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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I lived with John T. Lewis for many years before I got to know him. Tucked away 

among the small collection of biblical commentaries (featuring titles by Lipscomb and 

Shepherd, E. M. Zerr, and Albert Barnes) that my grandfather kept and regularly consulted 

were copies of two books that were later very influential in my spiritual development: 

David Lipscomb’s Civil Government – in the mint-green reprint edition published by M. 

Lynnwood Smith – and Ottis Castleberry’s He Looked for a City, the only published study of 

Lewis’ life and work. Early on, I was captivated by the pictures in Castleberry’s book. The 

first pictures I ever saw of David Lipscomb and of the Spruce Street campus of the Nashville 

Bible School were in that book. Indeed, the photographs of Lewis himself functioned in an 

almost iconic way for me, the seriousness of his expressions matched by the seriousness 

and the gravity of the older men in the congregations where I worshipped as a boy. 

Eventually, taking in the pictures turned into actually reading the book. For me the 

initial attraction of Castleberry’s work was how it evokes a picture of Lewis and of 

Birmingham that is both poignant and compelling in its own way. What is more, there was 

the way it humanizes a man whose blunt style offended many with its tales of his care for a 

pet squirrel, his courtship of his wife, his love of coffee.1 Finally, and most personally, there 

was the way the book gave me insight into my grandparents and their own beliefs. At the 

                                                           

1 Ottis Castleberry, He Looked for a City (Marion, IN: Cogdill Foundation, 1980), 43 (squirrels), 81ff. 

(courtship); 210 (coffee). No matter what sort of claims anyone makes – myself included – about the overall 

quality of Castleberry’s work, no future Lewis scholarship will ever be able to top the fact that Castleberry 

includes an entire chapter devoted to the jokes of John T. Lewis. 
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same time, though, the book left me unsatisfied. It teases the reader with hints about Lewis’ 

most distinctive beliefs, but says almost nothing specific about them. Furthermore, the 

book is organized in such a way that it makes it almost impossible to find information 

without paging through the entire book. Indeed, the book is something of an organizational 

train wreck: information about Lewis’ childhood and early life comes in chapter 9, his days 

at the Nashville Bible School are discussed in chapter 5, a description of his church planting 

efforts in Birmingham is given in chapter 1. Chapters zigzag between biographical 

narration and topical treatments of various aspects of Lewis’ character. (In this, it 

somewhat resembles ancient biography more than contemporary.)  

In saying all this I do not mean to sound ungrateful. No work on Lewis would be able 

to proceed without the sheer amount of raw information that Castleberry’s book provides. 

But there are significant gaps in our understanding of Lewis that need to be filled. This 

thesis seeks to do that through a more systematic examination of Lewis’ life and thought. 

There is plenty of room for this. There has been little original research and writing done on 

Lewis since Castleberry’s work.2 This is not for lack of information: Lewis was a prolific 

writer publishing two full-length books, several pamphlets, and numerous articles in the 

journals that served the Churches of Christ in the early twentieth century, especially the 

Gospel Advocate and the Gospel Guardian. Even so, he has been largely ignored or 

overlooked by historians in mainline Churches of Christ in the renaissance of scholarship 

on the Stone-Campbell Restoration Movement over the past few decades. This is puzzling 

because Lewis is interested in, and writes extensively on, topics that have been of 

                                                           

2 The most substantive work done in recent years can be found in the pages of the Alabama Restoration 

Journal. See especially the special issue (December 31, 2007) devoted to Lewis.  
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particular interest to the newer group of mainline historians – Leonard Allen, Richard 

Hughes, and John Mark Hicks – topics like pacifism, apocalypticism, holiness, and so forth. 

Why is this the case? Why has Lewis been overlooked? The answer, I think, is not so 

difficult to find. As the controversy over institutions overtook the Churches of Christ in the 

years following World War II, Lewis cast his lot with the minority that opposed the 

development of parachurch structures in the denomination. Lewis, the “anti,” was in this 

way lost to mainline Church of Christ historiography. Mainline historians – the heirs of one 

side of a very contentious debate – have inherited the ingrown (and often unrecognized) 

biases of their teachers when it comes to the controversy of the 1950s and the subsequent 

theological history of the non-institutional communion. As such, they have largely failed to 

hear or to appropriate non-institutional voices in more than a general way in their work. 

Because no one has come along to stoke scholarly interest in the non-institutional churches 

in the way that Leonard Allen, Richard Hughes, and others have done for the premillennial 

wing of the Churches of Christ, Lewis has languished in obscurity along with a number of 

other theologically significant non-institutional leaders. 

This obscurity is unfortunate and undeserved. To rectify this situation, this research 

will attempt to bring Lewis’ writing and ministry into conversation with the theoretical 

models that have dominated the historiographical discussion in the Churches of Christ over 

the past two decades. First, there is Richard Hughes’ identification of an apocalyptic strain 

of thought running through the movement’s nineteenth-century history from Barton Stone 

through Tolbert Fanning and David Lipscomb. This strain of thought continues, as I will 

argue, in the anti-modern thought of twentieth-century figures like John T. Lewis. But my 

primary theoretical framework will be the more recent work of mainline historian and 
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theologian John Mark Hicks. Indeed, much of the initial impetus for this project came from 

my first reading of the theological work Hicks (with Bobby Valentine) did in Kingdom 

Come: Embracing the Spiritual Legacy of David Lipscomb and James Harding (2006). The 

specifics of Hicks’ and Valentine’s Tennessee-Texas-Indiana paradigm will be further 

elaborated as this study progresses. For now, it is enough to say that Lewis’ life and 

ministry illuminate some of the central theological arguments being advanced by Hicks, 

Hughes, and others. In addition to this, Lewis is also the bridge across which many of 

Lipscomb and Harding’s theological emphases were carried into non-institutional circles in 

the middle of the twentieth century. His story helps us to envision one possible alternative 

theological trajectory for the Churches of Christ in the twentieth century.  

But there is more. In addition to showing Lewis to be a valid tradent of the 

Lipscomb-Harding theological synthesis, we will gain insight into an important sociological 

transition that the Churches of Christ were going through during his career. Lewis, ever the 

devoted student of Lipscomb and Harding, ironically embodies the process whereby many 

of his teachers’ most characteristic ideas came to be widely rejected in the mainline 

Churches of Christ by the middle of the twentieth century. Put another way, the story of 

Lewis’ career is the story of how he and his ideas were gradually marginalized as the 

Churches of Christ entered a period of pervasive and aggressive modernization from the 

1920s through the 1960s. That same story of marginalization is in large part the story of 

what happened to Lipscomb and Harding’s ideas in mainline Churches of Christ in this 

same period.   
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To demonstrate both of these truths – Lewis as faithful tradent of the ideas of 

Lipscomb and Harding and the marginalization of both Lewis and those ideas by mid-

century – this thesis will proceed in the following way. Chapter One sets the scene with a 

detailed biographical sketch of Lewis from his childhood in Rutherford County, Tennessee, 

through his years at the Nashville Bible School and the early decades of his work in 

Birmingham. (The remainder of the biographical sketch is incorporated in the chapters that 

follow.) In so doing, Chapter One will provide a narrative context for the more explicitly 

theological approach taken in the remainder of thesis. Each of the next three chapters – 

Chapters Two, Three, and Four – takes up a particular feature of Lewis’ teaching: his 

arguments in favor of the female head covering, against Christian participation in carnal 

warfare, and against the development of parachurch structures among the Churches of 

Christ (a development more commonly known as institutionalism). In each of these three 

chapters, we will see how he and his ideas, commonly held in the churches in the early 

twentieth century, were viewed as reactionary and legalistic by the 1950s. The doctrinal 

focus of this thesis has three goals: 1) to give primacy to Lewis’ ideas and to take him 

seriously as a thinker; 2) to clearly show Lewis’ intellectual debts to the Lipscomb-Harding 

Tennessee Tradition, as described by John Mark Hicks; and 3) to show Lewis’ flexibility in 

responding to challenges to his own positions by means of a mix of appeals to biblical 

authority, sociological analysis, and appeals to the tradition of the Churches of Christ. With 

that, we now turn to the life of John T. Lewis. 
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CHAPTER 2 

JOHN T. LEWIS (1876-1967): A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

John Thomas Lewis was born on March 10, 1876, the second oldest of ten children 

of George Bird Lewis (1837-1901) and his wife, Judith Catherine (1853-1938), on Stone’s 

Run, near Smyrna, Tennessee. Little is known about either side of his family, or about much 

of his early life. Both sides of the family were living in Rutherford County prior to the Civil 

War.3 Moreover, several of his uncles fought in the Confederate Army.4 Like many other 

sharecropping families living in postbellum Middle Tennessee, George Lewis’ family was 

extremely poor. His son later recalled that “if his father managed to have some corn in the 

crib, some meat and lard in the smokehouse, and enough money to buy the children a pair 

of shoes around at the end of the harvest, he was happy.”5 George and Judith’s nine sons 

were, from an early age, required to help support the family by doing seasonal work on 

farms around their part of Rutherford and Williamson Counties. Lewis’ responsibility for 

his family, as we will see later, continued well into his adult life. Even after he had lived in 

Birmingham for many decades, he still made return trips to the family farm to help bring in 

crops, transport livestock to Nashville for sale, and oversee the farm’s finances.    

Likewise, little is known about the precise nature of the family’s religious 

involvement during John’s youth. There is some evidence to suggest that George Lewis was 

                                                           

3 Lewis’ maternal grandfather, George E. Johnson (1815-ca. 1870), had come to Middle Tennessee from 

Brunswick County, Virginia, sometime prior to his marriage in 1849. Lewis’ father, George, was born in 

Soddy, Tenn., and spent his boyhood there before ending up in Rutherford County as a young man (Ottis L. 

Castleberry, He Looked for a City (Fairmount, IN: Cogdill Foundation, 1980), 123).  
4 Castleberry, 99.     
5 Ibid. 



 

 

9

not especially religious, while his wife seems to have been more so.6 Things may have been 

different with John, though. In a remembrance written upon the death of F. B. Srygley, he 

recalled, “Brother Srygley was the first gospel preacher, or any other kind of preacher, that 

I ever remember seeing.”7 Lewis went on to relate that, as a six or seven year old boy (i. e., 

around 1883), he had heard Srygley preach in a meeting at a school house near Smyrna, 

Tennessee, “in a stone’s throw” of where the family lived at the time.8 That he retained 

these definite memories many years later may suggest that he had a certain degree of 

interest in religious matters throughout his youth. The first real bit of clarity, however, 

comes from his early adulthood. In August 1898, after hearing the preaching of P. H. 

Hooten, John was baptized at Triune, Tennessee at the age of 22.9 While it is certainly 

possible that John was converted on the spot, his remembrances of Srygley’s preaching 

seem to suggest some kind of preparatory religious formation throughout his youth. A few 

short weeks later, he enrolled in classes at the Nashville Bible School. 

By his own account, Lewis’ schooling was erratic: he attended eight schools in 

eleven years.10 Even so, he always knew that he wanted an education. Joe Greer, in an 

interview with Ottis Castleberry, recalled, 

                                                           

6 For Lewis’ father, see note 11 below. For his mother, see the letter that S. P. Pittman wrote to Lewis upon 

her death, cited in Castleberry, 154. 
7 John T. Lewis, “The Last of the Old Guard,” Gospel Advocate 82.21 (May 23, 1940): 488.  
8 For the date of 1883, see F. D. Srygley, Biographies and Sermons (Nashville, TN: Gospel Advocate Company, 

1898), 68, which states that F. B. Srygley did not leave North Alabama until January 1, 1883, when he moved 

to Lebanon, Tennessee, where he lived for 10 years, preaching “at first [in] the country immediately around 

Lebanon.” 
9 Castleberry, 82. For P. H. Hooten (1870-1905), see T. S. Stribling, “Persia Hiram Hooten,” Gospel Advocate 

45.31 (August 3, 1905): 491.   
10 Castleberry, 231. 
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“He told me about his boyhood; even when he went to school prior to 

attending Nashville Bible School, he would work half a day and then go to 

school … His father didn’t encourage him a great deal in Christianity and did 

not encourage him to go to the old Nashville Bible School. His dad told him he 

would have to make his own way. When he went to school (prior to 

Nashville), he would just go part of the year; and he dug it out himself. He 

was determined to get an education, and it is interesting how he did it, 

regardless of how difficult it became.”11 

When Lewis arrived at the Nashville Bible School, the school was still in its infancy. He was 

poor and unable to pay the $99 in fees required of each student for the year, so he worked 

his way through school, as did many other students.12 Later in life, he spoke of the eight 

years he spent at the Nashville Bible School as his “halcyon days.” These were formative 

years for Lewis in many ways, formative most especially for his understanding of the Bible 

– gained in the classes he took under David Lipscomb and James A. Harding – and for his 

understanding of what a Bible school ought to be.  

Regarding the study of the Bible, Lewis had much to say about the pedagogical 

approach taken by Lipscomb and Harding. Both men sought to place the Bible at the center 

of the school’s educational program. For example, in an 1896 article in the Gospel Advocate, 

Harding wrote, “The Bible, above all books, ought to be studied in our schools. No book is to 

be compared with it for strengthening the mind, developing the body and refining the 

heart. We owe our enlightenment, civilization, liberty, and temporal prosperity to it. Where 

the Bible is not, none of these things are. As a textbook for our schools it is as superior to all 

other books as God is superior to man.”13 Yet each man taught the Scriptures in his own 

                                                           

11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid., 44-45. 
13 Cited in Castleberry, 45. 
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way. As Lewis recalled, Lipscomb’s classes were, above all, orderly and decorous: 

“Everything was done in an orderly manner. Brother Lipscomb followed a pattern of having 

each student in his classes read a verse from the Bible. Brother Lipscomb would then 

comment on the verse and ask questions about it. Then if the students cared to, they could 

ask questions of him. He did not permit discussions among students in his classes.”14 

Harding, on the other hand, was “fiery, quick-tempered,” and rigorous, requiring his 

students to memorize whole books of the Bible.15  

Lewis’ time at the Nashville Bible School was also formative for his understanding of 

what a Bible school ought to be, an issue that would come to be highly significant in Lewis’ 

polemical writings in the 1930s and beyond. Lewis recalled,  

“I’ve heard Brother Lipscomb say many a time that he did not want a college 

– he wanted a school. He said there were plenty of colleges in the country 

where men who had money and wanted to send their children could send 

them, but he wanted a school where the poor class of people that wasn’t able 

to go to college could come and be taught the Word of God. He wanted a 

school where the ordinary branches of learning were taught. He thought that 

the Bible in itself was a fine teacher. I’ve heard him say that a million 

times.”16  

Perhaps the critical issue here is access to education for those who were unable to pay for 

it.  For Lewis, the school’s decision to welcome students who could not afford to pay was an 

important part of its identity. Lipscomb’s view, to be sure, was not shared by everyone in 

the Churches of Christ in his day. Even during his student days, Lewis found himself 

defending his teachers and his school on this point. In a 1905 article in the Octographic 

                                                           

14 Ibid., 48-49. 
15 Ibid., 49. 
16 Ibid., 45-46. 
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Review, Daniel Sommer attacked Lipscomb’s assertion that the Great Commission 

permitted Christians to teach the Bible anywhere.17 After reading the article, Lewis 

initiated a private exchange of correspondence with Sommer. Lewis was heavily critical of 

Sommer’s own program of “Bible Readings,” a kind of travelling seminar in which Sommer 

offered biblical instruction in exchange for a fee. It is difficult to fully understand Sommer’s 

thinking on this point, but Lewis concludes his account of the exchange by saying that 

“soon after our correspondence Brother Sommer was advertising his Bible readings free.  

So whatever Brother Sommer may have thought of Brother Lipscomb’s teaching, his 

example in teaching the Bible free must have had its influence on Brother Sommer.”18  

There will be more said on this point later, but for now it should be noted that this 

conviction about the nature of a Bible school drove Lewis’ criticisms of David Lipscomb 

College’s fundraising efforts in the 1930s and appears to have influenced the shape of 

Alabama Christian College, founded by Lewis, J. C. Shepherd, and others in Berry, Alabama, 

in 1912 and the Montgomery Bible School, founded by Rex Turner and Leonard Johnson, 

with heavy involvement from Lewis and others, in 1942.   

Lewis began to preach while still a student at the Nashville Bible School. He later 

credited his earliest efforts to the inspiration of James A. Harding: “When I listened to one 

of Brother J. A. Harding’s lectures – and he lectured every morning if he wasn’t sick – he 

could make a speech.  I’ve come out of that old chapel many a time inspired to go out and 

                                                           

17 Daniel Sommer, “Horrible Revelations,” Octographic Review 48.32 (August 8, 1905): 1, 8. The account that 

follows comes from John T. Lewis, “David Lipscomb as I Knew Him,” in Earl I. West, The Life and Times of 

David Lipscomb, Reprint Ed. (Germantown, TN: Religious Book Service, 1987), 4. 
18 Ibid. 
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convert the world.”19 According to Castleberry, he also took his cues about style and 

content from Harding. Speaking of Lewis’ earliest protracted meetings, he writes: “[Lewis] 

carried with him a monumental amount of scripture that he had memorized and a fiery 

delivery that was copied to a great extent from J. A. Harding. ‘I didn’t know anything,’ 

[Lewis] was to say later, ‘but I was a-thundering away like Harding.’”20 Although it is 

impossible to date with precision, Lewis’ first sermon as a student was delivered in the 

African-American enclave known as Tincup Alley in South Nashville, probably around 1900 

or 1901.21 He held his first protracted meeting in August 1902, at the Elkins schoolhouse 

outside of Woodbury, Tennessee. Recalling the occasion, Lewis wrote, “I caught the Harding 

idea, and it was one of my most successful endeavors.”22 Summers, from then until his 

graduation, were filled with meetings in various places around Middle Tennessee. 

Beginning in 1904, Lewis took extended summer preaching trips to the Northeast and to 

Canada. By the time he graduated from the Nashville Bible School he was a seasoned 

evangelist, having conducted some thirty-three protracted meetings. 

Lewis graduated on May 24, 1906, in a class along with eight other students, 

including H. Leo Boles, S. H. Hall, and David Shepherd (the son of J. W. Shepherd).  It was 

the largest graduating class in the fifteen-year history of the school and these men 

remained especially close to the school and to David Lipscomb himself. In the coming years, 

Lewis was actively involved with the school. At the organizational meeting in May 1916 for 

                                                           

19 Castleberry, 50, 120. 
20 Ibid., 120. 
21 S. F. Morrow, who accompanied Lewis on this outing, recalls the occasion in “The Way to Do It,” Gospel 

Advocate 66.49 (December 4, 1924): 1166. Morrow arrived in Nashville ca. 1900. Presumably Lewis’ first 

sermon was preached prior to his first protracted meeting in the summer of 1902. 
22 Castleberry, 50. 
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an Alumni Association for the school, Lewis was elected second vice-president.23 In the 

following year, he spoke on the program for the school’s first Alumni Day24 and served on a 

committee that commissioned oil paintings of the school’s two founders.25 In 1920, he 

delivered the commencement address for the year. The speech was controversial – though 

well received by school administrators at the time – and it may be that the seeds for his 

later alienation from the school were planted there.26 At the time of David Lipscomb’s 

death, Mrs. Lipscomb designated that Lewis, Boles, and Hall were to be three of the four 

pallbearers at her husband’s funeral.  Her wishes were not carried out.27 Even so, this too 

gives a good sense of how close these young men were to the school and to David Lipscomb 

himself.   

**** 

How John T. Lewis came to the city of Birmingham is not told in any detail by his 

biographer. A very full account, though, is given by E. A. Elam, in a piece written following a 

meeting he held at the West End church in 1915:  

Through the influence of Brother Joe McPherson, Brother Lewis spent 

the summer and fall of 1906 – after his graduation in the spring from the 

Nashville Bible School – at Wilsonville, Ala. His home was with my good old 

aunt, Mrs. Frances Elam, and her daughter, Sallie, now of Albertville, Ala. The 

church supported him to the extent of twenty-five dollars a month. He 

                                                           

23 Charles R. Brewer, “The Alumni Association of the Nashville Bible School,” Gospel Advocate 58.22 (June 1, 

1916): 540. 
24 Charles R. Brewer, “To the Former Students of the Nashville Bible School,” Gospel Advocate 59.18 (May 3, 

1917): 440. 
25 “Portraits of J. A. Harding and D. Lipscomb,” Gospel Advocate 59.25 (June 21, 1917): 594. 
26 See below, pp. 22-23. The occasion was recalled by Joe Greer in an interview with Castleberry (see 

Castleberry, 245-246). H. Leo Boles, president of David Lipscomb College at the time, wrote Lewis a 

commendatory letter a few weeks after the occasion (see Castleberry, 146).  
27 “David Lipscomb as I Knew Him,” 6.  
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accepted that which was given him and was grateful and happy. During this 

fall he held a short meeting in the Baptist Church house at Childersburg, Ala., 

not far from Birmingham, and left a promise to return the next year and hold 

a tent meeting. At the end of that year, thinking that he was not 

accomplishing much at Wilsonville, he went to Portland, Maine, where he 

remained and preached until the following July, when he returned to 

Childersburg for his meeting there. Brother [S. F.] Morrow, of Nashville, 

Tenn., furnished the tent for this meeting, paid the freight on it, and Brother 

Lewis held the meeting. 

Brother J. M. Barnes, while in attendance upon the meeting at 

Childersburg, suggested to Brother Lewis that it seemed a propitious time to 

hold a meeting at Pratt City, a suburb of Birmingham, and advised him to 

consult with the brethren meeting in Fox’s Hall, which he did. He was told the 

meeting would be a failure financially. He replied that he had said nothing 

about finances. Paul-like, Brother Lewis was seeking souls and not finances, 

while it was scriptural and right for the brethren to consider his support and 

to support him. Encouraged by such a spirit, the brethren thought a good 

meeting could be held at Pratt City. Brother Lewis shipped his tent there and 

held the meeting. During this meeting he decided to enter the open door in 

Birmingham. On November 17, 1907, he met with the small congregation in 

Fox’s Hall. He suggested that the congregation meet at night to talk over 

some plan of work; but was greatly disappointed to find the hall locked, since 

the janitor had not been notified of the meeting, and only three brethren 

besides himself and one sister present. He said to them his purpose was to 

teach the Bible at any time, in any place, and to all who would learn it. These 

brethren were very much opposed to having a “pastor,” and Brother Lewis 

says he was as determined not to be one; so every brother who was able to 

do so took his turn in asking Bible questions and “conducting the services.”28  

Lewis, it would seem, had made a name for himself in Nashville with his performance in 

school and with his active meeting work, which took him all over Tennessee, as well as to 

Maine and Canada. That he ended up in Birmingham and not elsewhere can be attributed to 

                                                           

28 E. A. Elam, “A Worthy Work, a Worthy Worker, a Worthy Success,” Gospel Advocate 57.24 (June 17, 1915): 

592. 
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the influence of Nashville church leaders.29 In Elam’s account, we see the influence of 

Nashville preacher Joe McPherson; Elam himself (then president of the Nashville Bible 

School) and his family; and wealthy Nashville church leader S. F. Morrow. David Lipscomb 

also contributed to Lewis’ early efforts.30 Generally speaking, Lewis remained very well 

connected with his old classmates and teachers in Nashville during his early years in 

Birmingham. He visited Nashville frequently (on the way to Rutherford County or coming 

back from trips to Maine and Canada) to stop in at the Gospel Advocate offices and to 

participate in events like the 1910 Nashville Bible School alumni reunion. Nashville leaders 

took an especial interest in the Birmingham work by raising money for Lewis, holding 

meetings for the Fox Hall church (F. W. Smith31, S. P. Pittman32), writing feature pieces in 

the Gospel Advocate that called attention to his work (E. A. Elam33, J. M. McCaleb34), and 

simply stopping in for visits (J. C. McQuiddy35).  

What did Lewis find when he arrived in Birmingham? By 1907, churches of the 

Stone-Campbell Movement had an established presence in the city. The city itself was still 

                                                           

29 There may be something to the idea, first suggested to me by Mac Ice, that sending Lewis to Birmingham 

and S. H. Hall to Atlanta at about the same time was part of a coordinated strategy on the part of Nashville 

church leaders. From their perspective, both were rapidly growing cities in which their church-planting 

success in Nashville could be reproduced. For Hall’s time in Atlanta (1907-1920), see S. H. Hall, Sixty Years in 

the Pulpit, or Compound Interest in Religion (Old Paths Book Club, 1955), 17ff. 
30 John T. Lewis, “Work in Birmingham, Ala.,” Gospel Advocate 52.2 (January 13, 1910): 62-63. Interestingly, 

there survives a letter written by Lipscomb to Lewis about a month after the latter’s graduation suggesting 

that, if his work in Wilsonville did not work out, that he would send him to East Tennessee (see Castleberry, 

145-146.) Less clear is the exact role of J. M. Barnes. It is probable that sometime before Lewis came to 

Alabama, Barnes had appealed to David Lipscomb for help in Birmingham. On this point, see Larry 

Whitehead, “John T. Lewis & His Work,” Alabama Restoration Journal 2.5 (December 31, 2007): 4. 
31 John T. Lewis, “Work in Birmingham, Ala.,” Gospel Advocate 52.2 (January 13, 1910): 62-63. 
32 J. W. Shepherd, “Miscellany,” Gospel Advocate 53.26 (June 29, 1911): 709. 
33 Elam, “A Worthy Work,” 592-594. 
34 J. M. McCaleb, “Missionary,” Gospel Advocate 52.14 (April 7, 1910): 435. 
35 J. C. McQuiddy, “The Church at Birmingham, Ala.,” Gospel Advocate 53.1 (January 5, 1911): 4-5. 
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young, having been founded in 1871. Justus M. Barnes (1836-1913) was responsible for the 

earliest preaching in the area, having come to “Old Carder” in Jefferson County in 1875 at 

the request of a local family.36 His periodic returns to the area, supplemented by the 

preaching of Henry K. Simpson, a Barnes convert who preached in and around Jefferson 

County, resulted in the establishment of a small congregation meeting in the courthouse. 

This new congregation was soon caught up in the conflicts of the 1880s over the 

missionary society.37 A division between conservatives and progressives was in place by 

1885. The roots of this division may lie in an apparent socioeconomic divide in the 

congregation between families of wealth and prominence in the civic life of Birmingham 

and poorer rural migrants who had come into the booming city looking for work. A 

(dissident?) Sunday school class meeting at “Mrs. Scott’s schoolhouse” in downtown 

Birmingham, largely made up of the more prominent members of the congregation, seems 

to have served as the locus of support for cooperative efforts that were strenuously 

opposed by Barnes, Simpson, and many of the members of the courthouse congregation.38 

In 1885, members of this Sunday school class, with the help of the Alabama Christian 

Missionary Cooperation, hired R. W. VanHook to serve as the first pastor of the newly-

organized First Christian Church of Birmingham. The congregation’s progressive leanings 

                                                           

36 This contradicts the assertion of George and Mildred Watson that the delegates who attended the early 

cooperative conventions in the late 1880s “were the first to see the need for establishing churches in 

industrial centers, like Birmingham” (History of the Christian Churches in the Alabama Area [St Louis: Bethany 

Press, 1965], 61).  
37 The following account involves a certain amount of reading between the lines, but I believe it makes the 

best sense of the available evidence, with the caveat that the sources on both sides are strongly polemical in 

tone and must be used with caution. 
38 Harriet Smith Bennett, “Christians Win Over Odds” The Birmingham News – Age-Herald (Sunday, November 

4, 1928), n.p. A copy of this article can be found in the congregational file for First Christian Church at the 

Disciples of Christ Historical Society in Nashville. 
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were further solidified by the formation of a Ladies’ Aid Society in 1887 and by the 

congregation’s hosting of the fourth annual meeting of the state society in 1889.39 In sum, 

after 1885 there were two congregations in the city: the conservative, anti-society 

congregation that continued to meet at the courthouse (and later Fox Hall) and the 

progressive, pro-society First Christian Church.40    

The available evidence seems to suggest that the two decades following the 

withdrawal of its progressive members was a period of stagnation and malaise for the 

courthouse congregation. J. M. Barnes continued to return to Birmingham periodically to 

preach and to encourage the small group. Henry Simpson and G. A. Sharits, both residents 

of Birmingham, also preached for them. Around 1895 (or perhaps 1897), probably at the 

encouragement of Barnes, the congregation moved from the courthouse to Fox Hall. 

Probably also at the insistence of Barnes, the congregation entered into an agreement with 

Charles M. Pullias (1872-1962), a Tennessee conservative, to come to Birmingham to do 

evangelistic work for a year in 1897. This venture ended in failure when young Pullias and 

his wife ran out of money – they were not being supported financially by the Fox Hall 

congregation – and had to return home to Tennessee well before the year was up.41 

                                                           

39 And again in 1891, 1893, and 1897. See O. P. Spiegel, “Alabama,” in John T. Brown, Churches of Christ: A 

Historical, Biographical, and Pictorial History of Churches of Christ in the United States, Australasia, England 

and Canada (Louisville: John P. Morton and Company, 1904), 202. Accessed via Google Books, 29 December 

2012. 
40 Definite evidence of a conservative courthouse congregation comes from a still extant letter written by the 

widow of J. M. Pickens, who came to Birmingham and began to worship with this group in 1888.  
41 The date of 1897, given in the congregational history of the Palisades Church of Christ, the lineal 

descendant of the Fox Hall church, is uncertain (available on-line at 

http://www.palisadesfamily.net/wp/about/history; accessed April 2013). This uncertainty is based, in large 

part, on Pullias’ marital history. He was first married to a Sallie Scoggins in 1895 for 13 months, at which 

point she died. This means, of course, that she would have died early in 1897 at the latest. This is the exact 
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On the other hand, things took off for progressives in Birmingham after 1900. Under 

the leadership of O. P. Spiegel (1897-1901), First Christian – with the help of the state and 

national societies – established churches in the burgeoning suburbs of Woodlawn (1900)42, 

Bessemer (1901), Ensley (1902), and North Birmingham (1908), as well as a small African-

American mission point at Oxmoor. A. R. Moore, who became pastor of First Christian 

Church in 1903, began publication of the Alabama Christian in that same year. Under his 

leadership, First Christian also completed a large and richly appointed new building in 

downtown Birmingham in 1904.43 The society also put evangelists in the field in and 

around Birmingham: Milligan Earnest, Dean L. Bond, Pendleton E. Cheek, and Lowell 

McPherson, among others. Birmingham, in the space of two decades, became the 

headquarters for the pro-society forces in the state. 

Thus, when John T. Lewis first arrived in Birmingham in the summer of 1907, Fox 

Hall was the lone tiny congregation of conservative Disciples in a rapidly growing city that 

now had at least five pro-society, pro-organ churches. A. M. Plyler, writing in the 1940s, 

recalled, “Brother John T. Lewis came to Birmingham in 1906 [sic], at that time we had only 

one little struggling group in the entire city. They met in the third story of some building 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

time when he is said to have come to Birmingham. He did not marry his second wife until 1898. In light of 

this, it seems that 1895 might be the actual date of his stay in Birmingham. See M. Kurfees Pullias, The Life and 

Works of Charles Mitchell Pullias (Nashville: Gospel Advocate Company, 1948), 15. 
42 O. P. Spiegel had begun holding tent meetings in Woodlawn in 1898, shortly after becoming pastor at First 

Christian. See Watsons, History of the Christian Churches in the Alabama Area, 169. 
43 O. P. Spiegel boasted that it was “one of the completest and most beautiful in the country.” See “From the 

South,” Christian-Evangelist 40.43 (October 22, 1903): 534. The article from the Birmingham Age-Herald 

(cited above, note 31) indicates that it was completed at a cost of $21,000 and could seat 800 people. 
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there somewhere in town, there was less than a score of members in all.”44 While Plyler 

clearly has confused his dates, he succinctly and correctly captures the mood of the Fox 

Hall church at the time of Lewis’ arrival. It was a church that had apparently had been 

treading water for much of the past twenty years, not really growing  and certainly not 

exercising much influence in the city.45 It also seems to have been crippled by a certain 

amount of infighting.46 It was probably easy, if they paid any attention at all to Fox Hall, for 

pro-society leaders in Birmingham to point to its stagnant condition and to compare it 

unfavorably with an active and rapidly expanding program of evangelism on their own 

part.  

In the first few years after Lewis came, growth at the Fox Hall church came through 

a variety of means. First, there were the tent meetings he himself held around the city. One 

of those meetings, in Childersburg southeast of Birmingham, resulted in the establishment 

of a congregation in 1908. By 1911, he had held meetings in the Ensley, Fairview, Pratt City, 

and Woodlawn neighborhoods of Birmingham. Secondly, there were the meetings held at 

the Fox Hall church by prominent Nashville leaders – F. W. Smith, E. A. Elam, S. P. Pittman, J. 

C. McQuiddy, and T. B. Larimore – whom Lewis brought in to provide support and 

encouragement. Thirdly, Lewis also seems to have been able to encourage some defections 

                                                           

44 A. M. Plyler, Historical Sketches of the Churches of Christ in Alabama (Henderson, TN: Hester Publications, 

2008), 83. The Hester edition of this book is the first edition of a previously unpublished manuscript first 

written ca. 1948. 
45 Exact numbers cannot be known. It is very possible that Fox Hall actually lost members between 1895 and 

1907. 
46 See Lewis’ comments about strong disagreements over Bible classes and over procedural matters 

regarding the Lord’s Supper in Castleberry, 2. Lewis reports that the situation was so volatile that the 

congregation had recently split when he arrived in November 1907. See John T. Lewis, A Reply to Cecil 

Abercrombie’s Ravings (Birmingham, AL: By the Author, 1944 [?]), 4-5. 
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from progressive churches in Birmingham. It is important to remember that a final break 

between progressives and conservatives in Alabama had not yet occurred in the first 

decade of the new century.  That said, Lewis had clearly not come to Birmingham to work 

with the pro-society, pro-organ churches. As the line between the two groups became 

clearer, this period was marked by a certain fluidity of movement between the two groups. 

Lewis was able to capitalize this situation in his early years in Birmingham.47   

As the Fox Hall congregation grew, it was able to move out of its cramped third-floor 

quarters and into a newly-constructed house of worship in the fashionable West End 

neighborhood in 1910. By 1911, the West End congregation reported 175 members.48 

Lewis’ tent meetings in Woodlawn resulted in the formation of a new congregation in that 

neighborhood east of downtown toward the end of 1913. Having established a more solid 

foothold in the city with the founding of the Woodlawn congregation, Lewis split his time 

over the next few years between Woodlawn and West End. Charles M. Pullias returned to 

Birmingham at the beginning of 1918 to assume the preaching responsibilities at West End, 

allowing Lewis to focus on the Woodlawn congregation and on protracted meeting work in 

other neighborhoods around the city. For example, his tent meetings in Ensley, beginning 

                                                           

47 One tantalizing story is that of Zachary Taylor Fuqua (1849-1917). At some point during Lewis’ first few 

years in Birmingham, Fuqua defected to the Fox Hall (or West End) church from the Ensley Christian Church. 

Fuqua brought a lot to the Fox Hall church: he was the principal of Bellevue Academy in North Highlands, an 

alderman for the City of Ensley (1900-1902), and a founder-trustee of the Ensley Christian Church. What led 

to his decision? Doctrinal conversion? Personality issues? It is impossible to say. Nevertheless, as a man who 

was well-connected socially and politically, Fuqua’s conversion was undoubtedly significant for Lewis and the 

Fox Hall church. For Fuqua’s political career, see C. H. Goff and J. L. Pearson, Ensley City Directory 1903 

(Birmingham: Roberts & Son, 1902), viii. He is listed as a principal in Congressional Serial Set (Washington: 

U.S. Government Printing Office, 1892), 1302. For his relationship to the Ensley Christian Church, see 

Watsons, History of the Christian Churches in the Alabama Area, 163. For his obituary, see W. S. Long, 

“Fuqua,” Gospel Advocate 59.18 (May 3, 1917): 446-447. 
48 J. W. Shepherd, “Miscellany,” Gospel Advocate 53.29 (July 20, 1911): 784. 
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in the summer of 191149, had led to a more substantial presence there by 1915. 

Commenting on that work, E. A. Elam noted that “a small house has been rented and 

services are held there every Sunday afternoon, with interesting and increasing 

audiences.”50 

**** 

 As John T. Lewis entered the 1920s, he began to gain prominence on the national 

stage among the Churches of Christ. Glowing reports of his Birmingham work had appeared 

in the Gospel Advocate regularly in the 1910s. In the summer of 1911, S. P. Pittman, one of 

Lewis’ professors at the Nashville Bible School, spent the summer in Birmingham assisting 

Lewis with tent meeting work. Speaking of Lewis, Pittman wrote,  

“By his persistent effort and the support and encouragement of a few, the 

work began to grow. Tent meetings have been held in different parts of the 

city, careless and nonworking brethren became aroused, and now a good, 

faithful, and growing congregation is the result. Their house of worship is 

neat, unpretentious, but will soon be too small for their accommodation. It is 

located in a desirable part of the city. With continued efforts along the line of 

suburban tent work, other congregations should soon spring up in several 

parts of the city.”  

He closes his report by urging all who are moving to Birmingham to “attend the loyal 

meetings” in the city.51 Reports such as these, of a Bible School graduate made good, seem 

to have played into the decision of school administrators to invite Lewis to speak at the 

commencement exercises for David Lipscomb College in the spring of 1920.  

                                                           

49 J. W. Shepherd, “Miscellany,” Gospel Advocate 53.26 (June 29, 1911): 709. 
50 E. A. Elam, “A Worthy Work,” 593. 
51 S. P. Pittman, “Work in Birmingham, Ala.,” Gospel Advocate 53.39 (September 28, 1911): 1114. 
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 But they were in for a surprise when Lewis rose to speak that morning. He took as 

his topic the subject of “Compromise.”52 In the speech, he took direct aim at several 

Nashville leaders – F. B. Srygley and A. B. Lipscomb among them – who had attended and 

participated in a meeting, held by Z. T. Sweeney at the Vine Street Christian Church in 

Nashville earlier in the year, but who had refused to participate in a meeting held by R. H. 

Boll at the Joseph Avenue church the previous September.53 The men whom he named 

advanced to the platform as he was speaking and the speech was halted for several minutes 

while they remonstrated with Lewis. He refused to back down, though, and ultimately 

finished his address.  This incident suggests something of the differences in situation 

between Nashville and Birmingham. Lewis’ combative approach in the commencement 

address grew out of his experience in Birmingham. This was, of course, at odds with the 

more genteel approach of Nashville leaders like A. B. Lipscomb.54 Noted Birmingham 

historian Leah Rawls Atkins has observed that the first several decades of Birmingham’s 

history were marked by a kind of rough and tumble, “Wild West” feel.55 This was especially 

apparent in the prevalence of saloons and houses of prostitution (often allowed to operate 

undisturbed by police) and in the city’s notoriety for having one of the highest murder 

rates in the country. But it was also apparent in the combative nature of religious life in the 

                                                           

52 The only extant account of the event, which is not mentioned in the Gospel Advocate, can be found in Ottis 

Castleberry’s interview with Leonard Johnson. See Castleberry, 245-246. 
53 At issue here was simple consistency. In the view of the Gospel Advocate staff in the early 1920s, both 

Sweeney’s Christian Church and Boll’s premillennial eschatology were “digressive.” For Lewis, it made no 

sense to attend one meeting (thereby giving it tacit approval) and not to attend the other. 
54 The Advocate editor who got the closest to Lewis’ combativeness, James A. Allen, was summarily dismissed 

by Leon McQuiddy in 1930 when McQuiddy thought that Allen had crossed a red line. See Noble Patterson 

and Terry J. Gardner, Foy E. Wallace, Jr.: Soldier of the Cross (Fort Worth, TX: Wallace Memorial Fund, 1999), 

56. 
55 Leah Rawls Atkins, The Valley and the Hills: An Illustrated History of Birmingham and Jefferson County 

(Windsor Publications, 1981), 56. 
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city which was characterized by stronger than usual denominational loyalties.56 Wayne 

Flynt writes of the “divided religious mind of Birmingham” in terms of the emerging divide 

between fundamentalists and mainline Protestants in the period from 1900 to 1930.57 

Polemical exchanges between warring factions – especially between Protestants and 

Catholics – were commonplace. Lewis adapted to this situation skillfully, entering into 

public polemical contests with mainline and fundamentalist leaders in the city alike.58    

 But there was more to Lewis’ ministry in this period than such arguments. The 

1920s was, above all, a period of church planting: congregations in North Birmingham 

(1920), Tarrant City (1922), Bessemer (1923), Ensley (1926), Parkview (1926), and 

Sandusky (1928) were all established in this decade. Lewis adapted David Lipscomb and E. 

G. Sewell’s strategy of “swarming”59 to provide the critical mass for these churches. West 

End and Woodlawn, for example, provided members for North Birmingham. North 

Birmingham in turn provided the charter members for Tarrant City and Sandusky. In 1921, 

Marshall Keeble came to Birmingham to hold a meeting that resulted in the founding of the 

first African-American congregation in the city. Within fifteen years, there would be 

                                                           

56 A point made by Dwain Waldrep, “Fundamentalism, Interdenominationalism, and the Birmingham School 

of the Bible, 1927-1941,” The Alabama Review 49.1 (January 1996): 29-54. 
57 Wayne Flynt, “Religion in the Urban South: The Divided Religious Mind of Birmingham, 1900-1930,” The 

Alabama Review 30.4 (April 1977): 108-134. 
58 In 1913, Lewis took out advertisements in the city’s papers when noted fundamentalist evangelist Gypsy 

Smith came to town, pointedly questioning both Smith’s teaching and his flamboyant style. In 1918, we find 

him calling out Henry M. Edmonds, controversial pastor of Birmingham’s Independent Presbyterian Church, 

on the issue of eternal punishment. Lewis’ longest running polemical contest was with Glenn V. Tingley, 

pastor of the Birmingham Gospel Tabernacle, one of the largest churches in the city. Lewis himself debated 

Tingley in January 1937. He brought Foy E. Wallace, Jr., to Birmingham to debate him in 1938 and W. Curtis 

Porter in 1947. Tingley’s teaching on premillennialism and baptism over his extremely popular “Radio 

Revival” program seems to have particularly exercised Lewis.   
59 This term refers to the practice whereby a substantial number of the members of an established 

congregation (who, perhaps, all lived in the same neighborhood) would leave the parent congregation 

(generally with its blessing) to start a new congregation.  
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fourteen African-American congregations in the city and its suburbs.60 As we turn to the 

remainder of Lewis’ career, it will be helpful to remember that this work of evangelism and 

church-planting was at its heart. Lewis himself can be credited with establishing more than 

thirty congregations in Birmingham. That work did not come to a halt until Lewis himself 

stopped preaching and teaching on account of poor health very late in life. As we move 

forward, our focus will be elsewhere. But our picture of Lewis would be incomplete, to say 

the least, if we forgot that aspect of his work.  

Moving forward, we will look at the remainder of John T. Lewis’ life in terms of three 

major controversies that dominated much of his attention in the period from 1925 to 1960. 

Lewis’ participation in these controversies that can reveal much to us about the Churches 

of Christ in a transitional period in their history and can provide an alternative 

understanding of that history through the story of a man who was moving from its center 

to its margins in that period.    

**** 

The years following World War I witnessed enormous changes in American society. 

His response to these changes lay behind the major battles that shaped the rest of John T. 

Lewis’ ministry. In the southern heartland of the Churches of Christ, the post-war period 

saw massive migration from the countryside into the cities. Birmingham, for example, “had 

grown from a cornfield to the 14th-ranked Southern city by 1900, and to the third most 

populous Southern city by 1920. Ranking only behind New Orleans and Atlanta, the 

                                                           

60 Isaac E. Tackett, “A College for Our Negroes,” Gospel Advocate 78.48 (November 26, 1936): 1140. 
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Birmingham goal of the Jazz Age was to be the largest city of the New South.”61 The people 

who fueled this growth largely came looking for work in the city’s booming iron and steel 

industries. This movement was not without consequences for both the individual and 

society at large. The fast-paced and largely anonymous nature of urban life, new 

technologies like the automobile, radio, and movies (all widely available for the first time in 

the 1920s), and the ready availability of many other things unavailable in the small towns 

and on isolated farms – all of these things eroded the social mores that many brought with 

them to the city.  

One of the most visible changes of the 1920s was in the place of women in society. 

Of course, the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution 

in 1920 granted women the right to vote. But other changes were afoot:  

“The ‘new woman’ of the 1910s and 1920s rejected the pieties (and often the 

politics) of the older generation, smoked and drank in public, celebrated the 

sexual revolution, and embraced consumer culture. While earlier generations 

had debated suffrage, political discussions of feminism were seldom the stuff 

of popular media in the 1920s. Instead, magazines such as Ladies Home 

Journal and Pictorial Review presented readers with the debate: ‘To Bob or 

Not to Bob? The short, sculpted hair of the ‘bob’ marked a startling visual 

departure from the upswept and carefully dressed hair of the early 

twentieth-century Gibson Girl.”62  

It was the immediately visible bob that sparked controversy among conservative 

Protestants of all stripes in the 1920s. Controversy erupted on the pages of the Gospel 

Advocate in 1925; John T. Lewis was among the many writers who strongly condemned the 

new hairstyle and all that it symbolized. The controversy lasted on the pages of the 

                                                           

61 Atkins, The Valley and the Hills, 109. 
62 “The New Woman of the 1920s: Debating Bobbed-Hair.” No author listed. Available online at: 

http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5117/. Accessed November 3, 2012. 
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Advocate for about a year. But for Lewis it was the beginning of a much larger argument 

that centered around the continuing applicability of Paul’s injunctions about the female 

head covering in 1 Corinthians 11. This culminated in Lewis’ lengthy (and overwhelmingly 

negative) review of C. R. Nichol’s God’s Woman (1938). We will examine this controversy in 

much more detail later. For now, suffice it to say that for Lewis, the head covering was 

about more than the role of women in the church. As we will see, it had to do with the much 

larger issue of church’s relationship with culture and the validity of modernist 

hermeneutical strategies such as the cultural argument. 

**** 

With the advent of Foy E. Wallace, Jr., as editor of the Gospel Advocate in 1930, John 

T. Lewis took a more prominent role on the pages of the journal. In 1930-31, the Advocate 

ran Lewis’ lengthy reply to M. D. Clubb, the editor of the Tennessee Christian, the journal of 

the Christian Churches in the state. Clubb had challenged Advocate editor James A. Allen to 

show that the founders had opposed the formation of the missionary society. Lewis’ series 

of nearly thirty articles was intended to answer the challenge. In 1932, the articles were 

published in book form by the Gospel Advocate Company as The Voice of the Pioneers on 

Instrumental Music and Societies. At the beginning of 1933, Wallace invited Lewis to 

become a regular staff writer for the Advocate. His regular column, titled “Apostolic 

Authority,” ran for two years. The columns covered a wide range of topics, from worship to 

the plan of salvation, from civil government to premillennialism. Lewis’ friendship with 

Wallace remained solid throughout the 1930s. Wallace came to Birmingham for numerous 

meetings. In September 1938, at Lewis’ invitation, he came to the city to debate Glenn V. 

Tingley, pastor of the Birmingham Gospel Tabernacle, earning effusive praise from Lewis. 
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Wallace in turn recruited Lewis to serve as associate editor for the (first) Gospel Guardian, 

which ran from 1935-36, and the Bible Banner, which Wallace started in 1938. 

There is some irony in all of this. Over the course of the 1930s and 1940s, Wallace 

and his closest co-workers in the Churches of Christ worked to modernize the churches in 

crucial ways. For example, by the early 1940s, particularly after the Japanese attack on 

Pearl Harbor in December 1941, Wallace’s crusade against premillennialism expanded to 

take on those who opposed Christian participation in warfare. Wallace came to see pacifism 

and opposition to participation in government as an outgrowth of premillennialism.63 He 

and others also keenly felt the sting of social isolation that was focused on those who 

vocally diverged from the patriotic fervor that swept the nation after Pearl Harbor. This 

was a relatively easy move to make: the most vocal opposition to Christian participation in 

carnal warfare and government had gradually faded through the 1920s and 30s. Not long 

after war broke out, the pages of the Bible Banner came to include full-scale attacks on the 

legacy of David Lipscomb and his widely-read book, Civil Government (1889).64 With this, 

the Wallace-Lewis friendship was strained to the breaking point. Lewis was dropped as 

associate editor of the Bible Banner after March 1942. At that point, Lewis began writing on 

the war and civil government questions for the Montgomery-based journal, Sound Doctrine. 

In 1946, these articles became the basis for Lewis’ other full-length book, The Christian and 

the Government, or A Review of the Bible Banner’s Position on Christians Going to War. We 

will look at this book and its context in much more detail later. For now, as with his stance 

                                                           

63 For fuller discussion, see Richard T. Hughes, Reviving the Ancient Faith: The Story of Churches of Christ in 

America (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1996), 163-166. 
64 Wallace ally O. C. Lambert began a full-scale attack on Lipscomb in the fall of 1943. See Foy E. Wallace, Jr., 

“The Lipscomb Theory of Civil Government,” Bible Banner 6.3 (October 1943): 3-6. 
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on the head covering, what we see here is Lewis as a staunch opponent of modernization 

and cultural accommodation among the Churches of Christ. Unlike the bobbed hair 

controversy of the mid-1920s, Lewis now finds himself a minority voice in a fellowship that 

is quite definitely on its way to greater acceptance of modern methods and greater 

acculturation. The sense of alienation that can be seen in this book only increased in the 

years following World War II as the aging Lewis geared up to fight the final battle of his 

career. 

**** 

 In the years after World War II, the Churches of Christ underwent arguably the most 

significant period of doctrinal upheaval they had experienced since the division with the 

Christian Churches at the end of the nineteenth century. Gripped by enthusiasm over 

evangelistic possibilities in Europe following the war, young men and women sought to go 

there as missionaries. Disagreement initially arose over how these missionaries should be 

supported. Should they be supported directly by the churches? Or, in the interests of 

efficiency, should one congregation “sponsor” each missionary, managing and disbursing 

all contributions for support of that particular missionary? In the coming years, this 

disagreement grew into a larger debate about the relationship of a growing cadre of 

parachurch organizations (such as colleges, orphan homes, homes for the aged, etc.) to the 

churches themselves. Should they even exist? If so, how should they be supported? By 

interested individuals or by the churches themselves? By the late 1950s, these arguments 

had resulted in an open division. That division, though relatively small in terms of numbers, 

absorbed the attention and energy of the churches and journals in the period from 1945-

1960.  
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   John T. Lewis’ direct involvement in this controversy began with the push by 

church leaders in Alabama to form an orphan home, supported by the churches, in the 

town of Cullman, Alabama. The early leaders in this push included some of Lewis’ closest 

preaching friends, as well as leaders in various Birmingham congregations. By 1950, the 

requisite support had been raised and “Childhaven,” as the orphanage was called, was 

opened. Lewis was critical of this effort for a number of reasons. First, he could find no 

biblical authority for the establishment of parachurch organizations such as this. But on a 

deeper level, these organizations struck at an understanding of the nature of the Church 

that Lewis had learned during his days at the Nashville Bible School. Writing in 1954, Lewis 

recalled the following story about David Lipscomb: 

“Brother Lipscomb was an elder of the South College Street church for many 

years. In teaching on the church’s responsibility of caring for its needy, he 

said the College Street church once had an elderly Sister that was destitute, 

the church cared for her a while and then sent her off to the county farm or 

poor house. His comment was: ‘The church has never been what it was 

before.’ His idea was when ever [sic] a local congregation turns its 

responsibilities over to others, it loses its power.”65 

An organization such as Childhaven was objectionable for Lewis because it took that 

responsibility away from the local church, robbing it of its call to live out the call of the 

Gospel to care for the poor, orphans, and widows. This was, significantly, a call that Lewis 

had answered in his own life. A significant portion of the pamphlet (titled “Childhaven”) 

that Lewis wrote in 1951 in opposition to Childhaven draws on Lewis’ own experience of 

caring for the widowed wife and children of his deceased brother. As we turn to this 

controversy in more detail later, we will pay especially close attention to how Lewis’ 
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critique of institutions like Childhaven differs from that of other prominent NI apologists, in 

particular the one offered by Roy Cogdill in his 1957 debate with Guy N. Woods, a debate 

that took place in Birmingham with John T. Lewis sitting in the audience (and becoming the 

subject of the debate at one point).  

**** 

 When John T. Lewis died in 1967 he had ministered in Birmingham for almost sixty 

years. In that time he had gone from a promising graduate of the Nashville Bible School, 

lauded by his professors and by fellow classmates, to a marginal figure as the forces of 

modernization and secularization in the Churches of Christ overtook the vision he sought 

to live out. In the chapters ahead we will attempt to describe that process in detail. 
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CHAPTER 3 

“CUSTOM VERSUS TRUTH”: LEWIS AND THE FEMALE HEAD COVERING 

Whether we know it or not, every single thing we do has a relationship to our 

lives as a whole, for the simple reason that what we do is the expression of 

what we think—consciously or unconsciously. You may say that it matters 

very little whether a woman wears her hair long or has it cut short, but that 

is really not true. – Mary Garden (1927)66 

The first major controversy that John T. Lewis engaged in centered on his views 

regarding the female head covering (enjoined by the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 11) and 

regarding the larger question of how men and women should appear in worship. It was all 

told the longest lasting controversy in which he engaged, beginning in the 1920s and 

continuing into the 1950s.67 As we pointed out in the previous chapter, Lewis often found 

himself at odds with prevailing trends in American society in his day. That is hardly 

remarkable in and of itself. The same could be said of most preachers and writers in the 

Churches of Christ, and among conservative Protestants more generally, in this period. But 

it was also true of Lewis that he increasingly found himself at odds with prevailing trends 

in the Churches of Christ. One of the larger goals of this thesis is to pay attention to the 

ever-advancing process of modernization and secularization that Churches of Christ were 

                                                           

66 “Why I Bobbed My Hair,” Pictorial Review (April 1927): 8. Garden (1874-1967) was a Scottish-American 

opera singer. For a biographical sketch, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Garden (accessed 3 February 

2013). In the late 1920s, the Pictorial Review had the largest circulation of any women’s magazine in the 

country. 
67 Lewis’ first piece on this cluster of issues is “Bobbed Hair,” Gospel Advocate 67.7 (February 12, 1925): 147-

48. The latest piece that I have found is “Hats or Hair,” Gospel Guardian 3.49 (April 17, 1952): 2-3. 
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undergoing during the period between, roughly, 1920 and 1960. The trajectory of Lewis’ 

career mirrors this shift. As we will see in this chapter, some of his most characteristic 

doctrinal emphases were very much in tune with larger currents of thought in the churches 

when he graduated from the Nashville Bible School in 1906 up through the 1920s and into 

the 1930s. As time went on, however, Lewis largely dwelt on the margins of theological 

discussion in the Churches of Christ, despite the fact that his positions on these issues had 

not significantly changed during that time.68  

So it was on the issue of the head covering. This chapter will discuss the course of 

that argument in the Churches of Christ at large and in Lewis’ career in particular. At the 

center of this chapter is the publication of C. R. Nichol’s God’s Woman in 1938 and the 

publication of Lewis’ A Review of “God’s Woman” in 1942. As we will see, Nichol’s book was 

a bellwether on a number of counts and said much about where the churches were headed 

in the years to come. Before we discuss the exchange between Nichol and Lewis, though, it 

will be necessary to provide some context. In Part One of this chapter, we will briefly 

discuss the larger cultural context of the discussion, specifically the rapidly changing view 

of women in American society between the two World Wars. Part Two will then turn to the 

setting in Churches of Christ, looking briefly to the argument over bobbed hair that erupted 

in the Gospel Advocate in 1925 as a preview of things to come. Part Three will turn to 

Nichol’s book and Lewis’ response. There we will consider in turn the political angle of the 

controversy – especially the way in which the exchange between Lewis and Nichol 

                                                           

68 The trends toward modernization and secularization in the Churches of Christ, to which I am alluding here 

(and to which I will return again and again in the course of this thesis), are neatly described in Richard 

Hughes, Reviving the Ancient Faith, ch. 10. There he writes, “The principal story of Churches of Christ in the 

1940s and 1950s is their transition … to the status of a modern ‘middle-class establishment’” (218). 
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damaged Lewis’ friendship with Bible Banner editor Foy E. Wallace, Jr. – as well as the 

theological angle, noticing the various aspects of Lewis’ critique of Nichol’s book. What is 

the theology inherent in Lewis’ argument? Furthermore, what does his critique say about 

him and about the direction of the churches in the 1940s? Finally, Part Four will look 

briefly at Lewis’ later writings on this issue to illuminate the ways in which he and many of 

the Birmingham churches he had started stood outside the mainstream of the Churches of 

Christ on this issue. 

**** 

The years during and after World War I were a time of great social upheaval in 

America. Older definitions of the proper roles of men and women in society were 

overturned in this period. This change was, in large part, driven by socioeconomic factors. 

Greater employment and educational opportunities brought about drastically increased 

visibility for women – young and old, white and black – in all areas of daily life. The passage 

of the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution in 1920, which granted suffrage to 

women, created an influential new class of voters. In the South, women, especially young 

women, joined the outmigration of rural people into the cities in the 1910s and 20s. The 

social impact of this was considerable:  

Lacking power in the workplace, working-class women were nonetheless 

empowered by earning an income. Wages gave daughters more 

independence at home, enabling some to live apart from their parents. The 

urban industrial work system, along with growing secondary school 

attendance, contributed to the formation of a youth and peer culture that 

loosened young women’s allegiances to their families. Created by capitalist 

entrepreneurs, commercialized forms of recreation – dance halls, 

nickelodeons, and amusement parks – attracted working girls after long 
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hours of drudgery and fostered their awareness of social customs and 

conventions different from those of their parents’ generation.69 

The “new woman” of the 1910s and 1920s adopted a new look that reflected their 

new situation: 

Replacing the Gibson girl by 1913, the “flapper” became the visual icon of the 

twentieth century’s new woman. Thin, flat-chested, and boyish-looking, the 

flapper exposed more flesh, reveled in dancing, drinking, and smoking, and 

otherwise defied old-fashioned norms. She took leads from such stars as the 

theater’s “it” girl, Clara Bow, and the Harlem Renaissance’s blues diva Bessie 

Smith.70 

Perhaps no single marker more clearly symbolized the changes in popular culture in the 

1920s than the bob hairstyle. In 1915, famed ballroom dancer Irene Castle, anticipating a 

coming hospital stay, cut her hair.71 It was not the first time a female celebrity had cut her 

hair, but this particular instance was credited with the enthusiasm for the bob that swept 

the nation in the coming years.  

Reaction to the bob cut was mixed. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s short story, “Bernice Bobs 

Her Hair,”72 first published in a May 1920 issue of the Saturday Evening Post, captures some 

of that ambivalence. Women’s magazines throughout the 1920s carried full-length articles 

from female celebrities reflecting on the bob cut: some chose to bob, others did not. Film 

                                                           

69 Susan K. Freeman, “The New Woman: Work, Education, and Reform,” Available online at: 

http://ehistory.osu.edu/osu/mmh/clash/newwoman/workeducationreform-page1.htm. (Accessed February 

1, 2013). 
70 Susan K. Freeman, “The New Woman: Image and Lifestyle,” Available online at: 

http://ehistory.osu.edu/osu/mmh/clash/newwoman/Image%20and%20Lifestyle-page1.htm. (Accessed 

February 1, 2013).  
71 For a brief history of the advent of the bob, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bob_cut (Accessed February 

1, 2013). John T. Lewis seems to refer to this event. See A Review of “God’s Woman,” (Montgomery, AL: Sound 

Doctrine, 1942), 32. 
72 Available online at http://www.sc.edu/fitzgerald/bernice/.  
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star Mary Pickford, explaining her decision not to cut her hair, wrote, “Then there is my 

family to consider. I think I should never be forgiven by my mother, my husband, or my 

maid if I should commit the indiscretion of cutting my hair … Besides, there is no use 

denying the fact, no matter how much I should like to do so, that I am not a radical. I am by 

nature conservative and even a bit old-fashioned, which is a dreadful thing to admit in this 

day and age.”73 More radical was the approach of Mary Garden, whose rationale for 

bobbing her hair is worth quoting at some length: 

 Why did I bob my hair? For several reasons. I did it because I wanted to, for 

one thing; because I found it easier to take care of; because I thought it more 

becoming; and because I felt freer without long, entangling tresses. But above 

and beyond these and several other reasons I had my hair cut short because, 

to me, it typified a progressive step, in keeping with the inner spirit that 

animates my whole existence. 

In one way, whether I wear my hair short or not is of little importance. But 

viewed in another way, bobbed hair is not just a trivial, independent act of 

hair-dressing separate and apart from my life itself. It is part and parcel of 

life—one of the myriad things which by themselves may apparently mean 

nothing, but which in the aggregate help to form that particular complexity of 

expression which is myself. 

This sounds a bit cryptic; but let me elucidate a little. Whether we know it or 

not, every single thing we do has a relationship to our lives as a whole, for the 

simple reason that what we do is the expression of what we think—

consciously or unconsciously. You may say that it matters very little whether 

a woman wears her hair long or has it cut short, but that is really not true. 

Bobbed hair is a state of mind and not merely a new manner of dressing my 

head. It typifies growth, alertness, up-to-dateness, and is part of the 

expression of the élan vital! It is not just a fad of the moment, either like mah 

jong or cross-word puzzles. At least I don’t think it is. I consider getting rid of 

our long hair one of the many little shackles that women have cast aside in 

                                                           

73 Mary Pickford, “Why I Have Not Bobbed Mine,” Pictorial Review (April 1927): 9. Available online at: 

http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5117/.  
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their passage to freedom. Whatever helps their emancipation, however small 

it may seem, is well worth while.74 

As we will see later, Garden’s assertion that the bob is not an indifferent matter dovetails 

well with a point that is key to John T. Lewis’ own thinking, namely that these practices are 

not neutral or indifferent for the Christian woman. 

**** 

Reaction to this trend – as with so many other things – was slow among the journals 

widely read among the Churches of Christ. The Gospel Advocate was largely agnostic about 

developments such as the Nineteenth Amendment and about the influx of young “working 

girls” into cities like Nashville.75 As for the fashions of New York and Paris that largely 

defined the “flapper” ethos, it took the better part of a decade for these to filter down to the 

cities and towns of the South where most church members lived. The controversy over this 

clothing, and over bobbed hair, did not hit the pages of the Gospel Advocate until 1925. But 

even if they were slow to react initially, the writers on the Advocate staff, as well as the 

journal’s readers, took up the subject with great enthusiasm, writing numerous feature 

articles over a two-year period. Comment on the issue continued to appear regularly 

thereafter. 

These articles suggest that the popular notion of the liberated woman had made its 

way into the churches by the middle of the 1920s. Most writers saw this as a decidedly 

                                                           

74 Garden, “Why I Bobbed My Hair,” Pictorial Review (April 1927): 8. Available online at: 

http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5117/. 
75 Although local congregations in Nashville, like Russell Street and Central, made provision for this influx in a 

variety of ways. 
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negative development. M. C. Kurfees, commenting on a group of practices associated with 

the flapper, wrote bluntly: “When to the bobbed-hair fashion and the last item named [i.e., 

women wearing men’s clothing] we add cigarette smoking among the women, it surely 

seems that the bars have been thrown completely down and that Dame Fashion, in such 

cases, has come to be the only guide.”76 

**** 

Whatever the bobbed hair discussion might say about the churches in the 1920s, the 

situation was markedly different a decade later. Most of this change took place out of sight 

of the journals at the congregational level. We catch only a few tantalizing hints along the 

way about how the process played out. In Birmingham, women came to Lord’s day services 

with bobbed hair and the fad was addressed from the pulpit. In the May 10, 1928 issue of 

the Gospel Advocate, Mattie Schild and Ivamae Caneer, two “office girls” in the Advocate’s 

Nashville offices, reported about a recent trip to Birmingham: 

“It was our great pleasure last Lord’s day to visit the North Birmingham 

congregation of the church of Christ. Leslie G. Thomas preached a forceful 

sermon at 11 A.M. on the subject, ‘Bobbed Hair,’ using such Scriptures as are 

found in the eleventh chapter of First Corinthians. We feel safe in saying that 

a more zealous congregation cannot be found. The splendid singing and the 

hearty welcome which was extended us were indeed an inspiration to us.”77 

John T. Lewis preached on the subject as well. In some of his writings on the subject he 

alludes to some dissent on the issue among the Birmingham churches.78 But beyond a few 

                                                           

76 M. C. Kurfees, “Women Wearing Men’s Clothes, Smoking Cigarettes, and Bobbing Their Hair,” Gospel 

Advocate 68.15 (April 15, 1926): 350-51. 
77 “Our Messages,” Gospel Advocate 70.19 (May 10, 1928): 440. 
78 John T. Lewis, “Bobbed Hair,” Gospel Advocate 67.7 (February 12, 1925): 147-48: “After preaching from 

these verses one Sunday, hoping to help all honest-hearted Christian women who were present to better 
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scattered statements like these, we know next to nothing about how this issue played out 

on the ground in the congregations of Birmingham. Likewise, it is difficult to know how 

widespread Lewis’ views on the issue were among the Birmingham churches at any given 

point in his career.  

C. R. Nichol’s God’s Woman was published in 1938. The controversy that arose over 

the book was equal parts personal conflict and doctrinal disagreement. In this section, we 

will set forth a narrative of events that highlights that personal conflict; in the next section 

we will turn our attention to the theological content of the disagreement between Lewis 

and Nichol. We begin by noting that, by the late 1930s, Lewis had been friends with Bible 

Banner editor Foy E. Wallace, Jr., and his brother Cled, for almost a decade. Moreover, he 

had served as an associate editor of the Banner (along with Cled) since the journal had 

begun publication in 1938. Both Wallace brothers had come to Birmingham to hold 

meetings on a number of occasions.79 In September 1938, Foy Wallace had come to 

Birmingham at Lewis’ invitation to debate noted fundamentalist evangelist Glenn V. 

Tingley. Lewis’ evaluation of the debate was overwhelmingly positive: “I hope I may say 

without prejudicing anyone in his conclusions of the debate that Foy E. Wallace, Jr., has the 

keenest, most alert, and logical mind I ever heard in action.”80 The controversy over 

Nichol’s book was the first major crack in Lewis’ friendship with Wallace, a friendship that 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

understand what Paul was teaching, I heard of two bobbed-haired sisters saying that, ‘Paul never said a word 

about bobbed hair.’ And indeed he did not use the word ‘bobbed,’ but he said ‘shorn or shaven.’ Shorn is the 

past participle of the verb ‘shear,’ and ‘shear’ means to cut or clip; and if you clip her she is bobbed.” 
79 The earliest of these meetings took place at the Parkview church in 1932. See S. H. Hall, “The Work in 

Birmingham, Ala.,” Gospel Advocate 74.16 (April 21, 1932): 492-493. 
80 John T. Lewis, “The Tingley-Wallace Debate,” Bible Banner 1.4 (October, 1938): 13. 
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– as we will see in the next chapter – would shatter in the months after the Japanese attack 

on Pearl Harbor in December 1941.  

But that is to anticipate. To return to the subject at hand, Lewis initially responded 

to God’s Woman in two articles published in the July and October 1939 issues of the 

Banner.81 Lewis’ criticism of Nichol’s work centered on two issues: the female head 

covering and the participation of women in the worship assembly. In keeping with his 

usual style, the articles were blunt. Lewis wrote,  

“I was not prepared for some of the things [Nichol] said in [the book]. Of 

course, he said some good things in the book; but he put enough ‘wild gourds 

into the pot’ to contaminate the whole stream of New Testament teaching on 

women appearing in the presence of God, and teaching in public assemblies. 

The book seems to be a labored effort to justify the whims and customs of 

some of our sisters, and as such it will become the standard of authority to all 

preachers who want to follow the course of ‘least resistance.’”82  

 

That said, Lewis was not one to break friendships over even the strongest disagreements. 

He continues:  

“Knowing and respecting Brother Nichol as a Bible student, and teacher, as 

long as I have, it would be more agreeable to me to commend his book than 

to criticise [sic] it, but this would be to stultify my conscience. This I am sure 

Brother Nichol would not want me to do. I hope, therefore, Brother Nichol 

will be just as frank in dealing with this article as I am with his book. Maybe 

we can help each other to better understand the truth.”83 

 

Throughout the controversy, Lewis continued to speak of Nichol as his friend and brother. 

But whatever the condition of Lewis and Nichol’s friendship, Lewis’ writings did serious 

                                                           

81 John T. Lewis, “There is Death in the Pot,” Bible Banner 1.12 (July 1939): 12-13, 19; John T. Lewis, “God’s 

Woman – Custom – Teaching – Praying, Etc.,” Bible Banner 2.3 (October 1939): 6-8. 
82 Lewis, “There is Death in the Pot,” 12. The title of this article, and Lewis’ reference to “wild gourds in the 

pot,” comes from 2 Kings 4:38-41. 
83 Ibid. 
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damage to his relationships with his fellow editors.84 Foy and Cled Wallace were longtime 

family friends with Nichol. Nichol, moreover, had been something of a mentor to both men. 

In a private letter to Lewis, Cled Wallace spoke of these relationships: “Both Brother Nichol 

and Brother Whiteside happen to be very dear friends of mine, and were for many years 

before I ever met you … They are both good, clean men and thoroughly loyal to the truth.”85 

Thus, the anger directed toward Lewis by the Wallace brothers can best be understood as 

the defense of a friend and respected teacher in the face of attacks by someone with whom 

they did not have that sort of longstanding relationship. 

Sometime after Lewis’ initial articles were published, Alabama minister Pryde E. 

Hinton wrote in to R. L. Whiteside’s “Queries and Answers” column in the Gospel Advocate 

to inquire about 1 Corinthians 11.86 Noting that “there are whole sermons devoted to this 

subject by many around here,” Hinton asked Whiteside for help.87 Whiteside, in keeping 

with Nichol, replied that Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians 11 was a matter of custom. Lewis 

responded to Whiteside in a column in Sound Doctrine – a new journal edited by Rex A. 

Turner and published out of Montgomery, Alabama – the following July.88 He evidently had 

tried to submit a reply to the Advocate, but it had not been accepted for publication.89 After 

                                                           

84 It is difficult to know exactly what Nichol himself thought. He never responded (in print, at least) to Lewis’ 

critiques of his book. Another account of these events can be found in Noble Patterson and Terry Gardner, 

eds., Foy E. Wallace, Jr: Soldier of the Cross (Fort Worth, TX: Wallace Memorial Fund, 1999), 67. Nevertheless, 

Patterson and Gardner telescope these events to some extent, in the process omitting some key information. 
85 John T. Lewis, A Review of “God’s Woman” (Montgomery, AL: Sound Doctrine, 1942), 13. Whiteside’s role in 

the dispute will be introduced below. 
86  “Must Women Wear Hats in Public?” Gospel Advocate 82.44 (October 31, 1940): 1043. 
87 Hinton preached in and around Jefferson County, Alabama, for much of his career (for a biographical 

sketch, see Preachers of Today, Vol. 1 [Nashville: The Christian Press, 1952], 161). Thus, “around here” likely 

refers to the Birmingham area and, very likely, to Lewis himself.  
88 John T. Lewis, “Must Women Wear Hats in Public?” Sound Doctrine 1.10 (July 25, 1941): 2-3. 
89 Ibid., 2.  
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Lewis’ piece appeared in Sound Doctrine, as Lewis himself narrates these events, “Brother 

Hinton ordered several copies of Brother C. R. Nichol’s book – ‘God’s Woman,’ and told the 

congregation where he was preaching that I had taken him for a ride, that he had copies of 

C. R. Nichol’s book, the price was $1.50, but he would sell them for $1.00 per copy.”90 Lewis 

returned to the issue again in the August 10 issue of Sound Doctrine, this time addressing a 

letter written by Kentucky preacher W. G. Roberts that made an argument similar to the 

one made by Whiteside and Nichol.91 

Shortly thereafter, Cled Wallace, Lewis’ fellow associate editor, endorsed God's 

Woman in the September 1941 Bible Banner.92 “It would appear,” Lewis wrote, “that the 

boys were trying to ‘gang up’ on me, and smother the truth with ‘customs.’”93 Pryde Hinton 

again wrote to R. L. Whiteside in the fall of that year with further questions, and Lewis 

responded to Hinton’s questions and Whiteside’s reply.94 Matters took a somewhat 

different turn that fall in an exchange of personal letters between Lewis and Cled Wallace. 

The exchange was generated by Wallace’s (reported) commendation of God’s Woman in the 

September 1941 issue of the Bible Banner. After reading the commendation, Lewis wrote to 

Wallace, shocked that he would commend the book.95 Wallace responded in a letter dated 

                                                           

90 John T. Lewis, “Custom Versus Truth,” Sound Doctrine 1.23 (February 10, 1942): 2 (= Lewis, Review, 8). 
91 John T. Lewis, “Bobbed Hair and Custom, Again,” Sound Doctrine 1.11 (August 10, 1941): 2-3 (= Lewis, 

Review, 78-85). 
92 Lewis, “Custom Versus Truth,” 2. N. B. Lewis refers to this commendation in a number of places, but I have 

been unable to locate it even after a thorough search of the Bible Banner. Because both he and Wallace 

assume its existence, I have let the assertion stand. Wallace’s commendation of the book, to be clear, is not in 

dispute. He commends the book in other places. 
93 Ibid. 
94 “Several Questions,” Gospel Advocate 83.38 (September 18, 1941): 903; Lewis, “Brother Hinton and Eastern 

Woman’s Veil,” Sound Doctrine 1.15 (October 10, 1941): 2-3. 
95 According to Lewis, Wallace had given no prior indication that he disagreed with Lewis on the issues in 

question. See Lewis, Review, 12. 
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October 17, 1941, emphasizing that he had never agreed with Lewis on the issues in 

question and taking strong exception to Lewis’ attacks on Nichol and Whiteside. One can 

readily hear a note of personal affront in the writing:  

“Any ‘reservations’ [about Nichol’s book] I could make with my present 

views would fall far short of satisfying you, I fear. I do not entertain your 

views about women wearing hats in public, and the feminine use of a little 

rouge and lipstick and nail polish has never worried me greatly. In fact I 

rather like it … I never heard or saw an idea expressed by Whiteside that I 

thought was ‘foul’ nor do I believe that Nichol was trying to please the sisters 

instead of the Lord by what he wrote. I think both Nichol and Whiteside are 

HONEST men, just as I think YOU are. And as much as I think of you, I’m 

inclined to think that both of them are nearer right than you are. So does my 

father, incidentally…”96 

 

Lewis responded in a letter dated October 30, 1941. In it, he seems genuinely surprised by 

Wallace’s views and by the vehemence with which he responded to Lewis’ attack on 

Nichol’s book: 

“As to Brother Nichol’s book – ‘God’s Woman,’ I certainly was not prepared 

for what you said about it. I never dreamed of you giving your unqualified 

endorsement of everything Brother Nichol said in his book. Therefore, I had 

no idea or thought of calling forth your resentment in the matter, when I 

suggested you ‘should have made some reservations,’ on ‘some parts of God’s 

Woman.’ I suppose now, that the purpose of your unqualified endorsement of 

‘God’s Woman,’ in the Bible Banner, was to counteract what I had said about 

some parts of the book, in the Bible Banner. But I assure you it will take more 

than an endorsement from you to satisfy many of Brother Nichol’s admirers, 

on his silent treatment of my articles.”97   

 

There was no reply from Wallace after this, leading Lewis to publish the letter exchange in 

Sound Doctrine in January 1942.98 Lewis used the opportunity to publicly invite a further 

                                                           

96 Lewis, “An Interesting Correspondence,” Sound Doctrine 1.22 (January 25, 1942): 2 (= Lewis, Review, 13). 
97 Lewis, “An Interesting Correspondence,” 2 (= Lewis, Review, 14-15). 
98 Lewis, “An Interesting Correspondence,” 3 (= Lewis, Review, 18). 
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response from Wallace. That response never came.99 Indeed, the publication of the 

(private) exchange of letters seems to have been a contributing factor to the break between 

Lewis and the Wallace brothers.    

Early in 1942, Rex A. Turner, editor of Sound Doctrine, invited Lewis to formally 

review God's Woman in a series of articles in the journal. All told, Lewis published nine 

articles from February to June, 1942. As noted above, there was no response from Nichol or 

Whiteside to these pieces. Whatever their motivations might have been, Turner sensed a 

“silent contempt” on their part for Lewis and others like him.100 At any rate, Lewis’ articles 

and various other writings on the subject were compiled in a ninety-two page pamphlet, 

titled A Review of “God’s Woman,” that was published by Sound Doctrine later that same 

summer.101 

We know very little about how the dispute was received in the churches and in the 

other journals that served the Churches of Christ in this period. There seems to be some 

notice of the matter in the Gospel Advocate, though. H. Leo Boles, writing in January 1942, 

had the following to say: 

“It is true that one must stand for the truth, but such expressions weaken the 

statement of affirmation rather than strengthen it. There are extremists who 

                                                           

99 Undoubtedly by this point – as will be shown in the next chapter – relations between John T. Lewis and Foy 

and Cled Wallace were complicated by the war question. This period – the winter of 1941/42 – was the 

critical period for their friendship. The negative effects of the fallout over Nichol’s book and the aftermath of 

the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor came about simultaneously, even though this thesis treats them in 

separate chapters. 
100 “Will ‘Our’ Women Preach Publicly?” Sound Doctrine 2.5 (May 10, 1942): 4. 
101 “Lewis’ Review of ‘God’s Woman’ to Be Printed in Book Form,” Sound Doctrine 2.10 (July 25, 1942): 4. 

Speaking of Nichol’s book and Lewis’ review, editor Rex Turner wrote, “There has not appeared in our 

generation a more erroneous book, with as many commendations from gospel preachers, as has C. R. Nichol’s 

book, falsely styled, ‘God’s Woman.’ When, fifty years from now, some errorist quotes Nichol’s ‘God’s Woman,’ 

as representing the position of sound preachers, on woman and her place in the church, Brother John T. 

Lewis’ review will stand in book form to challenge such contentions.” 
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ride their hobby wherever they have an opportunity to speak. There are ‘one-

cup’ hobbyists, who feel called upon to ‘air their views’ on this topic on every 

occasion. Then there are the extremists on ‘individual cups,’ who must be 

heard. Again there are those who are extremists on women’s dress and bobbed 

hair. Again, we have the hobbyists on women teaching the Bible in classes. In 

fact, we may find among us those who have gone to the extreme on nearly 

every tenet of faith and Item of practice. A well-balanced mind and life may 

be difficult to find, but it is to be commended.”102  

 

Was Boles alluding to Lewis in these comments? It is impossible to say. But consider the 

circumstances. First, there is no indication that any of the Advocate’s writers disagreed with 

the views expressed by R. L. Whiteside in his answers to Pryde Hinton. Second, it should be 

observed that Boles’ rhetoric fits with the overall approach that the Advocate had begun to 

take in such ecclesial disputes under the editorship of B. C. Goodpasture. In the larger 

context of the relations between the various journals that were read by members of the 

Churches of Christ – especially in the months after the United States’ entry into World War 

II – it may be that the Advocate sought to position itself above the fray, to let the Bible 

Banner and Sound Doctrine fight out the issue.103 It may be, moreover, that the Advocate’s 

writers recognized the direction of popular sentiment in the churches on the issue of the 

female head covering. Rather than standing against that tide, Boles and Goodpasture 

sought to manage it. 

The public component of the dispute came to an odd and somewhat anticlimactic 

conclusion with an exchange of letters between Hinton and Turner in the September 25, 

1942, issue of Sound Doctrine.104 Hinton, it appears, had discussed with Nichol and 
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Whiteside the idea of replying to Lewis. They agreed among themselves that the most 

appropriate response would be a reprint (in the pages of Sound Doctrine) of the full text of 

the chapters of God’s Woman that Lewis had discussed, noting that “it is difficult for any one 

to get a fair idea of the book with only broken sentences and small excerpts quoted.”105 

Several questions arise: Why did Hinton write this letter if his position was in the majority? 

Could he have felt the need to try to counter the influence of Sound Doctrine among the 

congregations in the State of Alabama? It is difficult to surmise what Hinton was really 

after. Whatever it was, his rhetoric regarding the whole matter is dismissive: “If you do not 

care to do this, forget it; it matters very little to us either way. We have no reply to make to 

any personal charges or insinuations that the review articles contained.”106 Turner’s 

response is equally short. To this “irregular request,” Turner replied that “Brother Lewis’ 

review is now in book form, and that issue is closed so far as Sound Doctrine is 

concerned.”107  

**** 

Having described the sequence of events in the controversy, we now turn to the 

actual substance thereof. As Lewis himself said, there were many parts of God’s Woman that 

were unobjectionable to him. Two features of the book, though, evoked strong 

disagreement from Lewis: Nichol’s views on the female head covering and his position on 

participation of women in the worship assembly. We will pay brief attention to the second 

of these issues first – female participation in the public worship of the church – before 

turning to the head covering, which is where most of Lewis’ attention is directed. 
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Given the social and theological climate of contemporary American Christianity, it 

may be difficult to give Lewis a fair hearing on this issue. We might be tempted, for 

example, to quickly dismiss Lewis’ position as the product of a harsh, restrictive, legalistic 

conservatism. In light of our study of Lewis’ thought to this point, that is too simplistic. 

Other approaches to the matter hold more promise. Specifically, recent efforts to 

contextualize the prevailing views on women in Churches of Christ can help us see Lewis as 

the product of a well-defined theological tradition within the Churches of Christ, whatever 

we might make of the validity of his point of view.  

In several recent studies, John Mark Hicks describes three theological camps that 

flourished within the Churches of Christ at the turn of the twentieth century, arguing that 

they can be (somewhat loosely) identified by geography and (more definitely) identified by 

their differing theological emphases.108 First, there is the Tennessee Tradition, represented 

editorially by the Gospel Advocate, edited at the turn of the century by David Lipscomb and 

E. G. Sewell. Second is the Texas Tradition, represented editorially by the Firm Foundation, 

edited by Austin McGary, George Savage, and N. L. Clark. Third is the Sommer, or Indiana, 

Tradition, represented editorially by the Octographic Review, edited by Daniel Sommer and 

L. F. Bittle. One of the points of most intense conflict between these traditions took place 

over the place of women in church and society. Hicks’ research, in brief, describes a 

Tennessee Tradition – represented by writers such as David Lipscomb, James A. Harding, 

and R. C. Bell – that was very restrictive on these questions, not allowing any public role for 

                                                           

108 There is insufficient space here for a full delineation of these categories. See John Mark Hicks, “The 

Struggle for the Soul of Churches of Christ (1897-1907): Hoosiers, Volunteers, and Longhorns,” in And the 

WORD Became Flesh: Studies in History, Communication, and Scripture in Memory of Michael W. Casey, Thomas 

H. Olbricht and David Fleer, eds. (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2009), 54-71, for a full explanation. 
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women in the church or in society at large. This restrictiveness stood over against the 

Texas and Indiana Traditions, both of which displayed relatively greater openness to 

female participation in the assembly.109 Hicks explicitly discusses Nichol (and God’s 

Woman) as representative of the Texas Tradition in his position on these matters. Lewis, a 

careful student of Lipscomb and Harding, while not discussed in Hicks’ research, can be 

seen readily enough to be a clear exponent of the Tennessee Tradition.110 Seen in terms of 

conflicting traditions, or schools of thought, it was perhaps inevitable that Lewis and Nichol 

would clash, personal issues notwithstanding.  

Hicks’ approach is illuminating on a number of points. Perhaps above all, it makes 

Lewis’ debts to Lipscomb and Harding clear on questions of female participation (in the 

form of prayer, exhortation, and teaching) in worship. He also indirectly demonstrates 

Lewis’ debts to his teachers on the subject of the head covering. As we will see in a moment, 

Lewis argues the point differently than his teachers. As Hicks points out, for Harding and 

Lipscomb, the head covering was a matter of positive law.111 Lipscomb wrote flatly: “The 

woman is under subjection to the man. Because of this, any approach to God with head 

uncovered is not permitted. It is a dishonor to her head. Man cannot come to God save 

through and in the name of Christ his head, so woman cannot come to Christ save with the 

                                                           

109 John Mark Hicks, “Quiet Please: Churches of Christ in the Early Twentieth Century and the ‘Woman 

Question,’” Discipliana 68.2 (Fall 2009): 7-24.  
110 The societal situation, it should go without saying, was not the same in 1940 as it was in 1900. Nothing in 

Lewis’ published corpus, for example, matches anything like the restrictive position articulated by R. C. Bell 

(cited by Hicks, “Quiet Please,” 11-12) vis-à-vis women’s participation in the secular world. 
111

 Positive laws, as opposed to moral laws, “are obligatory solely by the explicit command of God” (John Mark 

Hicks, “The Gracious Separatist: Moral and Positive Law in the Theology of James A. Harding,” Restoration 

Quarterly 42.3 [2000]: 130). 
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tokens of subjection to man on her head.”112 The game had changed by 1940, however. It 

was no longer sufficient to appeal to positive law. Because of this change, the head covering 

took on a place of centrality in Lewis’ thought that it did not possess for his teachers. 

Indeed, it is the central issue in Lewis’ criticism of Nichol. In A Review of “God’s Woman,” 

Lewis devotes far more space to this issue than he does to the question of women praying 

or speaking in the assembly. As we will see below, there are a number of reasons for this. 

Rather than being merely an appendage of his views on gender (as with Lipscomb and 

Harding), Lewis’ position on the head covering is best understood as an outgrowth of his 

views on hermeneutics, tradition, ecclesiology, and the proper relationship between church 

and world. In what follows, we will break down Lewis’ critique along these lines. 

Hermeneutical critique 

At the heart of Lewis’ opposition to God’s Woman is C. R. Nichol’s use of the “cultural 

argument”113 to argue against the modern-day application of 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 by 

Christian women. In our own day, the cultural argument is an entrenched and virtually 

unquestioned feature of the hermeneutics of the Churches of Christ. This is true all across 

the theological spectrum, from “conservative” to “progressive.” But this was not always the 

case. The development of the cultural argument itself was a relatively recent occurrence – a 

product of the Enlightenment. This is hardly the place for a complete history of continental 

                                                           

112 David Lipscomb, A Commentary on the New Testament Epistles, Vol. 2: First Corinthians, J. W. Shepherd, ed. 

(Nashville: Gospel Advocate Company, 1935), 164. 
113 By “cultural argument,” I am simply referring to the notion that Paul’s command that women should cover 

their heads was specific to first-century Corinthian culture and has no continuing specific applicability in the 

modern world.   
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biblical scholarship during the Enlightenment.114 Even so, it will be helpful to briefly notice 

how certain characteristics of the developing discipline of biblical studies in that era 

created the conditions for the emergence of the cultural argument as it came to be 

articulated by C. R. Nichol and others in the 1930s and 40s. The first of these characteristics 

is a phenomenon that has been referred to as the “textualization” of Scripture. This refers 

to a process, driven by Reformation-era theological debates between Protestants and 

Catholics, “that functioned to objectify the Bible, remove it from its larger ecclesial contexts, 

and turn it into a kind of hermeneutical battleground.”115 This was the first serious wedge 

between Bible reading and study as practiced in the church and in the academy. A second 

key development of Enlightenment thought was the emergence of a new understanding of 

culture. The modern definition of culture (Lat. cultura < Ger. Kultur) – “the totality of 

socially transmitted behavior patterns, arts, beliefs, institutions, and all other products of 

human work and thought characteristic of a community or population”116 – arose quite 

suddenly in the 1770s.117 This redefinition was, in large part, a political project. Jonathan 

Sheehan explains: 

Precisely at this time [i.e., the late eighteenth century], as Norbert Elias has 

argued, the concept of culture, as the name for that “self-consciousness of a 

nation which had constantly to seek out and constitute its boundaries anew, 

in a political as well as a spiritual sense,” colonized the German imagination. 

From Kant to Mendelssohn, Johann Adelung to Johann Eichhorn, culture 
                                                           

114 See Michael C. Legaspi, The Death of Scripture and the Rise of Biblical Studies, Paperback Ed., Oxford Studies 

in Historical Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); Jonathan Sheehan, The Enlightenment Bible: 

Translation, Scholarship, Culture, Paperback Ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007). The 

following discussion is greatly indebted to these studies. 
115 Legaspi, 19.  
116 The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (Boston: American Heritage Publishing, 1975), 

321 (s.v. culture). 
117 On this point, see Michael C. Carhart, The Science of Culture in Enlightenment Germany (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 2007). 
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became a powerful tool in the rhetorical arsenal of German savants and 

would come to subsume man’s entire spiritual, political, artistic, historical, 

and scholarly heritage. The largest and most potentially indigestible part of 

this spiritual heritage was the Old and New Testaments. Without a cultural 

Bible, in other words, “culture” would have remained in opposition to 

religion, spiritual “heritage” dispersed across different social, literary, and 

intellectual domains. But culture was never opposed to religion, at least not 

directly. Not only was the concept itself invented in the language of religious 

analysis, but it also consistently described a sacralized space of communal 

heritage. The forging of a cultural Bible was thus one key move in the 

broader development of “culture” per se. The cultural Bible allowed scholars 

to imagine an unbroken and universal spiritual heritage, one unaffected by 

particular religious commitments, unaffected by belief or unbelief. It enabled 

the culture-religion axis to articulate freely. And it allowed religion itself to 

become a cultural phenomenon par excellence.118  

 

Prior to this development, the cultural argument as it is used today would simply not have 

been possible. A third key development came with a new sense of “estrangement,” or 

archaism, in biblical studies. This was paralleled, as Sheehan notes, by a similar 

development in eighteenth classical scholarship. Both classical and biblical scholars in the 

eighteenth century were busy “digging a trench between ancient and modern, such that 

neither Greek nor Jew might enslave the modern reader with their alien nature.”119 He 

continues:  

“In the Homeric context, Germans (and Europeans more broadly) were 

assured of the primitive and coarse mentality of the ancient Greeks. They 

were assured that Homer was an illiterate bard, that both the Iliad and the 

Odyssey were the products of a land distant in time and space from European 

modernity. In the biblical context, Germans were estranged from their 

familiar texts and made to see the Bible as a bewildering archive of ancient 

                                                           

118 Sheehan, 223-224. 
119 Sheehan, 214. 
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humanity. They were given a new Bible filled with the foreign and peculiar 

expressions of an ancient Semitic tribe.”120  

This had immediate social implications in eighteenth-century Europe: among other things, 

it gave credence to anti-Semitic sentiments among continental scholars, who in their state-

supported faculty positions were in a position to influence government policy vis-à-vis 

European Jews. For our purposes, the key result of this development was this: it created an 

increasingly insurmountable distance between the world of the reader and the world of the 

text. In so doing, it summarily granted the reader permission to dismiss “primitive” or 

“barbaric” texts as unauthoritative. Estranged from the reader, the text no longer spoke 

directly or authoritatively to her. A fourth and final characteristic of Enlightenment biblical 

scholarship significant for us is its faith in progress, specifically in it the progress of 

Western civilization over against the “backward” and “primitive” cultures of the East.  

These assumptions took some time, of course, to filter down into American 

theological discourse, especially in communities as isolated as the Churches of Christ were 

in the early twentieth century. By the 1930s, however, they had arrived, manifesting 

themselves most noticeably in the cultural argument. The significance of Nichol’s work is 

not that he was the first to use this assumption-laden strategy to argue against the head 

covering. Rather, God’s Woman is significant because it is the book that gives the cultural 

argument its classical expression among the Churches of Christ. In 1938, the adoption of 

the cultural argument by preachers and writers in the Churches of Christ was still a fairly 

recent development, a development whose widespread adoption probably owed much to 

the publication of God’s Woman. With that change, Lewis’ teaching on the head covering 
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could not simply assert the covering as a matter of positive law, as Lipscomb and Harding 

had done. He had to take on Nichol’s hermeneutical argument directly.  

Nichol states his basic position thus: “Custom decreed veil-wearing. Custom has now 

abrogated the edict. God did not bind the wearing of the veil on Christian women. The 

wearing of a head covering, made by man, is a custom which has never been by heaven 

bound on woman.”121 In defending that proposition, one might expect that he would 

carefully analyze and explain 1 Corinthians 11. But anyone who comes to the book looking 

for such exposition will surely come away disappointed. Nichol only deals with the verses 

that are most immediately relevant to his larger points (vv. 3, 4, and 16). This is curious, on 

the surface. But on further consideration, it is not surprising at all. Nichol, in fact, does not 

need to do a careful exegesis of the entire passage. In order to achieve his rhetorical aims, 

all that matters is that he be able to convincingly separate the “timeless” or “universal” 

truth (which he finds in vv. 3-4) from the “custom” (which he finds in v. 16, which he reads 

in such a way that it cancels out the rest of the passage). The intervening verses do not help 

with that task and, therefore, are not relevant to his aims. 

“It is … very necessary,” Lewis responds, “to distinguish between custom and truth. 

If not, you will have an ever changing truth.”122 Lewis is concerned, as we will see below, 

for the stability of the church’s teaching on these matters. He accepts, it seems, that there 

are customs in the Bible – but he does not view the covering as one of those. He continues: 

“I like Brother Nichol’s positive way of stating his opinion on these matters, 

you do not have to guess at his teaching on the subject. We will now listen to 

                                                           

121 C. R. Nichol, God’s Woman, 58. 
122 Lewis, Review, 9.  
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another positive teacher on the same subject. In 1 Corinthians 11:3, Paul 

says, ‘but I would have you know, that the head of every man is Christ; and 

the head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God.’ This 

knowledge must be very important, since Paul says: ‘I would have you know’ 

it. Thoughtful reader, do you believe custom has ‘decreed’ this relationship, 

or do you believe the eternal, the omnipotent, and the omniscient God 

‘decreed’ it? You must first settle this question in your mind before you can 

understand the following from Paul. ‘Every man praying or prophesying, 

having his head covered, dishonoreth his head’ (verse 4).”123 

Lewis continues in a slightly facetious vein, asking if custom can be read into the rest of the 

passage: 

It is a law of language that when words mean the same thing, you can 

substitute them in the same sentence without changing the meaning of the 

sentence. Let us see how ‘God’s Woman’ will fit into God’s word. In 1 

Cor.11:7, we will substitute the word ‘custom’ for ‘image’ and ‘glory,’ and the 

passage will read: ‘For a man indeed ought not to have his head veiled, for as 

much as he is the custom and custom of God.’ Very euphonious, eh? In verse 

10, we will substitute ‘customs’ for ‘angels,’ and read: ‘For this cause ought 

the woman to have a sign of authority on her head, because of the customs.’ 

Brethren, I do not believe she [i.e., God’s Woman] will fit in, do you? I have 

never been much on working puzzles, and I will admit that ‘God’s Woman’ is 

too much like a Chinese puzzle for me to make her fit into God’s word.”124 

Lewis also argues that such teaching (i.e. that Paul’s teaching on the covering was based on 

the custom of that day) “is fatalistic.”125 What he seems to mean is that there are very few 

controls on the cultural argument as practiced by Nichol, Whiteside, and Hinton. The same 

argument could be used to assert that a variety of other practices – established practices in 

the Churches of Christ like weekly communion – were simply first-century customs with no 

continuing applicability. He writes, “In Acts 20:7, Luke says: ‘And upon the first day of the 
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week, when we were gathered together to break bread, Paul discoursed with them, 

intending to depart on the morrow; and prolonged his speech until midnight.’ How would it 

be to say that what Luke said, was based on the custom of ‘that day,’ in the church at Troas? 

There would be just as much reason (?) in this, as there is in what these brethren are saying 

about 1 Cor. 11:5, 6.”126 This argument, of course, also relies on a particular view of 

Scripture – shared by Lewis, Nichol, and all of Lewis’ interlocutors in this discussion – that 

sees passages such as this as a pattern, an exact authority, for the practice of the church. 

Lewis seems to believe that the cultural argument undercuts that authority. 

Sociological critique 

“Sister, to have your hair dressed in the latest mode, your dress well-fitted, 

clean, pressed, tailored in keeping with the latest fashion; your face painted 

and powdered, your lips rouged, and attractive ornaments in your hair, and 

at your throat, is no sin…. Sister, make yourself as attractive as you can, 

physically, and adorn yourself with the jewels of Christian character, and 

then you can be of the greatest influence in the uplift of humanity.”127 

In Lewis’ view, God’s Woman captured an important moment in the Churches of 

Christ. It spoke to a sociological shift that was beginning to take place in the churches in the 

late 1930s and early 1940s. This shift was accompanied by an increased desire on the part 

of many church members for respectability in the larger society. Nichol’s advocacy of the 

latest fashions for women, of the notion that “beauty is a duty,”128 of political 

                                                           

126 Ibid. 
127 Nichol, God’s Woman, 63. 
128 Ibid. Nichol goes further, seeing evangelistic implications in this: “The rich man can use his wealth to 

extend the kingdom of God, and the beautiful woman can be a great asset in saving souls, if she will” (God’s 

Woman, 64). All sorts of questions come to mind here: What about not-so-attractive women? Who gets to 

decide which women go on door-knocking campaigns (or what have you) and who stays home? 
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participation,129 and so forth, is a part of this move. Nichol accepts the larger cultural faith 

in progress and sees developments such these as a part of keeping up: “There are those 

who have become custom-bound. For all such, it is most likely a change in their custom 

would broaden their view, and redound to their good. An immobile pool stagnates! … With 

pride we may view the progress made through change in custom.”130 Speaking specifically 

of his mother’s skirts, Nichol writes with pride: “Yes, custom has changed [since his mother 

was alive], and the question now is not how long a lady’s skirt may be; but how short can 

she wear it.”131 It is not too much of an exaggeration, in light of all this, to say that God’s 

Woman can be best understood as a manual, or handbook, of cultural accommodation in 

the Churches of Christ in the late 1930s. It granted women in the churches the freedom to 

participate in and benefit from the cultural shift in attitudes about the place of women in 

society. The sophisticated (at the time, at least) hermeneutic behind it was one small, but 

important, step toward the respectability that many people in the churches had come to 

crave. Its value lay in the fact that it helped women in the church rid themselves of the head 

covering, a visible sign of the church’s backwardness and a sign of shame for the 

modernizers in the church.  

Nichol’s arguments were powerful. Lewis seems at something of a loss when he 

writes, “The most astounding thing to me about Nichol’s newly discovered truth (?) was the 

enthusiastic indorsement [sic] it received from gospel preachers all over the country. It 
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seemed that C. R. had ‘brought in a gusher.’”132 And again: “It is an ominous fact to me, that 

no book off the press, by a gospel preacher, in recent years, has had the endorsement of 

more gospel preachers than ‘God’s Woman.’”133 How to explain this? An important factor 

was the growth of the church: “The church of Christ, in the last few decades, has grown 

with a rapidity that has astounded the denominational world. But unfortunately the church 

has become one of the most fertile fields for every ism under the sun, and the tragedy is, 

that ‘our’ outstanding gospel preachers ‘have learned not to be overly dogmatic’ in these 

matters.”134 Lewis’ concerns about the blurring of the boundaries between church and 

world (and between the church and the denominations) were lost, he perceived, in the 

“stampede” of preachers and writers toward Nichol’s position.135 To oppose this stampede 

was, as Lewis pointed out, to be labeled a “crank” and a “hobbyist.”136 

Ecclesiological critique 

Given what has been said to this point, the concluding chapter of Lewis’ Review 

comes as a bit of a surprise. As we have already noted, Lewis’ chief concern is with Nichol’s 

position on the head covering and, to a lesser degree, on female participation in the 

worship assembly. How, then, to explain Lewis’ decision to end the Review with a chapter 

on prayer posture? It seems out of place, at least initially. Posture is not at issue in the 

dispute between Nichol and Lewis; posture does not come up in God’s Woman. Still, though, 
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it is no accident that the prayer posture issue seeps into Lewis’ review of Nichol’s 

arguments. For Lewis, the head covering and prayer posture are closely related issues.  

Lewis’ argument for kneeling in prayer and the wearing of the head covering 

proceed from the same assumptions. At the heart of these assumptions is a notion of 

embodied spirituality – embodied practices – that form the worshipper as she engages in 

them.137 Speaking specifically of prayer posture, Lewis wrote, “I believe the posture of the 

body is an index of the attitude of the heart.”138 It seems reasonable to suppose that he 

would say the same thing about the head covering, namely that it was a visible sign, an 

“index” of the woman’s submission to Christ and to her husband. Apart from his teachers, 

Lewis gives perhaps the fullest expression in the literature of the Churches of Christ to this 

concept. Nichol and Whiteside, in Lewis’ view, assume a disconnect between spirituality 

and bodily practices that allows them to discount the practices as unimportant. As with the 

cultural argument, this disconnect was prominent in Protestant circles and owed much to 

an Enlightenment concept that “spirituality and interiority” were the essence of 

Christianity over against “merely human works.”139 This, of course, is one particular 

interpretation of the much older Reformation dichotomy between faith and works.140  

                                                           

137 Generally speaking, I have in mind the ideas about embodied practices set forth over the past few years in 

two works by James K. A. Smith: Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2009) and Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship Works (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 

Academic, 2013). 
138 John T. Lewis, “Preface,” in The Posture in Prayer and Covered and Uncovered Heads in Worship 

(Birmingham, AL: By the Author, 1947). 
139 Sheehan, The Enlightenment Bible, 236 (quoting Wilhelm Dilthey, Leben Schleiermachers, 420).  
140 I am, of course, oversimplifying that dichotomy a bit. But it is precisely the oversimplification that the later 

iteration is based on. 
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C. R. Nichol’s God’s Woman gave voice to important hermeneutical and sociological – 

and, as we have seen just now, ecclesiological – shifts in the Churches of Christ. As we close 

this portion of this chapter, we might pause to observe that these shifts did not come 

without irony. Recalling our earlier discussion, Lewis agreed with Mary Garden’s 

fundamental assertion of a necessary connection between our actions (even the smallest 

ones) and our lives as a whole, even as he comes to a different conclusion.141 Nichol, 

interestingly, does not agree with Garden’s basic assertion, but shares her conclusion, even 

as she voiced a brand of radical feminism from which he would likely have recoiled. 

**** 

By 1942, Lewis was clearly fighting a battle that he would not (and perhaps did not 

expect to) win. Even so, he kept writing on the subject. In 1947, he published a pamphlet 

The Posture in Prayer and Covered and Uncovered Heads in Worship that laid out his views 

on the head covering and prayer posture more systematically. Although widely distributed 

in Birmingham, it was largely ignored elsewhere. A few years later, Lewis took up his pen 

again. “Hats or Hair,” which appeared in the April 17, 1952 issue of the Gospel Guardian, 

responded to a series of articles from Sylacauga, Alabama, preacher W. S. Thompson.142 By 

1952, the majority of the Guardian’s space was given over to the institutional controversy. 

Editor Fanning Yater Tant published both Thompson and Lewis, though, with this note 

attached:  

                                                           

141 See note 66 above. 
142 John T. Lewis, “Hats or Hair,” Gospel Guardian 3.49 (April 17, 1952): 2-3. For a biographical sketch of 

Thompson, see Preachers of Today, Vol. 3 (Nashville: Gospel Advocate Company, 1964), 414. 
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Elsewhere in this issue we carry an article from brother John T. Lewis of 

Birmingham. Brother Lewis sent us the article, with the request that we give 

it space. Which we are glad to do. No matter how much we may disagree with 

him on the proper understanding of 1 Corinthians 11, we think any comment 

by brother Lewis on any passage of scripture is deserving of most earnest 

and prayerful consideration. Read his article.143 

 
As this statement makes clear, there were variations on this issue in the emerging non-

institutional movement in the 1950s. Still, most of journals would host discussions of the 

issue from time to time.144 For example, Searching the Scriptures editor H. E. Phillips 

devoted an entire issue to the subject in 1968 that featured writers on both sides of the 

issue.145 As to the other prominent non-institutional journals, generally speaking the 

Preceptor was sympathetic to discussion of the issue, while the Gospel Guardian and Truth 

Magazine were less so.  

None of this should be taken as a sign of the continuing vitality of this practice and 

the theology that undergirded it, except on a limited basis. Lewis’ arguments continued to 

have currency in and around Birmingham146 and North Alabama long after his death – and 

until the present day. Nichol’s position, however, came to dominate in most circles among 

the Churches of Christ outside of Alabama over the course of the twentieth century. That 

said, Nichol’s position on the head covering was itself timebound, as can readily been seen 

                                                           

143 Fanning Yater Tant, “The Overflow,” Gospel Guardian 3.49 (April 17, 1952): 14. 
144 Undoubtedly Tant’s decision to run the articles by Thompson and Lewis was influenced by his concern to 

run a paper that sponsored open discussion of a number of issues. He and many other Guardian writers were 

consistently critical, throughout the 1950s, of B. C. Goodpasture’s decision to shut out opposing viewpoints in 

the pages of the Gospel Advocate. 
145 Searching the Scriptures 9.10 (October 1968), featuring articles by Roy E. Cogdill, James P. Needham, and 

longtime Birmingham preacher and student of John T. Lewis, Hiram O. Hutto. 
146 Rumors were widespread that Lewis’ Ensley church kept a supply of rags for women who attended 

services uncovered. See also Ottis Castleberry, He Looked for a City (Fairmount, IN: Cogdill Foundation, 1980), 

201, 206. 
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some seventy-five years after the publication of God’s Woman. It made sense in an America 

where conservative Protestant morality was dominant, unchallenged even. It was safe, in 

other words, to make the culturally accommodating moves that he made in God’s Woman 

because the surrounding culture was itself largely perceived to be “safe.”147 That moral 

consensus crumbled as the century progressed, of course. For all of Nichol’s enthusiasm for 

female fashion, one wonders what he might have said, for example, about the northward 

migration of hemlines during the 1960s and 70s. Could he have envisioned where all of this 

was going? Probably not. In light of that, his statements about fashion seem positively 

quaint. 

Any final assessment of the legacy of God’s Woman will necessarily be mixed. For all 

of the enthusiasm with which progressives in the Churches of Christ have greeted Nichol’s 

views on deaconesses and on a public teaching role for women, undoubtedly the book 

peddles a naïve view of culture that left the churches – insofar as they adopted Nichol’s 

openness toward popular culture and his hermeneutical strategies – largely unprepared to 

deal with the aftereffects of the sexual revolution.  
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CHAPTER 4 

“THE VERY ESSENCE OF CHRISTIANITY”: LEWIS AND THE DISPUTE OVER CARNAL 

WARFARE 

If war is incompatible with Christianity, then a Christian’s participation in it 

is impossible. It would comport far more with the gospel of Christ for our 

preachers to be exhorting Christians to follow Christ and the apostles even to 

prison and martyrdom than to be instilling within them the spirit of 

militarism, war and hell. No, I am not a patriot – I am a Christian. Were I a 

citizen of Germany, France, Italy, or England, still I would strive to be not as a 

patriot, but a Christian. God help us in time of war to remain Christians, live 

or die. – Foy E. Wallace, Jr. (1936)148 

The push to modernize among the Churches of Christ can be seen not only in the 

areas of women’s apparel and roles in the worship assembly. Another front in the battle 

over modernization in the churches exploded quite suddenly in the months after the 

Japanese attack on the United States’ naval base at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. In 

the conflict that took place in the journals in the months and years that followed, an 

inchoate desire for social standing and respectability did battle with countercultural 

principles of nonviolence from another era. As we will see in this chapter, those principles, 

weakened by considerable neglect in the 1920s and 1930s, never really stood a chance 

against the onslaught that came with the United States’ entry into World War II. 

Standing at the center of this dispute – and taking on the vocal militarists in the 

church in the most programmatic way – was John T. Lewis. As we will see, the debate over 

Christian participation in carnal warfare in the period between 1942-1945 was largely a 

debate between Lewis and his former colleagues at the Bible Banner, most notably Foy E. 
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Wallace, Jr., his brother Cled Wallace, and Walter E. Brightwell (1893-1957), news editor 

for the Gospel Advocate and minister for the Waverly-Belmont Church of Christ in Nashville. 

There were other notable participants, as we will see, yet this was largely a fight had 

between Lewis and these three men. Foy Wallace, in particular, continued to see Lewis and, 

by extension, David Lipscomb as his chief opponents on this issue long after the end of 

World War II, publishing two books against them in the late 1960s.  

In spite of all this, Lewis’ pacifism has largely been overlooked in the recent revival 

of scholarly interest in pacifism among the Churches of Christ. Richard Hughes’ account of 

these events in Reviving the Ancient Faith barely mentions Lewis.149 The situation is much 

the same with Michael Casey’s seminal article, “Warriors against War: The Pacifists of the 

Churches of Christ in World War II.”150 Terry Gardner and Noble Patterson’s Foy E. Wallace, 

Jr.: Soldier of the Cross, on the other hand, while giving considerably more attention to 

Lewis, uncritically accepts the evaluation of him advanced by one Wallace ally, namely that 

Lewis had “a warped mind on the government question, evident in the extreme assertions 

and personal attacks made in his book.”151 In short, all three – Hughes, Casey, and Gardner-

Patterson – tell the story of the final defeat of pacifism in the churches with a focus on Foy 

E. Wallace, Jr.’s dramatic conversion from a pacifist to a militarist orientation after Pearl 

                                                           

149 Richard T. Hughes, Reviving the Ancient Faith: The Story of Churches of Christ in America (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans, 1996), 165. 
150 Michael Casey, “Warriors against War: The Pacifists of the Churches of Christ in World War II,” Restoration 

Quarterly 35.3 (1993): 159-174. 
151 Noble Patterson and Terry Gardner, eds., Foy E. Wallace, Jr.: Soldier of the Cross (Fort Worth, TX: Wallace 

Memorial Fund, 1999), 67. We might also note here that Lewis’ biographer, Ottis Castleberry, does not give 

the war and government questions any sort of extended treatment, perhaps in keeping with his more general 

avoidance of the major doctrinal disputes in Lewis’ career. See Castleberry, He Looked for a City, 183. 
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Harbor. But in overlooking or dismissing Lewis, all three miss a key dimension of the 

argument over pacifism in the early 1940s. 

In an effort to correct this, this chapter will focus closely on Lewis’ arguments as 

such. After a brief survey of the larger setting in the Churches of Christ and nationally at the 

time of the outbreak of World War II, the remainder of this chapter will hone in on Lewis’ 

arguments as found in the three years’ worth of articles published in the Montgomery, Ala.-

based journal Sound Doctrine and subsequently published in book form as The Christian 

and the Government (1946). Our discussion will examine how Lewis uses sociological and 

biblical arguments, as well as an appeal to tradition, to make the argument for non-

violence. In a brief postscript, we examine the afterlife of Lewis’ position, briefly noting the 

ways in which Lewis’ nonviolent ecclesial ethic was gradually watered down into a matter 

of individual choice. 

**** 

“Church people and Christians should be taught God’s will on the subject of 

war, so that when the time comes they may know how to act. It was said that 

the World War [i.e., World War I] came upon the United States and found this 

nation unprepared. Whether this is true or not, we are not disposed to 

discuss this now; but one thing we do know, and that is, that the church of 

Christ was unprepared. Hundreds and thousands of good people, both men 

and women, were wholly at the mercy of the popular spirit. They had never 

been taught what attitude a Christian should take toward war … Preachers 

and elders were ignorant, it seemed, of the Bible teaching on this subject, and 

in making a hasty decision were guided more by the ‘God of War’ than by the 

Prince of Peace. The shepherds of the flocks were confused and could give no 

aid to the helpless young men who turned to them for instruction. Many of 

them, instead of going to the Book Divine for guidance, went to the authority 
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of State. Not many, if any, maintained strict integrity and loyalty to the 

principles of New Testament teaching.”152 

 

As noted above, much has been written in recent years on the fortunes of the pacifist 

viewpoint among the Churches of Christ. Richard Hughes has helpfully explained the 

pacifist commitment of early leaders like Tolbert Fanning (1810-1874), David Lipscomb 

(1831-1917), and James A. Harding (1848-1922) in terms of an underlying apocalyptic 

worldview.153 This worldview and its implications for Christian participation in civil 

government and carnal warfare are perhaps best encapsulated in Lipscomb’s Civil 

Government (1889). This book and its contents have been discussed in numerous places 

and we need not go into that here.154 Of greater concern for our study of John T. Lewis is 

the impact that Lipscomb’s teaching had on his students at the Nashville Bible School, 

where Lipscomb taught regular Bible classes from the school’s founding in 1891 until poor 

health caused him to retire some two decades later.  

The students of Lipscomb – both those who might be identified as a part of the 

“Tennessee Tradition” and those of the “Texas Tradition” – went in many different 

directions with regard to their views on the issues raised in Civil Government after their 

time at the Nashville Bible School. Some, most notably H. Leo Boles (1874-1946) and John 

T. Lewis, classmates at NBS, carried the teaching of Lipscomb forward into the middle of 

the twentieth century. Both men had written on the subject over the entirety of their adult 

                                                           

152 H. Leo Boles, “War – Reasons for a Study of It,” Gospel Advocate 65.1 (January 4, 1923): 10-11. 
153 See Hughes, Reviving the Ancient Faith, ch. 6. 
154 See Michael Casey, “From Pacifism to Patriotism: The Emergence of Civil Religion in the Churches of Christ 

during World War One,” Mennonite Quarterly 66 (July 1992): 376-390. John Mark Hicks and Bobby Valentine, 

Kingdom Come: Embracing the Spiritual Legacy of David Lipscomb and James Harding (Siloam Springs, AR: 

Leafwood, 2006), ch. 9.  



 

 

66

lives. Boles, for example, published The New Testament Teaching on War in the early 1920s 

during a period of journalistic soul-searching over Christian participation in carnal warfare 

in Tennessee papers like the Gospel Advocate and the Gospel Advance.155 Writing on this 

subject in 1920, Boles could include Lewis in a list of “prominent preachers of the church of 

Christ today who are unalterably opposed to Christians taking part in carnal warfare.”156 As 

a staff writer for the Gospel Advocate in the early 1930s, Lewis submitted several columns 

dealing with the Christian’s relationship to civil government.157 Both men, in short, were 

established defenders of Lipscomb’s views long before the outbreak of World War II. 

Others, like R. L. Whiteside (1869-1951) and Orlando C. Lambert (1890-1972), took 

a different course. Both men were initially sympathetic to Lipscomb’s ideas. Whiteside 

wrote that, early in life, he had been “as dogmatic in word as any in opposition to voting 

and holding office.”158 Later on, particularly after his encounter with Texas preacher G. G. 

Taylor in the mid-1890s, his views began to shift.159 This shift, despite some protestations 

to the contrary, was complete by the 1930s.160 By 1934, Whiteside could say that “the 

doctrine of pacifism is a hiding place of false doctrine” and a “nondescript religio-political 

                                                           

155 This centered largely on whether Advocate editor J. C. McQuiddy’s decision to close the paper’s columns to 

the anti-war position had been the right decision. See, for example, H. Leo Boles, “Prominent Brethren 

Opposed to Carnal Warfare,” Gospel Advance 2.1 (September 1920): 2. 
156 Ibid. Also included in this list was G. C. Brewer. 
157 See, for example, John T. Lewis, “The Christian’s Relation to Civil Government (No. 1),” Gospel 

Advocate 76.2 (January 11, 1934): 39, and the series of articles that followed in successive issues. 
158 R. L. Whiteside, “The War Question Again,” Gospel Advocate 78.30 (July 23, 1936): 702. 
159 Robert P. Valentine, “Robertson Lafayette Whiteside: Systematic Theologian for the Churches of Christ,” 

(Guided Research Paper at Harding University Graduate School of Religion, 2001), 80. For Whiteside’s 

encounter with Taylor, see R. L. Whiteside, “The Memory of Three Great Men,” Bible Banner 6.10 (May 1944): 

6. 
160 In “The War Question Again” (cited above, n. 158), Whiteside claims that he “cannot now be dogmatic on 
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cult [whose] views [are] unethical and unbiblical and in all respects untrue.”161 Lambert, 

like Whiteside, had also been sympathetic to Lipscomb’s views early in life: 

“When I was a boy, even before I began to preach, I read Brother Lipscomb’s 

book CIVIL GOVERNMENT. Being a boy and having such regard for Brother 

Lipscomb as a Bible student, I made the common blunder of accepting ideas 

predigested. For years I never voted, believing that it would be wrong.”162 

By his own account, it was only in the late 1920s that Lambert began to reevaluate his 

views. After the United States entered World War II, Lambert decided to re-read 

Lipscomb’s book “having a hazy remembrance of [its] contents.”163 His reaction was 

immediate and visceral: 

“I was amazed. It is the same thing as Charles T. Russell and ‘Judge’ 

Rutherford taught. I am really glad that the government does not know of the 

book and how many of our preachers feel that way toward the government. 

For my part, rather than give the book to the Russellites and therefore 

encourage them, I suggest that we call all of them in and burn them.”164 

When Lambert entered the fray in the dispute over Christian participation in carnal 

warfare and civil government in the fall of 1943, he did so as a determined opponent 

of the views of David Lipscomb and of John T. Lewis. 

As these divergent courses suggest (Boles and Lewis in one direction; Whiteside and 

Lambert in another), and as Boles’ comments quoted above demonstrate, social pressures – 

“the popular spirit,” to use Boles’ phrase – led Lipscomb’s students in different directions. 

Time, though, was on the side of Whiteside and Lambert. Many men and women in the 
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Churches of Christ abandoned their former opposition to war after the United States 

entered World War I in 1917 (and in the two decades between the two World Wars).165 

Michael Casey describes how this worked during World War I: 

When the United States entered the war there was significant opposition to 

America's participation [i.e., among the American public at large]. But over 

time the propaganda of the Creel Committee on Public Information generally 

converted public opinion. Under the severe pressures of government 

propaganda and the change in societal opinion, American Christianity and 

most southern churches supported America's involvement in the war, 

endorsing it as a holy war to defend democracy and Christianity. As with 

broader American Christianity, the initial reaction of the Churches of Christ 

to the American entrance into the war was mixed.166 

 

Casey goes on to describe how many of the staff writers for the Gospel Advocate initially 

took a strong stance in opposition to the war and, more particularly, to Christian 

participation therein. In May 1917, A. B. Lipscomb and J. C. McQuiddy pointedly observed 

that “when a Christian lays aside the sword of the Spirit and engages in carnal warfare, he 

cannot conscientiously claim to be following the meek and lowly Christ.”167 This all 

changed not long thereafter. Throughout the war, government officials took concerted 

action to quell dissent, especially targeting religious and non-religious journals that 

questioned American participation in the war. One such journal that was targeted was the 

Gospel Advocate. Amid the fever pitch of enthusiasm for the war, and under pressure from 

Lee Douglas, United States Attorney for the District of Middle Tennessee, J. C. McQuiddy 

closed the columns of the Advocate to articles opposing the war or expressing support for 
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conscientious objectors.168 The Advocate’s reversal was accompanied by a similar reversal 

on the part of Firm Foundation editor G. H. P. Showalter (1870-1954).169 As Casey argues, 

neither journal wanted to be seen as seditious or out of step with the opinion of the 

majority of the country’s citizens. 

 But what about the period between the two World Wars? As Casey notes, in this 

period the Churches of Christ “began a continuing transformation from a sectarian 

consciousness to a more comfortable relationship with American society.”170 As we saw in 

our discussion of the head covering in the previous chapter – and as we will see in the 

following chapter dealing with the institutional controversy – this transformation and the 

moves toward acculturation and respectability vis-à-vis the surrounding society that 

accompanied it can be seen in a number of areas. Wartime has been perhaps the best time 

to notice it. Wartime simply made clear, though, what was happening in less immediately 

observable ways during peacetime. The thought (and the social mobility) of the Churches 

of Christ was by no means static during the period from 1918 to 1942. In ways both 

observable and unobservable to present-day eyes, the Churches of Christ gained power and 

prestige during this period. As this happened, Casey notes, the otherworldliness that 

undergirded the traditional pacifist position “became an embarrassment.”171 As one writer 
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in the Firm Foundation memorably expressed it, “We as a religious group claim to be a 

‘peculiar people,’ but not that peculiar.”172 

**** 

As the United States’ entry into war in 1942 approached, the leaders among the 

churches were divided among themselves. When noted evangelist G. C. Brewer (1884-

1956) delivered an address before an American Legion meeting at the War Memorial 

Auditorium in Nashville, Tennessee, in 1940, Bible Banner editor Foy E. Wallace, Jr., heavily 

criticized him. According to newspaper reports, Brewer spoke vigorously against what he 

perceived to be the imminent threat of communism: 

“Calling upon all ‘red blooded’ American citizens to fight communism—if 

need be—to the last ditch; to spill every last ounce of blood—if need be—in 

defense of our Government, Grover Cleveland Brewer, evangelist, bitterly 

attacked the movements Sunday afternoon before a well-filled auditorium at 

the War Memorial Building. He spoke under the auspice of the American 

Legion.  

“‘There is room in this country for only one ism,’ cried the speaker, ‘and that 

is Americanism. Communism, fascism, naziism [sic] and socialism are out. If 

and when this nation must fight to prevent the overthrow of Americanism, I, 

for one, am ready to give the last drop of blood in my veins in the cause my 

forefathers fought and died for…’ 

“…Closing his address, Brewer urged, ‘We don’t want war, no. But in the face 

of the world’s increasing armaments, we can’t disarm at this time. If this 

country must go to war again to protect the ideals and government its 

thousands of brave citizens have died for, I, for one, will fight, and I know 

every red blooded American citizen will do likewise.’”173 
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Reacting to what he called the “Brewer Declaration of War against the Communists,” 

Wallace asked, 

“Can anybody conceive of Paul making such a speech as that? Jesus would say 

to Peter, Put up thy sword, and to Pilate, My kingdom is not of this world; if 

my kingdom were of this world then would my servants fight. But Brewer 

says that ‘if and when this nation must fight to prevent the overthrow of 

Americanism, I, for one am ready to give every drop of blood in my veins in 

the cause my forefathers fought and died for.’ Of course, Brewer knew that he 

was too old to be drafted when he said that, and it was only for American 

Legion consumption. Did Jesus Christ die for ‘Americanism’ on the cross of 

Calvary? What about Christians in other nations—what should they shed 

every drop of their blood for? for what their forefathers fought and died for? 

Such blustering from a gospel preacher before a worldly, political 

organization ought to make every Christian who reads it blush with 

shame.”174 

 

At the Gospel Advocate, editor B. C. Goodpasture reacted to the possibility of war in a 

similar fashion to his predecessor J. C. McQuiddy. As early as November 1939, Goodpasture 

ran applications for conscientious objector status in the pages of the Advocate.175 

Goodpasture’s mentor H. Leo Boles also contributed articles urging Christians to prepare 

themselves for the possibility of war, to be “heroes of peace.”176 Even so, these articles were 

printed alongside the militarist essays of R. L. Whiteside in the Advocate’s weekly “Queries 

and Answers” column. Moreover, Goodpasture, like McQuiddy, seems to have been 

cautioned by the government after Pearl Harbor to close the paper’s columns to writers 

who expressed open opposition to the war.177 After early 1942, discussion of the subject in 
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the Advocate was largely restricted to practical matters, like seeking financial and material 

support for the approximately two hundred young church members in Civilian Public 

Service Camps around the country.178  

 Of more immediate interest for the purpose of this study is the switch in position 

that Foy E. Wallace, Jr., underwent after Pearl Harbor. As the remarks cited above suggest, 

and despite his later protestations to the contrary, Wallace had held to a pacifist position 

prior to 1942. Wallace’s shift was criticized at the time – and has continued to be criticized 

in the body of pacifist historiography relating to Churches of Christ that has emerged over 

the past two decades. It has rarely been observed, however, that the groundwork for the 

shift was already in place when it happened. As described in the previous chapter, a rift had 

emerged in the editorial staff of the Bible Banner in the aftermath of John T. Lewis’ attack 

on C. R. Nichol’s God’s Woman. (Nichol, it will be recalled, was a longtime friend and mentor 

of Foy and Cled Wallace.) This rift was continuing to widen in the early months of 1942. 

Lewis, for example, published a private exchange of letters between himself and Cled 

Wallace in the January 1942 issue of Sound Doctrine, a move deeply resented by the 

Wallace brothers.179 This rift created the space for Foy Wallace’s conversion on the war 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

March 1942 Bible Banner (see note 184 below). Lewis writes that he does not know whether the 
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question. When he became alienated from the most consistent pacifist voice in his inner 

circle – John T. Lewis – he was more receptive to the influence of two of his mentors, G. H. 

P. Showalter and R. L. Whiteside. Whiteside’s own shift in attitude toward David 

Lipscomb’s position has already been described.180 Showalter, who had changed his own 

position during the course of World War I, wasted no time following Pearl Harbor. In an 

editorial published in the December 23, 1941, issue of the Firm Foundation, he laid the 

groundwork for Christian participation in the American military effort then getting 

underway. The war, he wrote, came about “because bad men secured and exercised control 

of the government of the aggressor nations.”181 The clear implication, as later statements 

would make clear, was that good men, Christians in particular, needed to act in America’s 

defense.  

In the aftermath of Pearl Harbor, Wallace himself seemed torn. The pages of the 

Bible Banner show signs of his hesitation. Wallace ran Lewis’ “Who is a Consistent 

Conscientious Objector?” in the January 1942 issue.182 A piece by Chicago preacher Fanning 

Yater Tant, “Are You a Conscientious Objector?”, ran in the February issue.183 Both of these 

pieces expressed opposition to Christian participation in carnal warfare. By March, 

however, Wallace had made up his mind. Lewis was dropped as an associate editor with 

that issue. As suggested above, this had as much to do with the ongoing dispute between 

Lewis and the Wallace brothers over God’s Woman as it did the war question. Wallace’s 

shift on the war question, though, sealed the decision. Moreover, Wallace gave significant 
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space in the March issue to an anonymous article, titled “The Christian and the 

Government,” that vocally supported the right of a Christian to support the American war 

effort even to the point of entering combat service. This piece made an enormous impact 

among the readership of the Banner and across the “brotherhood.” It stated in plain terms 

what many had long been thinking, namely that the pacifist idea was “impractical” and that 

it was the duty of every Christian to “bend every effort and stretch every resource in the 

all-out task to aid the government in its efforts to protect our homes and preserve our 

liberties.”184 Letters of support poured in from all over the country and were prominently 

reprinted in the Banner by Wallace.185 

**** 

By the summer of 1942, critical reactions to the anonymous Banner article could be 

found in the journals, as well. Immediately after he completed his review of God’s Woman in 

the pages of Sound Doctrine in June 1942, John T. Lewis began to address the war 

question.186 Initially Lewis was, if not hesitant, certainly measured. He seems to have 
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Wallace, Jr., “The Bible Banner and the Government Question,” Bible Banner 5.2 (September 1942): 1. 
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believed that there was still room to repair the rift between himself and the Wallaces. Not 

yet knowing that the anonymous March Banner article was, at least partly, from Wallace’s 

own pen, his opening article on the subject suggests that the anonymous author of the 

article “has wriggled himself into the Bible Banner, and crawled right under the editor 

himself, to strike at the truest friends and admirers the editor ever had, or ever will have, 

and the editor has done nothing about it.”187 His approach would change in coming months. 

Articles from Cled Wallace, Foy Wallace, and W. E. Brightwell in the June, July, and August 

issues of the Banner revealed the author(s) of the piece to be Brightwell (and Wallace) 

while at the same time giving some insight into the Banner’s shift in position and going on 

the attack against Wallace’s critics. Cled Wallace addressed some of this criticism: 

“The printed reaction to some of the things we have said in the Bible Banner 

is more in the way of an exhibition of bad manners than an enlightening 

discussion of an issue. Some of these men who have been loud in their praise 

of us and the paper to the point of extravagance appear to now be choking 

with rage and vying with one another in the selection of adjectives that will 

do justice to our depravity. You should compose yourselves, gentlemen, for 

we cannot run with you in these excesses.”188 

 

Wallace had a number of writers in mind here – Eugene Smith, Ira Y. Rice, Jr., and (notably 

for the purposes of this discussion) Sound Doctrine editor Rex A. Turner. But Lewis was 

also in his thoughts: 

“Youth is not entitled to all the blame when it comes to excesses and bad 

manners in writing. Some older men are virtually acting as godfathers to 

some of these ranting, tearing youngsters and setting them bad examples in 

name-calling and tantrum-writing. Why all the recent pyrotechnics against 

the Bible Banner from our erstwhile friends, some young, some old? An old 

one who esteems himself as one of the best friends the editor ever had or ever 
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will have resorts to such terms as ‘diabolical’ and supposes we are afflicted with 

‘a case of religio-politico hydrophobia.’ Of course ‘diabolical’ is a nice word 

meaning ‘devilish; outrageously wicked; impious’ and whatever else the 

brother says we have ‘a case of,’ the reader will have to figure out for 

himself.”189 

 

Wallace goes on to refer to “teapots … singing in Birmingham, Montgomery, and Dallas,”190 

a clear reference to, among others, Lewis. Interestingly enough, neither Wallace nor any 

other Banner writer ever addresses Lewis by name during the entire duration of the 

controversy, although (as in this instance) it is clear often enough that they are referring to 

him indirectly or quoting him (as Wallace does here). This seems to suggest that the events 

of 1941-42 stuck with the Wallaces for a very long time and the animosity they felt for 

Lewis was so strong that they would not so much as print his name in the Banner. 

**** 

 What of the content of Lewis’ articles? They are, first of all, wide-ranging, covering 

everything from his personal dispute with the Wallaces to national events, the Selective 

Service law, the life of David Lipscomb, and much more. The discussion of Lewis’ articles 

here will necessarily be abbreviated; there is no way in the space available to discuss every 

argument he makes. For the purposes of this study, I will draw out distinct strands of 

theological and sociological argumentation, as well as (later in the controversy) an 

extended defense of the Lipscomb-Harding pacifist tradition. To a great extent, these 

arguments bleed into one another; my attempt to treat them separately here, while 

hopefully clarifying some points, will necessarily be artificial. 
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Theological arguments 

At the outset of The Christian and the Government, Lewis argues that his position and 

that of Foy E. Wallace, Jr., are “antipodal” and “can no more be amalgamated than the 

spiritual Kingdom of Christ can be amalgamated with the kingdoms of this world.”191 The 

difference between their positions, in other words, is the difference between the spiritual 

kingdom – the Church – and the temporal kingdoms of this earth. He writes, 

“The Kingdom of Christ is in the kingdoms of this world; but not of the 

kingdoms of the world. Under the law of Moses, the children of Israel were not 

only ‘in’ but ‘of’ the earthly Kingdom of Israel – they were the Kingdom of 

Israel. Brethren, is there a difference between the old earthly Kingdom of 

Israel, and ‘the Kingdom of heaven’ today? I believe there is, and you will find 

the reason for my belief in this book … When Jesus Christ established His 

spiritual Kingdom, did He make provisions for the civil and criminal laws to 

be made and executed by His people in His kingdom? This is the only issue in 

this discussion.”192 

While it may not have been the “only” issue, it was certainly the most fundamental one for 

Lewis. His basic argument absolutely depends upon the distinction he makes here between 

the “temporal” kingdom and the “spiritual” kingdom. God has ordained the temporal 

kingdoms to rule on the earth. Moreover, the kingdom of Israel was itself one of these 

kingdoms. The Church of Jesus Christ (“the Kingdom of heaven”) is a different sort of entity. 

It is not a nation-state: it does not make “civil and criminal laws,” neither does it carry them 

out. The distinction between “temporal” and “spiritual” is, for Lewis, one and the same 

distinction between world and church. Further on, he elucidates this point at greater 

length: 

                                                           

191 “Preface,” in The Christian and the Government, 10-11. 
192 Ibid., 11. 
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“The Government, of ‘the new born nation of Israel,’ was a theocracy, made up 

of the fleshly descendants of Abraham, and its laws, religious, civil, and 

criminal, could only be carried out by God’s people – ‘the new born nation of 

Israel.’ The Government of Christ, of spiritual Israel, is a monarchy, made up of 

baptized believers of ‘all nations.’ Christ, the King, is an absolute Monarch, his 

laws are only religious, and can be carried out only by his subjects. Therefore, 

when he established his kingdom, he left the civil, and criminal laws to be 

made and executed by the temporal governments of the world. In his law, he 

teaches his subjects ‘to pay taxes, and to be subject to the powers that be.’ 

That means Christians must respect, and support, not run, the government 

under which they live, so long as the laws of man do not contravene the laws 

of God. Both the spirit, and the teaching of Christ, our king, are against 

Christians taking human life in any form.”193 

In light of this distinction, appeals to Israel – such as those found in the writings of 

Brightwell, Whiteside, and the Wallace brothers – are irrelevant because, as Lewis suggests 

here, the nature of the kingdom of Israel was different from that of the Church.194 One of 

the most fundamental charges that Lewis levels at the Banner writers is that they have 

mixed the two. For Lewis, to do this is “Judaism in its worst form” and “Judaism gone to 

seed.”195 He explains:  

“If I understand Brother Wallace’s present theory of ‘civil government,’ it is 

Judaism gone to seed. Under the law of Moses, the religious, civil, and 

military were all together; but Christ left the ‘civil and military government’ 

out of his kingdom. His kingdom, like his people, is in the world; but not of the 

world. R. H. Boll teaches that Christ will re-establish the earthly kingdom of 

Israel at his second coming, and reign one thousand years in Jerusalem. That, 

                                                           

193 John T. Lewis, “The Christian and the Government,” Sound Doctrine 2.19 (December 10, 1942): 2 (= The 

Christian and the Government, 72). N. B. Most of the articles that Lewis wrote for Sound Doctrine were 

published under the title “The Christian and the Government.” For ease of reference, I have included the 

appropriate page numbers in Lewis’ book alongside each citation. 
194 For an example, see the column by R. L. Whiteside discussed by Lewis in “The Christian and the 

Government,” Sound Doctrine 2.11 (August 10, 1942): 2-3. (= The Christian and the Government, 24-29, esp. 

27). 
195 See John T. Lewis, “The Christian and the Government,” Sound Doctrine 2.12 (August 25, 1942): 2; “The 

Christian and the Government,” Sound Doctrine 2.17 (November 10, 1942): 3 (= The Christian and the 

Government, 30, 59). 
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of course, would reunite the religious, civil, and military all under one 

government. Brother Wallace has gone Brother Boll one better; he says they 

are united now. This makes his ‘false theory of civil government the very 

“foreground” of premillennialism.’”196 

Another key point of biblical interpretation is Lewis’ connection of Romans 12 and 

13. Interestingly, the anonymous author of “The Christian and the Government” in the 

March 1942 issue of the Banner accepts this connection in principle: 

“It should be remembered that Paul did not divide the Roman letter into 

chapters. Romans 12 and 13 were not disjoined when he wrote the letter – it 

was all one argument. In the closing verses of the twelfth chapter when he 

forbids a Christian taking personal vengeance, he declared that ‘vengeance 

belongeth’ to the Lord. The first verse[s] of Romans 13, which follow 

immediately, tell how the Lord exercises this vengeance on the evildoer. 

Romans 12 and 13 are all one argument.”197 

Lewis responds: “This is good reading, and it is a pity that Cock Robin198 does not 

understand Paul’s argument in Romans 12 and 13.”199 For Lewis, the author misses the 

point because, even as he sees the two chapters as a unit, he tries to argue that Romans 12 

and 13 describe separate “realms” of activity, one “civil” and one “spiritual.” For the Banner 

author, Romans 12 “is the Christian’s manual. It contains the rules for the regulation of 

Christian conduct—instructions for the operation of the Christian life.”200 He then asks:  

“But what of discipline and law enforcement? These are in other realms of 

God’s authority. The New Testament recognizes these other realms and 

allows a Christian to operate in these realms of discipline and law 

                                                           

196 “The Christian and the Government,” (Nov. 10, 1942), 3 (= The Christian and the Government, 59). 
197 [Wallace?], “The Christian and the Government,” 7. 
198 This is Lewis’ satirical nom de plume for the anonymous author of the Banner article. For the origins of this 

term in a children’s nursery rhyme, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cock_Robin (accessed 24 February 

2013).  
199 John T. Lewis, “The Christian and the Government,” Sound Doctrine 2.10 (July 25, 1942): 3. For a more 

recent exegetical discussion of Rom. 12—13 that evinces many affinities with Lewis’ argument, see John 

Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus: Vicit Agnus Noster, 2nd Ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), ch. 10. 
200 [Wallace?], “The Christian and the Government,” 6. 
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enforcement, even though the methods used are not the same as those in the 

kingdom of Christ.”201 

 

In other words, while a Christian cannot seek vengeance for himself in his personal 

relationships, he can do so under the auspices of the civil government which God ordained 

for this purpose. For Lewis, though, this is insufficient. His reading of Romans 13 indicates 

that  

“…war and capital punishment are necessary evils in civil government, which 

Paul declares, ‘is a minister of God, an avenger for wrath to him that doeth 

evil’ (read Romans 13:3-7). Since the civil government or powers, have been 

ordained of God to punish evil doers, and since the New Testament teaches 

that a Christian cannot take vengeance on evil doers, therefore the Christian 

should not become entangled in political affairs. I believe in the absolute 

separation of the church and state.”202   

 

Moreover,  

 

“everything these brethren say about Romans 13 and every application they 

make of that chapter to show ‘our’ relationship to ‘our’ government, must be 

applicable to every temporal government on earth today, or that has ever 

existed since the days of the apostles, or that shall ever exist. Now let these 

‘scriptural and sensible’ brethren tell us who owned Caligula’s and Nero’s 

government, and who owns Hitler’s, Mussolini’s, and Hirohito’s governments. 

Romans 12 and 13 must mean precisely the same thing to every Christian on 

earth whether he is a German, a Japanese, an Italian, an Englishman or an 

American. If not, why not?”203   

 

A final theological point to be noted – one we only get hints of in The Christian and 

the Government – is Lewis’ contention that nonviolence and non-participation in civil 

government are of the essence of Christianity. He uses the following example to make this 
                                                           

201 Ibid. 
202 John T. Lewis, “Who Is a Consistent Conscientious Objector?” Bible Banner 4.6 (January 1942): 9 (=The 

Christian and the Government, 15).  
203 John T. Lewis, “The Christian and the Government,” Sound Doctrine 2.17 (November 10, 1942): 3 (= The 

Christian and the Government, 56). 
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point: “Just last Monday, here in the Birmingham district, a deputy was called to arrest a 

negro, in the struggle the officer shot, and instantly killed the negro. The coroner’s verdict 

was ‘justifiable homicide.’”204 From this, Lewis draws the following conclusion:  

“Now, Brother Wallace, could you have acted as deputy, killed that negro, 

been vindicated by the law, then ‘conscientiously’ preached for, and 

worshipped with Christians the next Lord’s day? If your answer is ‘No,’ then 

there is no difference between us … If your answer is ‘Yes’ to the above 

[question], then you and I are as far apart on the very essence of Christianity, 

as you and R. H. Boll are on premillennialism.”205 

Sociological arguments 

Another component of Lewis’ argument in The Christian and the Government is his 

sociological critique of pro-war arguments. As with the argument over the head covering, 

Lewis sees the enthusiasm for war as part of a larger trend at work among the churches 

toward modernization, secularization, and “fitting in” with the currents of American 

society, especially the war fever sweeping the nation during the winter of 1942. Lewis was 

certainly not unaware of or blind to what had happened: he calls the Japanese attack on 

Pearl Harbor a “sneaking, contemptible, diabolical, unprovoked copperhead stroke at the 

very life line of the United States government … a stroke that will go down in history as the 

very essence and climax of perfidy among nations at peace among themselves.”206 

Moreover, as we saw earlier, he believes in the necessity of both civil government and the 

military. The United States government, in his view, was compelled to respond to the 

attack. But it was not the place of Christians to join the government’s combat efforts.  

                                                           

204 John T. Lewis, “The Christian and the Government,” Sound Doctrine 2.15 (October 10, 1942): 2-3 (= The 

Christian and the Government, 46). 
205 Ibid. 
206 Lewis, “Who Is a Consistent Conscientious Objector?” 9 (= The Christian and the Government, 14). 
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That many members of the Churches of Christ in America were caught up in the 

general enthusiasm for war was a sign for Lewis that they had lost their moorings in the 

Gospel. Increasingly, he avers, church members were finding their identity elsewhere. 

Widespread support of the war effort was a sign of a general desire to be more fully 

integrated into American society, to not be seen as different or as disloyal or unpatriotic. 

Consider the following remarks by W. E. Brightwell from the July 1942 Bible Banner. 

Brightwell writes that circumstances 

“…had led me to preach upon the subject [i.e., civil government] once (two 

sermons). The theory207 was being promoted before the congregation where 

I preach208, and the impression was being made that the congregation 

endorsed the theory. I judge that this was the impression it made upon 

visitors, for that was the impression it made upon me, and I had no 

information to the contrary. In preaching upon the subject, I explained that I 

was doing so for two reasons: First, by leaving the impression upon the 

world that our religious conviction put us out of sympathy with the nation in 

this emergency, and ranked us as a peculiar cult like Jehovah’s Witnesses, we 

would tear down all the influence we had been years in building up in the 

community. Second, that if the congregation was going to get in bad with the 

government, or before the world, I must use whatever means at my 

command to let it be known that I was not responsible for it. I was 

determined not to allow the implication of silence to place me in the wrong 

light in such a serious matter.”209 

 

Elsewhere he writes,  
 

“While men are in such a serious strain of mind, we should be pushing the 

claims of Jesus Christ and not taking chances with the influence of the church 
                                                           

207 Brightwell uses “the theory” to refer to opposition to Christian participation in civil government or carnal 

warfare. Elsewhere in this same piece, he writes: “My observation is that nobody holds such views except 

those who have attended certain schools or have read a certain book [i.e., David Lipscomb’s Civil Government], 

at which and in which, a theory of civil government was taught that is just as speculative, unprovable, 

impractical, and damaging as any of the other theological bones which have been tossed about for centuries—

that is, it is just as damaging to us…” (W. E. Brightwell, “For the Vindication of the Cause,” 5). 
208 The Waverly-Belmont church in Nashville. 
209 W. E. Brightwell, “For the Vindication of the Cause,” 6. 
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before the world. Men should be open now to the comforts of the gospel, but 

their minds are critical of anything that smacks of disloyalty.”210 

 

We see here that Brightwell, the minister of a large church in Nashville, was 

concerned chiefly for the position of the church in its surroundings. Several things 

stand out here. Brightwell is concerned lest “our religious conviction put us out of 

sympathy with the nation in this emergency” and the Waverly-Belmont church “get 

in bad with the government, or before the world.” He does not want the Churches of 

Christ to be “ranked … as a peculiar cult like Jehovah’s Witnesses.” The key to the 

rapid growth of the Churches of Christ in this period, for Brightwell, is that they no 

longer look odd or disreputable, but could now present themselves as a respectable 

choice for the churchgoing citizen in a city like Nashville.211  

 Foy Wallace made arguments that rested on similar assumptions. In an 

article in the August 1943 Bible Banner, Wallace addressed college administrators 

and parents who had children entering adulthood: 

“‘Is the Christian an incubus to his country?’ This is a question for our 

colleges. Why? Simply because if our colleges212 are going to teach or 

encourage the teaching of such theories of the Christian’s relation to 

government that will give to the young people who attend these colleges 

such a slant on things, then our colleges will make our young people misfits 

in society rather than prepare them for the duties and responsibilities of 

citizenship. 

 

“The question is also one for the parents. Why? Because the average parent 

                                                           

210 Ibid., 5. 
211 As we will see below, even though Brightwell and Gospel Advocate editor B. C. Goodpasture came down on 

different sides of the dispute about conscientious objectors in the church, their motives were the same. Both 

acted ultimately out of a concern for the reputation and standing of the Churches of Christ. 
212 Wallace seems primarily to have in mind Harding College here, but perhaps also David Lipscomb College 

to a lesser degree. 
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does not want his son or daughter to become an incubus in society. So it may 

occur to them to investigate the influence the schools are exerting over their 

students on these questions. They may not want to send their children to a 

school that will instill within them such an attitude toward the government 

of which we are a part and under which we live in the enjoyment of ‘the full 

fruition of its laws.’ Do Christian parents want ‘Christian education’ to make 

their children one-sided, their young preachers lop-sided, and so far as 

society is concerned to produce a generation of incubuses and misfits. Think 

it over, parents.”213 

 

Rhetoric like this spoke powerfully to church members who saw themselves coming 

up out of rural poverty in large numbers and who wanted their sons and daughters 

to gain the education that would allow them to have a share of the prosperity 

coming to American society in the economic recovery that World War II brought (a 

recovery and boom that would continue in the postwar years, as we will see in the 

next chapter). 

 
 As we saw with the head covering dispute, John T. Lewis, in the early 1940s, 

believed he was witnessing the emergence of a group of preachers and writers in 

the Churches of Christ who were more concerned with the social standing of the 

churches than they were with the Gospel. Lewis’ continuing concern – with the head 

covering and the carnal warfare question – was the “line of demarkation [sic] 

between the church, or spiritual kingdom of Christ, and the temporal, or political 

government.”214 “If the world,” he asks rhetorically, “has the same standard of right 

                                                           

213 Foy E. Wallace, Jr., “B. W. Johnson’s Question – Is the Christian an Incubus in Society?” Bible Banner 6.1 

(August 1943): 4. 
214 Lewis, “Who Is a Consistent Conscientious Objector?” 9 (= The Christian and the Government, 15). 
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and wrong that the church has, then what is the church for?”215 The blurring of this 

line – as church members moved into positions of power and influence in the world 

– made it more and more difficult to make the claim that the Churches of Christ were 

opposed to carnal warfare. Lewis writes, 

“I believe it to be both misleading, and confusing to the government for the 

preacher and elders of a congregation to get up a manifesto, sign it, and send 

it to Washington, declaring that ‘the Church of Christ is against carnal 

warfare.’216 During World War I, Brother J. W. Shepherd, and Dr. J. S. Ward, if 

I remember correctly, went to Washington to present the no war claims of 

‘the Church of Christ’ to the government. Congressman Houston217, from 

Tennessee, who also claimed to be a member of the church, and whom 

Brother Shepherd had known from childhood, treated them, if not with 

contempt, with less respect and consideration than Gen. Crowder218 himself 

did. I cannot conceive of a worse medley of contradictions than for church 

members to vote to send a member of the church to the United States 

Congress, where war must be declared, then after war has been declared, 

send a delegation to Washington to tell the government that ‘the church of 

Christ’ does not believe in war. There can be no clear line of demarkation [sic] 

between the church, or spiritual kingdom of Christ, and the temporal, or 

political government, so long as we have ‘political parsons’ in our pulpits, and 

church members seeking and receiving political preferments and 

emoluments.”219 

 

For Lewis, both Brightwell’s and Wallace’s concerns were evidence that the majority in the 

Churches of Christ were leaving behind the sectarian orientation that had characterized 

them since the close of the Civil War and the separation from the Christian Churches.  

                                                           

215 John T. Lewis, “The Bible Banner and the Government Question,” Sound Doctrine 2.18 (November 25, 

1942): 3 (= The Christian and the Government, 60). 
216 For one example of this, see note 250 below. 
217 William Cannon Houston (1852-1931), a lawyer from Woodbury, Tenn., was a Representative from 

Tennessee from 1905 to 1919. See 

http://history.house.gov/People/Detail?id=15309&cid=38165&cs=1&ce=113&f=All.   
218 Major General Enoch H. Crowder (1859-1932) was largely responsible for the design and implementation 

of the Selective Service Act of 1917. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enoch_Crowder.  
219 Lewis, “Who Is a Consistent Conscientious Objector?” 9 (= The Christian and the Government, 15). 



 

 

86

Arguments from tradition 

The controversy took a different course in the fall of 1943. In the Bible Banner for 

October 1943, Foy Wallace ran a review, written by Mobile, Alabama, preacher Orlando C. 

Lambert, attacking what he called “The Lipscomb Theory of Civil Government.”220 Lambert, 

who came endorsed by Wallace as one who was “widely known among us as an able 

preacher and Bible scholar,” wrote in with the immediate purpose of providing 

propositions for a formal debate with H. Leo Boles on the war and government 

questions.221 Much of the piece, however, was taken up with Lambert’s analysis of David 

Lipscomb’s Civil Government. For Wallace, Lambert successfully showed how “subversive” 

Lipscomb’s book was, as well as that the book was “just as bad” as the teachings of Charles 

Taze Russell (1852-1916) and Joseph Franklin Rutherford (1869-1942), founders and early 

teachers affiliated with the Jehovah’s Witnesses movement in America.222 Finally, it was “a 

‘stigma’ to have such a doctrine pinned on the churches in the records of our government 

and in the eyes of the world. That is ‘a real stigma’ that needs to be removed.”223 

Hints of this line of attack against Lipscomb had come earlier224, but now the attack 

was on in force. Lewis responded thusly: 

“I had written all I cared to write on the above subject [i.e., the relationship of 

the Christian to civil government] when the October, 1943 Bible Banner 

appeared. In it four pages were given to the most uncalled for, unkind, unjust, 

                                                           

220 Foy E. Wallace, Jr. “The Lipscomb Theory of Civil Government,” Bible Banner 6.3 (October 1943): 3-6. 
221 Ibid., 3, 5. The previous fall (1942) Boles had written to both Wallace brothers seeking a formal debate on 

these issues. At the time, both men turned him down. See Foy E. Wallace, Jr., “The Advocate Editor and the 

Texas Brother,” Bible Banner 5.8 (March 1943): 12-13. 
222 Wallace, “The Lipscomb Theory,” 3. 
223 Ibid., 5.  
224 See W. E. Brightwell’s comments from July 1942, note 207 above. 
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unchristian, and ungodly attack upon the life’s work and teaching of David 

Lipscomb that ever disgraced the pages of a religious journal. The spirit that 

wrote and published the attack, was the spirit that had ‘the moldering 

skeleton of the sleeping translator,’ Wickliff225 – dragged from the tomb 

where it had peacefully slept for thirty years, and with his Bible, burned and 

the ashes thrown into the tiny river Swift. The authors of this attack have not 

suggested the desecration of the grave of the sleeping editor, David 

Lipscomb, but they have suggested calling in his books and burning them.”226 

Referring to Lambert’s review of Civil Government, Lewis wrote,  

“You can go through the Bible, garble passages out of their connection, juggle 

them together in a lot of incoherent phrases, ‘giving chapter and verse,’ put 

them in tract form and it would be barred from the mail on the ground it was 

salacious and immoral. Or you can take some of God’s commands out of their 

connection, such as ‘slay both man and woman, infant and suckling, oxen and 

sheep, camel and ass,’ and make God appear a worse tyrant than Hitler 

himself. This is exactly the kind of juggling ‘Brother O. C. Lambert, who is 

widely known among us as an able preacher and Bible scholar’ has done with 

‘Civil Government’ by David Lipscomb.”227 

Interestingly enough, Lewis had never to this point actually read Lipscomb’s book.228 He 

read it and responded to Lambert in a series of six articles in Sound Doctrine that drew 

heavily on Civil Government, Lipscomb’s commentary on Romans, and the biographical 

sketch of Lipscomb found in F. D. Srygley’s Biographies and Sermons (1898).  

                                                           

225 Lewis here refers to the exhumation of the body of John Wycliffe (ca. 1330-1384) in 1428 on orders of 

Pope Martin V. The body was burned and the ashes scattered over the River Swift, which runs through the 

English city of Lutterworth. 
226 John T. Lewis, “The Christian and the Government,” Sound Doctrine 3.20 (December 25, 1943): 2 (= The 

Christian and the Government, 188). 
227 Ibid. 
228 See John T. Lewis, “The Christian and the Government.” Sound Doctrine 2.18 (November 25, 1942): 3; “The 

Christian and the Government,” Sound Doctrine 3.22 (January 25, 1944): 2 (= The Christian and the 

Government, 68, 219). This is not so surprising, though, if it is remembered that Lewis sat in Lipscomb’s Bible 

classes every day for eight years as a student at the Nashville Bible School.  
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Another attack on Lipscomb appeared in the December 1943 issue of the Banner. 

This time, Hulen L. Jackson (1913-1997), a young Texas preacher – and brother-in-law of 

Foy E. Wallace, Jr. – accused Lipscomb of teaching premillennialism in his commentary on 

Ephesians.229 Specifically, Jackson charged, Lipscomb’s “comments on Eph. 4:9 plainly 

teach error, even to the casual reader.”230 He elaborates further: 

“[Lipscomb] thus plainly teaches in so many words that when death is 

destroyed, or when the resurrection arrives, Isaiah 11:6-9 will be fulfilled 

and the millennium will begin. That is premillennialism. If not, why not? That 

comment should never have appeared in print in the commentaries. Why not 

do as I have done to mine, write not so across this section?”231  

 

Lewis’ reply, published in both Sound Doctrine and the Gospel Advocate in May 1944232, 

charged Jackson with being “bold, even to the point of recklessness” in his charges. Jackson, 

he writes, is the victim of a larger mania that sees “every trouble in the spiritual body of 

Christ [as being] caused by premillennial teaching.”233 

 
What is important in both of these cases is not so much the specifics of the argument 

as Lewis’ move to answer by way of an appeal to the tradition of the churches as embodied 

                                                           

229 Hulen L. Jackson, “David Lipscomb on Eph. 4:9,” Bible Banner 6.5 (December 1943): 3. For a biographical 

sketch, see Preachers of Today, Vol. 2 (Nashville: Gospel Advocate Company, 1959), 220. 
230 Ibid. 
231 Ibid. 
232 John T. Lewis, “David Lipscomb on Eph. 4:9,” Sound Doctrine 4.5 (May 10, 1944): 2-3; “David Lipscomb on 

Eph. 4:9,” Gospel Advocate 86.20 (May 18, 1944): 330-331. 
233 Ibid. (= The Christian and the Government, 254). Pace Hughes (Reviving the Ancient Faith, 165), it is 

insufficient to say that Lewis or the Gospel Advocate “simply refused to acknowledge that David Lipscomb had 

ever taught such a notion.” In the 1940s, premillennialism was synonymous with the teaching of R. H. Boll. 

Lewis was at pains to show that Lipscomb’s teaching was different from Boll’s in a number of ways. While it 

may be true to argue – as Hughes and others do – that Boll’s ideas are developments of some of Lipscomb’s 

(and Harding’s) characteristic ideas, there was plenty of daylight between the two. Hughes’ statement that 

“the real Lipscomb of history … had disappeared” in Lewis’ reply to Jackson reads Boll back onto Lipscomb to 

an unjustifiable degree.  
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in the practice and teaching of David Lipscomb. He knows his sources well: when Cled 

Wallace and L. L. Brigance take to the pages of the Banner and the Advocate, respectively, to 

argue the contents of an article by B. W. Johnson that appeared in the Millennial Harbinger 

in 1861, Lewis can intervene in the dispute on Brigance’s behalf.234 His use of the tradition 

is not uncritical; he prioritizes appeals to Scripture over appeals to the tradition. The 

response of the Banner staff is interesting. They will make appeals to figures in the 

nineteenth-century Movement – as with the Johnson article – when it suits their purposes. 

But when Lewis responds to these claims, they turn on him. Cled Wallace could write:  

“As to the pioneers among us, it makes little difference. We respect them and 

their views but could not agree with all of them for they were not agreed 

among themselves … They [i.e., Wallace’s opponents in the dispute] gather 

comfort from Campbell, Franklin, Lipscomb, Fanning, Lard, and McGarvey. 

We bend slightly but do not bow before such names.”235 

O. C. Lambert, responding to criticisms of his attacks on Lipscomb, asked, 

“Did our popular leaders, Campbell, Lipscomb, et al., acquire such infallibility 

while they lived, or shall they now become so by an act of canonization? 

There is a growing tendency today to prove things by Lipscomb, Campbell or 

somebody else. Sectarian debaters try strenuously to compel us to defend the 

teaching of some man among us. This I have steadfastly refused to do.”236 

 
 Lambert, who like the Wallaces refuses to name Lewis, refers to him as the “Lipscomb 

devotee.”237  

**** 

                                                           

234 John T. Lewis, “The Christian and the Government,” Sound Doctrine 3.17 (November 10, 1943): 2-3, 8 (= 

The Christian and the Government, 171ff.).  
235 Cled E. Wallace, “The Attitude of the Church toward War,” Bible Banner 5.9 (April 1943): 1. 
236 O. C. Lambert, “Canonizing Campbell and Lipscomb,” Bible Banner 6.10 (May 1944): 11. 
237 Ibid. 
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Lewis, Boles, and the others who joined them were ultimately fighting a losing 

battle. Unlike the historic peace churches, the Churches of Christ simply did not have it in 

them to resist the prevailing militaristic spirit when it broke out in 1942. For Lewis, as we 

saw in the previous chapter, this was another issue on which he found himself on the 

outside of the mainstream of the Churches of Christ. The ultimate outcome of the dispute 

left him in an awkward place in the larger fellowship. Prior to the outbreak of the war, 

when premillennialism was the dominant issue in the papers, the journals among the 

Churches of Christ might roughly be plotted on a left-right spectrum thusly:  

NCL/20thCC238                   Gospel Advocate                         BB/SD239                        Christian Soldier  

The New Christian Leader, with its “Bollite” sympathies, and 20th Century Christian, with its 

deliberately noncontroversial editorial stance might fairly be placed on the left.240 The 

Gospel Advocate was staunchly opposed to premillennial teaching. Under the editorship of 

B. C. Goodpasture, however, the paper charted a course for the churches toward 

modernization and greater respectability. In light of these aims, Goodpasture sought to 

position the paper in a more moderate place, between the New Christian Leader and the 

openly polemical Bible Banner. The Banner, as this chapter has sought to demonstrate, was 

largely in sympathy with the Advocate’s modernizing program, if not with its overall 

approach. Roughly aligned with the Banner – at least prior to the controversies over the 

head covering and carnal warfare – was Rex A. Turner’s Sound Doctrine. After 1941, Sound 

                                                           

238 NCL = Clinton Davidson’s New Christian Leader, published out of Nashville. 20thCC = 20th Century 

Christian, also published out of Nashville. Needless to say, this schema is not exhaustive. It does not, for 

example, include Showalter’s Firm Foundation. It is focused east of the Mississippi and on the journals most 

relevant to Lewis’ career. 
239 BB = Bible Banner. SD = Sound Doctrine. 
240 See Richard T. Hughes, Reviving the Ancient Faith, ch. 9. 
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Doctrine joined Eugene Smith’s Christian Soldier in attacking the Banner from its right. That 

is not to say that the agendas of Smith and Turner were identical. They were not. The 

Christian Soldier, while consistently critical of Foy Wallace’s editorial tactics, does not 

appear to have shared the more programmatic anti-modern stance of Sound Doctrine.   

Prior to the head covering and carnal warfare disputes of 1941-42, John T. Lewis 

was firmly aligned with the Bible Banner. He served as associate editor of the Banner from 

its inception in 1938 until he was dropped from the masthead with the March 1942 issue. 

The permanent rift that formed between Lewis and the Wallaces after Pearl Harbor meant 

that Lewis never wrote for the Banner again. But what of the Gospel Advocate and Lewis’ 

relationship to it? John Hardin has made a convincing case that B. C. Goodpasture was 

committed to the pacifist position.241 “Goodpasture,” he writes, “aware that his position 

was increasingly in the minority, steered a middle course on the issue.”242 This was not 

always clear to readers of the Advocate, friendly or hostile. Goodpasture’s “middle course” 

certainly looked like vacillation to Lewis. From Lewis’ vantage point, Goodpasture may 

have been committed, but not to the point of risking his reputation or that of the 

Advocate.243 For example, after Goodpasture approvingly reprinted some remarks made by 

Eleanor Roosevelt regarding conscientious objectors, Lewis responded sarcastically: 

“Why has he not before defended these faithful boys against the calumny that 

was heaped upon them in those four classics, that appeared in the March, the 

June, and the July Bible Banner? Brother Goodpasture now says, and on his 

editorial page too: ‘But there are persons who have well-grounded 

convictions against taking human life. Mrs. Roosevelt rightly says they 

                                                           

241 Hardin, Common Cause, 77-78. 
242 Ibid., 78. 
243 See John T. Lewis, “The Christian and the Government,” Sound Doctrine 2.14 (September 25, 1942): 2-3 (= 

The Christian and the Government, 38-42). 
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“should be respected”—not ridiculed, as some seem to think. It is un-

American, unconstitutional, and, in this case, unscriptural, not to respect 

them.’ My! Wasn’t it courageous, and manly in Brother Goodpasture to use 

those brave words in defense of Brother Brightwell’s, Brother Cled E. 

Wallace’s, and Brother Foy E. Wallace, Jr.’s ‘freak specimens of humanity’?”244 

Goodpasture, for his part, seems to have read Lewis’ articles in Sound Doctrine 

appreciatively, at one point even recommending Lewis’ “devastating review” of the 

Wallaces’ position to Advocate readers.245 Goodpasture’s most extensive published attack 

on Foy and Cled Wallace draws on, in modern parlance, Lewis’ ‘talking points.’ Still, none of 

these things meant that Goodpasture was prepared to lay out the welcome mat for Lewis to 

return to the Advocate fold. For example, even as he draws on Lewis’ work in the article just 

cited, Goodpasture seems to ultimately see Lewis as a useful pawn in a larger editorial 

battle to neutralize the influence of the Wallaces and the Bible Banner.  

Despite all of this, Lewis was not lacking for allies, even if those allies were not close 

to the institutional centers of power in the Churches of Christ. Throughout the three years 

that Lewis carried on his dispute with the Banner, writers for Sound Doctrine regularly 

came to his defense. To cite only one example, the April 25, 1943 issue of Sound Doctrine 

reprints a letter written by Tupelo, Mississippi preacher Jesse F. Doggett and addressed to 

Cled Wallace. Doggett calls out the Bible Banner’s policy of not printing articles that differ 

from the Banner’s position on war, as well as the apparent policy of the Banner editors to 

not name John T. Lewis, even as much of what they write on the war question is directed at 

him. Doggett pointedly asks, 

                                                           

244 Ibid., 3 (= The Christian and the Government, 42). 
245 B. C. Goodpasture, “Support for the Conscientious Objectors, Etc.,” Gospel Advocate 85.19 (May 13, 1943): 

440. 
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“Bro. Wallace, why don’t you just come out and name these men who are 

agitators, so that the church generally will know, who they are? Is this not the 

usual policy of the Banner when someone is teaching a false (?) doctrine? Let 

me ask you why you don’t answer Bro. John T. Lewis. Why don't you, Bro. 

Cled? Is Bro. Lewis too small and insignificant for your trenchant pen? 

 

“To continue to erect a straw man and knock him down may be good 

exercise, but it grows tiresome to observers. Stand off and take a look at 

yourself, Bro. Cled. What is the sense of carrying on a war of words with an 

unseen foe? Words interspersed with sarcasm, criticism, slang, etc. till they 

are tiresome.”246 

 

Sound Doctrine editor Rex A. Turner likewise accused the Wallaces of giving Lewis the 

“silent treatment.”247 He also – in a move seemingly designed to mock a similar move by 

Foy Wallace – reprinted numerous letters in praise of Lewis’ series of articles.248 A close 

reading of the relevant volumes of Sound Doctrine and of Lewis’ book reveals an interesting 

development: we can see here the emergence of an “Alabama School” that continues the 

Lipscomb-Harding Tennessee Tradition on the war question (admittedly in a more 

pugnacious vein) after the Gospel Advocate has largely fallen silent on the issue. Headed by 

Lewis, it included Sound Doctrine editors Rex Turner (1913-2001) and Leonard Johnson 

(1910-1994). It also included Bennie Lee Fudge (1914-1972) and the majority of the 

faculty of the newly-formed Athens Bible School.249 In this number, although they are not 

explicitly mentioned by Lewis, we might also include Alabama preacher Pryde E. Hinton 

                                                           

246 Jesse F. Doggett, “That All May Read,” Sound Doctrine 3.4 (April 25, 1943): 8. 
247 Rex A. Turner, “Strange Things,” Sound Doctrine 4.3 (April 10, 1944): 4. 
248 “Who Killed Cock Robin?” Sound Doctrine 4.3 (April 10, 1944): 6, 8. 
249 Fudge, the dean of the Athens Bible School, published Can a Christian Kill for His Government? in 1943. 

Lewis also specifically mentions Irven Lee (1914-1991), the school’s president, and A. J. Rollings (1910-

1987), the vice-president of the school, as among the “long-faced crackpots” attacked by Cled Wallace (The 

Christian and the Government, 411). 
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(1897-1978)250 and Hal P. McDonald (1879-1958), last president of the ill-fated Alabama 

Christian College.251 To be sure, not all of these men wrote for Sound Doctrine. Further, 

many more writers and preachers could be named – including several who preached in 

Birmingham over the course of Lewis’ career. Indeed, it is probably safe to say that few 

other places in the country boasted as many dedicated opponents to Christian participation 

in carnal warfare in this period as did Alabama.252 

**** 
 

A quarter of a century later, the carnal warfare issue was still on the mind of Foy E. 

Wallace, Jr. Shortly after the death of John T. Lewis in 1967, Wallace published The 

Christian and the Government, a compendium of his writings on the subject. Also given a 

prominent place in the book are the writings of O. C. Lambert. In addition to Lambert’s 

lengthy review of David Lipscomb’s Civil Government, some of which had been published in 

the Bible Banner, he also reviewed John T. Lewis’ The Christian and the Government. 

According to Wallace, both had been written in the midst of the conflict over carnal warfare 

in the 1940s, but they were only being published now because at the time Wallace lacked 

“the mediums and means for their publication.”253 The review needed to be published even 

                                                           

250 While preaching for the Selma, Ala., church, Hinton and the elders submitted a statement of opposition to 

war to the federal government. See “News and Notes,” Gospel Advocate 76.7 (February 15, 1934): 170. 
251 In 1917, McDonald printed a notice in the Advocate offering help for churches and individuals in preparing 

requests for exemption from military service for the federal government. See A. B. Lipscomb, “At Home and 

Abroad,” Gospel Advocate 59.20 (May 17, 1917): 481. Alabama Christian College, located in Berry, Ala., was 

founded by a group of preachers and businessmen, including John T. Lewis, in 1912. It closed in 1922. 
252 This group is largely overlooked, aside from a few passing mentions of Fudge and Lewis, in Michael 

Casey’s “Warriors against War.” Perhaps – and I can only speculate here – this is because these preachers 

formed the nucleus of the emerging non-institutional movement in Alabama after the close of World War II. 
253 Wallace, The Christian and the Government, “Foreword.” 
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at this late date (after the deaths of both John T. Lewis and Cled Wallace) because Lewis’ 

book, Wallace complained,  

“has been given continuous publicity. It contains much erroneous 

argumentation, perversions and misrepresentations, and it must be fairly 

admitted that Brother Lambert has the right to set the record straight, and I 

make no apology for providing the medium for him to do so in connection 

with my own editorials and articles…”254 

Lambert’s effort to “set the record straight” included attacks on Lewis’ language, 

which had clearly injured Lambert: twenty years later he felt justified in providing a 

detailed catalogue of Lewis’ descriptions of his (i.e., Lambert’s) work.255 Lambert 

also responded to Lewis’ and H. Leo Boles’ effort to expose his claim to have “sat at 

the feet” of David Lipscomb: 

“Some people distinguish themselves by their brilliance in school, but John T. 

Lewis has the dubious distinction of taking eight years to get out of the 

Nashville Bible School, longer, in fact, than anyone on record. As I said, it is 

regrettable to have to speak of such things, but I have ten books in my library 

to every one he has, and I have not had them as ornaments. I am not trying to 

argue for my ‘scholarship,’ but rather calling attention to the obvious fact 

that he is not a competent authority concerning scholarship.”256 

Even a casual reading of this makes it difficult to escape the conclusion that Lambert and 

Wallace were driven, many years after the fact, to settle old scores.257  

At any rate, the matters at issue had largely died off after 1945. In the places where 

it survived, it did so by being categorized as an individual matter. Pacifism survived in the 

non-institutional circles in which Lewis travelled during the last two decades of his life 
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255 Lambert, “A Review of the Lewis Book,” in Wallace, The Christian and the Government, 216-217. 
256 Ibid., 221. 
257 All sorts of questions remain. What of the fact that the book was published just after Lewis’ death? Did 
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precisely because it was relegated to the individual conscience.258 This was most certainly 

not how Lewis saw it, though. Early in the dispute, he could flatly assert that “the idea that 

good men differ on these things is nothing but sectarian hash. It is solely a question of faith 

versus human opinion.”259 We have already seen that, for Lewis, these stances were 

essential to the nature of the Church. As with so many other issues, Lewis found himself in 

a distinct minority in that conclusion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

258 For a concise statement of this, see the essay of longtime Birmingham preacher Quentin McCay (1918-

2007), “The Controversy Concerning the Christian’s Relationship to the Civil Government,” in Their Works Do 

Follow Them: Florida College Annual Lectures 1982 (Temple Terrace, FL: Florida College Bookstore, 1982), 

184-196. 
259 John T. Lewis, “The Christian and the Government,” Sound Doctrine 2.11 (August 10, 1942): 3 (= The 
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CHAPTER 5 

“THE BANE OF THE CHURCH”: LEWIS AND INSTITUTIONALISM 

Christianity is not a Theory, or a Speculation; but a Life. Not a Philosophy of 

Life, but a Life and a living Process. – Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Aids to 

Reflection (1825)260  

 

As John T. Lewis entered the last two decades of his life, his theological writing was 

focused on a range of issues and practices that no longer concerned most people in the 

Churches of Christ. Works from this period include treatments of the “pastor system” in the 

Churches of Christ (1946), the female head covering (1947), prayer posture (1947, 1950), 

and the second serving of the Lord’s Supper (1952, 1955).261 These things might be taken, 

as we have suggested earlier, for evidence of Lewis’ increasing marginalization vis-à-vis 

mainstream Churches of Christ. Even so, as we turn to the final period of his life, we find 

him also heavily involved in the major dispute among the churches during the 1950s, the 

controversy over the development of parachurch structures in the denomination. 

Nevertheless, as we will see in this chapter, Lewis’ participation in this dispute – he sided 

with the minority that opposed the buildup of parachurch structures – only served to 

further his exclusion from the mainstream of the Churches of Christ. 

This chapter will proceed in the following way. In Part One, we will begin with a 

brief sketch of the institutional controversy among the Churches of Christ, highlighting the 

                                                           

260 Quoted in “Thoughts Worth While,” Gospel Advocate 74.5 (February 4, 1932): 137. 
261 The Truth about the Modern Pastor System (Birmingham, AL: Star Publishing Co., 1946); The Posture in 

Prayer and Covered and Uncovered Heads in Worship (Birmingham, AL: By the Author, 1947); Tract No. 2: 

‘Posture in Prayer’ (Birmingham, AL: By the Author, 1950); ‘The Lord’s Supper’ and ‘The Lord’s Day’ 

(Birmingham, AL: By the Author, 1952); The Lord’s Day & the Lord’s Supper: A Reconstruction of Dr. Phillips’ 

‘Dismantled Superstructure’ (Birmingham, AL: By the Author, ca. 1955). 
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issues in dispute in broad terms. In Part Two, we will narrow our focus in order to examine 

how the controversy played out in Birmingham and North Alabama, providing a narrative 

of events between the establishment of the Childhaven orphanage in Cullman, Alabama, in 

1949-50 and the debate between Roy E. Cogdill and Guy N. Woods in Birmingham in 

November 1957. This narrative will bracket theological questions as much as possible, 

saving those for Part Three. There we will turn to some texts – the 1951 pamphlet 

exchange between Lewis and Memphis preacher G. C. Brewer (1884-1956) and the 1957 

debate between Roy E. Cogdill (1907-1985) and Guy N. Woods (1908-1993) in Birmingham 

– in order to elucidate Lewis’ own brand of non-institutional thought. Through a close 

reading of these texts, we will attempt to draw reasonably clear distinctions between the 

positions enunciated by Brewer, Cogdill, and Woods, on the one hand, and Lewis, on the 

other. We will also notice the ways in which Lewis’ non-institutional thought owes its 

fundamental emphases to the ecclesiological thought of David Lipscomb and James A. 

Harding. Finally, in Part Four, we will examine the marginalization of Lewis and his non-

institutional views to a place outside the bounds of the mainstream of the Churches of 

Christ. Through an analysis of the political and rhetorical strategies of B. C. Goodpasture, 

Jack Meyer, and Ernest Clevenger, we will see how this process took place in both 

contemporary sources from the 1950s and in later histories of the period – even in sources 

purportedly sympathetic to Lewis.  

**** 

The years after World War II witnessed great changes to Southern society. Kenneth 

K. Bailey describes the changes this way: “Research and technology burgeoned under the 
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stimulus of government contracts. Production needs and economic prosperity hastened the 

decline of horse-drawn plows and family-sized farms. Kerosene lamps and share-crop 

tenancy moved rapidly from the scene. Welfare programs, the income tax, and social 

security mitigated extremes both in poverty and wealth. A continuing revolution in 

communications outdated old concepts of time and distance.”262 To this somewhat specific 

list, we should add larger trends: rural migration into the cities looking for work; a gradual 

shift in the region’s economy from an agrarian to an industrial basis; increasing levels of 

education, especially with the advent of the GI Bill that provided for a college education for 

returning veterans of the war; and concomitantly increasing levels of affluence, bringing 

many people out of rural poverty into the growing suburban middle class of cities like 

Nashville, Birmingham, Atlanta, and Dallas.263 

Bailey goes on to note that these shifts translated into ecclesiastical contexts in 

specific ways and generally without regard to theological boundaries between 

denominations: 

“In fashion-oriented congregations, a subdued ritual of commitment 

supplanted the once vibrant experience of regeneration, albeit the 

commitment itself seemed poorly comprehended. The exercise of church 

discipline and strictures against worldliness had fallen generally into 

disfavor. Distinctions between believers and nonbelievers faded. Indeed one 

Baptist editor questioned whether ‘church membership means anything in 

this generation.’”264 

                                                           

262 Kenneth K. Bailey, Southern White Protestantism in the Twentieth Century (New York: Harper & Row, 

1964), 130-131. 
263 Essential discussion of these trends can be found in C. Vann Woodward, “The Search for Southern 
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This move toward respectability was predictably accompanied by a growing aversion to 

religious controversy. The Methodist Alabama Christian Advocate, published out of 

Birmingham, noted that many church leaders had come to see it “a sin and a crime” to 

engage in public disputation over theological issues.265 Interest now was focused on 

boosting membership and attendance. To that end, one Baptist editor helpfully noted that 

“many tricks of the advertising trade can be adapted to the promotion of the church and its 

program.”266 These practices were not new, but as Bailey points out, “the era after World 

War II was singularly one of contrived appeals, of catch phrases, of canvasses, quotas, and 

pledges. In the churches, as in secular society, drive followed drive, campaign followed 

campaign.”267 The thinking behind these campaigns reflected a new receptivity – that had 

largely been absent from the South heretofore – to the broader American faith in the values 

of progress, efficiency, and centralization, as well as a new receptivity to the managerial 

ethos of American business. 

Although they had been isolated theologically for much of their history as a separate 

fellowship, the Churches of Christ were affected by these same changes during the 1940s 

and 50s. Bill Humble provides a useful summary:  

“The larger and more expensive buildings, the more affluent middle-class 

membership, the number of full-time ministers, the increasing emphasis on 

Bible schools and Christian education, and missionary outreach all reflect a 

gradual but impressive growth. As the century began, the churches of Christ 

were largely rural and had small frame buildings and preaching once-a-

month … After World War II the church enjoyed a remarkable growth in 
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urban areas. As its members climbed the economic and educational ladder, 

the church moved ‘across the tracks.’”268 

Thinking in many circles in the Churches of Christ reflected the trends in postwar American 

society described above, especially with regard to trust in efficiency and centralized 

methods of action. To the degree that leaders bought into these ways of thinking, they 

began to think differently about the denomination’s own particular history. As the 

Churches of Christ transitioned from rural poverty to suburban middle-class respectability 

in many places during and after World War II, these leaders were concerned to bring every 

area of church life into the modern world. Alabama minister Gus Nichols, for example, 

reportedly boasted that his preaching in this period had “[lifted] the churches in Alabama 

out of many old ruts.”269  More specifically, the denomination needed to catch up with other 

denominations, especially in terms of organized benevolence and evangelism. Guy N. 

Woods publicly worried that the Churches of Christ would be “reduced to a second rate 

sect” if they did not engage in centralized cooperative efforts toward those ends.270  

Despite statements such as these, it would be a mistake to think that 

denominational leaders like Woods and Nichols fully understood the meaning of the 

changes that the Churches of Christ were undergoing. Ironically, it is not too much of an 

exaggeration to say that the theological implications of the societal changes were lost on no 

one more so than the most ardent supporters of these modernizing trends – leaders like 

Woods and Nichols – who simply could not comprehend the charge of critics that their 
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responses to the societal changes brought serious, but often unobserved, theological 

changes in their train.271 We will develop that point further as this chapter progresses. For 

now, though, we can anticipate the basic argument of this chapter: statements such as 

those made by Nichols and Woods reflect the tension brought about by the sociological 

changes described above. One way of understanding the theological disputes described 

later in this chapter is to see them as arguments between opponents who had different 

(and ultimately conflicting) answers for how best to respond to that tension. As Steve 

Wolfgang has observed, this combination of sociological and theological factors “provided a 

complex scenario fraught with possibility for differences, disagreement, and division.”272 

Very briefly, the components of the institutional controversy were as follows. In 

part, it was an argument over congregational support of a variety of parachurch structures, 

including orphanages and homes for the aged, as well as colleges and secondary schools. 

Another part of the argument had to do with how congregations could cooperate with each 

other, especially with regard to funding foreign evangelistic efforts. A final, more nebulous, 

area had to do with the place of recreational and entertainment pursuits in church life. 

Each of these practices were attacked and defended primarily on the basis of divergent 

hermeneutical understandings held by their opponents and supporters. As this very 

cursory description should make clear, the dispute over institutions was something of a 

many-headed hydra. One component of that larger debate – congregational support of 
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orphans’ homes – was the dominant issue in Birmingham and throughout Alabama. That is 

where we now turn. 

**** 

Toward the end of 1949, the following announcement appeared in the pages of the 

Gospel Advocate:  

“The trustees of CHILDHAVEN, a new home for homeless children, to be 

established at Cullman, Alabama, signed a contract on Nov. 17, 1949 for the 

purchase of the property of the former orphanage of the Independent Order 

of Odd Fellows, about fifty miles north of Birmingham, Alabama, on highway 

No. 31. The cost of the property is $50,000.00. Earnest money has been paid 

in order to hold the contract, and the balance to be paid in ninety days, if 

possible.”273  

 

Following a full description of the property, a list of seventeen names was appended. Each 

of these seventeen men – business and civic leaders, doctors, lawyers, judges – came 

“endorsed and recommended,” to the readers of the Gospel Advocate, “as being in full 

fellowship with the local congregation of which he is a member.” Moreover, each of the men 

listed was “loyal to the church of Christ as revealed in the New Testament.”274 With these 

credentials in place, the advertisement concluded with an urgent appeal: “THIRTY 

THOUSAND DOLLARS IS NEEDED AT ONCE TO PAY FOR THE PROPERTY AS IT NOW IS, 

AND THIS AMOUNT MUST BE RAISED IN THE NEXT NINETY DAYS, IF POSSIBLE, IN ORDER 

TO HOLD THIS PROPERTY AND TO MAKE IT OUR VERY OWN … SEND YOUR 
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CONTRIBUTION TODAY TO THE ABOVE ADDRESS. THE OPPORTUNITY IS GREAT AND THE 

NEED IS URGENT.”275  

By the next summer, the necessary money had been raised. But the trustees of the 

Childhaven now reminded readers of the Advocate that extensive renovations to the 

existing physical plant would be necessary. This new appeal was couched in more explicitly 

theological language and drew on biblical texts that came to occupy center stage in the 

disputes over Childhaven in coming years:  

“To do this work $50,000 will be needed. Having passed the first milestone, 

we must not let up until this home is open and the line of waiting children are 

given a decent place to live. It is true that the task before us is great, and calls 

for cooperation and teamwork on the part of all friends of homeless children. 

But Christ undertook much for us! It cost him his very life to have a people 

‘zealous of good works.’ (Tit. 2:14.) He is worthy of the best that is in us. God 

makes caring for ‘the fatherless and widows’ equal in importance with 

keeping one's self unspotted from the world. (James 1:27.) We were not 

saved to be idle and simply stay out of meanness, but are commanded to ‘be 

ready unto every good work.’ (Tit. 3:1.)”276 

 

Opposition to Childhaven arose almost immediately. What form the earliest 

criticism took is unclear, but organizers’ peremptory requests for such enormous sums of 

money may have been an impetus. It may be that the decision to quote Scripture in the 

advertisement cited above came in response to this early opposition.277 One Childhaven 

opponent, surveying the situation in North Alabama, observed, “I believe by far the 

majority of preachers in Alabama … are opposed to the principle of the church’s doing 

her benevolent and charitable work through a ‘Board of Charities’ or any institutional 

                                                           

275 Ibid. 
276 Gus Nichols, “Childhaven Orphan Home, Cullman, Ala.,” Gospel Advocate 92.27 (July 6, 1950): 437. 
277 For another example, see the fundraising letter (dated November 14, 1950) reprinted in Lewis, Childhaven, 

15-16. 



 

 

105

arrangement … I found the tension high in Alabama—the thing is hotter than a fire-cracker, 

lit at both ends, and ready to pop in the middle!”278 By the fall of 1950, supporters of the 

project seem to have thought that a direct response (or, perhaps, some damage control) 

was in order.  J. P. White, a deacon at the Central Church of Christ in Birmingham, sent out a 

letter on behalf of Childhaven to preachers and elders throughout Alabama and across the 

country. Included with the letter was a pointed questionnaire especially aimed at 

Childhaven’s critics.279 Earlie T. Williams, an elder of the Poplar Street church in Florence 

responded to White’s letter in the December 21 issue of the Gospel Guardian.280 Williams’ 

response indicates that the letter/questionnaire did little to quiet criticism of Childhaven. 

John T. Lewis entered the fray shortly thereafter. Early in 1951, Lewis wrote a series 

of eight articles critical of Childhaven in the Steel City Star, a Birmingham weekly. One of 

these, which directly addressed the exchange between J. P. White and Earlie T. Williams, 

was reprinted in the Gospel Guardian in March 1951. Of that exchange, Lewis wrote, “I think 

brother Williams did a good job in his answers; but just why brother White, since he is not 

on the Board of Directors of ‘Childhaven,’ thought it necessary for him to come to the 

defense of the institution, with his innuendoes, in the form of questions, I do not know.”281 

Even a cursory examination of White’s questions, Williams’ answers, and Lewis’ comments 

indicate that this controversy had become very heated very quickly. In this same article, 
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Lewis goes on to speak directly of his own life – his upbringing and his care for his 

widowed sister-in-law and her children.282  

By the spring of 1951, the Childhaven controversy was taken up in the pages of the 

Gospel Advocate. In April, G. C. Brewer (1884-1956), minister for the Jackson Avenue 

Church of Christ in Memphis, reprinted Lewis’ article with his own comments appended. 

Brewer first provided his assessment of events in Alabama for readers of the Advocate: 

“The reports that come to me indicate that some preachers in Alabama are opposing the 

Childhaven undertaking. Some of them only oppose the way the home is organized, but 

others oppose the effort altogether and unconditionally.”283 Brewer spoke appreciatively of 

the contents of Lewis’ article, noting that “Brother Lewis’ reminiscental [sic] recitation stirs 

memories in me.” The two men had been friends and associates for many years: Brewer 

recalled that “Jack” Lewis was the first person he met on the campus of the Nashville Bible 

School. Moreover, Brewer’s mother, as matron of the boys’ dormitory, helped to nurse 

Lewis back to health when he came to Nashville in 1910 seeking medical treatment for a 

severe stomach ailment.284 These memories seem to have restrained Brewer’s rhetoric, at 

least at this point. He would be less guarded in a lecture delivered at Harding College later 

that year. Seeking to draw a parallel between orphan home opponents and the ancient 

Pharisees, he asserted that “the Pharisees who gave a tenth even of their garden herbs but 

showed no mercy to the suffering cared nothing for justice … and had no real faith in 
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God.”285 In the Advocate article, Brewer was still mostly content to attack by implication. 

Recalling that both of them were raised in extreme poverty, he wrote: 

“It was bad, Brother Lewis, that we were circumscribed by such narrow 

limits and such hard borders in our boyhood, but it would have been 

infinitely worse if we had not outgrown such narrow limits in our manhood. 

It would have been tragic if we had allowed those hard experiences to give us 

an inferiority complex and to cause us to become self-conscious and self-

centered and to engage in either self-pity or self-praise. And how fatal to our 

souls it would have been if we had allowed ourselves to feel resentment 

toward those who are more fortunate than we, or to lack sympathy for those 

who are less fortunate than we! We could have been embittered to the extent 

that we would say, ‘I helped myself; let them help themselves’!”286  

 

The implication, of course, is that Lewis must take care lest he fall into this trap. Brewer 

thought that many Childhaven critics had already done so. 

Soon after Brewer’s article appeared, Lewis published all eight Steel City Star 

articles in the form of a pamphlet he titled Childhaven.287 Several thousand were printed 

and distributed free of charge throughout Birmingham and the State of Alabama.288 After 

its publication, Lewis, through the pages of the Gospel Advocate, invited Brewer to formally 

review it, noting that Brewer had “the keenest analytical mind in the brotherhood 

today.”289 Brewer soon responded: “I shall be glad to review his tract and to allow the two 

tracts to be distributed without charge to anyone provided those who are operating orphan 

homes or those who are friends to such institutions are willing to bear the expense of 
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publication. I would be willing to do this work and also to bear the expense if I were able to 

do so, but this I am not able to do and I have no intention of undertaking it. The writing, 

itself, will be burden enough with all the other responsibilities I have upon me just now.”290 

He found the funding he was seeking, with the assistance of the Advocate and the boards of 

a number of orphan’s homes, and that reply, titled “Childhaven”: A Review of Brother Lewis’ 

Booklet and a Study of “Institutionalism,” was published during the summer of 1951. What 

Brewer had only hinted at in his articles in the Advocate was now stated explicitly: 

“It is no pleasure to find Brother John T. Lewis, very weak and illogical in his 

negative contention against Childhaven, equally weak and illogical in his 

effort at negating Sommerism. His position in ‘Childhaven’ is inconsistent and 

contradictory. His opposition to Childhaven is founded upon prejudice and a 

failure to give proper consideration to the thing that is being done. Some of 

his statements reflect on Brother Lewis’ spirit and attitude. He doesn’t show 

proper sympathy for the unfortunate, the sinful and the suffering of the 

human race. He doesn’t show any spirit of tolerance in considering the views 

and efforts of his brethren. He would appear to be uncharitable, unkind, 

radical, legalistic and dogmatic.”291 

We will return to these tracts in next section. For now, though, we will move 

forward with events in Birmingham. In the early 1950s, a number of current and former 

Birmingham preachers were regular contributors to the Gospel Guardian: Bob Crawley 

(minister at Belview Heights, 1956-1959), Hugh Davis (minister at 77th Street, mid-1950s), 

Cecil B. Douthitt (minister at West End, 1930-1935), R. Ervin Driskill (minister at Belview 

Heights, 1953-1956), Robert H. Farish (minister at Tarrant City, 1950-1954), and the 

brothers Herschel Patton (minister at Woodlawn, 1944-50) and Marshall Patton (minister 
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at North Birmingham, 1952-1957). Indeed, early in the controversy, it was frequently said 

that not a one of the congregations in Birmingham supported Childhaven.292 In 1953, when 

the Berney Points church hosted a lectureship dealing with institutionalism, several of the 

sermons were reprinted in a “Birmingham Special” issue of the Guardian. Included were 

men who all had current or former ties to the Birmingham churches: Farris J. Smith, 

Marshall E. Patton, John T. Lewis, John D. Cox, Robert H. Farish, Herschel Patton, and 

Granville W. Tyler.293 This was not limited to a few preachers, though. Nearly every church 

in the city was sympathetic to the Guardian’s stance on the issues in the controversy. On 

that list, we could include North Birmingham, Trussville, Ensley, Fourth Avenue West, 77th 

Street, Belview Heights, Acipco, Berney Points, Lewisburg, Huffman, Midfield, Pleasant 

Grove, Fairview, and Bessemer. In 1954, Guardian editor Fanning Yater Tant could write: 

“The five cities in the nation in which the Gospel Guardian is most widely circulated are 

Nashville, Tennessee; Houston, and Dallas, Texas; Birmingham, Alabama; and Los Angeles, 

California. While Birmingham probably has fewer subscribers than any of the other four, 

she is rapidly overcoming that condition, and if the present trend continues might 

conceivably even head the list in time.”294 This was a remarkable degree of unity, 

unmatched in any other place.  

The first cracks in this unity began to appear by 1954. Jack Meyer, Sr., who had 

served as minister for the West End church in the 1930s returned to Birmingham in 1952 
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to become the minister at the new Homewood church. Homewood was the fulfillment of a 

longtime dream for John T. Lewis. Larry Whitehead observes:  

“The vast majority of the church members in B’ham [sic] lived in the western, 

northern and eastern sections of the city and would be considered ‘blue 

collar’ families. Witness the fact that it was almost 40 years after Lewis came 

to B’ham before a congregation was started over the mountain in the upper 

class and upper middle class communities. In 1952, a long time dream of his 

and others, including brother T. F. Gossett295 and brother [B. P.] Williams, 

was realized when brother Lewis made the final payment on the property of 

the Homewood church.”296  

 

Although Lewis had invited Sewell Hall to consider preaching for the new church, Hall 

turned it down. By September 1952, the church had hired Meyer. 297 Within about a year, 

the church began to make monetary contributions to Childhaven.  

As the controversy continued through the middle of the decade, Homewood’s 

sympathies became clearer. By 1954, Meyer was using the Homewood Visitor, the church 

bulletin, to launch regular attacks on other churches and preachers in Birmingham who did 

not support cooperative efforts like Childhaven and the Herald of Truth radio program.298 

Moreover, in May 1955, while a large group of Birmingham preachers drove to Texas to 

support Guardian editor Fanning Yater Tant in his debate with E. R. Harper in Lufkin, 

Texas, Meyer sent a telegram of support to Harper.299 Meyer and Homewood did not carry 

on their fight alone. By 1956, others had joined them. In January of that year, a debate took 
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place between W. Curtis Porter and Guy N. Woods in Indianapolis.300 Apparently impressed 

with Woods’ performance, Christopher A. Norred (1888-1969), minister at the West End 

church, invited him to Birmingham in the summer of that year to speak in a series of 

Sunday afternoon meetings in favor of the Herald of Truth and other institutional ventures. 

Woods also spoke at the Central church during that summer. Texas preacher James W. 

Adams (1914-2013), an associate editor of the Guardian, was in town holding a meeting for 

the Belview Heights church while Woods was at Central. At the request of the Belview 

Heights elders, Adams attended Woods’ sessions and used his time at Belview Heights to 

present a rebuttal. Adams, in the words of Belview minister R. Ervin Driskill, “did the best 

I’ve ever heard” in answering Woods’ arguments.301 Jack Meyer then brought E. R. Harper 

to Homewood in October to hold a meeting that featured open attacks on non-institutional 

preachers in the city. E. H. Vines, then preaching at the Fourth Avenue West church, 

responded to Harper in the November bulletins of the church.302 Also in October, the eyes 

of the city’s preachers were turned to Houston, Texas, where former West End minister 

Cecil B. Douthitt debated Thomas B. Warren.  

By December 1956, the need for a formal debate in Birmingham was felt on both 

sides. On December 8, the elders of the North Birmingham church issued the challenge for a 

debate to the elders of the Homewood church. A final agreement was reached by the 

following September.303 The debate would involve some familiar faces: Homewood 

recruited Guy N. Woods; North Birmingham recruited Roy E. Cogdill. James W. Adams 
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returned to serve as Cogdill’s moderator in the debate. The debate took place over six 

nights – November 18-23, 1957 – with each speaker delivering two speeches each night. 

The first three nights were given to a discussion of congregational support of “benevolent 

organizations for the care of the needy, such as … Childhaven.”304 The final three nights 

were devoted to a discussion of congregational cooperation, with particular attention given 

to the Herald of Truth radio program. We will have more to say of the aftermath of the 

debate below. For now, it is hard to disagree with James W. Adams’ assessment of the 

debate: “It is our conviction that history was made in the recent Cogdill-Woods debate in 

Birmingham, Alabama, November 18-23. Scholars of generations yet to be will mark this 

event as one of the most significant of our time from the standpoint of its ultimate effect 

upon the history of churches of Christ.”305 As Adams avers, after November 1957, there was 

no going back. Division was a reality. 

**** 

Earlier we noted G. C. Brewer’s pointed words about John T. Lewis, namely that he 

was “uncharitable, unkind, radical, legalistic, and dogmatic.” These words are certainly 

memorable. Moreover, they play into a longstanding stereotype about “Old Sourdough 

John” that was current among Lewis’ detractors for most of his life.306 But are they 

accurate? Do they get at the heart of Lewis’ opposition to Childhaven and other 

institutions? Do they fully understand that opposition? In this section, we will attempt to 

uncover the underlying logic of Lewis’ non-institutional views through an examination of 
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three key texts in the debate over institutionalism in Birmingham (along with a smattering 

of other texts): Lewis’ pamphlet and Brewer’s response307, as well as the 1957 Cogdill-

Woods debate. This will advance the argument of this chapter in two ways. First, these 

texts will demonstrate how Brewer, Woods, and other pro-institutional polemicists 

fundamentally misunderstood both Lewis’ opposition to Childhaven and the theological 

method upon which that opposition was based. Secondly, they will give us a clearer 

understanding of how unique Lewis’ position was vis-à-vis the non-institutional arguments 

of Roy E. Cogdill and others who were on Lewis’ side in the dispute. Especially through an 

examination of the Cogdill-Woods debate, we will come to see that Cogdill’s arguments 

often had more in common with those of Woods and Brewer than with those of Lewis. 

Lewis’ ecclesiology 

Childhaven roots Lewis’ opposition to that institution in a particular understanding 

of the nature of the church. Perhaps stating the obvious, Leah Rawls Atkins writes that the 

South was, for a very long time, marked by a “rural tradition where people [had] roots in 

the land.”308 She then observes that this tradition fostered “individuality, self-reliance, 

strength, and pride,” as well as a loyalty to place and a “heightened sense of family, and 

moral and religious values.”  She continues: “Although Jefferson County does not 

historically fit into the Southern pattern of the romantic myth of the Old South, and 

Birmingham did not rise from an agrarian base, both the county and the city have been 
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influenced by [these] Southern agrarian traditions.”309 What is perhaps most important 

about this description, for our purposes, is the attention it calls to both communal and 

individual values and the ways in which these seemingly contradictory impulses could be 

balanced and blended in the lives of individuals and communities.  

A significant part of John T. Lewis’ success in planting and nurturing churches in the 

Birmingham District was his intuitive understanding of these values. As vast numbers of 

rural migrants arrived in Birmingham in the period from the city’s founding in 1871 

through World War II, they brought with them an inherited attachment to the land, an 

understanding of family that extended far beyond the “nuclear family” ideal of the modern 

age, and a set of social mores and customs that had helped them to navigate the fast-paced, 

chaotic life of a sprawling industrial center, the socially atomizing tendencies of which we 

discussed in Chapter One. These decidedly communal values were, at the same time, 

balanced by a democratic spirit that valued individual autonomy and independence.310 

Over a period of forty years prior to the outbreak of the institutional controversy, Lewis 

had created a network of churches in Birmingham that responded to these values through 

the creation of tight-knit communities that provided secure community and support, as 

well as a launching pad into the world at large. 

Furthermore, it was out of these values that his non-institutional views grew. Much 

has been made in non-institutional theology of the distinction between the church and the 
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individual.311 There are, it is said, many things the individual can do that the church cannot, 

especially with regard to monetary support for institutions like colleges, homes for the 

aged, and so forth. In some circles, this focus on the individual has had some unfortunate 

consequences: It has sometimes turned toward a kind of hyper-individualism that has little 

trouble lending itself to theologically dubious social and economic ideas like Randian 

libertarianism. Having said that, though, it is important to understand that, even though he 

might have accepted the individual-church distinction to a degree, Lewis’ particular brand 

of non-institutional thinking was not fundamentally individualistic. On the contrary, it 

presupposes a tightly-knit community that is rigorously separate from the world around it 

(i.e., sectarian in the Yoderian sense) and independent of the dictates of any outside agent. 

Most especially, it is a community that cares for the needs of its own. In Childhaven, Lewis 

uses Scripture to make this point, specifically quoting from Acts 2 and 4 and holding up 

these narratives of the common life of the early Christian community as models for 

present-day behavior.312     

Lewis also appeals to David Lipscomb to make this same point. The pro-institutional 

position, he argues, contradicts Lipscomb’s vision of the local church – a small, tight-knit, 

fiercely independent community. In an article written to serve as a preface to Earl West’s 

The Life and Times of David Lipscomb (1954), Lewis relates an offhand remark made by 

Lipscomb during his (i.e. Lewis’) student days at the Nashville Bible School regarding an 

event in the life of the South College Street Christian Church in Nashville: 
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“Brother Lipscomb was an elder of the South College Street church for many 

years. In teaching on the church’s responsibility of caring for its needy, he 

said the College Street church once had an elderly Sister that was destitute, 

the church cared for her a while and then sent her off to the county farm or 

poor house. His comment was: ‘The church has never been what it was 

before.’ His idea was when ever [sic] a local congregation turns its 

responsibilities over to others, it loses its power.”313 

It cannot merely be coincidental that this came in 1954 as the institutional controversy was 

heating up in earnest.  To this same end, Lewis could cite stories from his years in 

Birmingham, such as this one: 

“During the ‘flu’ epidemic, in World War One, there was a poor family that 

belonged to the West End church. Brother C. M. Pullias and I buried the father 

one day, and in the next day or two we buried one of the sons. That left the 

mother with several other small children. She owed some on the humble 

home they were buying, and the city had sewer assessments against it. The 

West End congregation paid the assessment, and also finished paying for the 

home, thus, the mother was able to keep the rest of her children together in 

her own home. In a few years the children were grown up, and that 

emergency ended. About a couple of years ago I married one of the 

grandsons to a very fine Christian girl, a sister of one of our faithful young 

gospel preachers. There are very few of the present day members of the West 

End congregation that know anything about this case, and the ones that do 

know don't know that I am writing about it.”314 

 

It should be readily apparent by now that this understanding of the church could not 

coexist with a hyper-individualistic account of human existence. Lewis had worked hard to 

build congregations like West End throughout the city of Birmingham. With the advent of 

the institutional controversy, his work now stood to be undermined by people who had 

shed the older, communally-oriented understanding of the church for an individualistic one 
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that was primarily shaped by faith in the promise of technological progress and centralized 

organization that characterized American society in the 1950s.  

The essential nature of institutions 

“Institutionalism,” Lewis wrote in the preface of Childhaven, “is the bane of the 

church today and has always been. The lust for power and authority to dominate is a 

human element that must always be watched in the church.”315 To make this point, Lewis 

draws on a reading of the history of the Church that has a distinctly Anabaptist flavor: “This 

craving for power upon the part of some church leaders, and the abject connivance upon 

the part of others to their diabolical aspirations led the apostolic church into the great 

apostasy out of which came the Roman Catholic hierarchy.” Lewis saw this craving for 

power in the boards of directors of institutions like Childhaven that sought, in his view, to 

dictate to the churches what they should do with their money. But it was not there alone: 

Lewis and other non-institutional writers saw power emanating from the college 

presidents, editors, and other leaders out of Nashville and elsewhere who were pushing 

cooperative projects like Childhaven. In Lewis’ view, the accrual of power in the early 

Church had not happened suddenly. It was a gradual process that ultimately rendered the 

“spiritual body of Christ … impotent, and unable to carry on its scriptural functions.”316 So it 

would be with that process in the Churches of Christ in his day. 

Moreover, this process happened again and again despite the best intentions of an 

institution’s founders. It had, in Lewis’ view, taken hold of his alma mater, the Nashville 
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Bible School: “The school that David Lipscomb helped to establish, and in which he taught 

two Bible classes daily as long as he was able, and to which he gave all his earthly 

possessions to perpetuate, and the principles for which it was established, now says it 

takes thirty thousand dollars a year to teach the Bible to its students, and it wants the 

church to supply this fund.”317 David Lipscomb College’s first major fundraising campaign, 

held in 1935, had drawn heavy criticism from Lewis and others. This was primarily 

because of what is implied in that last phrase: “it wants the church to supply this fund.” For 

Lewis, congregational support of colleges, orphan’s homes, and homes for the aged entailed 

a drain on the resources that a congregation had to take care of its own. Speaking of 

Childhaven, Lewis wrote:  

“Brother Gus Nichols, and other Trustees of ‘Childhaven’ … are trying to 

fasten upon the churches in Alabama a permanent, expensive, unnecessary, 

and unscriptural institution – ‘Childhaven.’ I think it is about time for the 

church to wake up to the danger of a few brethren  around over the country 

appointing themselves into committees, and establishing institutions 

separate and apart from the church, to do the work of the church, and then 

try to make all the churches financially responsible for the support of their 

project. I do not believe any set of brethren, or churches, have any right, 

scripturally or otherwise, to start something they cannot support.”318 

Finally, institutions like Childhaven, no matter the good intentions of their founders, 

highjack the work that God has given the church to do, subtly eating away at the 

community’s sense of responsibility toward its own.  
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Lewis’ theological method 

A final observation about Childhaven has to do with the way in which Lewis argues 

his case. It would seem that the best way he knew to defend his position was to tell a story. 

He does this frequently – first his own story, then stories from his churches, then stories 

from the history of the Stone-Campbell Restoration Movement. At the center of Childhaven 

is a narrative of his own experience, particularly his ongoing relationship of care for his 

widowed sister-in-law, Venia, and her children: 

“My youngest brother319 was gassed in World War I, and he was never strong 

after that, when he came home he married and had three children.320 He died 

in the Veteran’s Hospital, Memphis, Tenn., when his youngest child was a 

baby. When he died I did not tell his wife that she should put her children in 

an orphan home, get her a job, or go back to her people in Mississippi. I told 

her if she would stay with my mother, as long as I had a piece of bread they 

would have some, she stayed. ‘Betsy,’ the baby, and my mother were almost 

as close as the Siamese twins, nothing gave my mother more pleasure than to 

have Betsy sit on the arm of her chair, to talk to her, and crawl up, hug her 

neck, and kiss her….  

“When our mother died321, and another brother322 moved back to run the 

farm, I put a mortgage on our home, borrowed money and built a house for 

Venia and the children. I have hogs killed every year, and meat and lard put 

in the smoke house for them. Thus Venia was able to keep her children, they 

finished grammar school at Almaville, and high school in Murfreesboro…. I 

suppose all the other boys323 were as interested in Venia and the children as 

Mrs. Lewis and I; but they had families of their own, and our home was never 

blessed with children, so that responsibility became a pleasure to us, and we 

have been paid a thousand times by the love and respect the girls have for us, 

and by the fact that they are Christians and love the Word of God. 
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“During all these years, with these responsibilities on me, I never ran to the 

church, told them that I had to provide a home for my mother, or provide for 

my brother’s family, and I needed more money. That was my business, and 

not that of the church, and therefore the church knew nothing about these 

things … This is my understanding of the teaching of Paul, in 1st Timothy 5:3-

16.”324 

For Lewis, the story is central to his argument. Indeed, story and argument are inseparable 

for him. There is power in story, in personal narrative. To be sure, Lewis never betrays 

knowledge of anything like the so-called Wesleyan quadrilateral, according to which 

theology is done on the basis of four sources of authority: Scripture, tradition, reason, and 

experience. Moreover, he regularly utilizes appeals to the reigning pattern hermeneutic 

among the Churches of Christ. Lewis is certainly willing, for example, to say that there is no 

“approved example” of an orphan home. But still, that is not where the basis of his 

opposition truly lies. Rather, it comes out of his own experience and his understanding of 

the history of the Churches of Christ.325  

But not everyone shared Lewis’ ecclesiological and hermeneutical understandings. 

Indeed, G. C. Brewer’s reply to him contradicted the vision described above on almost every 

point. Working in reverse order, we first notice that Brewer meets story (or personal 

narrative) with appeals to formal logic. Confronted with Lewis’ story of his care for his 

widowed sister-in-law, Brewer brushes it aside, noting that it “has nothing to do with 

Childhaven.” He goes on to say that “we may dismiss Chapter III [where this story was 
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found, CRC] so far as it has any value as negative argument against Childhaven.”326 Instead, 

Brewer wants to focus on what he sees as the logical flaws in Lewis’ argument. To do so, he 

refers to several features of formal logic, using their technical Latin names: argumentum ad 

iudicium (pg. 6), equivocatio (pg. 8), ignoratio elenchi (pg. 22). Now, we could probably 

argue that this hyper-rational way of knowing – dependent on syllogisms and on the 

exposure of the logical fallacies of one’s opponent – lay at the heart of the disagreement 

between Brewer and Lewis. Theirs was a battle, in other words, of syllogism versus story. 

That is partly true. Lewis himself was openly skeptical of Brewer’s claims to be a logician. 

Consider this backhanded compliment, offered by Lewis in his invitation to Brewer to 

review his tract: “I had rather have you to review my tract than any brother I know of 

because we were schoolmates, and I am sure you will admit that you are not only a 

logician; but that yours is the keenest analytical mind in the brotherhood today. You can 

split an infinitive. However, my mind is so obtuse, I cannot always tell what side you are on 

after you have split the thing.”327 But far more important, for our purposes, are the signals 

that the use of this terminology sent to Brewer’s intended audience. For many of them, this 

terminology said: “Here is an educated man whom we can trust to make our case for us.” 

But for many others it served a different, if equally important, rhetorical function: it 

appealed to their sense of themselves as educated and dignified. Lewis, as the comment just 

quoted indicates, grasped this point, seeing in Brewer’s argumentation a veneer of formal 

learning, and seeking to puncture it at the outset. 
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  Beyond Lewis’ narrative-based argumentation, it was the agrarian roots of Lewis’ 

view that Brewer wants to leave behind. This is not as clear in Brewer’s Childhaven 

pamphlet, but it comes through very clearly in other places. In a satirical piece published in 

the previous year, Brewer described a fictional visit with a “Guardian Angel,” whom he 

named “Hiram Higgins,” who lived in “the State of Fantasy.” The general characteristics of 

“Hiram Higgins” speak clearly to the contempt that Brewer and his readers had for the 

Guardian, its writers, and its partisans: 

Higgins is “a Gospel Guardian enthusiast and a complete victim of that paper’s 

vagaries. Notwithstanding that he has known me for forty years and I have 

been with him in the most tender times [in] life, and notwithstanding that he 

knows personally but one man that is connected with the Guardian, he is, 

nevertheless, such a devotee (or perhaps I should say dupe) of the Guardian 

that he all but disfellowships me. He is just the type of mind and spirit that 

constitutes an appreciative Guardian reader. If we did not have people of his 

mental type, the Gospel Guardian could not give us any trouble anywhere. He 

is so hopelessly under the spell of the Guardian that I think we could 

appropriately call him a Guardian Angel.”328 

 

Brewer goes on to recount “Higgins’” response when the word cooperation is mentioned: 

As I pronounced that word, the Guardian Angel stopped and drew his body 

up to its full height and stood stiff and straight. With eyes flashing, he 

exclaimed: “That's the very argument the digressives use to justify the 

missionary society! It is the same thing exactly! Why, if I let them horses 

cooperate like that, they will soon lose their independence and their separate 

identities, and will be merged into one big, huge hoss. I don't want no 

combination hosses on my farm – it's unscriptural! One hoss don't have no 

business assuming responsibility for and control over any other hoss. Jist like 

H. Leo Boles said in them quotes in the Gospel Guardian: ‘Let each hoss swish 

his own tail, and let all the hosses keep their faces in the same direction!’ 

That’s my ticket adzactly.” 

 

                                                           

328 G. C. Brewer, “My Visit with a Guardian Angel,” Gospel Advocate 92.25 (June 22, 1950): 396. 
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“But,” I ventured to remonstrate, “you surely do not think that Brother Boles 

held that it is wrong for two or more horses to brush flies off each other, or to 

face in opposite directions, do you?” 

 

“Of course I do, and sure he did! The Gospel Guardian quoted him. Can't I 

read? He said no two churches could cooperate – that they must keep 

separate and independent, but that they are all doing the same work, or, in 

other words, moving in the same direction. How can two hosses pull together 

if they are headed in opposite directions?”329 

Again, Brewer knows his audience. He can use the country bumpkin trope precisely 

because it will appeal to them as representative of everything they are trying to leave 

behind. Indeed, some in Birmingham were ready to leave it behind as well. It is hardly a 

coincidence that the locus of institutional support in Birmingham was in a congregation 

located in the city’s affluent southern suburbs, instead of in a congregation located in the 

working class neighborhoods that made up the rest of the city.  

We will close this part of the chapter with a brief discussion of the 1957 Cogdill-

Woods debate in Birmingham.330 For the purposes of the argument of this chapter, it is 

important to see that there were not just two, but three positions on the institutional 

question that were of significance for Birmingham: Woods’ position, Cogdill’s position, and 

Lewis’ position. There are some early hints that Lewis’ non-institutional views diverged 

somewhat from those of the Gospel Guardian staff. When Brewer lumped Lewis in with the 

writing staff of the Guardian, Lewis responded forcefully: 

“You [i. e., Brewer] ought to know my position, you remember you wrote me 

last year, when you and The Gospel Guardian boys were talking about a 

debate, and said you wanted to get a statement from me and C. M. Pullias, and 

another old brother or two, to show that your position was the one that has 
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always been held by the churches. I wrote you that I thought the difference 

between the positions was about the difference between ‘tweedledum and 

tweedledee,’ and that I did not believe either one.”331 

 

Lewis does not say exactly how he disagrees with either side, and whatever his exact 

differences with the Guardian staff, they were muted to some extent as time went on. In the 

coming years, the severity of the dispute would force Lewis decisively into the Guardian 

camp despite those differences.  

This variety may come as a surprise, given that the historiography of this 

controversy has not tended to see any nuance in the non-institutional position, much less 

the pro-institutional one. Nevertheless, those involved in the controversy saw plenty of 

diversity on both sides. On the pro-institutional side, there were those who thought that 

the elders of a church should oversee an institution and there were those who thought that 

a board of directors was acceptable.332 On the non-institutional side, as we have already 

hinted at, there were those who argued the point with an appeal to the pattern 

hermeneutic and those who argued by way of sociological-historical critique.  

In the Birmingham debate, Woods and Cogdill held in common a basic allegiance to 

the regnant pattern hermeneutic. Cogdill’s oft-quoted First Affirmative presents the non-

institutional argument in precisely these terms.333 At the conclusion of Cogdill’s First 

Affirmative, Woods replies: “With much of brother Cogdill’s speech I am in complete 

                                                           

331 Lewis, “Brother Lewis and Childhaven,” 309. 
332 This difference was pointed out repeatedly by non-institutional critics. For one example, see Cecil B. 

Douthitt, “The Yellow Tag of Quarantine,” Gospel Guardian 6.35 (January 13, 1955): 1, 13. Generally speaking, 

writers for the Firm Foundation held to the former position, while writers for the Gospel Advocate held to the 

latter. 
333 Woods-Cogdill Debate, pp. 1-15. [This is found on pp. 11-25 of the Gospel Guardian edition.] 
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agreement. In fact, I should say that the first half of it was largely a waste of his time. No 

one calls in question these matters which he discussed regarding the authority of the 

scriptures, the all-sufficiency of the church of our Lord in the matter of performing the 

work which God gave the church to do.”334 It is when the debaters move away from strict 

appeals to biblical authority that we can see some interesting developments. Of particular 

interest in this regard is Cogdill’s Fourth Affirmative, delivered on the second night of the 

debate.335 After addressing some issues raised in the speech Woods had just given (i. e., 

Wood’s Third Negative), Cogdill makes an appeal to personal experience, such as we have 

seen John T. Lewis make:  

“Now he [i. e. Woods] says Cogdill isn’t doing anything about it. No, Cogdill 

hasn’t done anything about it for thirty-five years except try to teach 

congregations everywhere I go that they ought to take care of their own, 

under their own eldership. That is all I’ve been doing about it, in addition to 

taking care of some of them myself. And if you want personal records, I’ll 

compare records with you on that.”336  

Cogdill does not press this point nearly to the extent that Lewis does, but it is there. 

Interestingly, when it is his turn to respond, Woods (like Brewer) dismisses it as irrelevant: 

“Brother Cogdill has introduced his own experience into this. I can’t see that this has any 

place in this debate.”337 

                                                           

334 Woods-Cogdill Debate, pg. 15. [This is found on pg. 26 of the Gospel Guardian edition.] As suggested earlier, 

Lewis could also make these kinds of appeals to biblical authority. 
335 Woods-Cogdill Debate, pp. 100-113. [This is found on pp. 107-121 of the Gospel Guardian edition.] 
336 Woods-Cogdill Debate, pg. 102. [This is found on pg. 109 of the Gospel Guardian edition.] This is a reference 

to the fact that Cogdill and his wife had adopted a girl from Boles Home in 1927. 
337 Woods-Cogdill Debate, pg. 115. [This is found on pg. 123 of the Gospel Guardian edition.] 
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Cogdill’s Fourth Affirmative also features an attack on Woods’ reliance on 

syllogism.338 Much more prominent, though, is Cogdill’s attack on Woods’ definition of the 

word home. At the outset of the debate, Woods offers this: 

“Now my definition of a home. Here is the Winston Dictionary for Schools 

definition: ‘One’s fixed residence or dwelling place; hence, the unit of society 

formed by a family living together.’ What is a home[?] It is a ‘unit of 

society.’”339 

Woods then posits two kinds of home: an “original” home and a “restored” home. Either of 

these can meet a child’s needs, including “food, clothing, shelter, supervision, medical aid 

and care, education and spiritual training.”340 The orphan home, Woods avers, “is the re-

establishment of the home which the child had and lost; established according to state 

authority and statutes.”341 As the debate progresses, it becomes clear that Woods’ 

definition of home allows him naively to see the institutional home as a perfect 

replacement for the broken or destroyed home out of which the child came. It is here that 

Cogdill attacks his position – and it is here that we see Cogdill come the closest to Lewis’ 

non-institutional arguments. For Cogdill (and Lewis), the home is about much more than 

supplying the child’s need for food and shelter. At the heart of his understanding is the 

relationship that is the foundation of the “original” (Woods’ term) home. It is this 

relationship (i.e., of the husband and wife) that makes the home a divine institution. Cogdill 

is skeptical that the institution can perfectly restore that relationship, no matter how well-

meaning the board of directors or the superintendent or the matron might be. We will close 

this discussion with some of Cogdill’s words to Woods on this point: 

                                                           

338 Woods-Cogdill Debate, pp. 102-103. [This is found on pg. 110 of the Gospel Guardian edition.] 
339 Woods-Cogdill Debate, pg. 24. [This is found on pg. 35 of the Gospel Guardian edition.] 
340 Ibid. 
341 Woods-Cogdill Debate, pg. 26. [This is found on pg. 38 of the Gospel Guardian edition.] 



 

 

127

“You know a home is a whole lot more than a place to live. Why, according to 

brother Woods, these children over here in this crippled children’s hospital 

are at home and don’t know it. They are getting good attention and good 

care. When a man goes off from home and stays in a hotel somewhere in 

order to do his work, and gets so homesick he nearly dies, he’s at home and 

just doesn’t know it. He’s being taken care of. When the boys go off to some 

foreign country and are put in barracks and furnished everything they need, 

and are well fed and taken care of, and nearly die because of homesickness, 

they are at home and don’t know it. Brother Woods, you don’t know what a 

home is. There’s one of your difficulties. You think just a place for shelter is a 

home, you need to go back and study what the Bible says about the home. It’s 

much more than that. Much more than that.”342 

**** 

After 1957, most ties of fellowship between pro-institutional and non-institutional 

preachers and churches in Birmingham broke. What can be said of the place of John T. 

Lewis in all of this? Lewis’ understanding of fellowship meant that he attempted to 

maintain ties with institutional churches and preachers in Birmingham till the end of his 

life. At the same time, the institutional controversy in Birmingham was, in large part, a 

controversy about the legacy of John T. Lewis. By the 1950s, Lewis was revered in 

Birmingham and throughout the State of Alabama. This put institutional preachers and 

polemicists in Birmingham in a tricky position. We close this chapter with a brief survey of 

three responses to the legacy of John T. Lewis as filtered through the institutional 

controversy.  

One approach was to ignore Lewis. After reading a series of articles from Guy N. 

Woods in the Gospel Advocate in the summer and fall of 1954, Lewis wrote a series of 

articles in reply and sent them to Advocate editor B. C. Goodpasture. Goodpasture held on 
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to the articles, refusing to print them. After several months, Lewis wrote Goodpasture 

requesting their return. They were returned to him without comment.343 

A second approach was to attack Lewis by proxy. Jack Meyer, Sr., minister of the 

Homewood Church of Christ, one of the congregations that sponsored the Cogdill-Woods 

debate, contributed an introduction to the Gospel Advocate’s edition of the debate. Meyer 

was in a difficult spot. He is consistently dismissive of the non-institutional movement in 

Birmingham in this piece. The movement was strong in Birmingham only “due to the fact 

that a group of preachers of this persuasion moved into the area at about the same time, 

and found a fertile field in which to work, because of some anti-orphan home foundation 

preaching which had been laid here through the years.”344  This is obviously a reference to 

Lewis, but Meyer never mentions him by name. Recall that Meyer is in a distinct minority in 

Birmingham. He is forced to admit that “about two-thirds of the thirty congregations of 

Greater Birmingham are dominated by this sentiment.”345 Despite this, he is confident that 

the Cogdill-Woods debate “will open the eyes of the right kind of people … and will cause 

the great bulk of the [non-institutional] movement to pull away from the leaders, many of 

whom will never change, except for the worse.”346 Meyer is clearly frustrated, but this does 

not prevent him from making one more prediction: “Just as the [non-institutional] 

                                                           

343 The entire affair is recounted in James W. Adams, “‘Our’ Propaganda Mills,” Gospel Guardian 7.15 (August 

18, 1955): 4-6, 9. 
344 Woods-Cogdill Debate, pg. v. As suggested above, the number was considerably higher than this. 
345 Ibid. 
346 Ibid., vii. 
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movement is losing ground over the nation, so will it gradually weaken here in the 

Birmingham area.”347 

A third approach was to sanitize Lewis. Five years later, Ernest A. Clevenger, Jr., 

arrived in Birmingham to become the minister of the West End Church of Christ. Clevenger 

was, in many ways, the very model of the young, pro-institutional preacher. He was on his 

way up the ladder of influence when he came to Birmingham.348 In the late 1960s and early 

1970s, Clevenger and the West End church were in an interesting position: nationwide, 

they were part of the majority in Churches of Christ, but in Birmingham little had changed 

since Jack Meyer wrote five years earlier – West End, Homewood, and Central were part of 

a distinct minority in the city.  

In 1972, Clevenger published Then and Now: A History of West End Church of Christ. 

Read in the context of events in Birmingham, Then and Now is certainly a polemical text. 

Many aspects of the book suggest that a good deal of hostility remained in Birmingham as 

late as 1972 between mainline and non-institutional churches and preachers. This begins 

with a sanitized picture of John T. Lewis.349 Obviously, Clevenger could not ignore Lewis 

and still tell the story of the Fox Hall/West End church. Even so, he handles Lewis gingerly, 

giving the reader a Lewis whose rough edges have been smoothed and whose active 

participation in the institutional controversy is largely passed over. He certainly does not 

linger on the fact that West End ended up on the opposite side of the dispute from Lewis.  
                                                           

347 Ibid. 
348 Clevenger would later serve as president of Alabama Christian College during its transition to becoming 

Faulkner University. He also served as president of the Boyd-Buchanan (secondary) School in Chattanooga. 

See Ernest A. Clevenger, Jr., Then and Now: A History of the West End Church of Christ (Birmingham, AL: West 

End Church of Christ, 1972; Revised Ed., 2006), 28. 
349 Then and Now, 4-7. 
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Clevenger’s handling of the institutional controversy can be more clearly seen in the 

subtle and not-so-subtle comments he makes about other figures in West End’s history. 

Consider how Clevenger handles Cecil Douthitt, minister at West End in the 1930s, who 

ended up on the non-institutional side of the disputes of the 1950s. Clevenger includes C. A. 

Norred’s very pointed comments about “certain preachers” in Birmingham who were 

criticizing things the churches had always participated in.350 Clevenger, in other words, 

uses Norred to attack Douthitt, who would certainly be among those “certain preachers.” In 

describing Douthitt’s tenure at West End, Clevenger goes to great lengths to mention the 

cooperative projects that West End was involved in during Douthitt’s tenure. Clevenger’s 

diligence in compiling a list of West End members who remember the Douthitt years is 

more than just a nice list of older people in the church.351 It practically invites Douthitt 

himself or other conservatives in Birmingham to dispute Clevenger’s account of events. 

Likewise, Clevenger’s careful accounting of which congregations participated in the 

cooperative radio efforts in the city during the 1930s and 40s is not presented merely for 

the sake of information. There is a polemical point being made.  

 Lewis’ experience of both soft and hard forms of dismissal and marginalization at 

the hands of the burgeoning power elite in the Churches of Christ was not unique. Others 

experienced similar things in the fallout from the institutional controversy. What is unique 

about his particular experience perhaps lies more in just how far he fell with respect to the 

mainstream leadership of the Churches of Christ: from the promising young evangelist and 

planter of churches in an unevangelized city to the aging warrior for causes and teachings 
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that were increasingly unpopular in an upwardly mobile denomination by the 1940s and 

50s. That unpopularity is witnessed to in a final bit of irony: the fact that Lewis’ biographer, 

Ottis Castleberry, presents an airbrushed version of the man that almost entirely skips over 

every one of the major controversies discussed in this thesis.    
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

Soon after David Lipscomb died, it was common talk around Nashville: “We 

must get away from David Lipscomb’s ideas.” And God knows, “we” have 

done it. – John T. Lewis (1957)352 

 
Where tradition rationalizes itself, it has already ceased. – Max 

Horkheimer353  

 

 As this thesis has attempted to show, the main challenge that John T. Lewis faced in 

his sixty-year career as an evangelist and polemical writer was how to address the ever-

strengthening trend toward modernization and secularization that captured the Churches 

of Christ in the period between, roughly, 1920 and 1960. This was a period that witnessed 

enormous growth in the ranks of the Churches of Christ. With that growth, there also came 

significant demographic and sociological changes to the makeup of the group. Higher levels 

of education and personal wealth, rural to urban migration, and a host of related factors 

changed the lives of church members irrevocably. Many in the churches participated in the 

economic boom of the period during and after World War II. Having tasted the fruits of 

societal acceptance and respectability that came along with greater prosperity, they 

desired to bring their churches more completely into the modern world. This, inevitably, 

led to conflict. 

Lewis (and others) saw that these socioeconomic changes had doctrinal and 

theological implications. In successive chapters in this thesis, we have seen how the 
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rejection of the female head covering, a sign of primitivist religion and socially marginal 

standing, was one small step toward a more modern understanding of the Church’s 

relationship with the surrounding culture. Another, much larger step came as church 

leaders like Foy E. Wallace, Jr. retooled the traditional understanding of the Christian’s 

relationship to civil government in response to the war fever that swept the country (and 

was participated in by many church members) after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. 

Another significant step came as church leaders, caught up in the larger society’s post-war 

optimism and its faith in progress, centralization, and the managerial ethos of American 

business, moved to adapt these principles to the work of the church.  

As the story of John T. Lewis’ career shows, and as can be seen in the history of 

many other Christian traditions in America, acculturation was a painful process for the 

Churches of Christ. The process played out, on the surface at least, in disputes over issues 

like institutionalism and the Christian’s relation to civil government and carnal warfare. 

These disputes were proxies for how, under the surface, the tradition was coming to terms 

with massive sociological shifts. Behind each of these disputes, a much larger question was 

being debated, namely “How would (or should) a sect whose roots and whose theological 

outlook had been shaped significantly by rural isolation and cultural separatism respond to 

the corrosive forces of American culture when it decided to take the plunge?” As we have 

seen, the majority of the tradition in this period chose the path of modernization and 

secularization – the path, in other words, of respectability vis-à-vis the larger American 

society, and of greater prestige and status in the conservative Protestant culture of the 

South. 
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Lewis’ response to all of this is of great interest. Each of the chapters of this thesis 

deals with a doctrinal dispute, to be sure. But each one is inextricably intertwined with 

observable sociological changes in the denomination. Which came first, the doctrinal 

dispute or the sociological changes? It is not always clear. Rather, what seems to have been 

occurring is a sort of endless feedback loop. Lewis deals with both elements in each 

situation. He appeals to Scripture and to the regnant pattern hermeneutic (which 

prioritized commands, approved examples, and ‘necessary’ inferences in establishing 

biblical authority) to argue in favor of the wearing of the head covering, against Christian 

participation in carnal warfare, and against the development of parachurch structures 

among the churches. But, significantly, these kinds of arguments never sufficed for Lewis. 

They were, we might say, necessary, but not sufficient. They were not sufficient because the 

arguments in which he was engaged were ultimately about the course of the tradition itself, 

not solely about points of biblical interpretation. The major changes, the major moves 

toward modernization and secularization in the tradition, required something more than 

biblical argumentation. Because of that, sociological argumentation and appeals to 

history/tradition and appeals to personal experience (and the lived experience of the 

Birmingham churches) recur in each of the major disputes we have discussed in this thesis.  

Whether they realized it or not, mainstream church leaders opened up a Pandora’s 

box of modernization and secularization during this period. Neither Lewis nor anyone else 

could simply argue these trends back into the box – and, as we have seen, he certainly was 

not going to join in with the majority in their acceptance of them. His blunt defense of 

traditional practice offended many, many who had simply come to see the world in a 
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different way than earlier generations had and who, moreover, had shed the sectarian 

impulses of the generation that had undergone the split with the Christian Churches. 

**** 

Because of all this, John T. Lewis makes an unlikely source of theological inspiration 

for the Churches of Christ as they face the 21st century. Indeed, the same views that made 

him an anomaly and a marginal figure in his own day would make him even more of an 

outlier today. That said, insofar as Lewis was at work at another time of enormous 

transition among the churches, he may well have something to say to present-day church 

members all across the theological spectrum of the Churches of Christ. In these concluding 

remarks, I want to suggest three areas where I think Lewis’ voice may have renewed 

relevance for our own day.  

Much attention has been given in recent theological discussion to the notion of 

spiritual practices, especially in evangelical Protestant circles. In large part, this seems to 

be coming out of a sense of the rootlessness of modern life. But it also seems to come, in 

part, out of a growing recognition that American evangelical churches lack any sense of 

historical continuity, tradition, or theological rootedness. Much of the literature about 

practice has admittedly been shallow. But not all of it. In recent years, considerable 

attention has been given to practices and to embodied spirituality in the work of James K. 

A. Smith, whose books Desiring the Kingdom (Baker Academic, 2009) and Imagining the 

Kingdom (Baker Academic, 2013) flesh out a “liturgical anthropology” that views ritual and 

worship as formative of our faith in a way that is deeper than doctrines and ideas are. A 

practical application of this can be seen in the work of Matthew Myer Boulton on John 
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Calvin and early Reformed spirituality. Boulton argues that, for John Calvin, “Christian 

theology is properly conceived articulated primarily for the sake of everyday, practical 

formation through the church’s treasury of spiritual disciplines.”354 Closer to home, this 

concern for embodied practice can be discerned in the work of John Mark Hicks, both in 

Kingdom Come, his study of David Lipscomb and James A. Harding, and in the three 

volumes on baptism, Lord’s Supper, and worship that he has released over the past decade. 

Hicks, in some ways, anticipates both Boulton355 and Smith. I am struck by how friendly, 

whether consciously or not, his project is to their work. Having brought Lipscomb and 

Harding to the table, might there be room for another voice? John T. Lewis’ emphasis on 

embodied practices, found in his writings on prayer posture and the head covering, would 

seem to have something to add to this conversation.  

Lewis also has something to say to us with regard to our understanding of the 

concept of tradition. It is not always recognized, but it is fair to see the period addressed by 

this thesis (ca. 1920 to 1960) as a time of enormous upheaval in the Churches of Christ. In 

fighting a losing battle against some of the major changes of this period, Lewis preserved 

some things – and argued in some ways – that, if recovered, might serve the churches well 

in the present crisis.  
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Leonard Allen has famously referred to the Churches of Christ as an “anti-tradition 

tradition.”356 Our rhetoric certainly matches up with this. Lewis, to some extent, contradicts 

this assertion. In his observable practice, even though appeals to Scripture always take 

precedence, Lewis is unselfconscious in his use of the history of the Churches of Christ, and 

of the broader sweep of church history. The tradition of the nineteenth-century Restoration 

Movement carried a kind of secondary weight for Lewis that is not apparent in any other 

writer from this period that I am aware of. In the turmoil of doctrinal disputation and 

sociological change, Lewis seems to have seen the tradition, at its best, as a stabilizing force. 

Our contemporary setting is marked by a strong pull to cultural accommodation and to 

wholesale accommodation to the trends of the dominant evangelical Protestantism. If there 

is any hope of countering these forces, it will have to come from a renewed appreciation of 

that same tradition. This seems to be, if I read him correctly, what motivates John Mark 

Hicks’ project. So it was with John T. Lewis. The verdict is still out, of course, on whether 

contemporary efforts at ressourcement will be widely influential in any significant way. But 

that they are being undertaken at all is significant and says something important about our 

present situation. 

Finally, Lewis’ work pushes the careful reader to think critically about the 

relationship between church and culture. We may not agree with all of his conclusions, but 

his thought does call us to consider how culturally driven our desires and our church life 

really are. As a people, we are given to pendulum swings from generation to generation 

(largely because we lack a sense of historical continuity and tradition from generation to 
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generation). If I read our current situation correctly, we are in the midst of one of those 

pendulum swings. This one takes the form of a mass revolt – especially among younger 

church members – against the strictures against worldliness handed down by previous 

generations (e.g., prohibitions against the consumption of alcohol are slowly but surely 

eroding on the campuses of church-related colleges). Much of this is happening, in the 

places where it is being consciously thought about, in the name of cultural engagement. But 

how far do we go? How careful should we be with our intake of the influence of the 

surrounding culture? Are there any limits to which we should adhere, even if that means 

appearing to be out of step with the culture at large? Lewis, a man whose social and 

cultural views are out of step with the broad swath of Churches of Christ today (all across 

the theological spectrum), asks uncomfortable, but needful questions about these matters, 

if we are willing to listen. 

**** 

The work I have done in this thesis leaves considerable room for further research. 

Three possible areas come to mind. First, I hope this work – by dealing with aspects of 

Lewis’ ministry not previously written about – demonstrates the need for a new full-length 

biography of John T. Lewis that would supersede Ottis Castleberry’s He Looked for a City 

(1980). Castleberry’s book, while filled with much valuable raw information, is poorly 

organized and simply ignores large portions of Lewis’ life, particularly the doctrinal 

disputes dealt with in this thesis. Moreover, many details of Lewis’ life and work as 

recounted by Castleberry are simply incorrect. 
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Such a project would require further work on the broader history of the churches in 

Birmingham – a story that has to be told with Lewis at its center. Among other things, this 

research has suggested to me the possibility of Birmingham as a useful comparandum with 

Nashville, with regard to patterns of church planting and congregational development. By 

the 1940s and 1950s, Birmingham emerges as the anti-Nashville357, a place where 

(arguably) David Lipscomb’s vision of a city dotted with numerous, small congregations 

had won out over against Nashville, where competing trends toward centralization and 

institutional buildup had quashed Lipscomb’s vision. 

A final area of research comes out of this work’s interaction with the Tennessee-

Texas-Indiana paradigm of John Mark Hicks. Through the application of the paradigm to 

the life and career of John T. Lewis, I have attempted to lay the foundation for a more fully 

developed interpretation of the history of the non-institutional communion through the 

lens of this schema. Lewis, it seems clear, could fairly be described as an exponent of Hicks’ 

Tennessee Tradition. His work in Birmingham and his writing, as well as that of his closest 

coworkers throughout Alabama, suggests that the Tennessee Tradition survives, in one 

form at any rate, in Alabama in the middle of the twentieth century. Lewis as a tradent of 

the Lipscomb-Harding Tennessee Tradition varies in some points from other Tennessee 

writers and thinkers, like J. N. Armstrong or K. C. Moser. He carries forward, for example, its 

non-institutional emphases in a way that others do not. In so doing, he is responsible for a 

unique brand of non-institutional thinking (one that shares affinities with other North 

                                                           

357 I am using “anti-Nashville” to describe Birmingham as a place where the historical development of the 

Churches of Christ evinces many characteristics that are in direct opposition to the character and historical 

development of the churches in Nashville.   I do not (although I admit the ambiguity) have in mind the use of 

anti as a pejorative term for the non-institutional Churches of Christ. 
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Alabama preachers and writers) that, as the century progresses, comes into conflict from 

time to time with the more Texas-oriented non-institutional thought of figures like Roy 

Cogdill. All of this could helpfully be fleshed out with more research into the thought of 

other key figures in comparison with Lewis. 
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