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It’s about the stories. 

In 1897 Mrs. Victoria George Avery, 
published a memoir describing her 
eleven-year-old daughter’s remarkable 
call to Christian ministry and recent 
preaching tour that included racially 
mixed audiences from the Carolinas to 
Massachusetts. Excerpts from Cleretta 
Nora Avery’s sermons and letters of 
endorsement from prominent pastors 
texture Mrs. Avery’s vivid portrait of 
the “Wonderful Colored Girl Preacher” 
who crossed racial, age, gender, and 
geographical divisions with her 
uncommon ministry. 

Half a century later, in 1953, the Jewish 
community in the railroad town of 
Wilson, NC dedicated its first 
synagogue building. This milestone 
came nearly a century after the first 
Jewish settlers established a community 
that welcomed significant numbers of 
European Jews to the American South. 
A booklet commemorating the 
occasion contains many congratulatory 
messages for Temple Beth El from local 
individuals and businesses—both Jewish 
and non-Jewish—revealing widespread 
support in the community. 

That same year, in nearby Chapel Hill, 
the Rev. Charles M. Jones resigned 
from the university town’s Presbyterian 
church despite the support of both 
parish leaders and a majority of the 
congregation. Jones’ resignation 
sermon outlines his theological 
differences with regional church 
leaders. Jones defends his views 
on the authority of scripture, and the 
nature of Christian faith, 

acknowledging that those seeking his 
ouster found his doctrine problematic. 
Regional church records pertaining to 
Jones’ case similarly reflect the 
Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy 
that had been dividing American 
Christianity for decades. These 
documents also suggest how a doctrinal 
dispute could hide the presence of 
other tensions. In Jones’ case, 
prominent community members were 
displeased with his support of racial 
integration. 

What do Cleretta Avery, Temple Beth 
El, and Charles Jones have in common? 
Their stories are among those preserved 
for the benefit of current and future 
generations in the Religion in North 
Carolina Digital Collection, a 
digitization project led by Duke 
University along with UNC-Chapel 
Hill and Wake Forest University. Since 
2012 the collection has acquired and 
digitized thousands of primary sources 
in order to enhance access for both 
academic and general audiences. 
“Religion in NC” is the only digital 
collection focused on religion specific 
to one state. As such, the collection 
might appeal to anyone interested in 
how technology is being used to 
document our state’s rich cultural 
history. Historians, genealogists, 
librarians, religious groups, teachers, 
and students will find the project 
especially useful. 

Religion in NC is made possible 
through funding from the Federal 
Institute of Museum and Library 
Services (IMLS), as administered by the 
State Library of North Carolina. 
Gathering and scanning materials 
continues to be a priority. The project 
anticipates having over 6,000 
documents available to the 
public by the end of the initial grant 
period. In addition to our three 
university Project Partners, contributors 
include historical societies, religious 
organizations, individuals, and public 
and academic library systems. 

Examples of the collection’s contents 
include conference proceedings, 
meeting minutes, autobiographies, 
newsletters, serial publications, and 
sermons. There is also a growing 
number of ephemeral works such as 
cookbooks, event programs, and 
directories. Previously these documents 
were not available to researchers in a 
single online source. Many were not 
available digitally at all. Early user 
analysis indicates that meeting records 
and local registries are among the most 
popular items viewed and downloaded, 
possibly for their value to genealogical 
research. Religious congregations have 
expressed appreciation for how the 
collection was useful for producing 
institutional histories.  Visit us at 
http://library.divinity.duke.edu/
ncreligion

Since 2012 the collection has acquired and digitized 
thousands of primary sources in order to enhance access 
for both academic and general audiences. 


