COVENANT BAPTIST CHURCH: 1965- 2015PRIVATE 

For 50 years we, the people of Covenant, have thought of ourselves as people on a journey.  Our most enduring symbol has been that of a sailboat, with a cross for a mast.

Covenant grew out of a Sunday School class at River Oaks Baptist Church in the spring of 1965.  When the church called a pastor who was both theologically and socially quite conservative, the group decided to form its own church in the hopes that it would become a renewing influence in the Southern Baptist Convention.  We were initially dually aligned with both the American Baptist Churches and the Southern Baptist Convention.  
John Cook was our founding minister.  He left at the end of that first summer to return to Yale, where he finished his graduate studies and then became a professor in the divinity school.  He has now retired, returned to the Houston area, and is worshipping with us again.  The other founding members who continue to be active in our midst are Gene Cope, Martha Murphree, and John and Ann Pirtle.

Covenant has encouraged active lay leadership throughout its history.  Our members lead worship, administer the business of the congregation through the church council, aid in ministry on the diaconate, and serve on committees that implement the goals we have established for ourselves.

The early Covenant leadership was primarily male.  But since 1974, when the diaconate was first opened to women, all offices in the church have been shared equally by both women and men.
Throughout our history we have valued most a meaningful worship experience.  We ask that proclamations be couched in language suitable to our time and place, that the message be one that challenges, that causes us to see ourselves and our relation to the world in a different light.  We ask that the worship service empower us to re-enter the world each week with new compassion and new understanding.

We have always valued music as part of the worship experience.  Don Strong was our first Minister of Music, and his high standards have been continued by Fran Avera, who has ministered to us for over forty years.  Covenant has always had an excellent and dedicated choir, and we have had a succession of gifted organists and pianists, including Carl McAliley, who adds much to our worship experience through his thoughtful selection and accomplished performance of keyboard music.
Education has also always been an important aspect of Covenant.  There are weekly Sunday School classes for both youth and adults, and from time to time there have been additional educational presentations ranging from studies in contemporary theology to a discussion series on morality and justice.  Since 1991 the church has offered a mentorship program for our youth.  Each middle school and high school student is paired with an adult mentor, who is charged to meet with that student on a regular basis and to participate in a number of specific activities.  


Mission, and in particular local mission, has always been a strong emphasis in Covenant.  The early Covenant set out to give 50% of its income to mission causes, and for this reason chose not to build a church building.  Although attitudes toward owning a building have changed, we continue to affirm our commitment to minister in partnership with those who live, work, and worship around us.
Our congregation has wrestled with whether a church should be involved in political activism.  That controversy was perhaps at its most intense when we took a congregational stand in opposition to the war in Vietnam.

Covenant sponsored a family of Vietnamese refugees during the early 1980's and later that decade we became a Sister Church to Iglesia Horeb, a church in Nicaragua brought to our attention by an interim minister, Doug Sullivan.  

Covenant has always been characterized as having strong feelings of community.  Deacon's groups were established in the early '70's to create mini-communities in the church.  Support/awareness groups flourished in the '70's.  Church suppers, retreats, informal camping trips, movie groups, and other study groups have strengthened ties between members of the congregation.

Bill Kerley was called to be our pastor in 1966.  He was a particularly gifted proclaimer to our congregation for nearly 15 years.  We had two ministers during the '80s that were not a good fit for us. In both cases neither of us were the people we claimed to be or thought we were, and we spent painful months coming to terms with those relationships.
Jay Leach was our pastor from September of 1990 through July 2000.  We  experienced a time of healing, renewal, and challenge under his leadership.  In addition to being a sensitive minister and an outstanding preacher, Jay was actively involved in the larger Houston community, and provided strong leadership for a number of interfaith mission initiatives.  
Interim ministers have included Art Travis, Larry Spencer, Doug Sullivan, Virginia Burrus, Bill Wade, and Tim Noel.  And members of Covenant benefitted significantly from the informal ministry of Leon Meeks for over thirty years.
In 1992 Covenant withdrew from the Southern Baptist Convention over issues of polity and inclusiveness.  Since that time we have become more intentional about expressing our welcome to the GLBT community.

We shared space with four churches during the first thirty-five years of our institutional life:  the chapel at St. John the Divine on River Oaks Boulevard, Bethany Christian Church on Westheimer, St. Stephen's Episcopal Church on West Alabama, and Bellaire Christian Church on Alder.  But in 1995, after several years of discussion, we voted to pursue ownership of our own facility.  
On June 30, 1997, the congregation purchased the tract of land at 4949 Caroline in the Midtown area.  On January 30, 2000 Covenant held its first worship service in our current facility, which was dedicated on March 5th of that year.
Jeremy Rutledge was our minister from 2002 until April of 2012.  During his tenure our congregation grew larger, leading us to add a second service and a second minister.  Laura Mayo came to Covenant, first as an Associate Pastor in 2006, and then becoming our Senior Minister in January of 2013.  Jodi Bash is now our Director of Children and Youth, and thanks to Laura and Jodi’s good work, the large number of families with children in our congregation is the fulfillment of our dream of twenty years ago to grow our congregation.
And so we have outgrown our facilities and need to undertake another challenging adventure.  Which is why you find yourself here this evening.  The history ends here.  The future begins.
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