
 

A Brief History of the First Presbyterian Church of Tuscaloosa 

The theme for our 200th anniversary was "Great is Thy Faithfulness."  As we reflect upon and celebrate 
200 years of church life in Tuscaloosa, it does not take long to realize that this is really a celebration of 
God's faithfulness to us and our forebears.  Throughout every season of this church's existence God has 
faithfully extended grace, love and blessings untold.  We also recognize 200 years of faithful people 
through whom God has provided so many gifts to us. 

In 1820, one year after the City of Tuscaloosa had been incorporated and Congress had admitted the 
State of Alabama into the Union, Bethel of Tuscaloosa was organized by eighteen immigrants from 
upstate South Carolina.  Rev. Andrew C. Brown was called to be our first pastor, followed by Rev. Samuel 
Hodge and Rev. James H. Hillhouse.  By 1830 the membership had grown to 100 and a brick building was 
constructed, under the direction of Rev. Robert M. Cunningham, on the same site where our sanctuary 
stands today.  In 1831 the congregation officially became known as the Presbyterian Church of 
Tuscaloosa. 

In the early years, between 1831 and 1836, when the University of Alabama opened its doors and the 
State Capital moved to Tuscaloosa, the church membership began to increase and diversify. In 1833 the 
congregation established the Tuscaloosa Female Academy for the formal education of young white 
women. Our pastor, Rev. William H. Williams, was in charge of this Academy and served as our pastor 
from 1832 to 1836. 

Dr. Daniel Baker and Dr. William A. Scott served us well during the years 1837 to 1842. 

Dr. Robert B. White, Jr. served from 1844 to 1866.  When the State Capital was moved to Montgomery 
in 1847, the church lost many members.  During the devastating years of the Civil War, membership was 
greatly reduced and by 1865 financial security was non-existent, with church funds reduced to one 
dollar in gold. 

In 1870 Dr. Charles A. Stillman answered the call to serve our church.  With the end of the war, many 
former slaves sought to form churches of their own, but there were no trained ministers to serve them.  
Dr. Stillman, with support from Dr. and Mrs. Reuben Searcy, advanced the idea of an institution for the 
training of African American ministers.  The General Assembly responded and in 1876 the Tuscaloosa 
Theological Institute was established under Dr. Stillman's direction.  After his death in 1895 the school 
was renamed in his honor.  Dr. Stillman was beloved and served the spiritual needs of our church for 25 
years.   

Dr. David C. Lilly and Dr. John Van Lear served our members faithfully from 1896 to 1909.  Under their 
leadership membership grew and the church was able to pay its debts and reach out into the 
community to do mission work.  Weekly Sunday schools for white as well as black children and adults 
were conducted.  Property near the AGS depot was purchased to build a chapel.  We also helped 
support Rev. Robert B. McAlpine who, along with Revs. Lilly and Van Lear, preached regularly at Bethel 



in Northport, which had been organized in July 1901. Elder George B. Davidson served as pastor at 
Bethel from 1918 until his death in 1952  

One of our most beloved ministers, Dr. Charles M. Boyd, was called as pastor in 1910, and membership 
steadily increased during his twenty-one year tenure.  Rev. Charles H. Nabers was called as our first 
Assistant Pastor and served from May 1915 to May 1917. 

1917 was a particularly difficult year as many young church men were fighting in World War I and there 
was a "heavy financial depression on the community."  

By 1918, membership stood at 674.  On December 15th the congregation voted to build a new sanctuary 
and began a fund-raising campaign.  By April 1922, the building of a new Sanctuary and Sunday school 
rooms at an estimated cost of $150,000 was complete in part by the generous gifts of Mrs. Anna Price 
Spence. The Sunday school building was named "Spence Memorial" in honor of Mrs. Spence and her late 
husband.   

From June 1921 through July 1923 Rev. William B. Patterson served as our first UA campus minister.  He 
also preached at both the West End Chapel, organized in February 1916 and Southside Chapel, 
organized in 1900. 

The Great Depression was a very difficult time. Staff salaries were reduced by 10% in June 1930.  As a 
cost-saving measure, the bulletin was discontinued and only printed sporadically.  Dr. Boyd resigned in 
November 1931 and was succeeded by Dr. Harold F. Branch, who served till 1939.   

Dr. Warner L. Hall served us from 1940 to 1946 during the difficult days of World War II.  He was an 
excellent speaker and drew members and UA students back to Sunday morning worship.  He resumed 
the Sunday evening vesper services with the UA Minister and students conducting the worship.  These 
services drew over 100 students to the church.  Dr. Hall recruited Rev. Malcolm C. McIver to be our UA 
Minister in 1944 and he served the students until 1952. 

Dr. Simril F. Bryant succeeded Dr. Hall in 1946. In 1948, the church purchased the adjacent Nuzum house 
and property.  In 1952 the sanctuary was remodeled and redecorated under the guidance of Mrs. 
Mildred Warner, with the Warner family pledging to match the cost of the project with the 
congregation.  In 1961 Mrs. Warner gave the church a gift of a chapel, built in memory of her parents 
Mr. and Mrs. Herbert E. Westervelt.  Also in 1961, a dream became a reality when a 20,000 square foot 
educational building was completed.  In 1967 Mary Anne Stollberg Findlay and Tillie Walker Nisbet were 
elected as our first women Deacons.  Under Dr. Bryant's leadership, the congregation grew to 1,000 
members.  Serving as pastor for nearly 23 years, he nurtured the spiritual needs of the congregation and 
joined in the civic life of the community. 

Dr. Charles R. McCain was called to FPC in 1969. Under his excellent leadership, the church's outreach 
was greatly expanded by means of radio and television ministry. A youth-led worship service was 
inaugurated in 1970 and it continues today.  1974 saw our Preschool established and the World Mission 
Festival was begun in 1980. In 1977, the Wurlitzer organ purchased in 1922 was replaced by a 49-rank 



Casavant Freres.  Our first two women Elders, Emily Bass Nash and Dovie Bridges Pickens, were elected 
in 1978. 

Following Dr. McCain's retirement, Dr. Charles M. Durham answered the call to serve the church from 
1989 to 2014. Under his leadership, local, state and international missions were expanded.  In 1997, the 
church broke ground on an ambitious construction program that connected the Sanctuary and 
Westervelt-Warner Chapel to a new Education Building, a Family Life Center, and the Great Hall which 
were dedicated in 2000.  Our local mission partners include Community Soup Bowl, Caring Days Adult 
Day Care, Feed My Sheep, and many others. In response to the 2011 devastating tornado, we became a 
host site for mission teams coming to rebuild homes with Habitat for Humanity. We expanded our 
involvement with UA through the UKirk Campus Ministry.  Additionally, the church began an outreach to 
the German community in 2008, with "First Pres Deutsch" which includes monthly German-language 
services and confirmation classes.   

During the transition years of 2015 and 2016, Dr. J. Michael Anderson served as our interim minister.  He 
very ably kept us on a forward path as we continued with our mission outreach to local, state and 
regional areas.  Our worship experience was greatly enhanced by the installation of our new Letourneau 
organ that had been purchased in 2014.  Events to enhance our church fellowship outside of worship 
continued regularly.  We were actively involved in our new Presbytery camp, Living River, and expanded 
our property with the purchase of the old YMCA. 

Rev. Michael R. Bailey accepted our call in January 2017 after serving eleven years as Senior Pastor of 
FPC Morganton, NC.  Sunday worship services provide us with wonderful preaching to challenge us and 
music that refreshes our souls. Our successful LOGOS Wednesday after-school ministry for children is 
well attended.  We continue to make mission trips to Kentucky, Haiti and Louisiana.  We work with our 
local and state mission partners, such as Habitat, Caring Days, Sowing Seeds of Hope in Perry County as 
well as the Presbyterian Home for Children in Talladega.  Fellowship opportunities continue with pot 
luck lunches, talent shows, and out-of-town trips.  August 2017 saw the opening of our Uperk coffee 
shop, which serves our community and is a gathering and worship space for our Ukirk students at UA.  
Rev. Bailey very ably oversaw our 200th Anniversary celebration in 2020 and he challenges us to move 
into a very bright future for First Presbyterian of Tuscaloosa. 

Because of our church's strong leadership over the last 200 years, its members have a beautiful place to 
worship God, nurture our relationships, grow in faith, and serve others in our community and the world. 

Thank you, God, for the church that has been.  Open our eyes, God, to the church that is.  Open our 
hearts, God, to the church you are calling us to be.  Amen 


