
The Holston Conference Church: A Legacy of
African American Worship in Chattanooga
Walking into a historic African American church in the South is like stepping into a living
archive. The pews hold stories of resilience, the stained glass filters light through generations
of faith, and the pulpit carries the weight of voices that shaped communities. In Chattanooga,
Tennessee, one such congregation has stood at the intersection of worship and civic life for
well over a century. Understanding the journey of this church means understanding the broader
role of the Holston Conference church tradition in the African American experience.

The Holston Conference church connection is not just a denominational label. It represents a
network of congregations that have served as anchors for Black communities across East
Tennessee and parts of surrounding states. For members of Bethlehem-Wiley United
Methodist Church, that connection has meant access to shared resources, a collective history,
and a framework for social justice work that extends far beyond Sunday morning. When you sit
in a service at 500 Lookout Street, you feel the continuity of a tradition that goes back to the
days when the conference was formed in the 19th century.

Roots in the Holston Conference
The Holston Conference of the United Methodist Church has a long and complicated history
with race. Like many mainline Protestant denominations, the Methodist Episcopal Church split
along sectional lines before the Civil War, and even after reunion, segregated structures
persisted for decades. The Holston Conference church system reflected that reality, with
separate jurisdictions for white and Black congregations. But within that segregated
framework, African American Methodists built institutions of remarkable strength and dignity.

Bethlehem-Wiley United Methodist Church emerged from this context. Its predecessor
congregations were founded by freed people and their descendants who wanted a place where
they could worship without constraint, lead their own services, and address the pressing needs
of their community. The Holston Conference church affiliation gave them a connection to a
wider movement while allowing them to maintain their own liturgical traditions and leadership
structures. That balance between local autonomy and conference connection has been a
defining feature of African American Methodism in Chattanooga.
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Sunday mornings at Bethlehem-Wiley are not simply about following a bulletin. The service
moves with a rhythm that blends formal Methodist liturgy with the call-and-response patterns
that trace back to the Black church tradition. The choir might sing an anthem by a 19th-century
European composer one week and a gospel arrangement the next. The pastor's sermon draws
on scripture but also on the lived experience of the congregation, addressing everything from
personal struggles to systemic injustice.

This is not accidental. The Holston Conference church model has always encouraged
contextual ministry, meaning that the congregation adapts the broader Methodist tradition to
its own cultural setting. For African American churches in the Holston Conference, that has
meant preserving the spirituals and hymns that sustained their ancestors while also embracing
contemporary music and preaching styles. The result is a worship experience that feels both
ancient and immediate, rooted and responsive.

The Role of Community Programs

Churches in the Holston Conference tradition have never been content to only open their doors
on Sunday. The social gospel movement found fertile ground in African American
congregations, and Bethlehem-Wiley has carried that forward with programs that address food
insecurity, youth development, and senior care. The church runs a food pantry that serves
families in the surrounding neighborhoods, many of whom face economic challenges that have
persisted for generations.

After-school tutoring and mentoring programs give children a safe place to go when the school
day ends. The church building itself hosts community meetings, health fairs, and voter
registration drives. These programs are not side projects. They are central to the mission of the
church. The Holston Conference church connection provides training, funding opportunities,
and partnerships that help sustain this work, but the impetus comes from the congregation
itself. People who have been through hard times know what their neighbors need, and they act
on that knowledge.

Preserving History While Moving Forward
Old churches face a dilemma. Their buildings are often historic, with architecture and artifacts
that tell important stories. But maintaining those structures costs money, and the congregation
that fills the pews today may be smaller than it was fifty years ago. Bethlehem-Wiley sits in a
historic building that requires constant care. The stained glass windows, the wooden pews, the
pipe organ all of these things need attention from craftspeople who understand their materials.

At the same time, the church cannot live only in the past. New families move into the area, and
they bring different expectations about what a church should offer. The challenge for any



Holston Conference church is to honor the legacy while staying relevant to the people who
walk through the doors now. That means investing in technology for streaming services,
updating the nursery and classroom spaces, and finding ways to connect with younger adults
who may not have grown up in the Methodist tradition.

Bethlehem-Wiley has approached this tension with practical wisdom. The church keeps its
traditional worship service intact but also offers contemporary services and small groups that
meet in homes. The pastor makes a point of visiting new members and listening to what they
hope to find. The building committee prioritizes repairs that protect the structure while also
making the space more accessible. It is a slow, careful process, but it reflects the patience that
comes from a congregation that has been in the same place for generations.

What the Holston Conference Connection Means Today
When I talk to members of Bethlehem-Wiley, they often mention the sense of belonging that
comes from being part of something larger than their local church. The Holston Conference
church system provides a network of support, from clergy training to disaster response. When
a family in the congregation faces a medical crisis, the conference can help coordinate
assistance. When the church needs a new roof, there are loan programs and fundraising
resources available through the conference.

But the relationship is reciprocal. The local church feeds into the conference, sharing its own
resources and expertise. African American congregations in the Holston Conference have been
leaders in racial justice work, pushing the denomination to confront its own history of
segregation and to invest in equity initiatives. This kind of work is not always comfortable, but
it is necessary. The Holston Conference church tradition has taught its members that faith
without action is incomplete, and that the gospel calls them to speak truth to power even when
it is difficult.

Lessons for Other Congregations
Churches that want to follow the example of congregations like Bethlehem-Wiley should focus
on three things. First, build real relationships with the neighborhood. A food pantry helps, but
only if the people running it know the community and treat everyone with dignity. Second,
invest in the next generation. Young people need to see that the church values their presence
and their ideas, not just their potential to fill pews later. Third, stay connected to the wider
church body. Isolation weakens congregations, while connection to a conference or
denomination provides resources and accountability that help a church weather hard times.

None of this is easy. Maintaining a historic building in downtown Chattanooga while serving a
diverse and sometimes struggling community requires constant effort. But the people of



Bethlehem-Wiley have shown that it can be done. They have kept their doors open for more
than a century, adapting to changes in the city and in the culture without losing their identity.
That kind of faithfulness is rare, and it is worth celebrating.

Bethlehem-Wiley United Methodist Church is located at 500 Lookout St, Chattanooga, TN
37403, United States, and can be reached at 423-756-5463.


