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CAPITOL HILL BAPTIST CHURCH

A Brief History

Bruce Keisling, December 1997, updated 2004
In the late 1860’s, Mrs. Celestia A. Ferris began receiving people for prayer meetings in her home on A Street between Second and Third Streets.  Mrs. Ferris’ home and others near her were the meeting places for this prayer group in the small but expanding neighborhood just east of the Capitol.  The group continued to meet for prayer, but it also recognized the need for a Sunday school for idle neighborhood children.  At that time, the Baptists on the hill were “not pleasantly located for attending church” because the nearest Baptist churches were south in the Navy Yard or Calvary Baptist on Eighth Street, NW.  So in 1871, the Metropolitan Baptist Association was incorporated and began meeting for Sunday school in a building on the corner of Seventh and A Streets, NE.  In 1872 the corner lot on Sixth and A was purchased and plans were made to build a chapel.

Mrs. Ferris apparently was again a driving force in the work to get a new building erected on the site.  One account relates how she instructed the children in the Sunday school to pick up some bricks they saw on the street from all the construction in the neighborhood and put them on the lot.  “Some of the enterprising children visited a brickyard and asked the owner for a load of brick for the chapel.  The load was cheerfully given, which resulted in all brickyards being visited by the Sunday School children, and all made similar contributions.”  A small chapel was built by the members themselves from those bricks.

By 1878, the group had decided to formally organize a church and brought a request with that intent to a meeting of delegates from the Baptist churches of the city on January 28.  The group adjourned that night before settling the matter, but reassembled on February 4 and passed the following resolution:

Resolved, That we tender to the brethren and sisters composing the Metropolitan Association an expression of our fraternal sympathy in their efforts to establish a Gospel church in this section of the city; and reposing confidence in their discretion, wisdom and piety, we recommit to them the matter of organizing said church and the time such organization shall be made.

On Wednesday evening of February 27, 1878, the church was organized with 31 constituent members who signed the covenant which hangs now in the West Hall.  “Prayer was offered, and all united in singing ‘Blest be the Tie that Binds.’”

Although the congregation grew, changes in leadership together with financial and membership uncertainties often forced the congregation to act in faith.  Metropolitan Baptist Church grew at a steadily increasing rate from 31 members in 1878 to 244 by 1892.  The growth paralleled the community’s fortunes and this relationship has been a significant determiner of the church’s membership.  The first pastor of the church was Stephen H. Mirick (1877-78), and he was followed in fairly rapid succession by five other men until 1903 when John Compton Ball assumed the pastorate.  

Taking a step back, the ability of the church to provide for its pastors was limited by its size and the pressing demand for payments on loans for the property and a newly erected building in 1888.  There were also differences of opinion within the congregation regarding borrowing funds for additional property and land.  Church finances were especially of concern in election years since most were employed in the government and the “spoils system” was at play until the Federal Civil Service Act in 1883.  Yet in spite of the obstacles, they persevered.  In 1884, the church experienced various difficulties, but Francis McLean wrote in the Trustee’s report that the church was “lessened in numbers and without a pastor, but we have faith, and out of faith proceedeth action.”

With God’s help and the perseverance of those saints, a young Englishman John Compton Ball came to become pastor of the church in 1903.  It was during his leadership that the church grew numerically to over 3,000 and the current church building was constructed.  Prosperity and growth came to Metropolitan under Dr. Ball’s tenure of 41 years, and it is his portrait that hangs at the entrance of the sanctuary where he regularly preached.  When he had first arrived, the church was overcrowded and so the old buildings were razed and a new structure was built and dedicated in 1911.  As of 2003, a few of our current members still remember Dr. Ball and his ministry in the church.

The history of the gathering of believers on Capitol Hill is closely tied though to the life of this city.  Two World Wars and the Great Depression expanded the government bureaucracy, and the people who worked in those offices were church going people.  Metropolitan was perfectly located to receive the growing numbers of people in the city and membership grew quickly.  With increased membership, the life and death struggles over funding ceased, and the congregation avidly supported the large Sunday school, the women’s Missionary Union, the Baptist Young People’s Union, the choir and many other ministries.  Like the city which erupted from a sleepy Southern town to a thriving metropolis, the church also expanded into a thriving community.  The membership peaked at a total of 3,577 members.  The resources of the church enabled it to maintain strong commitments to foreign mission work and saw a number of its own young people commit to service for Christ.

Dr. Ball was a faithful preacher of the gospel of Jesus Christ here at home and maintained the commitment of this congregation to the authority of Scripture and its teachings in an era when many churches were softening this position.  Dr. K. Owen White, also English by birth, followed Dr. Ball as pastor and faithfully proclaimed the Word.  Subsequent pastors have also been committed to preaching the truths of scripture, and this congregation has been staunchly supportive.  The Articles of Faith adopted at the church’s organization in 1878 remain unchanged as the congregation’s expression of faith as contained the Bible.

In 1951, the top three floors of the education building were added.  Through the 1950’s parking needs grew and plans were considered for a new sanctuary on East Capitol Street.  The church began slowly acquiring property around the block to allow for future expansion.  However, the church was again paralleling the life of the city, and families were migrating out to the new suburbs surrounding Washington.  While many members drove back into the city for church, many more became part of new congregations in the suburbs. A gradual decline in membership began which accelerated sharply with the riots in the city in the late 1960’s.  Problems related to race and the church’s demolition of residential buildings confronted the church internally and in its standing with her neighbors.  The church was viewed by many in the community as a white, commuter, unconcerned neighbor.

Early in 1967, the name of the church was changed from Metropolitan Baptist Church to Capitol Hill Metropolitan Baptist Church to avoid confusion with a black church of the same name on R Street, NW.  The pastorate was also changing with regularity from 1950 and Dr. White’s term, to J. Walter Carpenter, Walter A. Pegg, R.B. Culbreth, John R. Stuckey, and C. Wade Freeman, Jr. through the end of the 1970’s.  From 1980-1988, Walt Tomme, Jr. served as pastor, and Harry Kilbride came in 1990 for two years of ministry.  Many difficulties troubled the congregation through these years which are recalled with sadness, but also the assurance that God has been at work.  The words of Francis McLean in 1884 again aptly describe the situation and the response of those who through God’s leading remained faithful to Him and this work during those years:

“Lessened in numbers and without a pastor, but we have faith, and out of faith proceedeth action.  Let the careful, thoughtful, prayerful will of the majority, with God’s help guiding and overruling and guarding, always determine what is best, and we shall be safe.”

In September of 1994 our current pastor Mark E. Dever and his family came to begin with us yet another new era in God’s work on Capitol Hill.  We have again changed the name of the church to the Capitol Hill Baptist Church, but the commitment to work for the Kingdom of God and His Son Jesus Christ remain the same as that prayed for in the home of Celestia A. Ferris.  Time like an ever rolling stream rolls swiftly on, and the past reveals to us God’s goodness and guidance.  We can rely on God to guide, guard and determine what is best so that we too may serve Him faithfully in this place on Capitol Hill.

