
What	  is	  the	  history	  of	  the	  Church	  of	  the	  Nazarene	  First	  (170	  Reservoir	  

Ave)?	  	  

The	  Church	  of	  the	  Nazarene	  First	  is	  a	  tiny,	  red	  brick	  building	  structure	  on	  170	  

Reservoir	  Street.	  It	  is	  only	  slightly	  bigger	  than	  most	  buildings	  in	  the	  area	  and	  

does	  not	  stand	  out	  as	  many	  churches	  tend	  to	  do.	  You	  could	  walk	  right	  by	  it,	  

distracted	  by	  the	  other	  structures	  outside:	  the	  new	  Unisex	  salon	  and	  Reservoir	  

Avenue	  School	  with	  a	  bold	  caption	  by	  Allen	  Shawn	  Feinstein	  gracing	  its	  wall.	  	  On	  

a	  Sunday	  afternoon,	  the	  board	  outside	  the	  Church	  informs	  me	  of	  the	  Sunday	  

school	  at	  10	  am,	  morning	  service	  at	  10:45	  am,	  Fellowship	  meeting	  at	  4	  pm	  and	  

that	  the	  Spanish	  Service	  in	  the	  evening	  was	  cancelled.	  It	  was	  10:20	  am	  when	  I	  

arrived	  and	  after	  a	  friendly	  introduction	  to	  an	  elderly	  woman,	  the	  pastor	  led	  me	  

straight	  to	  the	  basement	  where	  his	  wife	  was	  leading	  a	  bible	  session	  with	  four	  

girls	  around	  my	  age.	  	  

The	  conversation	  at	  Sunday	  School	  and	  the	  later	  service	  referred	  frequently	  to	  

the	  metaphor	  of	  doors	  and	  building	  walls,	  the	  superficie	  of	  places	  versus	  what	  

was	  inside.	  That	  it	  was	  the	  community	  that	  one	  created	  inside	  the	  church	  that	  

mattered	  more	  than	  anything	  else,	  and	  the	  youth	  at	  Sunday	  School	  reflected	  on	  

how	  to	  keep	  the	  doors	  of	  the	  church	  open	  and	  get	  more	  people	  interested.	  They	  

had	  recently	  organized	  a	  yard	  sale	  outside	  to	  get	  more	  people	  to	  notice	  it	  as	  they	  

walked	  by.	  This	  intrigued	  me,	  as	  earlier	  my	  only	  knowledge	  of	  the	  Church	  had	  

been	  its	  tiny	  structure,	  and	  now	  I	  slowly	  wandered	  in	  its	  depths.	  	  

The	  room	  had	  two	  projectors,	  and	  the	  service	  followed	  the	  outline	  that	  the	  

pastor	  had	  on	  a	  power	  point	  presentation.	  The	  service	  consisted	  of	  a	  lot	  of	  music,	  

the	  pastor	  doubled	  up	  to	  play	  the	  drum	  set	  and	  the	  electric	  guitar	  too.	  It	  had	  a	  

really	  modern	  feeling	  to	  it,	  however	  right	  near	  the	  pulpit	  hung	  a	  banner	  that	  read	  

“	  1887	  First	  People’s	  Church,	  Association	  of	  Pentecostal	  churches	  of	  America,	  RI.”	  

This	  confused	  me	  as	  I	  knew	  that	  it	  was	  not	  a	  Pentecostal	  church.	  Also,	  although	  it	  

looked	  modern,	  in	  reality	  it	  was	  ancient	  and	  had	  been	  around	  for	  a	  long	  time.	  	  



The	  First	  Church	  of	  Nazarene	  is	  not	  a	  Pentecostal	  church	  in	  the	  same	  sense	  as	  we	  

think	  of	  the	  word	  Pentecostal	  today1.	  It	  is	  a	  Nazarene	  Church,	  a	  movement	  that	  

came	  out	  of	  the	  Holiness	  movement	  in	  the	  early	  1900’s.	  This	  church,	  however	  

was	  established	  in	  1887,	  before	  this	  domination	  was	  born.	  Therefore,	  it	  is	  truly	  

one	  of	  the	  first	  Nazarene	  churches	  in	  the	  country,	  the	  other	  one	  located	  in	  Texas.	  

Why	  did	  this	  movement	  strengthen	  in	  Providence	  is	  the	  next	  question	  that	  

comes	  to	  mind?	  

The	  answer	  to	  this	  question	  comes	  by	  understanding	  the	  origins	  of	  the	  Holiness	  

movement	  that	  led	  to	  the	  formation	  of	  the	  Church	  of	  Nazarene	  and	  giving	  credit	  

to	  the	  lives	  of	  two	  men.	  John	  Diaz	  and	  Fred	  A	  Hillery.	  	  

The	  Wesleyan	  Holiness	  movement	  or	  Revival	  started	  in	  Britain	  in	  the	  18th	  

century	  as	  a	  general	  revivalist	  movement	  with	  John	  Wesley,	  his	  brother	  Charles	  

and	  George	  Whitfield	  being	  notable	  figures	  in	  this	  movement.	  The	  Wesleyan	  

phase	  of	  this	  revival	  was	  characterized	  by	  three	  theological	  landmarks:	  

regeneration	  by	  grace	  through	  faith,	  Christian	  perfection	  or	  sanctification	  and	  

the	  witness	  of	  the	  Spirit	  to	  the	  assurance	  of	  grace2.	  In	  the	  19th	  century	  the	  new	  

holiness	  movement	  began	  in	  Eastern	  United	  States	  with	  Phoebe	  Palmer	  of	  New	  

York	  and	  Timothy	  Merritt	  serving	  as	  national	  leaders.	  A	  lot	  of	  independent	  

holiness	  entities	  vied	  to	  join	  with	  this	  movement.	  

	  Amongst	  these,	  the	  Association	  of	  Pentecostal	  Churches	  of	  America	  was	  one.	  “On	  

July	  21,	  1887,	  the	  People’s	  Evangelical	  Church	  was	  organized	  with	  51	  members	  

at	  Providence,	  Rhode	  Island,	  with	  Fred	  A	  Hillery	  as	  pastor.”	  Fred	  A	  Hillery	  was	  a	  

key	  member	  in	  the	  north-‐east	  holiness	  movement	  and	  helped	  found	  many	  

churches	  in	  New	  England.	  At	  this	  time	  the	  Church	  was	  located	  at	  163	  Oxford	  

Street	  in	  Providence	  and	  only	  moved	  to	  its	  current	  location	  more	  recently.	  The	  

Church	  of	  Nazarene	  was	  strengthened	  as	  an	  institution	  throughout	  the	  1890’s	  

and	  finally	  in	  1907-‐08	  the	  Association	  of	  Pentecostal	  churches	  of	  America,	  the	  

Church	  of	  Nazarene	  and	  the	  Holiness	  Church	  of	  Christ	  all	  united	  under	  the	  

banner	  of	  the	  holiness	  movement.	  	  In	  these	  years	  Rev.	  John	  Diaz,	  who	  had	  been	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

1	  P	  63,	  Historical	  Dictionary	  of	  the	  Holiness	  movement	  	  
2	  Historical	  Statement,	  Attached	  in	  Appendix	  



one	  of	  the	  crucial	  founders	  of	  the	  holiness	  movement	  in	  Providence,	  left	  on	  a	  

missionary	  movement	  to	  Cape	  Verde.	  As	  the	  movement	  strengthened,	  so	  did	  it	  

spread	  further	  and	  further3.	  

What	  is	  its	  role	  in	  the	  neighborhood?	  

No	  one	  who	  I	  spoke	  to	  in	  the	  church	  knew	  about	  the	  Mashapaug	  pond.	  This	  

surprised	  me	  as	  it	  is	  just	  down	  the	  road	  from	  the	  church.	  It	  seemed	  like	  many	  

people	  were	  not	  very	  familiar	  with	  the	  space	  around	  the	  church.	  What	  brought	  

all	  these	  people	  with	  different	  connections	  to	  this	  place	  together	  in	  church?	  

Churches	  often	  form	  important	  meeting	  places	  in	  communities.	  At	  this	  church,	  

people	  sing,	  pray,	  talk	  and	  eat	  together.	  There	  were	  only	  around	  30	  people	  at	  

Sunday	  mass	  even	  though	  the	  church	  had	  capacity	  for	  much	  more.	  I	  was	  told	  that	  

since	  the	  church	  was	  so	  old,	  a	  lot	  of	  its	  older	  members	  had	  moved	  away	  or	  

passed	  away.	  What	  was	  apparent	  in	  the	  church	  hall	  was	  that	  there	  were	  people	  

of	  many	  different	  ethnicities.	  At	  the	  lunch	  right	  after	  mass	  I	  met	  people	  from	  

Haiti,	  Cape	  Verde,	  El	  Salvador,	  Dominican	  Republic,	  Nigeria	  and	  from	  many	  

different	  places	  in	  the	  US.	  In	  the	  congregation,	  some	  people	  lived	  down	  the	  

street,	  some	  drove	  in	  from	  other	  places	  in	  Rhode	  Island	  such	  as	  Kingstown	  and	  

some,	  including	  the	  pastor	  were	  from	  Massachusetts.	  I	  was	  told	  of	  a	  couple	  of	  

Brown	  students	  had	  joined	  the	  congregation	  every	  year4.	  Every	  time	  a	  new	  

person	  entered	  the	  church,	  such	  as	  me	  in	  this	  case,	  the	  mass	  said	  a	  special	  

welcome	  out	  loud	  to	  this	  person	  and	  sang	  a	  song	  welcoming	  them	  in.	  	  

There	  are	  many	  churches	  of	  various	  denominations	  within	  a	  1-‐2	  mile	  radious	  of	  

the	  pond.	  The	  role	  of	  the	  Church	  of	  Nazarene	  first	  in	  this	  neighborhood	  is	  small	  

as	  it	  does	  not	  serve	  the	  majority	  of	  the	  community.	  However,	  for	  the	  few	  people	  

who	  it	  does,	  it	  helps	  them	  make	  connections	  with	  other	  people	  from	  further	  

away.	  The	  night	  before	  I	  visited,	  everyone	  had	  celebrated	  Fall	  Festival	  with	  

almost	  300	  people	  of	  different	  Nazarene	  Churches	  in	  Rhode	  Island	  (2	  Portuguese	  

ones	  in	  East	  Providence,	  one	  in	  Wakefield	  and	  another	  one).	  The	  masses	  do	  tend	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

3	  Historical	  Statement,	  Attached	  in	  Appendix	  
4	  Stephen	  Harris	  a	  Brown	  graduate,	  now	  a	  senator	  was	  someone	  who	  gave	  me	  a	  
some	  information	  about	  church.	  	  



to	  serve	  people	  of	  various	  language	  groups,	  and	  hence	  are	  appealing.	  A	  lady	  from	  

Nigeria	  told	  me	  that	  she	  used	  to	  attend	  the	  African	  church	  earlier,	  but	  felt	  that	  it	  

was	  too	  big	  and	  she	  came	  here	  for	  the	  intimate	  community	  that	  it	  was.	  The	  

Church	  of	  Nazarene	  in	  theory	  also	  has	  a	  huge	  policy	  of	  service	  in	  community	  and	  

missionary	  service	  in	  other	  countries.	  I	  do	  not	  know	  if	  this	  is	  practiced	  in	  this	  

church.	  
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Appendix:	  

These	  are	  some	  documents	  Pastor	  Almeida	  at	  the	  Church	  	  me:	  

	  



	  

	  



	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



	  



	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



	  

Photograph	  of	  family	  of	  John	  Diaz	  (found	  at	  the	  church)	  

	  

	  

	  

	  


