Disciples of Christ Historical Society

Digital Commons @ Disciples History

Discipliana - Archival Issues

2000

Discipliana Vol-60-Nos-1-4-2000

Newell Williams

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.discipleshistory.org/discipliana

b Part of the Christian Denominations and Sects Commons, History of Religion Commons, Religious

Thought, Theology and Philosophy of Religion Commons, and the United States History Commons



numbers of Disciples in other states much preferred to avoid the title, afraid that it
carried too much presumption. In addition to its respect for ministry, Baptist life
generally respected the role lay people played in the congregations as well. But if
the minister failed to show up, a regular occurrence at RMH and other small
congregations due to terrible weather or other unforeseen circumstances, the
congregation usually went without a sermon orthe Lord's Supper. The clerk usually
reported something like "had no services at church for want of a preacher to
officiate. "78

There are, within the records of RMH, four offices of ministry mentioned.
Disciples, as aresult ofthe teaching of Alexander Campbell, only recognized three.
Those three were the elder, the deacon, and the evangelist. The presiding elder
usually served as the pastor of the congregation.  Early in Disciples history,
Campbell expressed his desire that each congregation should have a plurality of
elders. Congregations usually wanted more than one. When they had this luxury,
they often could appoint one to preach and others to oversee discipline or officiate
at the table. Through the nineteenth century, RMH often had more than one elder
present at its services. The congregation always had a designated pastor, but the
pastor did not always serve as the moderator ofthe conference meetings and did not
always serve the Lord's Supper. Quite often, other elders would preach and the
pastor would close the preaching part of the service with remarks of his own.

Deacons, for early Disciples, served the local congregation, assisting the elder
where needed. RMH usually designated a couple of deacons to serve in this role and,
most often, they led in the singing and praying preceding the sermons. The
evangelist, the third office of ministry supported by Disciples, always traveled and
preached to the unconverted. One of the evangelist's primary tasks involved the
establishment of new congregations.  Baptists also maintained the practice of
congregations hiring evangelists. RMH expressed the desire to do so as early as
1829.

There is a fourth office of ministry that made its appearance in the church records
at RMH in 1874, when Jesse T. Davis was the pastor. Davis might have brought
the idea from the Union Baptists when hejoined the Disciples, or he might have been
familiar with Presbyterian polity. Shortly after he became the pastor, he nominated
two lay persons in the congregation to become "ruling elders."79 Barton Stone,
following Presbyterian practice, had advocated the use of ruling elders by Christian
congregations.  They constituted the second office of ministry in the congregation
and were ordained to serve as assistants to the elder, usually in roles of governance,
but they never preached or officiated at the table. This seemed to be the role assumed
by these two ruling elders atRMH. BythetimeJ. L. Winfield became pastor in 1888,
the "ruling" in the title had been dropped and these lay people were simply described
as elders. They served much the same function as contemporary elders in Disciples
congregations  today. 80

The congregation gathered at RMH, from its founding, worked cooperatively
with other congregations to support the mission of the church as a whole.
Throughout its life, it faithfully assigned delegates to travel to all Union Meetings,
Conferences, Associations, and Conventions. Members attempted to raise money
for traveling evangelists hired and supervised by the Union Meeting. It is obvious
in the church records that this congregation always .understood its ministers as
serving the needs of all the congregations representing the Disciples name rather
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than only the needs of RMH. Ordination to ministry contained a claim that had to
berecognized by all sister congregations. This had been the case among the Baptists
and remained the case when these church members became Disciples.

The significance of this point should not be missed. Prior to 1840, most Disciples,
following Campbell, believed that a person was ordained only by the congregation
that person served. If the person moved, the ordination no longer counted. The
authority for ordination resided in the local congregation, and not in the office of
ministry itself. Disciples in North Carolina took a different approach. Throughout
the records of RMH, it is clear that ordination carried credentials that were to be
respected within all Disciples congregations. In many respects, North Carolina
Disciples used Baptist roots to define a new order of ministry for Disciples. Two
pastors who served at RMH played major roles in these developments.

In 1854, the Bethel Conference and Union Meeting of the Disciples of Christ had
given way to an Annual Meeting of the Disciples of Christ, referred to as the
“Conference.” By 1857, the Conference had adopted a Constitution to govern
proceedings. When one of their traveling evangelists began preaching beliefs
contrary to Disciples understandings, the Annual Conference fired him. Because
of this event, and other cases calling for the discipline of ministers, the Constitution
was revised in 1859. The Conference appointed three committee members to
complete the work of revision. John P. Dunn, a longtime minister at RMH, was one
of the three chosen for the task. Shortly after the committee finished its work, he
died. Rightafterwards, a fellow minister wrote about Dunn’s impeccable reputation
as a minister:

He exercised his ministerial functions for twenty nine years, not only with honor to
himself, but with satisfaction and delight to his congregations. . . . The reputation
which he required in a ministerial capacity, was well sustained by the uprightness
and goodness of his private life, which was distinguished by prudence, piety and

dignified propriety of conduct. . .. He has passed away from earth, but his memory
lives in indelible character upon the tablets of our hearts.®!

The minutes at RMH record the fact that John Dunn had preached there about
what it took to be a good minister. In a sermon preached in July 1853, he “spoke
of 2 Extremes” represented in the approach taken by some ministers to the task of
preaching.

1* that the Spirit will teach the servant what to say without any effort on his part. 2n¢

that we have the word and that will teach us with out asking God for any further
assistance.

Dunn condemned both extremes. Using I Timothy 4, he told his listeners that
ministers must study and must be responsible in their efforts to proclaim the word
of God.

The committee of 1859, composed of Dunn and two other ministers, added three
new articles to the Constitution that reinforced this concept of a responsible
ministry. No preacher from “other religious parties” could preach among Disciples
without first “exhibiting his credentials, and giving satisfactory evidence ofhis good
moral character.” Further, If any minister’s standing as a minister was removed
by the Conference because of bad conduct “it will be the duty of all the churches
composing the Conference, to carry out the wishes of said Conference” in denying
that preacher the right to preach among Disciples. Churches who did not follow
these wishes “shall be expelled from this body.”Finally, since “all the preachers
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belonging to thisbody are. . . enrolled by the action and authority of the Conference;
so it is not competent for any preacher to withdraw from this body except by a
petition presented at its regular session.”#2
These were bold moves for a state association of Disciples to take. They were
unheard of anywhereelse in the country among Disciples. Criticism was widespread,
appearing especially in Benjamin Franklin’s American Christian Review. But the
North Carolinians held fast to their belief that the integrity of ministry depended
upon a clearly defined order of ministry. The Conference did not always make the
right decisions when applying discipline. But, as John Tomline Walsh put it a
decade or so later: “We do not claim for Conventions that they always do right, but
we do say that local congregations err and do wrong, just as often, and we think more
frequently.”®
One particular error made by the Conference in this regard affected a good friend

of RMH. In 1857, Amos J. Battle, who joined Disciples through the RMH in 1852,
and who had served as a traveling evangelist for the Conference for a number of
years, was forced to return his credentials. He, like all other ministers, worked
outside the ministry to help support himself. While working at the Adams Express
Company, the company alleged that he had failed to return borrowed money. A
committee of seven Disciples ministers decided that the charges made him unfit for
exercising ministry. The February 1857 record at RMH reads as follows:

The credentials of A. J. Battle were handed in and a letter read from him by the Clerk

in which after thanking the church for the confidence once reposed in him etc.

Request that the credentials be returned if the brethren think they can do so

consistently. But on motion agreed that the clerk take charge of the credentials +
letter until further orders.

During his suspension, Battle found refuge in a small Christian church named
Christian Hope Church where he regularly preached. As a result, the congregation
was cast out. By 1866, the Conference had reinstated both the congregation and
Battle, who continued to serve with the faithfulness that had always marked his
ministry (the next year he became instrumental in ecumenical conversations with
the Union Baptists). The fact that most leaders of the Conference eventually
regretted the action they took against Battle did not keep them from exercising
appropriate discipline in many other cases. Willie Nobles, for example, a longtime
elder at RMH, one who was ordained there and who preached regularly there
through the 1840s and early 1850s, was removed from the list of both members and
ministers in 1857 due to “unreligious conduct or drink.”® His name is never
mentioned again.

By 1872, Disciples leadership in North Carolina became convinced there needed
to be a state committee charged with the supervision of candidates for ministry and
with vested involvement in their ordination. The Annual Meeting formed an
Examining Committee of six ministers (the first “Committee on Ministry” among
Disciples). RMH again played a role because its current pastor, Gideon Allen, was
among the six ministers appointed. The committee, after examining the first
candidates, issued a report: “Hereafter . . . it will be seen and generally understood
that all candidates for enrollment on our list shall undergo a rigid examination on
the elements of the Gospel by the committee appointed for that purpose.” Interesting
enough, with some relevance for Disciples today, the report continued: “It should
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be understood, brethren, that your committee do not consider it a part of their
function to instigate an inquisition into the moral character of applicants,
considering that that essential prerequisite has been attended to by the
congregations which accredit them to your body.”®* With this action, the
Disciples in North Carolina set a higher standard for the supervision of
ministry. Further, they placed the authority for ordination in the ministry
itself, rather than solely in the congregation recommending ordination. But
they did so in a way that respected the congregation’s role in ordination. On
these points, North Carolina blazed the trail, and eventually Disciples across
the country followed it.
Concluding Words

This brief rehearsal of the relationship between RMH and the Baptists, and
between Disciples beliefs and Baptist beliefs during the nineteenth century,
reveals a good bit about not only the birth of this new Disciples group, but about
the work of the church itself. The influence generated by this give and take
between Disciples beliefs and the former Baptists-now-turned-Disciples,
represented in congregations like the one at Rountrees Meeting House, went
both ways. In many instances, the Baptist life of these Christians meeting at
RMH went through a Disciples style reformation in the years following the
events of the early 1830s. As Clark, Congleton, and Dunn led them into an
association with Disciples, their faith changed in subtle and important ways.
In still other matters, the lingering Baptist ethos that surrounded them helped
to transform Disciples in subtle ways, not only in North Carolina, but in other
areas of the country as well. As should always be the case, the church among
Disciples taught some things and, at the same time, modeled the willingness
to learn from others.

Notes
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8 Record of the Church of Christ at Rountrees Meeting House, Vol. 2,
September 1857.

8 Quoted in Ibid., pp. 179-180.

31



4
April 7, 7:00 p.m., 2000
Through
April 8, 3:00 p.m.
At
The Historical Society

1101 19% Avenue South
Nashville, TN 37212

iltenmialosm cn Lhe &M/I&” Snadilion

* Baritih Bockprounds: Camille Dean
o Jhe 7670 Mark Toulouse
» Cinil War 4 7900- Stephen Wolfgang
A formal response and open dialogue will follow each presentation.
NEW: an opportunity to meet new colleagues. Ph.D.

candidates and recent degree recipients will introduce
their work.

Send $25 registration fee to the Historical Society.

Housing arrangements, paid in advance,
may be made through the Society.

32




DISCIPLES OF CHRIST
HISTORFE AT

Order of
the Stone-Campbell
Fellowship

The Disciples of Christ Historical Society has been blessed through the years with gifts from
estates. Some have come unsolicited: others have been planned in advance with leadership
of the Society. These gifts have measurably strengthened the ministry of the Society.
Through the Order of the Stone-Campbell Fellowship the Society can recognize these
intended gifts and express appreciation to those planning the gifts.

Such a fellowship
expresses confidence in
the future of the Society

Members of the Fellowship are personswho have a hope and adream for the future of the
Society asit continues to serve individuals and the church. They have named the Historical
Society in their Will, established a charitable gift Annuity or Trust, made a gift of life
insurance, or given their home or personal property while retaining lifetime use of the
property. Some of these provisions were made early in the days of the Society's 50 year
history while others were made inrecent months. Eachis a testimony to a life of stewardship
and an expression of faith in the purpose and mission of the Historical Society.

Che fellowship is mamed
for two of the earliest
Church leaders

Barton Warren Stone was the first of the major leaders to appear on the scene in 19th
century America. Soon thereafter Alexander Campbell’s voice was heard. From the
followers of these men a churchwas born which continues to spread the gospel. The history
of that movement housed in the Thomas W. Phillips Memorialis a legacy of their early faith
and witness. Their gifts live onin the life of the church and the Disciples of Christ Historical
Society.
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— From the Editor’s Desk

Late nineteenth century Stone-Campbell Christians
represented a continuum on the church’s relation to urban culture.
At one pole were Christians who believed that the church must
address urban issues and who championed new institutional strategies
aimed at meliorating social ills. At the other pole were Christians
who shunned urban culture, rejected the participation of Christians
in government and viewed changes in the church as departures from
the Apostolic order.

Ron M. Buck traces the career of Frank G. Tyrrell, who by
the turn of the century was the Disciples’ leading expert on social
problems, municipal reform and urban evangelism. In 1904 he
published a book arguing that if more careers, such as the law, were
open to women, they would not be economically required to tolerate
bad marriages. His concern for economic justice also led him to
support the single tax proposal of Henry George and to run in 1896
for a seat in the House.Tyrrell taught that “New Testament”
Christianity demands social righteousness and that the Campbells’
plea for Christian unity was a call for “social solidarity.” A
participantin citywide ecumenical evangelistic crusades, Tyrell was
also a staunch supporter of organizational developments among the
Disciples to make evangelism and benevolent work more efficient.

Kent Ellett locates the origins of the Non-Sunday School
Churches of Christ among turn of the century Christians who
resisted “innovations” which they saw as “citified, elitist and
controlling.” Among those innovations was the Sunday School.
During World War I non-class churches were distinguished by their
allegiance to the pacifism and non-participation in government
doctrine of David Lipscomb. Recently, non-class churches have
been distinguished by their growing ecumenism. Ellett accounts for
this transformation by reference to social factors and the leadership
of individuals, who disgusted by the divisiveness in their tradition,
discovered in their Stone-Campbell heritage a commitment to
Christian unity.

These stimulating essays confirm that the relation of Stone-
Campbell Christians to culture and their own distinctive traditions
is a rich field for further study.

- D. Newell Williams



=  From the President’s Desk

Church history can be viewed from many angles: denominations
(Disciples), regions (southern), biography (A. Campbell). Ultimately
in North America the story of the church is told in the history of
congregations. In those communities of believers we hear the
gospel preached and taught, and sometimes distorted. We praise
God in ways that sometimes bring joy, other times discord. We feel
loved and sometimes under-appreciated. Our spirits fly to the
heights of fulfillment in ministry, and descend to wallow in the
trough of fulfilled low expectation, frustration and disappointment.
We are God's very human community. It sounds like the stories we
read in the Bible! Historians tell the continuing scriptural story.

The Historical Society will honor local historians on September
14-16in Nashville. Our accolades come in the opportunity we offer
at the Society's inaugural Joe A. and Nancy Vaughn Stalcup Local
Church Historians' Seminar. Our aim is to support and equip
historians' ministries of celebrating church anniversaries, especially
through writing histories. A network of local historians will be
created that promises on-going support, exchange of ideas, and
encouragement.

I invite you to come join us for the learning, the renewal and the
fun. Bring others from your congregation who share your interest.
Enrollment is limited; sign up now. (For more information see page
64 of this issue.)

- Peter M. Morgan
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Frank Gill Tyrrell: Urban Minister and Social Reformer
1865-1950
by Ron M. Buck*

Introduction

The Rev. Frank Gill Tyrrell had a multifaceted career: a decade and a half
as a Disciples of Christ minister in middle America, about the same length of
service as a municipal court judge in Los Angeles, and woven in and around
these other endeavors, he was a practicing attorney for over a decade.' He was
also a prolific writer, publishing in Disciples journals from just after his
ordination in 1889 until shortly before his death in 1950. His writings were
eclectic. Some were on decidedly non-controversial subjects such as the need
for regular bible study, frequent reports on local or regional church activities,
and a forward for a hymnal. Others involved explosive issues, including the
defense of liberal biblical critics in Disciples colleges and seminaries, scathing
rebukes of the church’s lack of response to social evils, and vocal support for
the emerging social gospel. He often criticized his denomination’s resistance
to effective organizational development, which he thought resulted from the
Disciples “bogie”—an irrational fear of “ecclesiasticism.”” Brimstone
Bargains in the Marriage Market: or The Traffic in Sex,’ his only full-length
monograph, was a call for economic justice for women. The book was shaped
by the stereotypes of his period. For example, he suggested that all women
possessed “a happy freedom from sexual desire,” and only occasionally (and
apparently under duress) does she “submit to the amorous embraces of a
husband....”* In addition his tone throughout the book is rather patronizing,
and he stops short of a call for full equality. Despite such shortcomings,
Brimstone Bargains contained a remarkably progressive argument for
occupational opportunities for women. Tyrrell also lectured frequently in
ecclesiastical as well as secular settings, on the topics of municipal reform and
social problems.

After his retirement from the law and the ministry, he continued to influence
his denomination through frequent contributions on a wide array of topics in
Disciples periodicals, and by participation in denominational politics and
assemblies. Unafraid of controversy, he was a bold voice during a time in
Disciples history that was wracked with controversy. From this period the
Disciples emerged not as a united church, but as a former unity movement that
was fragmented into three distinct branches.

Biographical Sketch

When Central Christian Church in St. Louis, Missouri, called the young,
recently ordained Frank G. Tyrrell to be its pastor in September 1890, the
Disciples of Christ in general, and Central Christian in particular, were no
strangers to controversy. Tyrrell followed the rather unorthodox Robert C.

*Ron M. Buck is minister of First Christian Church, Rockwood, TN and teaches American History
at Roane State Community College in Harriman, TN.
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