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CHAPTER I

—X%—- INTRODUCTION -%-

The Testimony of Rock Branch Baptist Church, established
over a period of 117 years, consisted of: Rock Branch Baptist
Church's pioneering the community, establishing a church, taking
a doctoral position in the community, functioning as an
autonomous government within the community, fulfilling the Great
Commission, and calling Rock Branch Baptist Church officers. All
of these events materialized while working out of the Rock Branch
Baptist Church physical plant. Many things come and go, but when
other things have departed, the testimony of Rock Branch Baptist

Church moves on through history to do God’'s will.



CHAPTER I I

—%—- ROCK BRANCH BAPTIST CHURCH'S PIONEERING THE COMMUNITY -x%-

Rock Branch Baptist Church’'s piloneering of the community
began forty one years after the United States obtained the lands
of Newton County from the Choctaw Indians. The Rock Branch
community, along with Newton County, settled with white people as
early as the year 1833, when the community settled with valuable
citizens from Georgia.* Some of the people who settled in the
northeastern part of the county were the Reynolds, McMullans,
Clearmans, Mathesis, Castles, Gilberts, Lairds, Harrises, Jones,
and Thames. Near Union the Brelands, Hubbards, Smiths, Boyds,
Lewils, Gordons, Isham Daniel, an old North Carolina merchant and
postmaster at Union; Claiborne Mann, a large land and slave owner
who married, as hils second wife, the mother of Honorable A. G.
Mayers, a judge; and the Hunters.* These faithful piloneers felt
the need to hear the gospel preached because they were reared
with the privilege of the gospel. Ministers were always
encouraged to stop by the community and feed the people’s hungry
souls with God's precious Holy Word. To aid in this endeavor, a
building was erected for the public’'s convenience, though it was
primitive in construction and doubled as a school as well as a

place for worship.®






December 30, 1871 - State of Mississippi Newton County

Ve whose names are hereunto subscribed being
regularly ordained ministers of the gospel aof Christ of
the order and denomination of regular Baptist so hereby
certify that we did this day at the request of sundry
brethrin and sisters of the same faith and order
convened at this place of worship county and state
above named to take into consideration the propriety of
constituing said brethren and Sisters into church
relations. Thus convened a sermon was preached by
Brother Nathan L. Clark after which the letters
recommendatory of the applicants for constitution were
called for when the following brethren and sisters
presented letters in order Viz Francis S. Smith deacon
and wife Eliza Smith, John B. Abney deacocn and Wife
Lucy M. C. Abney, John Leverett and wife Martha
Leverett, John I. Cleaveland and wife Sallie E.
Cleaveland, John W. Butler and wife Elizebeth E.
Butler, all certified to the satisfaction of ministers
and members present in all 10 in member who upon
examination were found sound in faith and it appearing
to our minds that these brethren and Sisters were
orderly and arthodox and members sufficient to keep
house for God and otherwise in a destitute condition it
was hence expedient that they be organized into a
regular church, do all things and enjoy all privileges
that the church of Christ may do and enjoy under the
name and style of Rozk Branch regular Baptist church on
the abstract of failth of the Mt. Pisgah Assoclation.

Nathan L. Clark,

Oliver F. Breland,
James M. Moore, 7

Once the church was established, property was secured to
carry out its functions. On March 28, 1872, the trustees of Rock
Branch Baptist Church purchased from F. S. and Eliza Smith, for
an unknown amount, approximately two acres aof land for the
purpose of a Baptist church, school house, and burying ground.
The building uses were designated for singing societiles and for
preaching by other evangelical denominations when it did not
conflict with the Baptist services. According to the Deed of

Trust, the trustees were John B. Abney, I. H. Cleveland, and V.






CHAPTER 1V

ROCK BRANCH BAPTIST CHURCH TAKES A DOCTORAL
POSITION IN THE COMMUNITY

From the very beginning, Rock Branch Baptist Church took a

doctoral position in the community by drawing up nine statements

of their

original

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

faith called Abstract of Faith: (As taken from the

document.)

We belive in one Triune God the Father the son and
the holy Ghost the same in esence equal 1n power
and glory.

We believe that the scriptures of the 0ld and new
Testament were given by the inspiration of God and
are the only rules of faith and practice.

We believe in the fall of Adam from his original
rectitude and in him all his paosterity in
consequence of which we inherit a fallen and
depraved nature consequently scriptural doctrine
of the total depravity of human nature and of mans
inability to restore himself into the favor of
God.

We beleive that God hath loved his people with an
averlasting love; that he chouse them in Christ
before the foundation of the world, that he
calleth them with an holy and effectual calling
and being justified alone through the
righteousness of Christ imputed to them are kept
by the power of God through faith unto salvation.

We beleive there is one mediator between God and
man, the man Christ Jesus, we by the satisfaction
he made to the law and Justice in becoming can
offering for sin, hath by his most precious blood
become the end of the law for righteousness to
every one that beleiveth.

We beleive that the Gospel 1is God appointed means
of calling Sinners to the knowledge of the truth
that he has commanded 1t to be preached to every



7th

8th

9th

creature and requires all men to repent beleive
and obey.

Ve beleive that the Gospel is made effectual by
the operation of the Holy Spirit, and that the
Sinner, in order to be saved must be born again.

Ve beleive that good works are the fruits of faith
and follow after justification and are evidences
of a gracious State and all beleivers are bound to
obey every command of God from a principle of

love.

We beleive in the resurrection of the dead, a
general judgement, and that the happings of the
righteous, and the punishment of the wicked will
be etermnal.®

Vhile establishing a doctrinal position in the community,

the church also adopted a Gospel Order. In this congregational

adoption,

the church amended eight orders: (As taken from the

original document.)

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

We beleive that a visible church of Christ is a
congregation of faithful persons, who have given
themselves to the Lord and to one another in
brotherly covenant, to keep up a Godly discipline
agreeable to the rules of the New Testament.

We beleive that Jesus Christ is the only head and
law giver of his Church, that the government is
with the body, the church, and is equally the
right and privileges of every member thereof.

We beleive that baptism and the Lord’'s Supper are
gospel ordinances, appointed by Jesus Christ, and
are to be continued in his church till his Second
coming.

We beleive that the ordinances of baptism and the
Lord's Supper are properly and ministered only by
ninisters called of God, and set apart to the work
by the imposition of hands by a presbytery of
regular baptist ministers.

We beleive that immersion only is baptism, and
that beleivers are the only proper subjects.



6th Ve beleivs that none but regularly baptized church
members have a right to partake of the Lord’'s
Supper.

7th We beleive that 1t 1s the duty and privilege of
all beleivers to make a public profefsion of their
falth, to submit to the and invances of the
gospel, and give themselves as members to the
visible church.

8th Ve beleive it to be the duty of every church to
expel from her communion every member that i1s
immoral in conduct or that holds doctrines
contrary to the Scripture.s

The church could not begin to take a doctoral position in a
comnunity, much less 1n a world, in need of the gospel of Jesus
Christ without having a Church Covenant. Recognizing such a need,
one was writlen at their first organizational meeting. Eleven
commnitments were made to the Lord and the church body. (As taken
from the original document.)

lst Having in a judgment of charity and discretion

towards ourselves and one another first giving
our=zelves to the Lord, and we do agree to give
ourselves to one another by the will of God in a

visible congregational church State.

Znd We mutually agree to lave one another in obedience
to the command=s of Christ. John 13 ch. 35 v.

3rd We agree to endeavor to keep the unity of the
Spirit in the bonds of peace. Eph. 4th ch. 3rd v,

4th To Sympathize with each other in adversity and
prosperity. Rom. 12th ch. 15 v.

5th To communicate to each other’'s necessity as
circumstances may point out. Gal. 6 ch. 10 v. Heb.
13, 14.

6th To watch over one another and bear with each
other’'s infirmities and admonish one another in
faithfulness and christian tenderness. Heb 12 ch.
15v. Rom. 15:1
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CHAPTER v

~X— ROCK BRANCH BAPTIST CHURCH FUNCTIONS -x-
AS AN AUTONOMOUS GOVERNMENT WITHIN THE COMMUNITY

Though Rock Branch Baptist Church established 1its position
in the community, it functioned as an autonomous government. The
first business meeting known as a "conference” was held on
Saturday, December 30, 1871. Rev. N. L. Clarke was chosen as
Moderator Protem and J. M. Moore as Clerk Protem. The decision to
name the newly organized church Rock Branch was the first order
of conference. The second order of the conference, which was the
choice of a pastor for the year of 1872, resulted in the calling
of James M. Moore. The decision to meet on the first Sunday and
Saturday before each month was the third order of the conference.
The fourth order of conference selected F. S. Smith and J. B.

Abney to officiate as deacons and also selected Mr. Abney to act

.as church clerk. The fifth and last action of the conference was

to hold communion quarterly beginning with the first month in the
year. As December 31, 1871 would be their first Sabbath service,
it was agreed to hold communion then. On the first Sunday, at the
conclusion of services, the doors of the church were opened to
receive members; Sister Martha L. Cleveland was received by
letter as the church's first member. *® The church became
autonomous in its conference meetings by drafting the Rules of
Decorum. The church established eight rules to govern itself by:

(As taken from the original document.)
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The conference meetings were held on the first Saturday
before each month until 1953, In June, 1953 the church voted to
hold a regular business session after each second Sunday of the
month at the conclusion of the morning service.:® A year later in
1954, one of the members, Champ Luke, made a motion to change the
business meeting (conference) date from the second Sunday to
Vednesday night after the second Sunday.*€ The congregation
unanimously approved Mr. Luke's motion; and at this writing, the
business sessions are still held at that time. Readings of the
treasure’s and secretary's report in the monthly conference
meetings are not mentioned until 1955 when a motion was carried
to have the Treasure's report read quarterly and the Secretary's
report read monthly to keep the congregation informed.:1”
Membership into the church was made possible by special
provisions made by an Order of Business during conference
meetings. Six formulated orders helped carry out the meetings in
an orderly fashion as well as provided an opportunity for new
comere to join the church: (As from the original document.)
1st Conference shall be called to order by the
moderator and visiting brethren invited to seat
with this church.
2nd The door of the church shall be opened for the
reception of members according to the gospel and

our order.

3rd Calls for reference and unfinished business from
previous conferences.

4th Call for the peace and fellowship of the church.

5th Call for general business such as granting letters
of dismission and request and electing delegates
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church and found it was not in peace because a young member was
charged with violating her marriage vow and quitting her husband
without cause. The marriage was reconciled a month later after
three members from the sister churches were called in to serve as
a council. The council enrolled consisted of three members from
Decatur Baptist Church, three members from Pinkney Church, and
two members from the Beulah Baptist Church. After the council met
with the young couple, the couple agreed to forgive each other
and bear with one another in the church while living in peace 1n
the community with neighbors. =4 During a reference period in
1888, the church forgave a man for fighting though the committee
handling the case could not persuade him to confess to the matter
before the church.=% In 1891, another morality case, resulted in
withdrawing church fellowship from two men guillty of public
intoxication. #¢ The church did not withdraw fellowship from a
lady until 1909. The first lady withdrawn from the church
fellowship came about because of the individual's departing from
the faith.=7

According to Mrs. Orie Smith, "At the end of the first year,
the church had 24 members and continued to grow until the
membership was above 170."” 2= Rock Branch's membership has
fluctuated, along with most of the other rural churches, because
of the changing times. At present the church has 58 resident

members and 28 nonresident members, making a total of 86 members.
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recognized as a contribution to the worehip service and not only
for Sunday School. Mrs. Orie Smith stated, "In 1912, the church
voted to use the organ in the services. It had been bought for
the Sunday School only."”=4 Enjoying organ music in the worship
service brought on a desire to add piano music to the service. On
July 20, 1935, the pastor, Rev. M. A Davis, was given approval to
appoint a committee to pursue the purchasing of a piano.=s 1t
took until October 17, 1936 to raise enough money to pay off the
balance of the piano.®¢ On September 30, 1952, the instrumental
music equipment was improved with the purchase of a new piano for
$595.00. During this time, Rev. H. E. Nelson was pastor and J. A.
Cleveland was Church Clerk.*” As piano models improved and
existing instruments became worn, the church began another piano
fund in March, 1985 for the purchase of a new piano.=® Two years
later, on February 11, 1987, the church approved the purchase of
a Baldwin 243 Hamilton studio type piano for $2,650.00 with a
$400.00 trade in on the old piano.®® The song books wore out and
had to be replaced almost as fagst as the instruments. The first
song book mentioned being used in the church was the Evangel. On
August 17, 1912, the church passed a motion by Rev. W. H. Rainer
to adopted the new Evangel as a song book for the church.“® When
additional song books were needed in 1933, the church appointed a
committee of women to raise money to order the song books. This
song book committee is believed to be the first female committee
of the church and included: Edith Cleveland, Lola Cleveland, Irma

Mad Vivenette, Myrtle Cleveland, Odessa Nicholson, and Bessie
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August 7, 1872, with the following candidates: Lee V. Smith,
Tabitha I. Smith, Martha A. 0.1 Abney, Mildred L. I. Abney, Ibra
H. Cleaveland, Piety Cleaveland, Emma C. A. Reanes, and Sarah E.
James. 4¢ The baptisms were held in local ponds. During Rev G. O.
Parker's pastorate some ingenuity was used. Mrs. Irene Loper
remembers being baptized in 1923 in Rock Branch below the hill
Just West of the church near the bridge. To this day, during
normal summer weather, the creek branch is just a small stream of
water. For this reason, prior to the date of baptism, some of the
men would dam up the creek until it collected enough water for a
baptism pool. The following day the dam would be knocked down and
Rock Branch would once again be back to normal. s>

Foot washing was added later as one of Rock Branch's

ordinances though there is no written record as to whether 1t was
ever practiced. On April 2, 1876, a conference motion was made to
meet together as a church at least once a year at an appointed
time to wash one another's feet. Authenticity for an additional
church ordinance was based on John 14:13. This motion was carried
over to a later date and adopted as a resolution on July 8, 1876,

after a mption made by H. W. Laird. se

Protractor meetings were and are held annually by Rock
Branch Baptist Church to herald the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Recognizing the urgency to win the lost Vorld to Christ, each
protractor meeting is held for five days. Originally, the
protractor meetings were held in the month of July.4® People were

s0 inspired from the protractor meetings that babies would be
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around a thousand dollars while the average Sunday School
attendance is twenty. As long as anyone can remember, the
offering plates have only been passed in the morning worship
service each Sunday. Other funds are collected through offerings
given in envelopes taken up during Sunday School each Sunday.

Rock Branch Baptist Church has been mission minded since its
establishment. A petition letter for Mt. Pisgah Association
membership was delivered at Pleasant Hill Baptist Church in
Newton, Mississippi, on Saturday before the third Lord’'s day in
September 1872. The delegates elected to deliver the petition
letter from Rock Branch were F. S. Smith and John I. Cleveland
with John B. Abney as alternate delegate.=4 Rock Branch, with a
membership of twenty four, became a member of the Mt. Pisgah
Association in September 1872.%% In 1873, the church attended
their first association meeting on Saturday before the third
Lord’'s day in September, 1in Neshoba County, Mississippi, at the
County Line Baptist Church.® The church hosted its first
assoclation meeting in September 1888.%7 Around 1922, Rock Branch
called for its letter from Mt. Pisgah Association and joined the
Newton County Baptist Association. s«

The church began establishing a Biblical mission philosophy
in the community as early as 1886. Rock Branch Baptist Church has
always had a warm compassionate heart for the needs of others and
this compassion can be seen from a brief review of its mission
past. The General Association meeting, held in Decatur on October

16, 1886, became Rock Branch's first recorded mission gift
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heart. An offering was taken on the fourth Sunday in January
1974, to go toward helping rebuild Mt. Nebo Baptist Church after
it was destroyed by fire.&® VWhen the Pinkney Baptist Church
parsonage was destroyed by fire in 1978, the church collected an
offering of $50.00 and gave it to that church's pastor.7e
Following the flooding in different areas in Jackson in 1979, the
church sent an offering to aid flood victims.”* In 1985, the
church began an annual mission project of handing out fruit
baskets to the shut-ins and sacks of fruit and candy to church
children during Christmas.7=

Feeling the need for missions on the home front, the ladies
in 1959 organized a Vomen's Missionary Soclety now known as
Woman's Missionary Union (WMU)>.”= If it had not been for many of
the dedicated women in the churches through out the land, and
especially this church, there would not be mission emphases
locally. To some degree, many church doors would not be open 1if
it were not for the dedicated women in them. Many small churches,
like Rock Branch, have discontinued or quit having an effective
Royal Ambassador program for boys since 1t was taken from the WMU
and placed under the control of the Brotherhood Department of the
Southern Baptist Convention.

In an effort to reach young boys and girls in the community
with the saving knowledge of Jesus Christ and to emphasize the
importance of missions, the church has held Vacation Bible
School. The holding of Vacation Bible School is mentioned as far

back as 1953 in the recorded minutes of the church. 7”4 Each summer
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CHAPTER VII

—X— ROCK BRANCH BAPTIST CHURCH OFFICERS -X-

The sacred position behind the pulpit at Rock Branch has
been filled by many men called by God to herald the Gospel of
Jesus Christ during its continuing ministry. The first to fill
this important position was Rev. Nathan L. Clarke who organized
the church 1in 1871. He was born February 7, 1812, and moved to
Newton County in the fall of 1847 after accepting a pastorate
position in Decatur, Mississippl. In times, he would ride 350
miles per month on horse back to preach while holding the
pastorate of the church at Decatur and working as missionary in
the Mt. Pisgah Association. Rock Branch Baptist Church was one of
the hundreds of churches this piloneer preacher organized.7s

Usually, at the end of each year, the church called a pastor
for the following year. Rev. J. M. Moore, the second pastor, was
the first to be chosen by a congregational vote on September 28,
1872.7% One month after Rev. Moore resigned on November 1, 1873,
the church called Rev. L. B. Fancher on December 6, 1873. During
this time the church met on the third Lord's day and Saturday of
each month.?” Rev. Fancher served until December 1875.7% Other
pastors to serve Rock Branch Baptist Church were as follows:
James M. Moore from December 1875 to December 18, 1886;>= R, K,
Cleveland from 1897 to April 1905;%* G, W. Breeland from April
1905 to December 1905;#* I, B, Fancher from January 1906 to

December 1906;== V¥, H, Rainer from January 1908 to January 18,
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Crocker from September 1980 to August 1983;11& jim Twilbeck from
January 11, 1984 to May 1985;1:¢ Thomas Fox from October 6, 1985
to August 1986;*17 David Grumback from October 15, 1986 to
October 1987;**® and Jerry Bingham from December 13, 1988 to
present.**= Qut of the 43 pastors that have heralded the gospel
from Rock Branch's pulpit, only two returned for a second
pastorate and that was Rev. J. M. Moore and Rev. L. B. Fancher.

God has used Rock Branch, like thousands of other churches
through out the world, to call local men to carry out His plan of
redeeming the world. Rock Branch has licensed and ordained many
preachers to the gospel ministry. In 1872 Rock Branch licensed
its first preacher, James M. Kelly.1®¢ Qthers that have been
licensed by the church are Ruben Cleveland on July 19, 1880; 1=1
and V. T. Collins on August 14, 1897.3'*% Not long after these men
were licensed into the gospel ministry they were called by
churches and their ordinations were requested. On July 18, 1874,
Rock Branch ordained James M. Kelly into the gospel ministry.:r=z=
On May 18, 1901, the church ordained ¥. T. Collins. =4

Following the teachings of Christ, Rock Branch Baptist
Church ordained deacons to help carry out the ministry along with
the pastor. Many dedicated men have played a vital link in the
nministry chain as they served their flock and church to which
they were ordained. The first written record of anyone's holding
a deacon position in the church is found in the first minutes of
the church conference. Viz Francis S. Smith and John B. Abney

were asked to serve as Rock Branch’'s first deacons. The following
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13, 1953;2r4% Jack Laird from May 13, 1953 to September 14,

1960; *4< Henry Luke from October 19, 1960 to May 17, 1961; 147
Jack Laird from May 31, 1961 to September 11, 1963; 4% Dorothy
Nicholson from October 2, 1963 to September 14, 1966; 4% Peggy
Savell from October 19, 1966 to October 7, 1987; 15 and James H.
Nicholson from October 7, 1987 to present.3:%: [t has taken these

nine Church Clerks to record 117 years of Rock Branch's history.
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Viverette, H. L. Laird, Bobby Nicholson, Ronald Fulton, Weldon
Cleveland, L. B. Smith, Jack Laird, and chairman, Champ Luke.:i1e=
On October 1953, the church rejected a motion brought before the
church by the committee that had been made in an earlier
committee meeting. Before the meeting adjourned, the church
agreed to turn the front of the church's interior layout to face
the Vest, rather than its presently South position.1#4 Thisg
arrangement located the front entrance of the church on the Vest
side rather than the South and allowed the pulpit to be on the
East side rather than the North end of the church. In March 1954,
after a period of eleven months of working and debating over
renovation plans with the church, the renovation committee
received approval to borrow money to take on the project. 18 Nost
members rejoiced over such improvements, but some hated to see
these changes take place because the existing church reminded
them of treasured memories of the past. Both groups, after
renovation was completed, worshiped in a new sanctuary
environment whether it was in Rock Branch or another church.

The most frequent and largest maintenance expenses of the
building has been the upkeep of the roof and the upkeep of the
exterior of the church. Approximately every 28 years, the roof
has had to be replaced. The church, in the past, has solicited
funds from the church community and has taken the proceeds from a
designated Sunday offering to finance these maintenance
expenses. !¢% The exterior of the church, every six years since

1962, has required painting at a great expense. In 1979, the
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%o } Deed
J.B.ABNEY, ot al ) ®.3.587

to

This deed of senveyanse made and entered inte this 28tk day of Mareh 1872
b Elise Smith & her husbend F. 8. Smith, of She first part, & Jokm B. Admey,
J. B, Cleaveland & W. A. Tayler, Trustees, of the secend part, all of the Comnty
of Newten & State of Mississippi, Witnesseth: that fer & in semsideratien of
the desire on the part of the first party te promete the religieus, meral aad .-
educational interest, im the meighderheed & commmnity in the settilement where
the premises hereinafter desoribed is leeated hath granted, seld & eenveyed wite
the said seeend party & their successers as trustees the follewing deseribed -
proemises & for the purpeses heresfter ﬂg,l!“. to-wit:

Beginning at the NE eermer:of Sestion 17, Tewnship 8, Range 12
rusning South ene humdred & twemty yards, themse west Eighty-ene
yards, themee North, ene humdred & twemty yards, themes degiamning
peint, centaining twe acres er there about $o'have & te held said
premises te their own use & benefit fer the purpese of a Baptiss
Chusteh & for a scheel house & fer Singing Seeiwties & fer ether
evengelical demominsticns to preach in whex ‘1% will .aet eemfliet
with the Chureh, & it is wmderstecd that thé ‘abeve descrided lamd
can be used for s burying greumd, if sny persen:desires te use it
es such, but it is further & distinetly understecd thet mo
demomination whall hsve the right te eenstitute or organise a
church oxcept the Baptist Church whish is now cemstituted & it

is further understeed that the said premises ecase te be used
for the before memtioned objeets then & in that event the same

is te revert back te the demer eor wheever them may be the lawful
ewner of the subdivision ef land out of which the same has been
eenveyed as herein defined.

In testimeny whereef the said party ef the first part have hereumte set
their hamd & seals, day & year first abeve writtem. :

her
Elisa X Smith (Seal)
mark _-
F. 8. Smith (Sesl)
State of Mississippi ) ’ " P

Newton County )

I, Eugeme Carletem, Chamcery Clerk, ia & fer said eounty sortify that “the
feregeing Deed-was filed for reeord im my offiee, June 3rd,1872 & was duly
reserded Aug. 20th, 1872 en pages 256 & 268 Reecerd of Deed marked F of my said
effice. : ey

Given under my hend & seal of office, thisAug. 20th, 1878, Pdae, gy

/s/ Eugene Carleton » Clerk
State of Mississippi ) LR S B goe i »
Newton County ) ' T sdug,

I, Eugene Carleton, Chamcery Clerk, in & for said County, sertify that,
the foregeing Deed was filed fer re-recerd 31st Dee. 1877 & re-resorded
Jan. 28th, 1878.

/o/ Eugene Carleton » Clerk




State of Mississippi Bertifiente of
Ceunty of Newten edrtified eepy

I, W. He Webb, Clork of the Chencery Ceurt ef the said Ceunty and State,
de eertify that the abasve and foregeing is s true and eoriest cepy ef a
as the sams appears em file and/er of Reeerd in . Deed Book Ne. 1
at page 379 of the Records of my Office.
Yitness my hand and seal eof said Court, this the 1llth day eof August, 1969.

By /s/ Dot Tayler , D.C. W. H. Wobb » Clerk
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