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Safford, Perley G. (1921-2009) served as a pastor in Central Florida for over 50 years. He 

served in the United States Army and graduated from Stetson University. He served as 

pastor of First Baptist Church, Sorrento, Fort McCoy, Morriston, Olivet Baptist in 

Marion County and First Baptist Church, Altoona (1949-1950). He was the founding 

pastor of Gateway Baptist Church in Ocala. He and his wife had a son Richard and 

two daughters, Sharon and Faith. 

 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

HISTORY OF ATHENA BAPTIST CHURCH

The first church was established in 1897 and named Corinth Baptist Church. 
The ten charter members were Mr. and Mrs. Henry F. Austin, Mr. and Mrs. E. A. 
Dixon, Mr. and Mrs. C. C. Johnson, Mr. and Mrs. Sam Coker, and Mr. and Mrs. H. C. 
Deal. Henry F. Austin was the first pastor. The church grew to 25 members 
before the name was changed to Athena Baptist Church.

The first building was a one-room log structure with punchion floors and 
benches and a cypress log roof. This building was later replaced with a wood frame 
building made from rough lumber and was used until 1948. Church and school were 
held there. Though not well organized, Sunday School was a part of the early 
church program.

In 1907 Rev. J. W. Pearson was pastor with the church still named Corinth. 
In 1915 C. E. McClellan came as pastor- Rev. McClellan was pastor from 1915 to 
1917 and during his pastorate nine conferences were held, the church gave to two 
State Mission Offerings, and for a mission, they extended an arm to the Lake Joe 
Community.

From 1918 until 1925, J. 0. Wilcox pastored Athena Baptist Church. While 
he was there, on January 15, 1922, the first organized Sunday School was started 
and held each Sunday.

S. K. Wilson served as pastor from 1925-1926 and the church voted to pay 
him not less than $10.00 per month- There are no records from 1926-1929 at which 
time Rev. Watts was called as pastor. CM July 31, 1932, Rev. Holmes from Cross 
City was called as pastor- in 1935 through 1937 I. M. Moore was pastor. He pre­
sented a church budget, introduced midweek prayer service, and organized the first 
church census. He also held the first church study course. He died while in 
service.

Rev. Charles W. Persons served as pastor from 1937-1938. Church services were 
being held only twice a month. He organized a BYPU in 1938 and started the 
church’s first Training Union Program. The second building was remodeled at ‘this 
time to provide Sunday School rooms and the Sunday School was graded. A Brother­
hood was organized under his leadership in March of 1938 and also WMU in April 
of 1938. After Rev. Persons left, the Training Union soon dissolved since it 
was not very strong yet.

Joe Connell was pastor for one year beginning in July, 1939. Deacons were 
elected on September 14, 1941 and Rev. Townsend became pastor at that time.

Rev. John R. Collins served as pastor from 1941-1944 and helped reorganize 
the Brotherhood. During this time 'the church first subscribed to the "Baptist 
Witness".

In 1944 Rev- Persons returned as pastor and organized another Training Union - 
He served as principal for the first Vacation Bible School in June, 1945. A new 
block building was built in 1948 with an auditoruim and educational building at 
an approximate cost of $8,000. Two years later the church note was burned. There 
were 35 additions to the church under Rev. Persons’ pastorate.

K. A. Whaley was called as pastor in 1951 and served until 1954. A pastorium 
was built under his- leadership in 1953. W. L. Price was pastor from 1954-1957 
and helped establish a mission at Ezell’s Beach. The church was remodeled and 
improved during the pastorate of P. G. Safford who served from 1957-1960.

Rev. Roy Bailey came to the church as pastor on January 10, 1960. On April 
19, 1961, Bryant Morgan made a motion to build some additional class rooms and 
the nursery building was built with four classrooms and one bathroom.

On March 25, 1964, R. E. Merrell was called as pastor and served until 1966.
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