity of Christ? Substitutionary atonement? Resurrection of Christ?
5. Do you believe in salvation through Christ
alone?39

The ferocity of the Central Presbytery’s
questioning resulted in a case which went to
the General Assembly. This occurred when
Meridian’s Trinity Church called the Rev. A.
M. Hart, of Arkansas, as pastor. Hart, who
had been ordained by Central Mississippi
Presbytery in 1953, was rejected in 1962
after examination in presbytery. Protests re-
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sulted in the presbytery’s being cited by the
synod for “acrimonious relations…divisive
atmosphere,” and a mentality “which tolerated only legalistic interpretations.” The
synod ordered Hart’s reexamination, which
was again not sustained. Protest was made
and the normally conservative synod again
condemned the presbytery’s acerbic examinations. Critics believed Hart’s anti-segregation views were the cause of his rejection.
As late as 1964, Central Mississippi Presbytery issued accusatory interrogatories regarding the infallibility of scripture to the
Union Seminary faculty in Virginia. The
presbytery voted against every major PCUS
constitutional change prior to the vote for
reunion with the UPCUSA in 1983.40
Influences from the North played a part
in the formation of a continuing Southern
Presbyterian Church. These came from
Westminster Seminary, founded after
Princeton Seminary’s reorganization in 1929.
J. Gresham Machen, seminary founder, and
Cornelius van Til, apologetics professor,
spoke at Synod of Mississippi youth conferences in the 1930s, creating popular support
for Machen during his trial by the General
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, U.S.A.,
in 1936. J. B. Hutton, pastor of Jackson’s First
Church and editor of the Mississippi Visitor,
backed the northern conservatives and
brought Westminster graduates to Central
Mississippi, giving that already conservative
presbytery a distinctly militant cast. Ministers from Westminster found their way to
Mississippi in such numbers that in 1957 the
Presbyterian Outlook devoted an issue to
the phenomenon, citing allegations by a
Mississippi conservative that the Philadelphia-based seminary and the Orthodox Presbyterian denomination were placing graduates in Mississippi with the hope of furthering
their interests. Westminster received funds
and students from Mississippi even after
Reformed Seminary was organized and in
operation. Several other ministers associated with the most conservative portions of
Mississippi Presbyterianism also brought
influences from outside the Southern Presbyterian environment, including the apart-
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heid-oriented Dutch Church in South Africa. Carl McIntire, strident leader of the Bible
Presbyterian Church (which split from the
Orthodox Presbyterian movement in 1937)
also swayed opinion against the PCUS-PCUSA
reunion. His Christian Beacon newspaper was
mailed free to hundreds of Southern Presbyterian ministers, and the Presbyterian Outlook
blamed McIntire for introducing arguments
which Mississippi Presbyterians used in the
1954 reunion debate.41
Leadership for Mississippi’s Presbyterian
“orthodoxy” came from First Church in Jackson—by far the state’s largest and wealthiest
PCUS congregation. Located in the state’s
largest city, its members included many
influential leaders, including founders of the
powerful White Citizens’ Council. Two institutions allied with the First Church—
Belhaven College and Reformed Theological Seminary—sought to counter the
influence of Columbia Seminary, some of
whose graduates, espousing a gospel of desegregation and broader theological interpretation, had angered congregations. Reformed Seminary sought to bolster the
doctrine of biblical inerrancy as taught by
nineteenth-century Princeton theologians
Charles Hodge and B. B. Warfield, and to
emphasize with new vigor Presbyterianism’s
Calvinistic creed, including the doctrines of
“absolute predestination” and unconditional
election. Faculty were required to affirm
“that God has ordained a form of church
government presbyterial rather than congregational or episcopal,” and that the church,
as an institution, “should not presume to
enter into areas of activity where it has
neither calling nor competence.” The seminary received the Westminster Confession
“as originally adopted by the Presbyterian
Church in the United States,” that is, without
the 1942 chapters on the Gospel and the
Holy Spirit or the 1959 chapter which moderated the church’s policy on divorce. Because ministers were viewed as likely to be
more liberal, the seminary’s board was made
up entirely of laymen. The new seminary
attracted hundreds of students. It received
generous gifts, including a library from the
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Blackburn family of South Carolina, who
specified that a segregated admission policy
be maintained. When academies sprang up
around Mississippi, the seminary offered a
degree in Christian school administration.42
Momentum toward division grew after
1966 when the PCUS voted to participate in
the Consultation on Church Union. The
Concerned Presbyterians (successor to the
earlier Continuing Church Committee) led
the opposition with support from the Presbyterian Journal, which editorialized that the
COCU decision was evidence that reconciliation among differing factions was impossible, so that withdrawal was the only
recourse. To prepare for possible challenges
to retention of property, congregations established quasi-independent corporations to
hold buildings in trust for them.
A proposed union with the Reformed
Church in America in 1969 was not opposed
by Mississippi conservatives because it contained an escape clause permitting congregations to withdraw with property within a
year after that or any subsequent union.
Pleased by the willingness to embrace a
union which would take their church beyond its southern confines, the PCUS Assembly immediately reopened negotiations
with the UPCUSA. With this action, a direction in the church’s life seemed to have been
set, after which, as E. T. Thompson remarked,
“The threat of division proved no deterrent.”
Thompson believed that as the PCUS came
into the 1970s, it was moving “ever more
fully into the mainstream of the nation’s
religious life.” Yet, as he wrote in the final
sentence of his Presbyterians in the South:
“Opposition…intensified, and there were
organized bodies anticipating, some…committed to, a final division of the church.” He
was prescient, for had Thompson published
the volume a few years later, the final chapter would no doubt have been titled “Division—and Reunion.”43

V
Mississippi sessions were circularized
for and against reunion. At its winter meet-
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ing, 19 January 1971, St. Andrew Presbytery
received thirty-three identical copies from
sessions of a mimeographed overture against
reunion. The resulting debate reflected nearcomplete polarization. On 11 August 1971,
at the annual Presbyterian Journal rally, a
Steering Committee for a Continuing Presbyterian Church was announced, headed by
Donald Patterson of Jackson’s First Church.
The committee declared: “We believe that
many of the individuals, institutions, boards,
and agencies of the [PCUS] are apostate,
and we see no sign of repentance and revival
among them.…”44
Tense relations yielded to division in the
autumn of 1972. By 1973, a trickle of withdrawals in Virginia, Alabama, and Georgia
became a torrent as PCUS leaders decided
to postpone a 1974 vote on the Plan of
Union, which included an escape clause
which conservatives planned to use. Central
and South Mississippi presbyteries met in
midsummer. On July 17, twenty-two of South
Mississippi’s seventy-seven congregations
withdrew. Two days later, an even greater
exodus occurred at First Presbyterian in Jackson as thirty-eight of Central Mississippi’s
seventy-three churches dismissed themselves
from the presbytery meeting in the sanctuary
and adjourned to a chapel to organize Mississippi Valley Presbytery of the National
Presbyterian Church. In the following
months, ten more churches withdrew from
Central Presbytery and twelve from the South
Presbytery. With the exception of the East
Alabama Presbytery, no other region of the
PCUS experienced such loss, including many
of the most influential congregations of the
region.45 Losses in north Mississippi were
not as great, but involved more local division. St. Andrew Presbytery received word
that fourteen congregations had attempted
to renounce the authority of presbytery.
Congregations that were unanimous or nearly
so were dismissed. A “Church of the Pilgrims” was organized for loyal PCUS members whose local churches had left the
presbytery.46
The first General Assembly of the National Presbyterian Church (later named the
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Presbyterian Church in America) was held 4
December 1973—112 years to the day after
the General Assembly which constituted the
Presbyterian Church in the Confederate States
of America. Like the 1861 Assembly, it published a “Message to All the Churches of
Jesus Christ Throughout the Earth,” modeled
after James Henley Thornwell’s missive of
1861. It stated:
We are convinced that our former denomination
as a whole, and its leadership, no longer holds
those views regarding the nature and mission of
the Church, which we accept as both true and
essential. When we judged that there was no
human remedy for this situation, and in the
absence of evidence that God would intervene,
we were compelled to raise a new banner bearing the historic, Scriptural faith of our forefathers.47

While many in the withdrawing party
drew parallels to 1861, a major difference
was that in that rupture, presbyteries withdrew, whereas the 1973 division was accomplished by individual ministers and congregations. Critics pointed out that in
Presbyterian polity, divisions and reunions
among churches are ratified by vote of
presbyteries. No presbytery voted to withdraw in the PCUS split in the 1970s. Many
noted similarities between this and the 1936
rift in the U.S.A. Church led by J. Gresham
Machen.48
The 1974 PCUS Assembly, which elected
the Reverend Lawrence Bottoms as its first
black moderator, immediately extended an
olive branch to separating churches, declaring that “We affirm our acceptance of them
as our brothers and sisters in Christ.” The
PCA was invited to send fraternal delegates
to PCUS Assemblies (as all Reformed bodies
were invited to do), but the invitation was
declined. Attempts in succeeding years by
commissioners at PCA Assemblies to have
their church either recognize or condemn
the PCUS as apostate were tabled; meanwhile the PCA began to recruit congregations from the PCUS, placing ads, contacting members and sessions, holding meetings,
and distributing literature. The 1974 PCUS
Assembly warned that “there are specific
groups whose future life and growth de-
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pend, at least in part, upon nurturing unhappiness in the congregations, sessions,
presbyteries, synods, and the General Assembly of the [PCUS], and in wooing away
from its loyalty and support members and
congregations of this denomination.”49
While PCA leaders insisted that doctrinal considerations were paramount, most
congregations that withdrew were in areas
where the population majority was black
and where whites had left public schools.
Most PCA churches were located along a socalled “Black Belt” (termed by H. L. Mencken
the “Bible Belt”), about one hundred miles
on either side of Interstate Highway 20 (from
Greenville, South Carolina, through Atlanta,
Georgia, to Montgomery, Alabama, and Jackson, Mississippi). Here the southern black
population is concentrated and the resulting
pressures are said to be most intense.50

VI
The 1973 withdrawals did not resolve
questions of division and reunion in the
PCUS or Mississippi Presbyterianism, where
twenty-five UPCUSA congregations ministered alongside their PCUS counterparts.
Further controversy in the PCUS frustrated
remaining conservatives. In 1980, the PCUS
authorized admission of baptized children
to the Holy Communion prior to confirmation of their baptismal vows. Proponents
argued that the church, having long extended baptism to children of believers,
now followed the practice of other churches,
welcoming little ones to the Lord’s Table.
Conservatives generally opposed the change,
although a few argued in its favor.51
Further tension resulted in 1976 when
an attempt was made to revise the PCUS
constitution in line with changes made by
the UPCUSA in 1967, adding to the
Westminster standards several ancient and
Reformation creeds, as well as a contemporary statement, “A Declaration of Faith,”
creating a Book of Confessions. Changes in
the wording of ordination vows were also
contemplated—revisions which some saw
as weakening adherence both to the author-
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ity of infallible scriptures as well as to doctrine set forth in the Westminster standards.
These proposals, along with measures for
union presbyteries with other Reformed bodies and a plan for “weighted” voting to give
urban presbyteries more influence, were
seen as means to union with the UPCUSA
“through the back door.” Court battles led to
efforts to amend the PCUS Book of Church
Order to specify the denomination’s right to
determine disposition of congregational
property. This created further anxiety among
already-nervous opponents of reunion, and
in 1980, seven years after the initial secessions, a second round of divisions occurred.52
Local clashes also became sharper. In
1979, pastor W. Wilson Benton made an
issue of his Cleveland, Mississippi, church’s
stained glass window. The window, dating
from 1928 and illustrating Revelation 3:20,
pictured Jesus in the sentimental Victorian
pose of Holman Hunt’s painting in St. Paul’s
Cathedral, London. Benton urged that the
window violated the Second Commandment of Moses. Controversy divided his congregation, and amid much publicity, members loyal to Benton’s interpretations
withdrew and formed a PCA church.53
In 1983, a vote by presbyteries on the
reunion of the PCUS and the UPCUSA was
scheduled. South Mississippi Presbytery (in
spite of conservative withdrawals) voted

against the plan, but Central and St. Andrew
presbyteries approved it. According to This
Week in the PCUS, the Reverend Samuel C.
Patterson, retired president of Reformed
Seminary and a member of St. Andrew
Presbytery, startled conservatives when he
said: “Twice over a 42-year ministry I have
voted against the reunion of these two
Churches. I think fear prompted me because
fear plays it safe and thinks in the negative.
The scriptures propose faith and love. These
discount self-protection, think in the positive, and will dare much to achieve our
Savior’s ideal for the evident unity of His
Church in the world.” He cast his vote for
reunion in 1983.54 Three-fourths of the PCUS
presbyteries supported reunion, which was
effected in May 1983. The plan contained
an escape clause, known as Article 13, giving particular churches the right to withdraw
if certain conditions were met. Several Mississippi congregations formerly aligned with
the PCUS were dismissed. In several cases,
when divisions appeared, the property was
awarded to the withdrawing majority as
required by Article 13, and new PC(USA)
congregations were organized for those who
wished to continue as members of the mainstream church.
The evangelical movement of the 1970s
which helped propel Jimmy Carter to the
presidency had its effect on Mississippi Pres-
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byterian conservatives, where many adopted
the designation “evangelical” to distinguish
themselves from what they perceived as the
rigid fundamentalism of older traditionalists. Many Presbyterian congregations were
open to evangelical ministers from Reformed
Seminary and others like it, including Gordon-Conwell of Massachusetts. In the late
1980s, when it was still possible for congregations to leave under Article 13, most of
these congregations and evangelical ministers withdrew, citing currents in the national
church concerning legalized abortion, the
ordination of homosexuals, and so forth.
When the new wave of withdrawals began
in the late 1980s, it was clear that some
congregations would follow a different path.
Rather than joining the PCA, several affiliated with the Evangelical Presbyterian
Church, a body that had originated a decade
earlier when conservatives in Colorado,
Michigan, and Illinois withdrew from the
UPCUSA, protesting liberal trends.55 The
Mississippi congregations joining the EPC
followed the lead of the 3,826-member Second Presbyterian Church of Memphis and its
pastor, John R. de Witt, a fiery preacher from
the Dutch Reformed tradition and a former
professor at Reformed Seminary. The advantages of the EPC were said to be that it was
less interested than the PCA in seventeenthcentury Calvinism, it permitted ordination
of women (several conservative Mississippi
congregations by this time did have women
officers), and was tolerant of charismatics, a
theological trait that increasingly became a
kind of dual identity among Southern
evangelicals. Withdrawals across the South
soon gave the EPC a nationwide constituency as well as a strong southern accent. As
was done when the PCA openly sought
PCUS members, the 1988 PC(USA) Assembly condemned similar efforts by the EPC.56

VII
By 1986, Mississippi’s Reformed community was divided among six traditions:
the former PCUS and UPUSA, the PCA and
EPC, as well as Associate Reformed and

Cumberland congregations in the northern
counties. The lion’s share were found in the
two largest denominations: PC(USA) and
PCA—communions which shared no official correspondence or cooperative work,
and which often maintained rival congregations in communities barely large enough to
support one Reformed witness. Separation
brought a certain peace to both parties although, especially in Mississippi Valley and
Grace presbyteries, PCA (which corresponded geographically to the once litigious
Central and South Mississippi presbyteries,
PCUS), vigorous debates were still carried
on, but many in the PCA saw controversy as
a means of faithfulness, leading the church
toward doctrinal purity and clarity of expression.57
The PCA emphasized three distinctives
said to mark a return to historic Presbyterianism: elders, deacons, and ministers
were male; officers generally served for
life;58 and chapters added to the PCUS Confession of Faith were deleted to restore traditional Calvinism and enforce prohibitions
against remarriage of the divorced.59 The
PCA also eliminated the requirement of the
PCUS Book of Church Order that worshipers
be admitted without regard to race or color.
It added the word “inerrant” to ordination
vows concerning the Bible. In congregations, effort was made to reinstate church
discipline in both moral and doctrinal
spheres. Embracing a position long shunned
by earlier leaders, the PCA promoted a
sociopolitical agenda, albeit different from
mainline churches. PCA leaders constructed
elaborate theories of economics and the
relation of faith to life. Governing bodies
debated strict interpretations of predestination, mandated literal belief in the six days of
creation, affirmed the subordination of
women in marriage, and opposed birth control, drinking alcohol, and gay rights. The
PCA became a voice on behalf of large
outlays for national defense, tax cuts, and
officially-sponsored prayer in public schools.
It experienced controversy over “theonomy”
(belief that all Old Testament moral laws
should be written into the civil code). It
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sought to ban membership in Masonic and
fraternal organizations (though not college
fraternities or sororities, where its Reformed
University Fellowship carried on vigorous
ministries). Some congregations prohibited
women’s circles from meeting without male
supervision. In the 1990s PCA apologists
became heavily involved in the ongoing
“culture wars,” giving leadership in the 1998
effort to impeach President Clinton. Some
engaged in civil disobedience opposing abortion. Twenty-five years after the initial rupture, PCA literature made frequent critical
reference to PCUS and PC(USA) doctrinal
and ethical positions.60
For its part, the PC(USA) carried on in
Mississippi with much-reduced numbers,
finding itself in a new kind of ministry after
what some called its “thirty years’ war.”
Often PC(USA) congregations found a distinct role as the only “mainline” witness in a
community. Its ministers downplayed theological controversy, stressing the grace and
compassion of God over against the “legalism” which prevailed in fundamentalist pulpits. Congregations valued thoughtful
preaching in a quarter of the South where an
educated ministry was not particularly
prized. The presence of female clergy dramatically showed that the PC(USA) was a
church where women could play leadership
roles. New members often came from the
ranks of the “fundamentalist wounded.”
PC(USA) presbyteries pointed to the increasingly cordial role that members played in
denominational affairs, as well as healthy
church finances and the establishment of
endowments for a number of congregations
and causes. Conversations were held with
Cumberland Presbyterians concerning cooperative work and the possibility of a union
presbytery.
Ironically, evangelically oriented Presbyterians (perhaps by influence of more
racially open charismatic members) dealt
more effectively with racial inclusiveness
than did old-line Presbyterians. John Perkins,
a black Mississippi evangelical, began Voice
of Calvary Ministries, which won national
attention from evangelicals, including many
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in the PCA. Reformed Seminary moved much
of its operation to Orlando, Florida, and its
Mississippi campus increasingly served black
and international students.61
Although both the PCA and PC(USA)
made efforts at new church development,
membership in both communions declined
in roughly equal percentages, though individual congregations prospered and financial contributions in both communions remained high. In 1998, total membership
among the PCA and PC(USA) in Mississippi
was 30,305, whereas in 1954, PCUS and
PCUSA membership in the state had been
34,143.62 Many factors were involved in this
change, yet it could not be denied that much
positive energy had been consumed in the
protracted controversies.
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