
November 1, 1970, the Company of the Committed met at the Baptist Building for the first time. Included in 
the gathered group were all the ministerial staff, all the music staff, all but 2 of the secretarial staff as well as 
leaders and members from every responsibility at First Baptist Church, Birmingham, Alabama. Fifteen years of 
struggle and individuals growing in their understanding of God’s love brought the Company of the Committed 
to gather that Sunday morning.  306 individuals committed themselves to build an interracial, intercultural and 
international fellowship.

The struggle for racial justice at First Baptist Church began May 1954 and lasted sixteen years.  During that 
struggle, the First Baptist Church confirmed its commitment to seat African Americans 3 times. 

The struggle intensified in 1968 with the calling of a new pastor, J. Herbert Gilmore, and with the church’s 
efforts to minister to its neighbors. There was a significant positive reaction from the neighborhood to the 
ministry efforts. Eventually some of the children and their parents began attending Sunday School and Worship.

June 28, 1970 Winifred Bryant and her eleven-year-old daughter, Twila Fortune, responded to the invitation to 
become a part of First Baptist Church. The membership deliberately delayed an answer to their request for 
membership.

Following Mrs. Bryant and Twila’s response to the church’s outreach, a large group of the members began 
planning and meeting to block African Americans from becoming a part of the church. There were lengthy 
meetings and many attempts to reconcile the membership. 

On Sunday, September 27, 1970, First Baptist Church voted by a majority to receive Mrs. Bryant and Twila, but 
a two-thirds majority was required for acceptance. After all the discussions, meetings and sermons, the mother 
and her daughter were refused the right to join the membership. Most members were not surprised but many 
were grieved and ashamed. 
 
In response to the vote, Dr. Byrn Williamson, a lay leader in the church, rose and said to the congregation, “We 
would like to show our disapproval of this action the church has taken now by standing and leaving this service 
immediately to assemble … for prayer. 255 members walked out of First Baptist Church in response to the 
words of Dr. Williamson. The group began worshiping and planning for a fellowship that would be incorporated 
November 8, 1970 with 306 members under the name, The Baptist Church of the Covenant. On December 20, 
1970, the church was chartered with 306 members. 

A MOMENT IN BCOC’S HISTORY



In the words of Dr. Gilmore “the members of this group have turned their faces in the right direction … this does 
not mean in any sense, however, that the church has arrived … it is now imperative that we not compromise 
our mission, but remain faithful to what we have begun. This much can be said with certainty for this company 
of Christians – at a critical moment in their pilgrimage they chose to live!”

… We are ever bound in community. May it always be so.
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