
O
ak Grove Chapel rests along Highway 178 east of New Albany 
amid a haven of oaks and cedars, hidden from the outside world 
like a secret prayer. 

It won’t be a secret for long.

Gayle Rutledge and her daughter-in-law, Amy Mercier, recently restored the 
decaying chapel for use as a wedding and events venue. The tiny white-frame 
chapel, once home to Oak Grove Missionary Baptist Church, sits about 200 yards 
behind Rutledge’s home. It was one of the first African-American churches in 
Union County. 

The original sanctuary was erected in 1883 on an acre of land donated to the 
church. The congregation had attended a church near Liberty; the donation 
allowed members of the Oak Grove community to worship near home. The 
once-thriving community consisted of a cluster 
of homes south of the church as well as a school.

But for the past 20 years, the church has been 
vacant, except for animals that decided to claim 
sanctuary within its walls.

Enter Gayle and Amy. Gayle, an interior designer 
and owner of the Vineyard in the Valley 
muscadine vineyard, had previously restored a 
Victorian cottage and a log cabin dating to the 
1850s. Amy works as an office manager for 
Mercier Landscape Architect, her husband’s 
business, in addition to caring for their three 
sons. 

Neither woman had much experience with 
wedding and event planning, but they were 
inspired by the chapel’s potential.

“Last year, my nephew got married and I helped 
my sister. I worked with her (on) the rehearsal 
dinner,” Amy said. “We had the rehearsal dinner 
here at Gayle’s house, and I think that’s when the 
bug kind of hit. It’s such a happy time; it’s such a 
happy thing to be a part of.”

Gayle had noted the area’s need for a place 
to hold weddings and events and had been in 

search of a proper venue to renovate. They had looked into purchasing an old 
building nearby, but the price wasn’t right. The solution, as it turned out, was in 
her own back yard.

“This church was Amy’s idea,” Gayle is quick to point out. 

“I think last year is when Gayle and I decided, let’s get the church and bring it back,” 
Amy said. “The church is still owned by Oak Grove Church. They’ve been trying 
for years to get grants to restore the church, you know, to bring it back because 
it was dilapidated and falling in.”

Gayle contacted Oak Grove’s minister, David High. The original plan was to buy 
the building outright.

“We did ask them if they would sell it, and of course there are so many memories 
they have tied up here, they just don’t want to 
let it go, which I understand completely,” Amy 
said. They didn’t want to lose that portion of 
their church’s history, and members are still 
being buried in the old church cemetery with 
headstones dating back to the 1800s. 

High came up with the idea of a 20-year lease. 
It took two months to work out the contract, 
as they had to meet with architects, negotiate 
details with church deacons and present the 
drawings to the entire church before the 
agreement was put into place. They started 
renovations in January 2010.
“We literally dug in,” Gayle said.

“We agreed to restore the church as close 
as possible to the original that we could, with 
a few modifications,” Amy said. “We did the 
bride’s room and we did add air conditioning. 
Of course the porch is a little different than 
what they had before, but everything else is 
original: the windows are original, the floor is 
original—except for the choir loft.”

The 1,200-square foot church’s choir loft floor 
was removed and replaced, and the Sunday 
school room was transformed into a bride’s 
room. Some of the original windows were 
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maintained, and others were handmade 
to match for historical accuracy. Of the 
three pews remaining in the church, two 
were restored and put back inside; the 
third could not be saved. 

Using flooring salvaged from the original 
choir loft and an old house Gayle had 
restored, they refurbished the floor at the 
front of the church. Amy’s husband, Bob, 
tried to refinish the floor, but it was so old 
they had to hire professionals with special 
chemicals to do the job. The bell was 
replaced in the bell tower, and a modern-
day outhouse was constructed at the rear 
of the building.

“It is as close as we can get it (to the original),” Amy said, adding that church 
members seem to be happy with the renovation.  “They seem pretty excited 
when they see it.”

“It kind of looks like something you’d see in a movie,” Amy said of Oak Grove 
Chapel, noting that it resembles the wood-frame Brack Chapel of the First African 
Baptist Church on Cumberland Island, Georgia, where Carolyn Bessette and John 

F. Kennedy Jr. exchanged vows in 1996.

It was that rustic charm that attracted 
the first couple to be married there, Kim 
Gambrell and Shane Crausby.  

 Shane is no stranger to renovation; he 
turned an old gas station in downtown 
Pontotoc into the couple’s home. Shane 
describes Kim as “a modern girl with a 
vintage heart.”

The couple visited the chapel in January 
before renovations had even begun, 
and they immediately saw the building’s 
potential.

“He looked at me and smiled and said, ‘This is it. This is where we’re going to get 
married,’” Kim said.

Kim and Shane are exactly the kind of couple Amy expects to fall in love with the 
Oak Grove Chapel.

“Anyone looking for a small, intimate setting—this is it; and truthfully, the chapel 
sells itself.” Amy said. “It’s very quaint and simple and beautiful.”

More information

WHERE:
Highway 178
New Albany, MS 38652
www.oakgrovechapel.com

CAPACITY: 100

VENUE FEE: $1,250

WHAT’S INCLUDED AND WHAT’S NOT:
Venue fee includes the chapel only. The east lawn of the adjacent Rutledge home 
is available for tented receptions and a guest cottage is open for overnight stays for 
a separate fee. Vendors (cake, floral, wedding planner, minister, etc.) are left up to 
the bride, though Amy Mercier and Gayle Rutledge are happy to help.

RESTRICTIONS:
Candles are permitted, but they must be covered. Union County is a dry county, 
though the City of New Albany permits beer and light wine. 

CONTACT:
Amy Mercier
(662) 231-3034

Gayle Rutledge
(662) 316-5900

History of Oak Grove Chapel

The original Oak Grove M.B. Church was a one-room structure facing 

east. Church documents recall that “the deacon and church officials, with 

Mr. Louis Holiday and Mr. Tom Collins as head carpenters, built the first 

building.” History also tells that the original church building was destroyed 

by fire and the current building was constructed around 1915, including a 

tiny pastor’s study and a small side office for business transactions. During 

the recent renovations, however, Amy Mercier said the old timbers 

looked original from the 1800s. They are unsure if the original building 

burned to the ground or if it only burned in places. 

Other additions, such as Sunday school rooms and siding, were added to 

the church over the years. It was even used as a schoolhouse when the 

nearby Oak Grove School was leveled by a tornado in the 1940s.

In the mid-1980s, the congregation decided to relocate to a more 

populated area, and the new Oak Grove Missionary Baptist Church was 

built on Union County Road 121. 
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