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Participating in the dedication festivities were St. James members Lillie B. Stewart, Gloria Jones; Rev. 
Rhenel Y. Johnson, who was pastoring the church at the time of dedication; historian Debra Blacklock-
Sloan; St. James member, Robert Fleming, and William Young. 
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One of Houston’s oldest African-American congregations marked a milestone 
this summer, as the state of Texas presented St. James UMC with an 
historical marker. 
  
Organized in 1873, St. James has stood in “Freedman’s Town,” which is the 
original name of the historic Fourth Ward neighborhood, for nearly 140 
years. 
  
Historic Origins 
Immediately following the abolition of slavery, African-Americans migrated to 
different sections of the state, with many settling in the part of Houston 
known as Freedman’s Town.  
  
In settling, they did not forget or forsake their God. They assembled in their 
humble homes for prayer meetings until they found their way to Trinity 
Church located on the corner of Bell and Travis streets. As the settlement 
grew, so did the need for a new church – a place to worship closer to their 
homes. 
  
With the assistance of their pastor, the presiding elder, and members of the 
Trinity Church, the “West Point Church Brush Arbor” was organized at the 
Annual Conference held at Galveston, Texas in 1873. Rev. Gabriel Todd was 
appointed the first pastor of West Point Church, which stood at the corner of 
Howard and Nash streets. Between 1878 and 1880, the name was changed 
from West Point to St. James Methodist Episcopal Church. 
  



Folklore holds “that the West Point/St. James M.E. Church building was 
moved from the Howard and Nash Street site to its current site on Wilson 
and Andrews, by horse and wagon.  
  
The pioneering pastors of the church were Rev. L.B. Allen, Rev. R.H. White, 
Rev. Richard H. Robinson, Rev. Joseph Cox and Rev. Luther B. Felder. St. 
James also was served by: Rev. Mary J. Cebrun, Rev. Marvin Jiles, Rev. 
Andre’ Dukes, Rev. Warrell Kimble, Rev. Develous Bright, Rev. Rhenel Y. 
Johnson, and currently, Rev. Conrell Lockett.  
  
It is impossible to write about St. James United Methodist Church without the 
inclusion of Fourth Ward and equally as impossible to write about Fourth 
Ward without the inclusion of St. James United Methodist Church, Colored 
High, The “Colored” Library and the Pilgrim Temple, which was the first 
multi-story office building owned by African-Americans in Houston. In the 
beginning, when many of the church’s forbearers settled in Freedman’s 
Town/Fourth Ward, they settled with faith in God, determination, humility, 
the desire to learn, to establish a good life for their families and hard work. 
The results were fruitful – they carved the best life possible for their families 
in that era, which included St. James United Methodist Church. 
	  


