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*** 
   Loray Baptist Church was born in the midst of a time of great industrial growth and 
expansion that took place in the South following the dark and tumultuous reconstruction 
period after the War Between the States (1861-1865). In 1872 the Charlotte and Atlanta 
Airline Railroad (later known as the Southern Railway) laid tracks several miles south of 
the county seat, Dallas, because of a refusal of that town’s leaders to appropriate funds 
required for the railroad to pass through it. A watering stop was built near the present site 
of East Baptist Church and named Gastonia Station, and a small settlement soon sprang 
up. A short time later, the station was moved to what is now the center of Downtown 
Gastonia. In 1876, the Chester and Lenoir Narrow Gauge Railroad crossed the Charlotte 
and Atlanta near the present-day intersection of North Broad Street and Long Avenue. 
     In 1877, Gastonia was chartered and occupied one square mile of what had previously 
been field and forest. The new town grew around what had become an important 
transportation hub, and, in 1887, the first textile mill, the Gastonia Cotton Manufacturing 
Company, was constructed as part of the “Cotton Mill Campaign.” This strategy, to bring 
textile manufacturing close to the cotton fields, had been devised by Southern leaders to 
lift the South out of lingering economic hard times. In 1893, the Trenton Cotton Mill was 
organized as the town’s second mill, and a factory building and village were built west of 
the town. Also in 1893, the Modena Mill was chartered, and by 1895, a mill and village 
had been built in the eastern edge of Gastonia and was producing coarse yarn and brown 
sheeting. The nineteenth century was rounded out by the establishment of the Avon Mill 
in 1896 and the Ozark in 1899, both located on the east side of town. 
    The twentieth century began with 
the chartering of the Arlington Mill 
in January and the Loray in 
February. The Loray was unlike 
any of the previous mills built in 
Gastonia. Called the “million dollar 
mill” because of the amount of its 
authorized capital, the Loray (“Lo” 
from the name of John F. Love and 
“ray” from George A. Gray, the 
prime movers of the enterprise) 
differed from its predecessors in 
size and source of financing. The earlier mills in Gastonia had been smaller local affairs, 
with most of the necessary funding raised within the community. The Loray, because of 

 



its sheer size, required additional capital, some of which came from sources in the North. 
After many delays, the huge factory began production by 1903 with approximately 1,000 
employees. 
     Gastonia had, by this time, become a vibrant, growing young industrial town, and its 

wealth was evidenced by a bustling 
business district, neighborhoods of 
large comfortable homes, schools, and 
churches. Around the town was a ring 
of mills with their smokestacks 
billowing black smoke, which were 
symbols of prosperity. Spread around 
each was a village of neat, white frame 
cottages to house employees and their 
families.  
     The Loray Mill and its village, 
initially comprised of 250 houses, 

grew in a manner parallel to the town just to its east. A commercial district, originally 
named Loray Square and later becoming popularly known as “greasy corner,” established 
itself a block north of the mill and spread westward. 
     Mill churches began to appear in the mill villages, usually at the encouragement of 
management. Often lots were made available by the mills themselves. Many, probably 
even a majority, of the employees of the factories were Baptist, and had brought their 
faith and denominational ties with them from the foothills and mountains to the new 
industrial center.  
     The First Baptist Church of Gastonia had been originally established in 1876, before 
the chartering of the town. In 1901, Second Baptist (later renamed East Baptist Church) 
was organized east of the business district and uptown neighborhoods to serve the “Old 
Mill” (Gastonia Cotton Manufacturing Company), the Avon, and the Ozark.  
     In 1903, Rev. George L. Mullis began preaching at various places around West 
Gastonia and its suburban mills, usually at The Arlington Mill school house. Little is 
recorded of his work or his progress, but it has been indicated that he was laboring under 
the auspices of the North Carolina Mission Board. Since there was apparently no other 
organized Baptist work taking place in the area, and his name is the first mentioned as 
planting the Baptist standard, George Mullis should be remembered as the pioneer 
Baptist preacher in West Gastonia.  
     On December 29, 1904, the Gray Manufacturing Company was chartered as the eighth 
mill in the Gastonia area. The mill and a small village were constructed on approximately 
50 acres located west of the Loray village between Franklin Avenue and the Southern 
Railway tracks, adjacent to the Arlington village. The building of the Gray Mill 
completed the establishment of the neighborhoods from which Loray Baptist Church 
would draw its early membership. It would be many years before another Baptist 
congregation would be organized, and Loray would witness tremendous growth as a 
result. 
     On May 6, 1904, the Gastonia Gazette reported that the stockholders of the Loray 
Mill had voted to double the amount of machinery in the mill. This move would add 200 
families to the village and $2,000 to its weekly payroll.  
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     On Sunday, October 2, 1904, Rev. Jacob Asbury Hoyle began a series of services at 
the Arlington Mill. Hoyle led meetings there and at other places in the area, and on June 
4, 1905, a church was organized with twenty-six charter members. James D. Moore, a 
deacon of the First Baptist Church, offered a lot to the new fellowship upon which to 
build a church house. Given the privilege of naming the church, he chose West Franklin 
Avenue Baptist Church, and the name was accepted. The lot was located across the street 
from the present location of Bradley Memorial Methodist Church, but before the deed 
could be transferred, Mr. Moore died suddenly. His estate was tied up for a considerable 
period of time, so the new church was forced to meet in various public places and in the 
homes of members. In two of these homes, the first new members were accepted into the 
church, the name was changed to Loray Baptist church following the offer of a lot upon 
which to build a church house by the Loray Mill, and the Bradley Hall on Loray Square 
was rented until the building could be completed.  
     On September 1, 1907, the congregation of Loray Baptist Church held its first services 
in the frame church building that would serve as its home for the next forty-five years. 
The structure stood in front of the mill on the south side 
of Franklin Avenue, facing north (one block west and on 
the opposite side of the street from the present building).  
     Rev. Hoyle was more adept at starting churches 
than maintaining them, so, as he moved on to other work in 
his prolific and productive ministry, he was succeeded 
by Rev. James D. Moose, a scholar and book collector. 
Moose was known for his impatience with casual 
membership. His churches grew congregations 
composed of active, hard- working, and dedicated laity. 
Rev. Moose served Loray for two terms, but records only 
indicate that he was called as pastor only the first time. He 
served as “moderator” during the second period of service. 
During this term, the Women’s Missionary Society (WMS, later known as the Women’s 
Missionary Union or WMU) was organized. By the end of his pastorate in January 1910, 
Gastonia had become the county seat of Gaston County. 
     In 1910, Gastonia revised its charter and changed its name from “Town of Gastonia” 
to “City of Gastonia.” Growth and modernization were everywhere.  
     George M. Robinson became pastor of Loray Baptist Church April 1, 1910. He was 
known as a good pastor, preacher, and businessman. Under his leadership, the interior of 
the church was completed, and the building was dedicated May 21, 1911.  
     In 1911, management of the Loray Mill applied with the state legislature for a town 
charter. This action, if it had been successful, would have bottled up Gastonia’s growth 
on the west at the Trenton Mill village. The move was defeated by city leaders, and the 
city limits were extended to include the mill villages that had, up to that time, been 
suburban.  
     Rev. Robinson closed his pastorate in March 1912, by which time membership had 
grown to approximately 400. He was followed by Rev. J. D. Moose, who, as was 
mentioned earlier, was not called as pastor, but who served as moderator or interim 
pastor. During this period, the Baptist Young People’s Union (BYPU) was organized. It 
was a time of continued growth and development in the city. A new Southern Railway 
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depot was built, the City Hospital expanded, and the public schools began operating for a 
nine-month term. Rev. Moose left Loray for the final time on December 28, 1913 and 
was followed by Rev. Arthur Thomas Stoudenmire. He served the church for fifteen 
months, beginning his pastorate March 15, 1914.  
     Under Stoudenmire’s leadership, the Sunday School experienced healthy growth that 
made necessary the first addition to the church building, four classrooms fronting on 
Franklin Avenue. By the end of his pastorate on July 1, 1915, World War I had begun in 
Europe.  
     Rev. George P. Abernethy began his service to the church on September 1, 1915. He 
led Loray Baptist Church during its most financially prosperous time up to that point in 
its history. His pastorate also included the time of United States participation in World 

War I and the economic slowdown in the wake 
of that conflict. During this period, the 
membership almost doubled, making necessary 
several improvements and additions to the 
building. The floor of the auditorium was 
elevated, sixteen classrooms were constructed 
on the west side of the building, and a modern 
and comfortable parsonage was built across 
Franklin Avenue directly in front of the church. 
A great revival in the spring of 1917 added 100 
new members to the congregation.  
     Also in 1917, Loray assisted in the 
sponsorship of the South Gastonia Baptist 
Church (later named South Marietta Street 
Baptist Church) and a mission that later became 
Ranlo Baptist Church. In 1919, Loray became 
one of twenty-six charter members of the 
Gaston County Baptist Association (later known 
as the Gaston Baptist Association). 
     On February 4, 1920, the Jenckes Spinning 

Company announced plans to spend $1,000,000 on improvements to the Loray Mill. 
These included a new six-story wing on the west end of the building, a basement dug 
under the original building, dormitories for single men and women on Franklin Avenue, 
and 150 additional houses. The mill was converted to the manufacture of tire cord for the 
growing automotive industry.  
     The effect of these changes upon Loray Baptist Church was that the number of 
employees in the mill would increase to approximately 1,700, and the total population of 
the Loray village would grow to well over 5,000. Many of these new workers and 
residents would be Baptist.  
     Rev. Abernethy concluded his pastorate in the summer of 1920, and was succeeded by 
Rev. Charles Jefferson Black. At the beginning of his work on November 1, 1920, he 
found the community a beehive of activity, with additions being added to the mill, 
dormitories and houses under construction, businesses expanding on Loray Square, and 
new families moving in by the dozens. There was evangelistic opportunity of epic 
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proportions present in West Gastonia during the early 1920’s. Rev. Black recognized that 
fact and acted with rapidity.  
     The pastor related well to people and preached the simple “old-time Gospel.” As a 
result, the congregation grew rapidly. The church roll was placed in order, the Sunday 
School was strengthened by constant leadership training, and publicity was used to a 
great extent. Many large group photographs were taken and were widely-distributed. 
These efforts helped build the reputation of Loray Baptist Church as a place of fellowship 
and ministry. A gallery, seating 130, was added to the sanctuary.  
     A flatbed truck with seats attached was used to pick up neighborhood children for 
Sunday School. The T.E.L. (Timothy, Eunice, Lois) class for married women, the Fidelis 
Class for single women, and the Berean Class for men were well attended. The Berean 
Class had a membership of approximately 1,000 and was thought to be the largest 
Sunday School Class in the state.  
     During Black’s term of service, Rev. James E. Hill was called as assistant pastor. He 
preached at Loray’s two mission stations, the Mutual Mill schoolhouse on Sunday 
afternoons and the Myrtle Mill schoolhouse on 
Sunday evenings. A “pastor’s assistant” was 
employed to assist with the clerical duties that 
accompanied the organizational demands of a 
growing fellowship. Several additions and 
improvements were made at the rear of the church 
building as well as improvements to the parsonage. 
Rev. Black authored three books while pastor at 
Loray, including A History of Loray Baptist Church 
(1923).  
     C. J. Black ended his pastorate on December 31, 
1924. Membership had exceeded 1,000, Sunday 
School enrollment reached 2,000, the building had been doubled in size, and the church 
had gained attention throughout the country.  
     Dr. Julius Wesley Whitley followed Rev. C. J. Black in what was to be the longest 
pastorate up until that time, sixteen and one-half years. Dr. Whitley had been pastor of 
East Baptist Church and was well known to his new congregation. Upon his arrival on 
February 1, 1925, he found an overflowing Sunday School and a well-organized force of 
Sunday School officers and teachers. He immediately set about to reorganize the Sunday 
School and the BYPU along the most modern and efficient lines. On June 7, 1926, 
Temple Baptist Church was organized with 121 charter members. Rev. W. A. Hoffman, 
Loray assistant pastor who had been successfully carrying on the work there, was called 
as pastor and served until 1937. This new church relieved crowding at Loray for a while.  
     On January 8, 1928, Loray assumed sponsorship of Troop 9, Boy Scouts of America, 
which had been organized in 1920 by two other neighborhood churches. Troop 9 
continues a robust program of citizenship training, character building, and development 
of personal fitness to this day, and is one of the oldest continuously-serving Baptist-
sponsored Boy Scout Troops in the United States.  
     On April 1, 1929, the infamous Loray Mill Strike began with a walkout to protest 
stringent efficiency methods employed by the mill. The communist-led action rapidly 
transformed itself from an industrial dispute to a clash of ideologies. Few, if any, 
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members of Loray Baptist Church were participants in the strike, and Dr. Whitley spoke 
forcibly against it. He became a leader of pastoral opposition to the conflict, which ended 
June 7, 1929 following the deaths of Police Chief O. F. Aderholt and strike balladeer Ella 
Mae Wiggins. Although resulting trials lasted until August 1930, Gastonia immediately 
began efforts to restore stability and a sense of normality. The city was given a black eye, 
and the erroneous idea that Gastonia was one large, violent mill village is one that is just 
now fading.  
     The city had been besieged by national and international press for months, and much 
of the news dispatched regarding Gastonia, the South, and the textile industry had been 
negative. Following the stock market crash of October 1929, the ensuing Great 
Depression (which lasted beyond the mid-1930’s), and the crippling of its most profitable 
mill, the Manville-Jenckes Company declared bankruptcy in 1930. Operations at the 
Loray Mill were severely curtailed, and employment was cut in half. By 1933, only about 
200 of the more than 600 houses of the village were occupied. Most of the welfare 
programs had been discontinued, and the community generally deteriorated.  
     In contrast to the surrounding events, the Loray Baptist Church continued its mission 
of proclaiming the Gospel and caring for its members. In spite of economic conditions 
that often resulted in transience of a portion of the membership, those who remained 
drew closer to one another and to the Lord, and the fellowship grew stronger.  
     In spite of the closing of banks, the failure of many businesses, and “short time” at the 
mills, Loray flourished as a congregation. Buford H. Moss became leader of the music 
program and continued a strong tradition that dated from the beginning of the church. His 
tenure would last twenty-seven years and would set standards that would endure to the 
present.  
     By 1934, the ninth year of Dr. Whitley’s pastorate, members of the church had 
received over 5,000 training awards from the Sunday School Board. A systematic 
business procedure was followed that allowed the church to function in spite of scarce 
economic resources. A unified budget was adopted, a calendar of events was followed to 

minimize church conflicts, and a 
retirement plan was adopted for the 
pastor.  
     In 1935, the Loray Mill was 
purchased by the Firestone Tire and 
Rubber Company of Akron, Ohio. 
Firestone invested several hundred 
thousand dollars into improving the plant 
and the village. The darkest of the 
Depression days had come to an end.  
     On July 25, 1939, a building fund was 
begun in which all fifth Sunday receipts 

were set aside to replace the aging frame structure. Clouds of war thickened over Europe 
and Asia, and America’s first peacetime draft was instituted in October 1940. On May 
27, 1941, an unlimited state of national emergency was declared by President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt. The last vestiges of the Great Depression were dispelled by the coming of war 
and the resulting increase of production in the mills. Building plans for the church, 
however, were interrupted and would not become reality until 1952.  
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     Due to Dr. Whitley’s failing health during the final period of his pastorate, some 
duties were passed to Wilbur A. Huneycutt, who had come to the church in 1937 as 
assistant pastor. On June 10, 1941, Whitley concluded his term of service, during which 
the church had added 2,300 members, of which over 750 were by baptism. Net 
membership reached more than 1,500, its highest number ever.  
     In October 1941, Leonard Monroe Dixon became the seventh pastor of Loray Baptist 
Church. He arrived at the church a few days after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 
December 7, 1941. Upon his arrival, he found Gastonia to be a beehive of activity. The 
mills were running at full capacity to meet wartime demands, and young men were 
leaving daily to join military service. The church carried on during these trying but 
exciting times, and the World War II period witnessed an increased zeal and devotion to 
the Lord’s work.  
     Loray continued to give aid and support to new Baptist congregations as the 
population of West Gastonia grew. In late 1942, the church sponsored a Sunday School in 
the Parkdale Mill, Gray Mill, and Fifth Avenue section of the city, which eventually 
became West Franklin Avenue Baptist Church (the name originally given to Loray by 
J.D. Moore). A donation was given to the newly organized Beech Avenue Baptist Church 
in the New Town section of the Firestone village. Beech Avenue was a mission of 
Temple Baptist Church, which itself began as a mission congregation of Loray. In 
November 1944, Loray sponsored a group in the Myrtle Mill community that eventually 
became Unity Baptist Church on December 31, 1944. Loray’s membership dipped under 
1,000 for the first time during World War II due to members away serving in the armed 
forces and those who populated the new churches.  
     As with the ending of World War I, there was great rejoicing with the surrender of 
Germany on May 7, 1945 and Japan on September 2. In November, a Junior Adult 
Department was established at the church in anticipation of the impending influx of 
young adults returning from active duty 
in the military. 
     During the war, the church had met a 
multitude of challenges successfully. The 
greatest challenges, however, were yet to 
come. As servicemen were discharged 
and began streaming home, great social 
forces were unleashed that would change 
forever the face of communities across 
the United States. Gastonia would 
witness a dramatic transformation, and 
nowhere would it be more pronounced 
than in the mill villages of West 
Gastonia.  
     The victorious return of young men 
from war into a promising peace 
immediately caused a housing shortage in Gastonia as in most other cities across the 
country. Federally-funded “G.I. apartments” were constructed in several locations in 
West Gastonia, and, by 1947, new residential subdivisions spread across the landscape. 
The city annexed these new settlements and the city experienced an explosion of growth.  
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     Rev. L. M. Dixon announced his intention to resign and preached his final sermon 
June 29, 1947. The membership of Loray stood at 796, with 100 of these being non-
resident members.  
     On September 28, 1947, Loray extended the pastoral call to Dr. Frank H. Malone. He 
assumed his duties on November 25 and found a fellowship that was united and 
cooperative in spirit. Much visitation was being undertaken, and it had begun to bear 
fruit. Many young families had joined the church and were making their influence felt. A 
dynamic new spirit was present, which made itself manifest most visibly by late 1947. At 
that time, the church took definite steps to begin the construction of a new church house. 
The building fund, begun in 1939, totaled more than $86,000. An agreement with 
Firestone was finalized by early 1948 to exchange the church’s property for a spacious lot 
one block east on the opposite side of Franklin Avenue.  
     Committees necessary for the construction of a modern church plant were organized 
and began their indefatigable labors. Marvin W. Helms of Charlotte was selected as the 
architect, and on February 2, 1950, the construction contract was awarded to the Crosland 
Construction Company of Columbia, South Carolina. An attractive modified gothic 
design was chosen for the building, which soon began to rise on the lot that had been 
cleared of mill houses. That same year, streetcar tracks were removed from the center of 
Franklin, and the street was widened from one end of the city to the other.  
     The Korean War began in June 1950. Although the impact was felt at Loray by the 
departure of several young men for military service, this “police action” had relatively 
little effect upon the community compared with that of World War II. The war continued 
until a truce was signed in 1953, shortly after Dwight D. Eisenhower succeeded Harry S. 
Truman as President.  
     This was the beginning of the “fabulous fifties,” when a hands-off businesslike 
approach to government; peace at home; rising incomes; a proliferation of new, 
fascinating, and labor-saving appliances and consumer goods; affordable automobiles and 
new highway systems to drive them upon; pleasant new neighborhoods; and the 
widespread ownership of television transformed postwar America (at least for a large part 
of the population) into a happy wonderland.  
     The mood at home was tempered, to a degree, by ominous headlines in the daily 
newspaper. Communists were working overtime to secure their brand of government in 
areas controlled by the Soviet Union and 
in territories still prostrate from the 
carnage of World War II. Russia 
experimented with the atomic bomb and 
began building a nuclear arsenal, 
prompting an arms race that continued 
into the 1980’s.  
     On Easter Sunday, April 13, 1952, an 
overflow congregation, estimated at 
more than 1,000, attended the morning 
worship service to officially open the 
new home of Loray Baptist Church. The 
balcony was jammed with people, and 
folding chairs were placed in the aisles 
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of the sanctuary. A 2:30 service and an evening Baptismal service were both witnessed 
by a full sanctuary.  
     The location of the edifice, in the middle of the block facing the city’s busiest 
highway and its largest employer, was an ideal location for a house of worship in 1952. 

Today, the building’s contrast with its 
surrounding neighborhood, causing thoughts to 
turn from urban problems to God’s “urban 
renewal,” validates that original choice. 
     During the 1950’s Firestone began an 
industry trend of selling its village houses to the 
occupants who were interested in home-
ownership. Although many of the houses along 
Franklin Avenue gave way to commercial 
structures (mostly service stations) and some 
within the village became rental properties, the 
majority were lived in and improved by their 

owners, contributing stability to the community that lasted into the late 1970’s and 
beyond.   
     1954 witnessed the retirement of debt on the new sanctuary and educational wings, 
participation in the Southern Baptist Convention’s bold and self-confident growth effort 
named “A Million More in ’54,” and the beginning of property acquisition behind the 
already-crowded church building for future expansion. Two lots were purchased in the 
new Normandy Heights subdivision for a new parsonage, which was completed in 1957.  
     By that year, the decade that is remembered with more than its share of nostalgia was 
beginning to show signs of wear. The civil rights movement was gaining momentum in 
the Deep South and drawing national attention. The successful orbiting of the Soviet 
Union’s satellite, “Sputnik,” took the United States by surprise and started a race for 
space. Inflation had reared its ugly head shortly after mid-decade, and a mild recession 
was making its appearance.  
     Although Downtown Gastonia was still the place to shop, future trends were 
becoming evident. Akers Shopping Center had opened in 1954, and movement and 
growth were everywhere. It would be several years, however, before it became apparent 
that the events of the years were signifying not just growth of the city but an emptying 
out of many of the old places.  
     Loray Baptist Church continued to grow, but, as it did, it also furnished members for 
some of the new suburban Baptist churches. During 1956-57, forty-four letters of 
membership were granted to other churches.  
     Dr. Malone ended his pastorate October 11, 1961. One of his great achievements was 
his guidance of Loray during its final transition from an industrial congregation with 
strong rural roots to one that was urban in form and function. His greatest contribution 
will probably be agreed upon as his leadership of the congregation during the largest 
building project in its history. That project, costing more than one-quarter-million dollars 
(these were 1950 dollars), resulted in what is to this day one of the most impressive 
structures located on West Franklin Boulevard. The project was completed with a 
minimum of borrowed funds and sometimes sacrificial giving by a congregation made up 
(then) largely of textile workers.   
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     In January 1962, Rev. Yates W. Campbell, who had served as associate pastor under 
Dr. Malone, became Loray’s tenth pastor. Almost immediately, preparations were made 
for the construction of a long-awaited educational building. Committees were appointed 
and began their work. On July 11, 1962, the first Constitution of Loray Baptist Church 
was adopted. 
     The Cuban missile crisis, in which reconnaissance photographs had shown that 
Russian missiles capable of carrying nuclear warheads were being deployed just ninety 
miles south of Key West, Florida, glued Americans to their television sets. The U.S. won 
the ensuing standoff, and the Soviet Union removed the weapons. The country breathed a 
sigh of relief, but this close call demonstrated just how fragile was the political and 
military situation in those days.  
      On November 22, 1963, President John F. Kennedy was assassinated, and the country 
was plunged into grief and disbelief. The United States entered a long period of 
pessimism and disillusionment that would be reinforced by assassination of the late 
President’s brother, Robert, and civil rights leader Martin Luther King, a deepening 
involvement in the Viet Nam War, and further violent civil unrest. A generation would 
emerge from these trying times that would question duly constituted authority as never 
before in the history of the nation. All of this, combined with social forces already 
unleashed by an increasingly mobile population would contribute to the destabilization of 
old neighborhoods and institutions, including those of West Gastonia. 
     Loray’s first Long-Range Committee 
report was presented to the church 
November 29, 1964 after a year of 
preparation. Loray had been one of four 
North Carolina churches working with 
the State Baptist Convention in a pilot 
program to create such planning tools. 
Today the report is a fascinating and in-
depth analysis of resources and 
opportunities available at that time. 
Neighborhood decline was not 
considered in the document, but it 
eventually became a reality and reduced 
some of the projections to wishful 
thinking.  
     On Sunday, June 20, 1965, dedication services were held for the new educational 
building. The following Sunday, as departments and classes occupied their new quarters, 
the building was packed with people. In some classes, extra chairs were needed to seat all 
the students. It was evident that this structure had been needed almost since the opening 
of the new church house in 1952.  
     Several new programs were begun in the new facility, including one of the first day 
care centers in the city. The program operated until 1979.  
     1967 witnessed Loray’s first annual budget in excess of $100,000 ($100,720.76). 
     By 1970, the population of Gastonia had exceeded 47,000, and steady growth 
continued on the fringes of the city, especially on the east and southeast. One by one, the 
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venerable old institutions that had held together the fabric of West Gastonia 
neighborhoods began to relocate or to close their doors.  
     Rev. Campbell concluded his pastorate November 13, 1972 and became Director of 
Christian Social Ministries for the Gaston Baptist Association. 
     On July 15, 1973, Rev. Raymond H. White became the eleventh pastor of Loray 
Baptist Church. His term of service would encompass a time of accelerating change and 
would stretch for an amazing twenty-two years of wise and faithful leadership.  
     Throughout periods in which it seemed the closing or relocation of businesses and 
institutions and the continuing establishment of residential areas away from the old city 
center were like a receding tide, the church under Rev. White’s guidance increased its 
involvement in the community. In spite of what appeared to be a bleak future for 
neighborhoods surrounding the church, there was never any serious discussion of 
relocating. Loray was part of old West Gastonia and would remain there. The value of its 
physical facilities exceeded one and one-half million dollars in the mid-1970’s in addition 
to the invaluable possession of more than seventy years of history and heritage in that 
very visible and prominent location. The prevailing attitude was that the church should 
persevere through conditions that were presently less than ideal.   
     In addition to the opening of church facilities to several community programs, Loray 
looked to the residential block to its east as a site for future ministry. The church voted to 

purchase the house at 108 South Firestone Street 
for renovation as a home for furloughing 
missionaries. The fellowship also voted to place a 
$100 option to purchase any further properties that 
became available in that block, most of which was 
acquired in following years.  
     1980 marked the seventy-fifth anniversary of 
Loray Baptist Church, and a great celebration was 
held throughout the month of June. Highlights 
included a “1905 dress-up day,” a reunion of the 
Berean Class, “dinner on the ground,” and a 

reunion of former staff members. A large collection of photographs and artifacts were 
placed on display in a room off the media center, which became the nucleus for the Loray 
Historical Collection.  
     In August 1982, a tape ministry to homebound members was begun by the church. 
This effort continued until 1990, when radio station WLTC began broadcasting Sunday 
morning services every Sunday.  
     Near the end of the first decade of the Raymond White pastorate, the church began to 
feel the full effect of continuing changes in social concepts, residential housing patterns, 
and attitudes toward the institutional church. Like concentric ripples moving outward 
from the point at which a stone is cast into a pond, middle-class population began to 
move toward the suburbs. Compounding the problem was the aging of the core 
membership of Loray. The majority of the people of the church were as faithful as ever, 
but the passage of years began to remove many key “pillars” of the fellowship. Rev. 
White preached more than two hundred funerals while serving at Loray.  
     In addition to these losses, today’s prevailing attitude of consumerism toward the 
church first demonstrated significant effects during the eighties. The idea of personal, 
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sacrificial ministry focused on others became obscured by the popular concept of self-
fulfillment. The question, “How may I serve?” 
was often replaced by “What can you do for me 
and my family?” With that idea as a directing 
criterion, urban churches in less popular areas 
could not compete with suburban church 
campuses, sports-oriented recreational programs, 
and a “supermarket” of choices for parishioners. 
Rev. White announced to the congregation that to 
turn things around would require confession of 
unforgiven sins, and a level of commitment never 
before experienced by the fellowship. 
     November 1984 witnessed the adoption of the 
first budget in excess of a quarter-million dollars 
($260,000). This figure was significant in that it 
was nearly the entire cost of the sanctuary and 
educational wings built in 1952.  
     In the fall of 1985, the Loray Girls’ Home was established, operating as an entity 
separate from the church. The home was guided by a full-time Executive Director and 

assisted by a Board of Directors made up of church 
members. The wisdom of purchasing property east of 
the church was made more evident as this ministry was 
located in the former Spencer house on Firestone 
Boulevard, which had been purchased in 1984. Through 
the Girls’ Home, Loray has been able to touch lives and 
minister to needs in ways heretofore undreamed of by 
the fellowship. Today Loray Girls’ Home enjoys the 
reputation of being a caring and professional social 

ministry, which is proudly linked by its name, location, and support to the history of 
Loray Baptist Church.  
     In 1988, the sanctuary was renovated and returned to its original blue décor. A new 
lighted sign was authorized to replace the one erected in 1961. Removal of the original 
sign was not necessary, as it was destroyed by the winds of Hurricane Hugo on 
September 22, 1989.  
     On March 20, 1992, management of the Firestone Mill announced plans to close the 
plant and erect a new modern one on the western edge of the county on Interstate 85. The 
fellowship had heard rumors about a potential closing for years, which made sense in 
light of changes that were taking place in the textile industry. By late 1994, the six-story 
building was dark and lifeless. For the first time in its history, although with few textile 
workers still among its ranks, Loray Baptist Church stood alone without the giant that 
had given aid and cooperation so many times in the past. 
     Throughout its history, Loray Baptist Church has had a relatively stable congregation 
with large numbers of older people. Special senior adult activities had been in existence 
since the mid-1960’s, and Loray had the distinction of organizing one of the first Senior 
Citizen Clubs in Gastonia. During the 1970’s and 1980’s, the percentage of members 
over the age of sixty increased noticeably. By the early 1990’s, the church had become a 
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predominantly senior adult congregation, although children’s, youth, and young adult 
ministries continued to function with some degree of success.  
     June 4, 1995 witnessed a homecoming and great day of celebration as the church 
observed its ninetieth anniversary. The first published church history since 1923 was 
distributed along with souvenir hand fans.  
     On September 24, 1995, Rev. White submitted his letter of resignation following 
twenty-two years of wise and faithful leadership. He preached his final sermon as pastor 
on February 19, 1996, and on the 31st, the church observed “Raymond H. White Day” 
with special services and dinner held behind the educational building under the walnut 
tree. He served during a time of great social change during which the institutional church 
declined from its former place of power and influence to one viewed popularly as a 
supermarket of activities. He maintained the dignity and traditions of the church while 
demonstrating uncommon adaptability and creativity in his efforts to maintain relevance 
and meaning in a rapidly changing world. There were many victories and some defeats, 
but few, if any, could have done better.  
     Rev. John Bowden served capably and effectively as interim pastor from May 1996 
until January 1997. 
     On January 12, 1997, Loray Baptist Church called Rev. John F. Bridges as its twelfth 
pastor. Rev. Bridges immediately sounded, with a characteristic exuberance that made 
him seem younger than his years, a call for the congregation to awake to the possibilities 
that lay around it as a unique church in a unique location.  
     A Building Repair Fund had been established sometime earlier to take care of pressing 
physical needs. In September 1997, Loray voted to replace the roof of the educational 
building at a cost of $36,930. In December, damaged plaster was repaired in the 
sanctuary, and, in March 1998, the first floors of both buildings were carpeted.              
     In October 1997, a special committee named the “Vision 2000 Task Force” was 
appointed by Loray to pray, study, and plan for the future ministry of the congregation. 
As this group carried out its work, changes began to take place in worship and church 
organization. Many of the familiar things that are done today are results of the untiring 
work of this task force. 
    On May 6, 1998, the fellowship voted to sponsor a mission for Vietnamese Baptist 
living in the area. The church agreed to provide assembly and classroom space for the 
new congregation. It began with a small group, but through diligent labors is now a vital 
and growing outreach to the Vietnamese community. 
     In 2000, the church provided a site for the Gaston Baptist Association’s Christian 
Women’s Job Corps. This program worked to provide women in need with resources 
needed for self sufficiency through a process of mentoring, skills development, and 
support. 
     In that same year, a “Retire the Debt” fund was established, which erased all 
outstanding debts of the church by the beginning of 2001. The budget for the year was 
$292,165.  
     The terrorist attacks that shook America to its foundation on September 11, 2001 are 
not mentioned in any church records. This omission is similar to the lack of notation of 
the Pearl Harbor attack on December 7, 1941 that plunged the country into World War II. 
     The violent destruction wrought by unknown hands upon innocent civilians going 
about their daily work changed the United States, probably forever. We are less 



nonchalant, less confident, and a little less free. In contrast to world events, the church of 
Jesus Christ continues to offer a life filled with faith, hope, and love. 
     Rev. Bridges concluded his seven-year pastorate January 11, 2004 to assume the 
position of Director of Church Relations at Gardner-Webb University. A catered 
luncheon was held following the morning worship service in honor of the departing 
pastor.  
     In an article written for The Centennial History of Loray Baptist Church, Rev. Bridges 
complimented the fellowship by stating, “The ability of the good people of Loray to 
deflect the distractions of faulty theology and popular religion has allowed them to 
maintain their focus on that which is most important: Service to God and Service to one 
another.” 
     Upon the recommendation of Rev. Bridges and because of the church’s familiarity 
with him from past preaching and teaching visits, Dr. David Boan, also of the Gardner-
Webb University administrative staff, was called as interim pastor and preached his first 
sermon January 18, 2004. Dr. Boan led the fellowship through a period of transition and 
preparation for the beginning of a second century of service. Under his leadership the 
church took swift action to reverse deterioration of the 1952 building. Major roof repairs 
were completed and a general facelift of the church plant was undertaken. Vacant 
classrooms were cleaned of accumulated nonessential items and volunteer “painting 
parties” were held on a regular schedule. Soon the rooms of the church began to sparkle 
and renewed pride was felt by the entire membership. Several organizations were 
reactivated and a new spirit of hope reenergized the congregation. 

     On Christmas Eve 2004, a candlelight 
service was held in the sanctuary and 
immediately was added to the list of 
Loray’s Advent season traditions. 
Following the service, worshippers were 
encouraged to exit through the front 
doors of the church on Franklin 
Boulevard and visit on the steps and in 
the front yard. It was a joyous time as 
hundreds of flickering luminaries, 
purchased from the youth of the church 

as a way of honoring or memorializing 
loved ones, joined the beautiful glow of 
stained glass windows and the voices of a 
throng of happy Christians. That night 
“Joy to the World” was proclaimed in 
West Gastonia.  
     Sunday January 2, 2005 marked the 
official beginning of the observance of the 
Loray’s centennial year. Plans had been 
formulated by the 100th Anniversary 
Committee to highlight one area of the church’s ministry on a Sunday each month 
throughout 2005. The motto for the year was “Lighting the Way for the Next 100 Years.” 

 
Christmas Eve candlelight service, 2004 

 (above and below right). 

 



     On January 23, 2005, the church voted to purchase audio-visual equipment to be used 
during worship services at a cost of $25,799.69 and to replace the sanctuary air 
conditioning system at a cost of $70,000.  
     A “Lighting the Way Fund” was established in February to pay for the sanctuary 
modifications and improvements over a three year period. Within a short time, pledges 
met the expenditures, and, as of this date, half of the pledged amount has been paid.  
     A proclamation by the City of Gastonia declared June 4, 2005 as Loray Baptist 
Church Centennial Day. On the following day, June 5, the greatest celebration in the 
history of the church was experienced by a sanctuary filled with members and guests.  
     On September 11, 2005, Dr. Kent Cranford was called to be the thirteenth pastor of 
Loray. He immediately began leading the church in its second century of service with 
emphases on outreach and spiritual discipling. Dr. Cranford is employing traditional and 
innovative methods designed to equip the fellowship for the grand and glorious 
challenges that lie ahead in this new century. 
     Noteworthy in the first five years of Dr. Cranford’s pastorate have been Operation 
Antioch, a twice-annual hands-on outreach to the surrounding community; Maintaining 
Main , part of Operation Antioch in which church members and scouts of Troop 9 BSA 
“spruce-up” West Main Avenue and side streets from the church to Downtown; West 
End Turnaround , in which a parking lot, hot dogs, and effective low-key ministry and 
witness are provided for Franklin Boulevard cruisers every other Friday night during the 
warmer months of the year; Antioch House, which is the new role of the former 
Missionary Residence as a distribution point for clothing and other items free-of-charge; 
and Ignite Worship, an alternative worship experience held at 9:00AM Sundays in the 
“catacombs” under the Sanctuary.  
     Energized and reinvigorated music and youth programs have made positive 
contributions to the church’s recent progress, and traditional programs continue to serve 
all age groups from nursery to senior adults. Opportunities for ministry to others abound. 
     Undergirding the overall life of the church is the unwavering faith that God will 
provide all that is needed for Loray Baptist Church to continue her ministry in this time 
and place as He has done in the past. 
     Recently stimulated commercial growth on the fringe of West Gastonia coupled with 
the anticipated benefits of a revitalized Downtown hint at a future convergence of 
economic dynamism at the hoped-for Loray Mill redevelopment site. The church has 
every reason to expect that its location will, in the future, place it once again in the center 
of a vibrant and growing community. Then the story of Loray Baptist Church will have 
indeed come full-circle.  
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