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Butler Memorial United Methodist Church (UMC) was founded as a mission for the
commencement of a black congregation in the Williamsbridge section of the Bronx, NY in 1912.
During this historical period segregation was prevalent among Protestant churches of the North
states, not just in the Southern states. The late Rev. William P. Butler, of which the church was
named, was the first minister of St. Marks United Methodist Church in Manhattan, who founded
the mission. In a recent interview with their 5* pastor, Rev. Dr. Allen Pinckney, the
contemporary issues facing Butler Memorial UMC over the past 12 years of his service were
discussed. Theological strategies based on the church’s current urban analysis of the
Williamsbridge section of the South Bronx were examined. Moreover, a discussion of
theological implementation measures taken by the church body in addressing the social problems

affecting the church community.

Due to Butler’s history and activity, it is clearly a community church. The church is
continuously frequented by community residents, whether they are members of the church or
not. In an interview with Rev. Dr. Allen Pinckney, he was able to define key terms relevant to
ministry in this diverse, Bronx community. He defined church as a community of baptized
believers in Jesus Christ, “covenant[ed] together in worship, service, witness, study and living of
God’s Word, in order to fulfill the mission of winning souls for Christ and building the Kingdom
of God”. (Pinckney, 2023) Rev. Dr. Pinckney defined urban, succinctly as “that community of
people in a condensed environment, where resources and services are geared toward empowering
large populations of people to dwell together.” (Pinckney, 2023) This articulate definition of
urbanity is clearly reflected in the church’s commitment to urban ministry. Working together
within an urban setting, the church is committed to uplift, empower and care for members of its

community, under the anointing of the Holy Spirit, in order to transform it as a reflection of



God’s kingdom here on earth. Butler Memorial United Methodist Church is urban because of its
location, membership constituency, and collective ethos toward its community. Although, the
United Methodist Church practices itinerancy amongst its clergy and rotates its pastors, Rev. Dr.
Allen Pinckney is no stranger to the urban world. Raised in public housing, attending public
schools, entertained by public community centers, Rev. Pinckney grew up in The Promenade
housing apartments of Flushing, Queens, NY. He reflected on his urban upbringing as multi-
national and multi-ethnic facing many of the challenges that are endured in today’s public
housing neighborhoods. Rev. Dr. Pinckney is empathetic toward the needs in this urban
community such as: affordable housing, food distribution programs, clothing, providing various
material resources, and especially to empower youth, who consistently face drug, gang violence,
and domestic violence situations. Rev. Dr. Pinckney described himself as “more prone to
developing creative ways in which the church can be an instrument of healing” in the city.

(Pinckney, 2023)

The Williamsbridge section of the Bronx, was once an all-black, segregated urban
neighborhood. However, it is currently as diverse as the urban world of Rev. Pinckney’s youth.
Having former sociological training, Rev. Dr. Pinckney views the urban setting of Butler
Memorial UMC as diverse, fluid, and complex. Social analysis of this community requires
“intentional assessment and evaluation from a variety of perspectives”. (Pinckney, 2023) This
neighborhood is plagued with gang violence, prostitution, housing inequities, and stained police
relations. Pinckney believes the church has to be transparent and inclusive in addressing the
dynamic needs of this urban locale. The diverse legacies, lifestyles, histories, genders, and
cultures require an agile church in thought process and planning, in order to best meet the needs

of this diverse community. A few realities of dire concern to Rev. Pinckney were housing



challenges, immigration problems, and an increased youth incarceration rate. He has deduced
that the poor have less resources and easily get entangled in the justice system with negative
outcomes. Growing up in the projects, Rev. Dr. Pinckney incurred many of the same challenges
the church’s ministry faces today. However, he carefully noted that many of his peers
experienced flourishing in their adult lives despite their urban desolation. Creating a better sense
of community was the key, reflected Rev. Pinckney. His vision is thus to create a better sense of
community among his congregants, promoting respect amongst diversity, empowerment and

education.

Rev. Pinckney’s urban theological reflection is based on three primary scriptural texts
and respective biblical principles. The first, “Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view
of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your
true and proper worship. Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good,
pleasing and perfect will.” (Rom. 12:1-2 [New International Version]) Rev. Pinckney opines
that this scripture implicates that God does the transformation in and through you which can
ultimately lead to a transformed community. We should not live by the criterion of what the
“world” deems successful, but make an intentional decision to live for the Kingdom of God, as
Kingdom residents transformed by God’s Holy Spirit. Our lives are transformed by the Holy
Spirit, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is
here!” (1 Cor. 5:17 [NIV]) These tenants of ministry are all based on the ethical underpinnings
of The Beatitudes in Matthew 5, “This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one
and only Son into the world that we might live through him,” (1 Jn 4:19 [NIV]) and “Love the

Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your



strength.” The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.” There is no commandment
greater than these.” (Mk 12:30-31[NIV]) According to Rev. Pinckney this is the foundation for

all ministry.

As a devout United Methodist for over 30 years, Rev. Dr. Pinckney adheres to the
teachings of its founder, John Wesley. He recalled a famous quote from John Wesley, “Do all
the good you can, in all the ways you can, to all the souls you can, in every place you can, at all
the times you can, with all the zeal you can, as long as ever you can”, mentioning that this was
the work that Butler Memorial UMC was to perform in the Williamsbridge section of the Bronx.
The work of “doing good” is the responsibility of all believers and has a bi-level approach of
personal holiness and social holiness, according to the United Methodist organization. Inspired
by scriptural text, “He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the Lord require
of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God,” (Mic. 6:8 [NIV])
the UMC’s theological framework is based on the new covenant of God’s prevenient, sanctifying
and justifying grace as the active agent. God’s grace is the enabling factor in the ability of
transformed believers to transform neighborhoods. According to Rev. Pinckney, “The church
can ‘get dirty’ and reach into the lives of broken people. There is no need for pious, self-
righteousness. All are called to be used of God.” In keeping with Methodist tradition, many in
the congregation are empowered and trained to become “lay leaders” who not only teach and
lead ministries within the life of the church, but are commissioned by God to minister outside the
four walls of the church. In observance, there are approximately eight lay ministers at Butler
UMC, and 20 small group leaders. Although not all leaders are active, it points to the willingness

in “doing good” within the church and the commitment by church leaders to leadership



development within Butler Memorial UMC. Most notably, there are non-members of Butler

Memorial UMC actively involved in church leadership.

Butler Memorial United Methodist Church is a beloved community of faith which
proclaims the Good News of Jesus Christ and equips persons for ministry and service. This is
the church’s mission statement. This urban church implements its mission in the community of
the Southeast Bronx holistically within all aspects of community life: political, social,
educational, spiritual, and economic. “We are here to build and do today from a holistic
perspective, addressing the physical, mental, economic, spiritual, and social (all inclusive).”
Rev. Pinckney has a ministerial motto of “building together today for an eternal tomorrow”. He
clarifies this statement by ensuring that “the body of Christ is building together, all diverse, but
working together with our diverse gifts and graces as a unified whole, pursuing God by winning
souls and glorifying God with our lives.” Theological implementation of social and economic
reform was based on seeking relationships with New York State and local legislative officers.
Upon visiting, Butler UMC has been frequented by Kevin Riley — councilman for District #12,
and Jamal Bailey — NY state senator. Rev. Pinckney occasionally plays basketball with
councilman, Kevin Riley. The church has partnered with community organizations such as the
NAACP and participating in community initiatives like the “Gun Buy Back” program to
decrease gun violence and gang participation in the neighborhood. Most notably, the church has
agreed to host a new public elementary charter school called, “The Learning Tree” on church
grounds. On Sunday, February 12", the church’s music department partnered with the music
department of The Learning Tree to hold a Black History month celebration service. It was a
great example of community outreach for the church, building bridges between local residents

and the diverse ministerial avenues of Butler Memorial United Methodist Church. For



Valentines’ Day the church held a free, virtual webinar on “Love and Relationships”. This
covered a plethora of relationship types; parental relationships, step-parenting relationships,
parent-child relationships, marriage relationships and dating relationships. The information
provided as well as the professional caliber of guest speakers were exceptional. The workshop
quality reflected those of larger institutions. Butler UMC periodically hosts health seminars,
mobile health services, and food and clothing distribution. These services were all based on the
demographic needs of the community. A few noteworthy community services were: breast
cancer awareness/mobile screening, diabetes management seminar, and mental health awareness
seminar. All seminars were led by health care professionals who either lived or worked within

the community and held at the church within the past six months.

It is clear that Butler Memorial UMC, under the leadership of their pastor, Rev. Dr. Allen
Pinckney, has exhibited relevant, urban, and missional programs, services and care for the
members of their community. The membership consists both of local residents and former
residents who are as concerned about their community as those who currently reside in the
Williamsbridge section of the Bronx. Though the urban social analysis conducted by the church
is very grassroots and informal, it remains extremely effective. The effectiveness of its urban
ministry is due to the compassion, love and intentionality, developed from its theological
reflections of love and justice throughout the Bible and the dedication of its membership toward
the implementation of love and justice in the community. The informality of its social awareness
does not negate the magnanimity of the church’s impact. Furthermore, the size of its ministry
and minimal financial means, did not impact the resourcefulness of the church’s determination to
holistically meet the needs of its local community. Working together with external organizations

and platforms, Butler Memorial UMC, brings justice and love to its neighbors.
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