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The first Mother Bethel A,M.E. Church, on the site 
of the present church, was a frame building which had 
Been used as a blacksmith shop. It was hauled to the 
site and, after repairs, was dedicated for use as a 
church in 1794. In 1805 a new church was erected in 
the same location and used until 1841. A third church 
served from 1841 to 1889. It is said that during this 
time a tunnel was built connecting the church with a 
Friends Meeting House nearby and used to facilitate the 
escape of runaway slaves via the Underground Railroad. 
A fourth church was built in 1889, dedicated in 1890 and 
is currently in use.

The present Mother Bethel A.M.E. Church has a granite, 
three<-story front with a fourth story tower and is Vic­ 
torian Romanesque Revival in style. A large circular 
headed doorway forms the entrance. Stained glass windows 
made in Heidelberg, Germany, also circular headed, are 
above the entrance.

A basement crypt houses a museum and Richard Alien 1 s 
tomb. The museum houses Alien's bible, his pulpit, and 
other historical items. A bas relief by the famous 
black artist Henry Ossawa Tanner and the most complete 
collection known of the Christian Recorder (the official 
A.M.E. newspaper) are also contained in the museum.
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Afro-American 
History

Mother Bethel A.M.E. Church is a living memorial 
to Richard Alien, pre-eminent black leader and founder 
of the first permanent national association of Afro- 
Americans. Richard Alien was born February 14, 176Q, 
the slave of Benjamin Chew, a Quaker lawyer. The Alien 
family, although later sold to Mr. Stockley, was allowed 
to remain a familial unit.

Alien was allowed to partake of the religious- 
experience early in life and was converted to the 
Methodist faith. At age 17, Richard Alien was a member 
of the Methodist Society. Eventually, Mr. Stockley 
found his religious beliefs would not allow him to 
"own" slaves and so he arranged for Alien and his 
brothers to buy their freedom for the amount of two 
thousand dollars each.

While earning a living, Alien preached throughout 
Delaware, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. In 1784, 
Alien was licensed to preach. In 1786, the Methodist 
elders called him to Philadelphia to minister to the 
blacks of the congregation at St. George's Methodist 
Episcopal Church at a 5:00 A.M. service on Sundays. 
Black participation in church services was tolerated 
if they occupied the "Negro pews" which were generally 
in the rear, side, or the galleries of the church, and 
otherwise kept their place. However, as Alien's 
preaching attracted more black parishioners to St. 
George's, white hostilities increased. As tension 
increased, so did the realization by the blacks that 
a new church site was necessary since the church 
elders denied them use of the church for social 
meetings. An initial alternative was the organization 
of the Free African Society founded by Richard Alien 
and Absalom Jones on April 12, 1787. The society 
was a first attempt at providing a social-religious 
atmosphere for the blacks in Philadelphia. The 
society attempted to provide the social services 
to the needy normally provided by a church agency.
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The society's influence spread throughout Philadelphia to 
free blacks in Boston, Newport and elsewhere, but the 
climate within the church heightened to such a level that 
separation seemed inevitable. In founding the society, 
Alien had hoped to allay such a schism, but the heightening 
of racial bigotry required strong leadership from Alien. 
In November of 1787 elders of the church attempted to remove 
Absalom Jones and William White from the church as they 
knelt in prayer during a Sunday worship service. The 
commotion caused by this rough treatment forced Richard Alien 
and Absalom Jones to lead the black parishioners out of 
St. George's.

After the split with Absalom Jones on the question of 
the denomination of the new church and with the assistance 
of Dr. Benjamin Rush, Alien founded the Bethel African 
Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia in 1793. It 
was dedicated on July 29, 1794.

The new denomination provided valuable medical and 
military services to the city of Philadelphia. In 1793, 
Alien and the members of the Free African Society formed 
a paramedical staff which saved 200-300 lives during the 
yellow fever epidemic. Answering Dr. Rush's plea for help, 
the Society provided invaluable service to the disease- 
ridden city. They provided all medical and health services 
necessary from nursing the sick to burial of the dead. 
The society was wrongly accused of plundering, looting, 
and overcharging for their services but Alien and Jones 
answered the allegations to the vindication of the blacks. 
During the War of 1812, black volunteers under Alien's 
direction fortified and prepared to defend Philadelphia 
from British attack.

Alien attempted to create a church which would 
answer the needs, political, social and economic, of 
his religious group. The Church attempted to provide 
services not extended to blacks by the white municipal 
government in order to help blacks make headway in 
America. Alien was among those who in January of 1817 
opposed the American Colonization Society's emigration 
scheme to send blacks to West Africa. Alien and the 
Bethel Church fought the Black Codes and state legislation 
which would have prohibited blacks to enter the free 
states of the North. In mid-September of 1830, Alien
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chaired a meeting which had three goals: the repeal of the 
black laws being passed in northern states, the advancement 
of free blacks, and the abolition of slavery.

Alien fought throughout his bishopric for the improved 
condition for the free and enslaved black man. Richard Alien 
died March 26, 1831.
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