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JACKSON, Miss. (AP) — Gulfside Assembly has withstood its share of adversity.

Founded in Waveland by the first black elected bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church as a boarding school for boys, it was heavily damaged by fire in the 1940s. Later, it became one of the few places that welcomed blacks and whites during the South's violent civil rights era.

Its 60-acre beach-front site bounced back after Hurricane Camille in 1969, but not Hurricane Katrina in 2005. Katrina's storm surge wiped the grounds clean.

The latest venture of Gulfside's faithful — ambitious plans for a $200 million, 20-year assisted-living community and ministry center — has suffered another setback with the BP oil spill. Methodist officials say the coastal region has been difficult to sell to some seniors who question the long-term impact of the manmade disaster.

"We've got some who are still signing, but we've still got some who are a little leery. They just don't want to get into another Katrina," said Mollie M. Stewart, president and CEO of Gulfside Assembly.

That Gulfside Assembly has overcome so many past hardships is a testament of God's ability, Stewart said. She points to Bishop Robert E. Jones acquiring the land in 1923, an incredible feat given the social and racial landscape of the era. Then, while much of Mississippi adhered to a strict code of racial separation under the threat of violence, blacks and whites freely mingled at Gulfside's property. However, blacks had to walk through the woods to reach Gulfside, rather than on the main thoroughfare.

"It was the place where groups that were trying to get the civil rights through were coming," said Genevieve Roberts Gordon, 74, whose parents worked at the center during its early years.

Operating as a United Methodist Church retreat and educational center before Katrina, Stewart said Gulfside was "struggling to make our bills."

After the storm, an Amish community and a United Methodist Church volunteer group set up camps at the site as they helped with the region's recovery.

They moved out this past spring, and the center's rebirth as Sea Song at Gulfside moved into the next phase.

The community of villas will range in price from $299,000 for a one-bedroom to $399,000 for two-bedroom.

Rudy and Jeanette West, a Mandeville, La., couple in their 70s, are planning to move into Sea Song. Rudy West said he's not concerned about problems related to the oil spill, but he realizes others have questions and that's a factor delaying the project.

"I think the oil spill been overblown a lot. A lot of it has to do with draining every nickel they can out of British Petroleum," he said.

Gulfside Assembly wants retirees to pay for the villas before any construction begins. Stewart said Gulfside Assembly won't mortgage or sell any more of its property, a common practice after previous disasters.

A capital fund campaign will come later, Stewart said. An interfaith prayer and worship service is set for Sept. 17 at the site.

Stewart said the site is one of the few black-owned beach properties from Louisiana to Alabama.

"That's why it's so important not to lose this land, but make sure it always available to these black families," she said.

Just as Gulfside was preparing for its groundbreaking, the Deepwater Horizon rig exploded off the coast of Louisiana. Though the blown well has been capped, concern lingers about how the disaster may have altered the coast's image as a retirement destination.

"Certainly, the perception continues to be that the Mississippi Gulf Coast has oil on it," said Marcia Crawford, who works with the Harrison County Development Commission's program targeting retirees nationwide.

Crawford said her agency has changed its pitch for the region. Instead of emphasizing the 26 miles of white-sand beach, they now "talk about the opportunities," including low real estate prices, she said.

However, Crawford said there's actually been an increase in people seeking information about the region when compared to last year.

"When this oil spill happened, I wasn't hopeful. I'm hopeful now," Crawford said.

Les Fillingame, the mayor of the neighboring city of Bay St. Louis, said Gulfside's situation "is even more of a shame because they've given so much to so many people."

Fillingame suggested the Gulfside Assembly file a claim with BP over its potential losses if the project doesn't get off the ground.

"That sounds like a quantifiable claim," he said.
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