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PREFACE




Edifices of worship, prayer and moral community have provided their congregation’s stability and shelter spanning generations and sometimes even centuries. Ecclesiastical architecture is meant to inspire and provide essential meeting space for institutional activities and shared rituals.




Each of these profiled churches offers a unique narrative and presence within their respective communities. Their accompanying profiles document their origins, histories, and in many instances architectural context. The selection transcends religious denominations, philosophies and chains of leadership. Some have incurred infamous scandals and others became the site for exceptional events. Whether offbeat or conventional, each has contributed towards a legacy within their communities. They singularly and collectively portray the diversity of religious institutions within the Eastern United States.
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Weathering The Tides of War, Membership Depletion and Natural Catastrophes

First Baptist Church:

61 Church Street, Charleston




The reputed earliest Baptist church in the South was organized during 1682 in Kittery, Maine under the sponsorship of the First Baptist Church of Boston. Fourteen years later, their pastor William Screven and 28 members of the congregation relocated to Charleston. An addition group of settlers from England and Scotland arrived locally forming a congregation of 98 headed by Screven.




During the early 18th century, the church steadily grew amidst diverse struggles. The congregation began missionary work targeted towards new settlements and Native American tribes. In 1750, the Charleston Baptist Association commissioned Oliver Hart as pastor. He was forced to flee the city during the 1780 British occupation. He never returned and the church remained closed until 1787.




The church would reopen during 1787 with Richard Furman installed as pastor. The necessity for a permanent meeting location was addressed by commissioning the first acknowledged American-born architect Robert Mills. He designed a popular Greek Revival style worship center, grand in proportion and beautiful in detail.




The structure would endure Civil War bombardment, hurricanes and the 1886 earthquake. The earthquake resulted in the portico ceiling collapsing. The damage accompanying each catastrophe required significance restorations. The church closed during 1892 due to economic hardship and membership depletion. Clandestine prayer meetings kept the congregation operational. Lucius Cuthbert is credited with reviving the ministry.




In 1949, the First Baptist School opened with an extension high school campus dedicated during 2018 on James Island. The most recent building repairs resulted following the 1989 Hurricane Hugo. A new Learning Center was introduced during 2022 dedicated to provide ministry for future generations.
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A Storied Icon Within Charleston’s Ecclesiastical Institutions

Second Presbyterian Church:

342 Meeting Street, Charleston




Second Presbyterian Church is considered one of Charleston’s most prestigious architectural and historical icons. The original local community of Presbyterians was sourced as dissenters from the Church of England. The congregation included English, Irish, Scottish, French Huguenots and independent Presbyterians. The collective worshiped together within a small wooden White Meeting House located on Meeting Street.




In 1731, twelve families withdrew from the coalition and established the First Presbyterian Church, modeled strictly after the Church of Scotland. This congregation expanded rapidly. By the conclusion of the century, they had outgrown the capacity of their worship center. In 1809, fifteen church patriarchs met and began plans of the Second Presbyterian Church. The completed structure opened on April 3, 1811 on property obtained from the Wragg family.




Today the Second Presbyterian Church is the eldest standing locally within this denomination. The Classic Revival style sanctuary is composed of brick with stucco applied. The building features two tiers of windows, a square tower with an octagonal belfry, Tuscan styled portico, and plastered walls.




In 1833, the floor of the sanctuary was raised three feet while the ceiling lowered sixteen feet. The rear wall of the nave was shifted to enlarge the vestibule. In 1849, pews were replaced and as was the custom rented by parishioners. The fee went towards purchasing a graveyard plot. The practice was discontinued in 1924, but the pew arms betray their former numbered ownership.




As with all Charleston edifices, natural disasters have become a formidable nemesis towards survival. A hurricane during 1813 severely damaged the roof and the earthquake of 1886 resulted in extensive harm. A hurricane that same year tore off the northside roof prompting the replacement of the ceiling. The pews and organ were deluged with flooding. Hurricane Hugo during 1989 forced a complete refurbishing of the ceiling and major renovation to the elliptical ceiling.




Despite all the collective tribulations, the structure has survived. The graveyard is testament towards the passing of time. Individuals are buried from military conflicts beginning with the Revolutionary War. A high propensity of children’s graves is attributed to Yellow Fever and even more from malnutrition related to the Civil War.




Amongst storied history, love and affection has endured even in illicit forms. During May 2014, a local couple was arrested in the process of engaging in sexual relations naked on the illuminated front steps. Numerous eyewitnesses telephoned police around 10:40 p.m. The couple in their 50s was arrested and charged with indecent exposure. They expressed embarrassment towards their actions, but were not quoted as to the desirability or divinity of the experience.
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