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The controversy which presently exists is between:



1) 
Buddy & Jack Spradley, who claim to be the legal owners of this Baptist Church, 


having in their possession a certain warranty deed which in its legal description, 


excludes four acres of land from the tract..  To add fuel to the already existing 


fires, and making the situation  more volatile,   the Spradley Family fenced the 


property with barbed wire on the first Sunday in December 1997, shutting off the 


members of the church from meeting in the church building.  



2) 
The Campbell Family Reunion, who make the same claim of ownership of the 


property, and purport to use this property for a "family reunion" once a year.



3)
And members of Harmony Baptist Church who assert they are the rightful 


owners of this property, and who are in the process of having quit claim deed 


prepared from certain members of the Reams Family, specifically giving them 


the four acres of land for their church and retention of the cemetery in their care.  


These members had been meeting there since December 1996, on a regular basis 


of at least one service per week.  When the property was fenced, certain of the 


membership cut the wire and were arrested by the Madison County Sheriff's 


Deputy and charged with destroying private property by cutting the fence.  They 


were allegedly told that if a person fences in any piece of property, one may not 


cut the fence, although one might be the legal owner of the parcel of property 


that has been fenced, because the fence is personal property of the person 


erecting the fence and you cannot destroy personal property, even to enter upon 


your own legally owned land.  Allegedly the Sheriff of Madison County told 


these people this.  


The property  in question, consists of approximately four acres of land situated at the Northwest Corner of Fla State Hiway 150 & Walker Cemetery Road, in Madison County Florida.  


A original will exists and is on file in Madison County,  in which a Mr. Porter left "165 acres of land, LESS FOUR ACRES for a church, a school and a cemetery."  The Spradleys, members of the church and the Campbell Family all lay claim to the four acres.  When one reads the entire will, it is quite obvious the testator desired to leave four acres of land out of his entire estate, to be reserved for a church, a school and a cemetery.  This church and cemetery has existed for over 100 years, and in the cemetery is buried a Yankee Soldier from the War between the States, said grave being testimonial to the age of the cemetery.  The church has a minute book, which belongs properly to the church, which was confiscated by and is  currently in the possession of  Mr. Spradley, and he allegedly has refused to surrender this document to the church.  In every Church, the minute books and all other records of a church belong to the church properly and not to any individual.


Florida Statute 617.12;  617.13; 617.2004 and 617.2005 all set forth what Florida Law is regarding this church, in that this church did from sometime in 1947 until December 1996, fits the criteria and description of an "extinct" church.    Basically the law states that if a church ceases to hold services and closes its doors for a period of two years, the property is held in trust by the state and is to belong to the denomination of which that church was a member, when it was in existence, and that said property will be held in trust for the denomination.   This law obviously was created to stop any individual from obtaining ownership to a parcel of property, which  was intended to be a church.   This church had been a Baptist Church since its organization, and therefore according to Florida Law, it would belong to the Baptist Denomination.  Since the church was independent and autonomous in its government, it would be best placed in the hands of some type of independent baptist fellowship of churches.  However if the church begins to meet again, the property would then be entrusted to the  then existent church trustees, and so Florida law recognizes.     


This   church was in existence and holding services until 1947 and closed its doors to regular worship, until  December, 1996 when approximately 50 members began to meet in the building and call themselves "Harmony Baptist Church".  In addition, at least two of these fifty members were members of the old original Harmony Baptist Church when it stopped meeting regularly, in 1947, and remained members all during the time of its extinction from 1947 until 1996.  In every Baptist church document one would care to examine, from the Minutes of the Philadelphia Baptist Association, (records are in existence from 1707-1807 and beyond that); the Baptist Way Book by Ben Marcus Bogard, J.N. Hall's Baptist Church Manual, J.M. Pendleton's Baptist Church Manual, Hiscox's Guide to Baptist Churches, in the Book  Baptist Confessions of Faith by C. F. Lumpkin, and in all the mainstream of all Baptist History, from the Ancient Waldensian Baptists onward, there is a general consensus of opinion in all of them, that "where two or three are gathered" there exists a church.  In addition there is no set number of times in all of Baptist history in which a church must meet in order to remain a church.  


The Philadelphia Baptist Association is the oldest Baptist Association in the United States of America.   From it sprang all other Baptist Associations in the United States and it is the Foundation of every Baptist Church Association in  America, including all the assocations and conventions in the South.   In the Philadelphia Baptist Association Minutes dated 1707, there is a list of 19 churches, and how they were started.  In that document, each church was started when  persons in a community got together and formally declared themselves to be a church.  There was no specific amount of persons who had to exist and the number could be from two or three to any number above that.  There is a specific query in the Philadelphia Minutes which asked that association how many members did a church have to have in order to be a church.  The query was answered by stating the opinions varied form two or three to twelve.  Finally their advice was to have at least seven members of which three were men.   


As to property ownership,  in D. B. Ray's "Baptist Church Succession" along with all these others, mentioned above, there is a concensus of opinion that church property belongs to the church members as a whole, whether the membership is two or two thousand.  This can easily be proved by anyone reading just a little of Baptist History from the days of the Apostles until now.  I state as an authority on Baptist History, that all Baptist church would agree to this statement.  In addition, this is the opinion of the Churches in the State of Florida, and especially in Madison, Jefferson and Taylor County Florida.  One need only ask any Baptist Pastor  the question, "Who owns the church and who would own the church if it decreased in membership to only two members.?"  One need only ask what would happen if those two members stopped meeting for a period of time, and then decided to begin meeting again, would it be a church.   One need only ask if those two members were to meet with any number of other brethren, decide to reestablish the church worship, and hold regular services; to have a business meeting and elect new trustees, who would the property belong to and to whom would the property be entrusted?  In such instance those two would own the property and would be the sole trustees of the property until such time as the church should again meet and grow and have a business meeting where other trustees should be elected.    This is precisely what this church did in a business meeting in November 1997.  In addition, this church adopted a constitution and by-laws for its government, which provide that it is an Independent Baptist Church.   In the by-laws and constitution of the Southern Baptist Convention, the American Baptist Association and every other Baptist group in America, there is to be found the statement that each church is "autonomous and independent answering to no ecclesiastical body, and is sovereign in its government, affairs and decisions."  This is a grand landmark of the Baptist Denomination.   Also, the by-laws and constitution of a Baptist Church are its governing documents, especially in a court of law.    


The fact that the two surviving members are now members of the Harmony Baptist Church which began meeting in December 1996, give these people all the link they would ever need in any Baptist Denomination to prove their perpetuity, succession and ownership.  In addition, their business meeting in electing new trustees would be declared entirely within the scope and mainstream of Baptist Church Government, Polity  and thought.   Florida Statute 692.101 also provides for trustees of an "unincorporated church" and how they are to hold property for the church.  


It should be pointed out, that many Baptist Churches because of their strong stand on the First Amendment to the Constitution of the United States are vehemently opposed to any incorporation, because it opens a well-gate for the state to legislate the church in the slightest degree, and in no Baptist group is incorporation a requirement for the church to exist. 


Because of the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, courts are usually reluctant to barge in and begin making decrees, because most judges recognize it opens a well-gate of constitutional questions regarding church-state.  When  courts are placed in the position of having to decide an issue,  the smallest amount of legal research will reveal, they usually depend on the documents of a church or denomination as their guiding factor since few if any laws exist from which they can rule.  In many states, the Constitution, by-laws and governing documents of a denomination or a church have the same force as law for this very reason.  


According to the "ecclesiastical" law of Baptist Churches, this Harmony Baptist Church which presently exists would be the rightful owners of this parcel of land, due to them being the ones who are and have been meeting regularly, and who have the successive link back to the old Harmony Church which existed in 1947. 


The fact that Mr. Spradley himself, had the property exempted from taxes several years ago, proves that Mr. Spradley himself has formally and legally recognized this property is church property.  This is a matter of public record in the Madison County  Courthouse.

Furthermore, it is common knowledge in the community and testimony can be obtained from several individuals, that Mr. Spradley, several years ago, went through the community and solicited funding to  repair and refurbish the Old Harmony Church Building and property,  In doing so, no accounting has ever been given for the monies raised or expenditures thereof.  However, in soliciting these funds, he again by his actions admitted this property was church property.  If he claims otherwise,  one would think he would be in violation of   State and Federal Laws, in that it is a fraudulent solicitation to solicit funding for a church when in fact it is someone's personal property, as Mr. Spradley now asserts.


Florida legislators in passing State Statute 617 obviously desired to provide some protection for the church which might find themselves in just such a situation as this Harmony Baptist Church has.  Obviously they desired to insure that church property stayed in the hands of the denomination of people who originally started that church, and to insure that property dedicated to or given for the purpose of a "church" should so remain in that domain, and not end up in the hands of any person who desired or coveted the property for some personal or monetary gain. 


This statute along with the original intent of the Original Owner, as set forth in his own Last Will and Testament, are both on the side of this Harmony Baptist Church, because the Testator of the Will desired and evidently so much so that it was included in his last words on this earth, to have these four acres set aside for a church, a cemetery and a school.  


Most certainly, if the Court would recognize Mr. Porter's will as being legal and valid in one part, then it must be legal and valid in all its parts.  Therefore, if Mr. Spradley has any legal entitlement to the 160 acres of land, the church must equally have legal entitlement to the four acres of land.  A court must either recognize the will in its entirety or reject it in its entirety.   Therefore, this state statute does not allow a court to side with an individual claiming ownership, for to do so, would go against not only the original intent of the Testator of this will, but also the spirit and letter of this Statute.  If the State would rule in favor of anyone other than this church, it would be to have the four acres deeded to the denomination of which Harmony Baptist Church was associated with and affiliated with in 1947, which is decidedly the Baptist Denomination of the Independent Persuasion, and the State (along with the Counties of a State) are bound by law to act as trustee for this church and deed this property to the Baptist Churches of  which this church was a member.   Were the court to rule in favor of the Independent Baptists which constitute every Baptist church in America, Including the Southern Baptist Convention, The American Baptist Association, The General Association of Regular Baptist,  The American Baptist Church U.S. A. , The Baptist Missionary Alliance of  Churches, and virtually every other Baptist Group or denomination, for in all of these groups there exists a statement in their minutes and doctrinal statement and articles of agreement, that "each church  is independent and autonomous and subject to no ecclesiastical authority" .  All associations and conventions of Baptist Churches exist for the express purpose of consolidated, and directing the energies of all the churches toward carrying out the principles of the Great Commission.


When the Spradley family went into the church, and boarded up the windows, nailed the door shut, and placed barbed wire around the church and cemetery they violated several Florida Statutes, which provided for punishment for defacing church property, removing church property, disrupting a religious service,  and disturbing a religious service.  Their sitting on the steps of the church and making cat-calls during the services, which have to be held in the road also violate these Statutes.  These statutes which govern this are:


806.13 (1) (1a) (2)

871.01, .02, .03

Detaining and refusing to release the church minutes to the church, as well as taking the property such as they have also constitutes  Criminal Mischief as set forth in 806.13 (1), (1a), (2); and constitutes Theft and perhaps grand theft as set forth  in  812.014.  This statutes states that when a person deprives one of their property and refuses to relinquish it to them, and holds it for themselves, they are guilty of criminal theft.  It also provides for any value over $20,000 being grand theft and a felony offense.  


In addition, Florida Law provides for the ingress and egress from a cemetery in Florida Statute 704.08, and specifically that any person who has a relative there has a right to enter the cemetery for the purpose of visiting the grave, etc., and the landowner will provide such ingress and egress.  This law also provide the owner with the responsibility of caretaking the entire cemetery, and all its graves.  


Clearly the Spradleys have violated all these statutes and have not only disrupted and interfered with the church having its services but has in fact detained these people of their rightful property, including the minute books and the land and building.  Mr. Spradley's alleged "Warrantee Deed" also excludes these four acres from his ownership, clearly setting forth again, the fact that even his direct ancestor recognized this property was sacred ground, dedicated to the Lord's church.  It would seem the only persons who cannot see this clearly is attorney Spradley and his father.


Finally, by virtue of the alleged ruling of the Sheriff of Madison County, if his alleged assessment of the law is correct, then any church in the State of  Florida can virtually be shut down and access to the premises denied, provided that anyone should erect a barbed wire fence around the church building, or place a chain and lock on the door.  (By way of defense of the Good Sheriff of Madison County, I would point out that he is not nor is expected to be an attorney or a Judge, to either try legal cases or interpret the law, but is charged with upholding the law.  Many times a law enforcement officer must call a shot to avoid further disturbance and try to keep the peace.  I earnestly feel this is what the Sheriff had in mind with his statement, if he made this statement.)  In addition, the state could virtually control any church by simply placing a fence around it and denying access.  Furthermore, a fence could be placed around Madison County Courthouse, and all access denied.  One can readily see this is reductio ad absurdum in reasoning and a clear violation of  the First Amendment, because the State would be passing, interpreting and upholding a law "respecting the establishment of a religion and prohibiting the free exercise thereof."    Furthermore any allegation or legal opinion of the Law which advocates that any person can fence land which is not their own is political two-stepping.  In addition,  in order for posted land to be legally posted several things must occur:  (1) the legal owner must give consent, or the person to whom he designates that authority.  (Mr. Spradley's deed precludes his ownership of this four acres, because it specifically states, "excluding four acres". and therefore precludes him from ownership.  If his deed is legal, he does not own the four acres.)   (2) It must be written in 2-inch words, POSTED, along with the owners name beneath the same.  Florida Statute 810.011; 95.11; 810.115; sets forth the definition of posted land, and under what conditions that fence can be broken or cut.  The Legal owner always has a right to cut his own fence, and when a fence is erected upon the property of another person, that fence legally becomes the property of that person.    Also,  Florida Statute 776.031 along with 588.09 provides these church members with authorization to defend what is legally their property, and to legally enter the same, regardless of the ruling of the sheriff.   


If the Spradley's are allowed to continue on their present pathway, it is a direct violation of the rights of every member of that church and every person who would become a member in the future, because they are denying access and prohibiting these people from freely exercising their constitutional right to worship in the building erected by their forefathers, on the land given by their forefathers, for that express purpose.  Therefore the courts cannot rule in favor of the Spradleys, and be within the bounds of the Laws of the State of Florida, nor the Constitutions of the State and the United States.  This property must be relinquished to the Harmony Baptist Church, along with all their records,  and the Spradleys should be penalized for their  criminal actions.  


They should be held responsible for penal and civil damages and this church should be awarded such for the inconvenience, the violation of their rights, the interruption, disruption and disturbing of their church services and worship.  


The Spradleys should be held responsible for any and all theft of any church property which may have occurred from the time they padlocked the door until the property is relinquished back to the church.  The Spradley's should have to repair any and all damages done to the church and have to remove all boards, chains, locks, restraints, fencing or anything else which they have installed, erected or cause to have done. 


Finally, the cemetery must also be opened to any person who has a relative buried there in accordance with Florida Law and again the Spradleys should be held accountable for their actions, especially since one of them purports to be a practicing attorney,  in the County of Duval, City of Jacksonville.   He especially should be held accountable, because he hold a Doctorate in Jurisprudence and is supposed to know the law,  and uphold the laws of the Great State of Florida,  not twist and distort those laws for his own personal gain.

