All Souls Bethlehem Church:  Who Is the “Other All Souls” ??
When most Metro NY District UUs hear “All Souls”, they think of the Unitarian Church of All Souls in Manhattan. Thus, we are often referred to as “the other (or ‘the small’) All Souls”. So, who are we?  All Souls Bethlehem Church (ASBC) is one of only 2 UU churches in Brooklyn NY (the other being the much larger First Unitarian Church in Brooklyn Heights).  This may seem surprising at first, since Brooklyn is sometimes referred to as “the borough of churches”.  But when you learn the history of ASBC, you’ll find that we are in fact many churches united into one faith community.
ASBC is quite diverse, even for a UU church! This is due in part to our evolution through several mergers of several distinct churches. We comprise three denominations: UU, United Church of Christ, and Christian Church/Disciples of Christ. So, first, a brief history lesson about our roots:

The First Universalist Church was founded in 1845 in Williamsburg Brooklyn. In 1905 it moved to the Flatbush area under the name All Souls Church. The first Disciples Church in New York City was organized in 1810, and a Park Slope congregation moved to Flatbush in the early 1900’s, creating the Flatbush Christian Church. Around that same time, the Evangelical Synod started a mission to Germans in Flatbush, which in 1906 became the Bethlehem Evangelical Church.  Then, after the Synod became part of the United Church of Christ, Bethlehem merged with Flatbush Christian Church to form Bethlehem United Church. That church then merged with All Souls Church in 1998 to become what is now All Souls Bethlehem Church. We maintain affiliation with all 3 denominations.

So, who makes up this church?  We presently have about 50 members. About half that number are in church on any given Sunday; and about a third are UUs. When I first got to ASBC 5 years ago, the congregation was mostly older – at 38, I was generally one of the youngest people there!  That has changed some as we continue to add new members. Of the last dozen or so new members, all but one are between the ages of 18 and 50. The “old-timers” that can still get to church provide a strong and welcoming foundation for the newcomers. We’ve had several seminary student interns (and grads) and sponsor “in-care” ministerial candidates. Though there are currently only a few children, some of us do bring our children or grandchildren, who range in age from toddler to teen. As part of our plan for growth, we are hoping to begin a formal RE program in September (there is currently childcare, just not as structured as RE).

We currently meet in a “house church” in the Kensington section of Brooklyn and are actively seeking a larger space to accommodate growth. We are a Welcoming Congregation, and are affiliated with the Center for Progressive Christianity. Although our predecessor churches have strong Christian roots, the congregation today is quite theologically diverse. Worship services incorporate readings from Judeo-Christian tradition along with Pagan or Buddhist/Taoist sources and often include a “film text” or readings of contemporary prose and poetry as well.
Our (relatively new) Pastor is Rev. Tom Martinez, who was called in September 2003 after a 2 ½ year search process. He replaced our retiring pastor, Rev. Bill Nye, who had served the church for many years and is now Minister Emeritus.  Aside from Sunday worship, one of Pastor Tom’s main missions is church growth. To that end, he is actively involved with various community groups and activities. One upcoming event is ASBC’s participation in the second annual Children of Abraham Peace Walk, an interfaith event which will take place on Thursday, June 9, 2005, beginning in Brooklyn and walking over the bridge to Manhattan. Pastor Tom is involved in planning this event, along with other clergy and lay leaders of Jewish, Christian, UU, Muslim, and other groups. Also, Pastor Tom will be guest preaching at First Unitarian Church in Brooklyn Heights on Sunday, June 9.
To join us for these and other events, or to learn more about “the other All Souls”, please call us at 718-941-2640. You can also visit our website, www.asbc.org, or join us for worship and coffee hour, Sundays at 10:30, at 566 East 7th Street, between Cortelyou Road and Ditmas Avenue.
– Kim Barra, ASBC President
