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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Since 1941, R, M. Bell has devoted his life to the training of

ministers as the President of Johnson Bible College, Kimberlin Heights,

Tennessee, During his tenure as president he has represented a point of
view that has played both a distinctive and controversial role in the

life of our Brotherhood., It is the purpose of this study to examine
his life historically with emphasis on the events and influences that

helped shape his life and thought. His theological positions will be

surveyed and a critique given regarding the contribution his life and

thought has had in our church,
In order to provide as large a vista as possible from which to

view President Bell's life and work, an introductory chapter on Johnson

Bible College and its former Presidents, Ashley S. Johnson and Alva Ross

Brown, will be included. In this brief review, we shall examine the

founding of Johnson Bible College and the lives and policies of the

former Presidents, This will enable us later to see how Dr. Bell's

administration has fitted into this larger historical picture.

I estimate that directly or indirectly I have caused one hundred
thousand people to be added to the church, and the work of preach-
ing, converting, adding, transforming has only begun; to say no-
thing of the hosts unnumbered whose lives have been brightened by
my books, my boys, my influence, and the hosts that shall be.!l

Ia. s. Johnson, The Resurrection and Future Life (Knoxville:

Knoxville Lithographing Co., 1913), p. 490.




These words were spoken by Ashley S. Johnson concerning the wit-
ness of his life through Johnson Bible College. It was not said boastingly,
but, rather, to the glory of God.

Johnson Bible College was the one consuming passion that occupied
the adult life of Dr. Johnson. It would be appropriate at the outset to
ask, "How did the dream of Johnson Bible College begin? What events shaped
the fulfillment of that dream?"

It is impossible to answer these questions without probing into
the life of Dr. Johnson., For the life of the school and his life are
intertwined. Dr., Johnson was born with pioneer blood coursing through
his veins., The ancestry of Ashley Johnson came into Tennessee on the first
waves of westward immigration from the Carolinas and Virginia, and
Dr. Johnson was three or four generations removed from the early immi-
grating group.1 Describing his humble birth, Alva Ross Brown, a close
friend, and later president of the school, wrote,

"In an old log cabin, built shortly after the close of the Revolution
by his great grandfather, Jacob Kimberlin, in Knox County, Tennessee,
twelve miles east of Knoxville, on the northern side of the French-
Broad River, Ashley S. Johnson, well-known authgr, educator and
'father of the poor young preacher', was born."

His early life was no different from that of any other young boy
reared in a rural setting. Like many in his day, the only thing he lacked
toward securing an education was an opportunity. He wrote:

My parents were poor, but my father being naturally ambitious

for his firstborn son, impressed me when a small child with the
belief that I could be and do something in the world... My father

1Frank E. Davis, "A Survey Of The Doctrinal Emphasis of

Ashley S. Johnson'" (unpublished B. D. dissertation, Dept. of Christian
Doctrine2 Butler University, Indianapolis, Indiana, 1953), p. 20.

A. R. Brown, Standing on the Promises (Knoxville: S. B. Newman
& Co., 1928), p. 170. (June 22, 1857.)

_
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me strictly to the straight line. I can remember when I was two
years old, but I cannot remember when I learned the alphabet. I
distinctly remember when I began to learn to write. My paper was
the family hearthstone, and my pen a piece of soft-stone.

taught me to work.... He taught me the value of honor, and brought

Dr. Johnson was not only described as being ambitious but also

As a lad he found a statement on the fly leaf of an old

precocious.
"What

arithmetic book that became a part of his outlook toward life:

2
man has done, man can do."

When he was seventeen years old, he passed the county examination

for a teacher's certificate. He taught occasionally in the following

year, took an active part in the neighborhood debating society, and read

such books as he could get. In the fall of 1875, he entered the Univer-

sity of Tennessee, where he remained for a time, and then entered the law

office of General J. C. J. Williams, of Knoxville.
In early years his parents were indifferent about church. They
were religious in one sense of the word, but Dr. Johnson never attended

Sunday School until he was a grown man. His religious background was

chiefly Baptist. However, his family came under the influence of

John Adcock, and they joined the Christian Church.

Dr. Johnson was indifferent to the Christian Faith during this

period even though he had been exposed to excellent Bible teachers. Then,

in October, 1877, he attended a mourner's bench style Baptist revival.
In the midst of the excitement this uninvited thought came to him:

"Here I am, trifling my time away, knowing the truth, and these people

are drifting to judgement in ignorance: I will turn over a new leaf and

be a preacher."3 This conversion touched the very roots of Dr. Johnson.

1a, S. Johnson, The Story of a Hundred Dollars (Kimberlin Heights

R pgér;;g y ‘ 17 31bi
» Op. cit., p. 173. Ibid., p. 180.




Whereas most of us postpone absolute surrender to the process of time,

his experience was complete. He remarked:
If conversion is a complete turning, I was converted, for I
turned my back on all my life-plans and ambitions and gave my-
self unreservedly to the work of Christ. I preached my first
sermon within a week of my baptism and, from that day to this,
I have laid my life on God's altar, counting everythin% loss,
nothing worthwhile but the proclamation of the Gospel.
Dr. Johnson truly channeled all his native talents to the work
of Christ. Besides debating, he was a prolific and persuasive writer.

In 1881 he wrote the "Great Controversy" of which one hundred thousand

copies were published. He wrote articles for the Christian Standard.

From 1888-1892 he issued Johnson's Quarterly. 1In all, he wrote fourteen

books,

Feeling the need for further voice training, he left his home
in the summer of 1884 and attended a school of oratory in Canada. Here

he met and married Miss Emma Elizabeth Strawn who became his indefatigable

co-worker in Christ,

Following their marriage they served the churches at Clarence

and North Lancaster, New York. During the following summer they conducted

revival meetings and then accepted a church in South Carolina. Concerning

the work in South Carolina, he wrote:

I was more than ever brought face to face with the Great Harvest
and the need of more preachers. I was the only man in that large
state who was giving his entire time to the work; indeed, there
were very few preachers in the state. One night I was sick, in
the cabin of a good man, and I got up and built a fire and sat
by it and thought. And there, as suddenly as had come my reso-
lution to preach, came the thought that I could train men to
preach by mail. The correspondence Bible College was born!?2

lBrown, op. cit., p. 183, 2Ibid., p. 187



The Correspondence Bible College was a complete success. He soon
decided to give up regular preaching and settled in Knoxville, Tennesee,
where he gave full time to this new work. Although the work flourished,
Dr. Johnson was thoroughly convinced by now that the Correspondence Bible
College did not meet the needs of the poor young man who could not avail
himself because of the lack of an English education. For nearly two
years he was burdened with this unsatisfied longing,

It seemed the Lord was leading him into a real life of trust. For
it was not long until the opportunity came for Dr. Johnson to purchase
the old homestead at Kimberlin Heights, Tennessee. The Johnsons sold
their home in Knoxville and built a house in the country, Writing of his
passion for a college, he said:

The School of the Evangelists was burning on the altar of my
heart. I told my wife about it. She could not comprehend it.
I wrote to my friends about it. They gave me the greatest dis-
couragement of which they were capable. I was alone as far as
"like flesh and blood" was concerned, and yet not alone, for
the Lord was with me. I kept the thing in my heart when I
could, and talked about it when I could not help it. The Lord
was leading me, but I knew it not,

In the fall of 1892 he shared his vision of a college publiély
after an evening sermon to the church at Bearden, Tennessee. At the
conclusion of his remarks, Mr. W. F. Crippen came and whispered in his
ear what Dr. Johnson truly believed to be his commission to go forward:

"Go ahead, and I will give you a hundred dollars."? In a very real sense

it was here the college was born.

1, s. Johnson, The Story of a Hundred Dollars, The Evangelistic
Library 5898, XXIX, 4, 6.
Ibid.
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Reflecting on this incident Alva Ross Brown wrote:

Is it faith that prompts a man to go into debt thousands of
dollars upon the promise of a mere nundred? This fact is
worthy of being stressed: Everything which the Lord has
brought to fruition at Kimberlin Heights has been builded
upon an original gift of one hundred dollars! Yet not one
hundred dollars alone! Rather one hundred dollars plus faith
in God! Consider the wondrous growth here. No mortal can
tell just how it all happened, but the institution does exist
and its work goes on to the glory of God and man.

Trusting in God, Dr. Johnson contacted a friend in Atlanta to draw
up a set of blueprints for the first building. He sent out an appeal to
friends soliciting their support of his plans. On faith, he had ordered
lumber, brick and nails. He also had contracted workmen to avoid delay
in the erection of the building, but there was hardly a response to the
appeal. Rather than discouraging him, this jack of response spurfed him
on to utter dependence On God.

On May 12, 1893, a special service was held and the corner .stone
was laid for the School of the Evangelists. At the conclusion of the cere-

mony, Lewis Tillman, a Knoxville lawyer and friend, gave 2 book to Dr. John-

son entitled, The Life of Trust, by George Miiller. Two years this book

1aid on Dr. Johnson's shelf unread. Then, one day he took it down and read

jt, and @ whole new dimension of 1ife was opened. Referring to the book,

Ashley S. Johnson said:

Its title page is as follows: wThe Life of Trust; being a narra-
tive of the Lord's dealings with George Miller, written by himself."
1 began to read. I was charmed, enthralled, lifted into 2 clearer
atmosphere. The book contains 528 pages and every page is afire
with the exemplification of Bible truth the fulfillment of God's

promises to those who believe and pray and work. It narrates in
detail the dealings of the Lord with His servant from the time of

Tp, R, Brown, Standing on the Promises (Knoxville: S. B, Newman &
Co., 1928), P- 11- i




his conversion, not to give a view of a most wretched life in

sin previous to the time when he had, in answer to prayer, with-
out asking a human being for a cent, erected buildings on Ashley
Down, Bristol, England, and was actually housing, training and
feeding over 2,000 orphan children with no one and nothing to
which or to whom he could appeal in the day of trouble, but the
Throne of God's grace. This book worked in me mightily. Here was
a man, who before I was born, had been walking in the light and
path which I had been trying to find, Here was a man who believed
the great promises of the New Testament and was acting like a

man who did believe, and was proving by actual tests that these
promises are for us - for every believing soul who is willing

to submit himself to God... I read and re-read. I began, in a
feeble way, to follow his steps....l pray thig prayer: ''Lord
teach me to pray as Thou didst teach George Muller to pray; and
answer my prayers as Thou didst answer his prayers."

It was through his zealous and penetrating study of scripture and
the splendid influence of the life of George Muller that Ashley S. Johnson
became yoked in partnership with God. Dr. Johnson's emphasis on faith,
prayer, and works led him to a complete dependence on the promises of God,
They became the warp and woof of the institution he founded.

Ashley S, Johnson had his own definite policies to serve as guide-
lines for this new institution. He was influenced by Alexander Campbell
and J. W. McGarvey in his philosophy of educating ministers. Moreover,
Dr. Johnson seemed possessed with a passion to provide an opportunity for
poor young men to preach the Gospel. Over the entrance into the main
building have been inscribed the words, "The Poor Have the Gospel Preached
Unto Them," and by the side of the same entrance are these words, "Open
day and night to the poor young man who desires above every other desire

to preach the Gospel of Christ." It became a pledge of the institution

not to turn away any young man for lack of finances. Alva Ross Brown

1Robert E. Black, The Story of Johnson Bible College (Kimberlin
Heights: Tennessee Valley Printing Co., 1951), p. 43.




spoke of this in his book, Standing on the Promises, by pointing out

three distinct propositions offered to students:

First: The student may work for eight months and ten
days and receive a scholarship for two years,
which scholarship entitles him to all school
expenses, including tuition, board, heated
room, and electric current.

Second: The student may pay eighty-five dollars in ad-
vance and work twenty-five and one half hours
per week and receive his schooling complete
for one year.

Third: The student may pay two hundred and twenty dol-
lars in advance and receive his schooling com-
plete for one year,l
Another feature of the school is its stress on preaching New
Testament Christianity with the Bible as the chief text book. Very early

Dr. Johnson asserted:

The School of the Evangelists was founded to meet the great
and ever-increasing need of the cause of New Testament
Christianity, for more laborers in the world's harvest.

It was founded on and is conducted on God's promises to those
who trust and work with and for Him. It was, in endeavoring
to meet the want for preachers, designed also to help young

men of limited means or no means to prepare themselves for
work of the Lord,?2

The school came to be known as a '"Preacher Training Institution
in a Preacher Growing Atmosphere.'" In 1909 the school changed its name
to Johnson Bible College, which name it bears at the present time.

From its inception it was dedicated to the "ancient order of
things." Dr. Johnson was firmly committed to the "Restoration Plea'" as
proclaimed by the "Restoration Fathers.'" He felt that the New Testament

provided a sufficient plan to unite Christendom and end division.

1grown, op. cit., P. 80.
2Catalogue, School of the Evangelists, (1900-01), p. S.



Expressing his profound faith in this message, he said:

We can find and walk in the nold paths." We can live for Christ
and the publication of the pure Gospel. Nothing short of '‘one
body," "one spirit," none hope," "one Lord," 'one faith," Yone
baptism," 'one God and Father,' and one name, will settle us

on the old foundation. The signs of the times are full of en-
couragement for sectarianism is slowly but surely dying. The
Lord is preparing His army for the coming triumph, I unfurl
His banner today. Upon its shining folds are written letters
of fire: "The Bible, And The Bible Alone."!

In the fullest sense Johnson was a Bible College. "Approximately
one-fourth of its college work was centered in the Bible."? The type of
study in the Bible was not in the nature of a survey. Rather, it was
verse by verse, chapter by chapter, book by book analysis.

pr. Johnson was convinced that the "Word of God" must be planted
as a seed in the hearts of young ministers. He felt the chief need was
to concern them with the spiritual. Consequently, since the Bible was
the source of all spirituality, it must be the focal point of their study.

He was concerned, too, that once in the history of the Church
many well-to-do and eminent men gave their soms to the ministry of the
word. But now it had drastically changed. He said:

puring seventeen years' experience, I have assisted in the ordina-
tion of only one son of well-to-do parents! This was really re-
markable and is yet, and bear in mind that I have dealt with hun-
dreds. Where are the sons of our big bankers? Where are the sons
of our big farmers? Where are the sons of our big doctors? Where
. I hesitate to ask it - are the sons of most of our big preachers?
Gone in the mad rush for fame and fortune in the race with the un-
godly. There is a remedy for this appalling weakness. It lies
first in this: The standard of success must be changed, It must
be pounded into the very life of our churches - take the leaders
individually - that a man can be successfully useful if he never
makes a dollar. It must become apparent that life is not money;
is not houses; is mot land; is not bonds, but deeds; that life,
like the Kingdom, 1is within men.?

I, s. Johnson, The Great COntroversy (Cincinnati: F.L.Rome,
Publishers, 1946) , p._191.

2prown, op. cit., p. 59.

31bid,, p. 258.
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With all the stress that Dr. Johnson made upon the Bible, he did not suc-
cumb to the trap of bibliolatry. To hin the Bible was ever a witness to
Jesus Christ. He wrote:
The object of a prayer-meeting talk, an exhortation, a Bible
reading, a sermon, is to move men to see in Jesus Christ the
savior of_ men, and to make it easy for them to obey the Gospel
of truth.
we would be remiss if we did not stress a principle, even the guid-
ing light of Dr. Johnson's 1life, in our remarks concerning guidelines in
the school's program., We are referring, of course, to his belief in prayer.
Dr. Johnson often spoke of the importance of prayer in the life
of Christ. He pointed to the many and varied occasions that Jesus depended
upon prayer. He prayed following a battle with the Pharisees. The night
was spent in prayer before he chose the twelve Apostles, It was during
prayer that the transfiguration took place. Dr. Johnson asserted that
the whole object of Jesus in becoming dependent, when he took on human form,
was to teach men how to pray.
He who was the world's creator and man's redeemer could not during
His life here work His wonders save by 'prayer and fasting." This is a
part of the voluntary humility of Jesus; it was not necessary to Him, but
He did us the favor of showing us in real life how to pray.2

He further pointed out:

Who will say that, during the forty days and nights of temptation
in the wilderness, Jesus was not arming Himself by prayer as well
as by fasting for the mighty conflicts that were before Him? Who
will say that in the long night of prayer on the mountain on the
night before He chose the twelve apostles He was not seeking Divine

TR. S. Johnson, Bible Readings and Sermon Outlines (Knoxville:
press of Ogden Brothers and Co., 1900), p. 3.

A. S. Johnson, The Life of Trust (Knoxville: Ogden Brothers
and Co., 1897), p. 44.
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Wisdom for this great work? All through His earthly life He
manifested His power and the power of prayer.

Throughout his entire life, Dr. Johnson considered prayer the

voice of dependency and helplessness. He always ended his prayers, "in

the name of Christ,'" not because it was a magical formula but because it

was the expression of dependence upon Jesus Christ, man's advocate in

heaven.
Dr. Johnson was able to instill these strong convictions into the

life of the school. He was the author of the following statements:

We work as if everything depends upon work;

We trust as if everything depends upon trust;
We believe as if everything depends upon faith;
We pray as if everything depends upon prayer;
We wait as if everything depends upon waiting.2

Every student who has attended Johnson Bible College learns the

importance of prayer. The "upper room" which is a prayer room on the

fourth floor of the main building, and, also, in the steeple of the new

chapel, is a unique feature in the atmosphere of the school. Dr, Johnson

felt a man might possess an excellent vocabulary, some knowledge, and a
real ability to preach a sermon; but if he had not learned the value of
prayer and was not sufficiently convinced to order his life accordingly,

he was an unprofitable servant of Christ,

Also, one remembers the "prayer meeting'" held each evening in

The thrill of singing gospel hymns as well as the great hymns

chapel.
It was

of the church as a student body is an experience long remembered.

1Johnson, op. cit., p. 47.
2Brown, op. cit., p. 39.

R e e e—
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not uncommon to hear thirty or forty sentence prayers from the students
or receive letters of answered prayers from friends who had written
requests in behalf of loved ones. Professor Robert Black has well
observed:
There has been consistently about the institution an atmos-
phere of prayer and reliance on God. An attitude or atmos-
phere may be quite intangible to the senses and historically
may be difficult to establish; however, the results accom-
panying the efforts of those who received their training in
the halls and on the hills of Johnson Bible College cannot
be disputed. The "upper room" and the "prayer meeting" remain
the two goles around which the students' practice of prayer
centers.

Dr. Johnson endeavored to create a spiritual atmosphere wherein
young ministers could be transformed by the Holy Spirit and grow into
full manhood in Christ. To him, the Holy Spirit was the key to this re-
newal. He explained it in this way:

What relation does the Holy Spirit bear to Christian growth?
He is back of the whole remedial scheme; in every detail of
it; He therefore furnishes both the seed of it and the object
of it in Christ the Lord... The deep things of God, made
known, or revealed, by the Holy Spirit to the humgn under-
standing, constitute the inspiration of his life,

Without a doubt, these guiding principles produced results in
the school. Some of our finest church leaders got their start in this
"preacher training atmosphere." Also, Dr, Johnson's proposition that
nfaith in Christ - always including obedience to His will - is God's

measure by which He blesses His children,"3 brought forth innumerable

answers to prayer.

lpobert E. Black, The Story of Jchnson Bible College (Kimberlin
Heights:_ Tennessee Valley Printing Co., August, 1951), p. 47.

A. S. Johnson, The Holy Spirit and the Human Mind (Knoxville:
Ogden Brothers § Co., 1899), p. 240.

3A. s. Johnson, Bible Readings and Sermon Outlines on the
Christian Plea (Knoxville: Ogden Brothers & Co., 1900), p. 244,
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Reflecting on this, he recalled how God answered the school's
prayers in the early days. The greatest trial they faced then was the
failure of the publishing house where their books were printed. This
precipitated on the school bank notes and open accounts to the amount
of three thousand dollars. He did not have a dollar with which to pay!
There was nothing else for them to do but believe and pray!

The notes gradually began to disappear. Then the East Tennessee
National Bank, which was holding one of the notes amounting to one thou-

sand dollars, sent a notice in the mail that the note was due. In the

same mail he received a notice from the Circuit Court Clerk, Fountain

City, Indiana, that one thousand dollars from the estate of Mrs. Eliza

perkins was subject to his order. This is only one example of hundreds

of testimonies of God's hand made manifest in this school having such

high and noble objectives.

Dr. Johnson gave thirty~-two years of his life as President of

Johnson Bible College and nearly a half a century to the work of Christ.

During his years as president he was persistently handicapped by poor
health. Severe headaches, probably migraine, hampered his busy life. In
later years he suffered constant pain from an abrasion of his shoulder

which Hie received from X-ray treatments. When surgery was planned as

the last hope of relief, it was postponed while he was on the operating

table because of his dangerously high blood pressure. During his last

days he travelled to Baltimore to search for relief from the gnawing

shoulder ailment. On a Sunday morning he developed a cerebral hemorrhage.

By the following Tuesday he became critical and then slipped silently into

a coma and death.
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He had an unswerving faith in the promise of the resurrection

He never expressed it more confidently and colorfully than in one

of his sermons:

There has been many a weary mile, many a weary day - foot-sore,
anxious, worried, oppressed with burdens without and within,

we have travelled together, touching elbow to elbow, hand to
hand, and heart to heart. The weary watch will soon be over;
the night of trial will soon be passed and we shall stand -

Oh glorious thought! Oh grand and glorious consummation! - We
shall stand in the presence of the King, transformed, glorified,
made like unto Him....

....May God give us mansions close to one another in that city
and may we gather up the boys that have been and those that
are and those to come and our children and our children's
children in the gospel unto the remotest age, and may we all
take part ourselves and, while others join in the chorus, sing
one grand, sweet song of triumph to Jesus who hath loved the
sons of men and washed them in His blood and may live together
and talk over the times when we had hardships here below, and
may we see the smiling face of Him whom we believe and honor
and may we as His children from every land, sit together in
the sight of His throne and may the rest that is denied us
here, sweet, deep, eternal, on Jesus' breast be ours there,

ages on ages, infinite,

eternal, unending - and so shall we

be forever with the Lord!

From the beginning, Mrs. Johnson had worked side by side with her

husband; her service was given quite as freely as his., And for ten years,

she, due to President J

the institution.

ohnson's afflictions, was virtually the head of

If there is anything in preparation, she was certainly

trained for the task.

leade

was a recurrence of cancer th

coration Day,

For the next two and one-half years she gave vigorous and efficient

rship as president of Johnson Bible College. In 1926, however, there

at had first appeared in 1923. Early on De-

May 30, 1927, her friends rallied to her as the doctor warned

1o, s. Johnson, Johnson's Sermons on the Two Covenants (Hollywood:

01d Paths Book Club, 1949), p. 240.
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the end was near. She conversed with close friends and the next morning
she slipped quietly into the silent halls of death.

Early in their marriage, Dr. and Mrs. Johnson lost their only
child. In a real sense the boys at Johnson Bible College became their
sons. But in the Fall of 1922, a freshman enrolled in the college who
was destined to become not only a son to them but also their chosen heir
to the presidency of Johnson Bible College. Since he had been a commer-
cial student in high school, Alva Ross Brown became the "right arm" of
Dr. and Mrs. Johnson in the office and a joy to their hearts the last
years of their lives.

Alva Ross Brown was born September 7, 1905, in Fairfield, Penn-
sylvania.

He was named Alva Ross Brown for two friends of the family,
J. Alva Hopkins, a preacher whom the Browns admired, and

Dr. Ross McKinzie, the attending physician at the child's
birth. Alva, as he was always called in his childhood, named
afte? a preachei and destined to be a preacher, was the joy
of his parents,

Mr. Brown's parents were of English, Irish, and German extraction.
His father, Edward Brown, was somewhat unstable in the early years. He
va cillated between farming and operating a store near Marion and Fairfield,
Pennsylvania. In 1916 they moved to historic Gettysburg and settled down
into a wholesome home environment.

From the beginning, Alva was a good student and conscientious

about his studies. He was well liked by his school friends and showed

avid interest in sports as a participant and a spectator. FHe entered

1peino Wayne Brown, "Biography of Alva Ross Brown" (unpublished
B. D. dissertation, Dept. of Church History, Butler University, Indiana-
polis, Indiana, 1945), p. 8.
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High School at Gettysburg at the age of 13, and graduated when he was

only sixteen. Nicknamed "Brownie," the following lines were written by

his picture in the school annual:

Alva is the brilliant lad who astonishes us in his use of big
words, especially so in history class, causing many of his
classmates to consult their dictionaries. We are indeed proud
to have so bright a star shining among us, but '"Brownie" is
destined for greater things than merely twinkling in G. H. S.
He tells us he is going to be President some day. This, only

time can answelr.cees

Alva's father and grandfather, Philip Brown, had become a member
of the Christian Church in Maryland. Evidently they were quite faithful
to the tenets of the Christian Church. When they moved to Fairfield, they
were the only residents who were members of the Christian Church and,

consequently, there was no place for them to worship. With the help of

their minister friend, J. Alva Hopkins, they conducted an evangelistic

meeting and started a church. When Alva's family moved to Gettysburg,

they continued to attend in Fairfield despite the distance.

This devoted loyalty made lasting impressions in the soul of

young Alva Brown. Although the church finally died out, several young

people from that church devoted their lives to full time Christian service.

Earlier, while Alva was in high school, an evangelist named

Henry F. Lutz came to Fairfield to hold a meeting. After hearing his

dynamic messages night after night, Alva confessed Christ as his Savior

and was later baptized into Him,

Another influence that helped mould Alva's religious career

was the influence of his mother. "She had always possessed the urgent

l1pid., p. 10.
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desire to be a preacher herself."! Since that dream for herself never

reached fruition, she hoped one of her sons would be called by God.

Before Alva was born, she promised God if he was a boy she would do every

thing in her power to lead him in that direction., She fulfilled her part

of that promise because, by his own admission, she was the strong predom-

inant influence in his life for the ministry. He dedicated his book

Our Lord's Most Sublime Words to her memory.

But of one thing we are certain -- she did not live in vain.

Her life was not easy; many things was she denied and she was

dealt her share of pain; much did she suffer because her

heart was tender and touched by the woes of others. But she

became acquainted with Christ, and that is all that is worth-
She

while, She feasted her soul upon the words of life.
lived for others -- one of the most kindly, most patient, most

generous souls we ever expect to know. So thoughtless of self
was she that we have no satisfactory portrait of her mature
years -- our choicest likeness is but an enlargement from a
snapshot -- no good picture save precious memory which will

be our inspiration until we see her again. And we will meet
her? Oh, that question remains for us to answer, for we are

convinced that with her all is well.

Alva's decision to enter the ministry seemed a foregone conclu-

sion, He chose Johnson Bible College and enrolled in the fall of 1922,

following his graduation from high school. From the beginning, he was

of great help to the Johnsons. He assisted Dr. Johnson with the regis-

tration and the new students thought he was one of the faculty members.
He typed letters for Dr., Johnson and slowly became a respected confidant.

All this special attention aroused a great deal of jealousy among the

student body.

11bid., p. 14,
Alva Ross Brown, Our Lord's Most Sublime Words (Kingsport:

Southern Publishers, Inc., 1930), pp. 183, 184,
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In his biography of Alva Ross Brown, Delno Wayne Brown suggests
this intimate relationship seems to have developed as early as the Spring

of 1924:
During April of that year, Johnson was staying at the Palmer
House in Chicago for a time, and he sent letters to Brown with
the greeting, 'Dear Son Alva.”" He also sent an installment of
a book which he hoped to publish, stating,_ '"I would rather give
it to you than anyone else on the planet."

During his years as a student at Johnson, Alva made a commendable
scholastic record. He became firmly grounded in Scriptural teaching and
learned the great impprtance of prayer. He was committed to the plea for
Christian unity through the restoration of the New Testament Church. He
knew, too, that some day he would be called upon to promulgate these con-
victions as president of Johnson Bible College. For, some time before
Dr. Johnson's death, he and Mrs. Johnson disclosed they had chosen him
to be their successor.

In the Fall of 1926, Alva left Kimberlin Heights to begin his
graduate study at the University of Michigan., It was with deep regret
that he left Mrs. Johnson to carry on the school by herself since
pr. Johnson had passed on to his reward.

During the last days of Dr. Johnson's life he set things in order.
Near the end of his life he made one real appeal in behalf of the Presi-
dent's Trust Fund, which he was building up in order to assure the presi-
dent of his salary.

On October 7, 1922, the Johnsons made their final deed. This legal

document stated that the Johnson farm and the college buildings would be

1Brown, op. cit., pp. 32-33.
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turned over to the trustees on certain conditions. The conditions of the

will are as follows:

(1) That Emma E, Johnson should become the president
if Ashley S. Johnson died first, (2) that the two together,
or the survivor, were to have the power to appoint the next
president, who must be a graduate of the college and whose
tenure of office should extend for life, (3) that there
should be a Board of Trustees of the college, appointed by
the president, nine in number, including the president,
twothirds of whom must be graduates of the school, and
(4) that the president who succeeded the Johnsons should
have the power to appoint his successor in office, a grad-
uate of the school, with the approval of the Board of

Trustees.,

During her last year, Mrs, Johnson was quite ill. She called a

meeting of the Board of Trustees on May 23, 1927, and revealed to them

that Alva Ross Brown was her choice to become her successor as president.

One week later she passed away at the White House, Word of her death

reached Alva while he was in the midst of final examinations at the Univer-

sity of Michigan. Because of this, he could not return to the Johnson

Campus until several days after Mrs, Johnson's funeral.
Alva Ross Brown had the rare distinction of being the youngest

college president in the United States. He was just twenty-one years old,

But like his successor, R. M. Bell, his ascendency to the presidency was

met with hostile forces,

President Brown was marked at the beginning for trouble. Everyone

despised his youth. Some of the students at the college were older and,

thus, began movements against him, Also, the old jealousy concerning his

intimate relationship with the Johnsons reared its ugly head. The trustees

11bid., pp. 39-40.
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tried various suggestions to by-pass the will, Some thought they should
name a chancellor and a field man to serve as a buffer for the time, but
not interfering with the functions of the president. Others suggested
the Board of Trustees appoint an acting president or regent. Many in-
sisted on a voluntary retirement of Dr. Brown with the understanding that,
after a space of five or six years, he would be re-instated. Neverthe-
less, President Brown refused to compromise and held firm to the condi-
tions of the will.

His early years were fraught with the loss of students and suspi-
cious faculty members. The students who did return adopted a belligerent
attitude.L The situation was compounded when President Brown finally
dismissed Dean W. H. Sperry. They could not agree on administrative
policies. The Knoxville News-Sentinel added fuel to the fire by printing
boldly, "Tiny Knox County Kingdom Threatened by Revolution' and "Young
Man, Who Inherited Throne of Johnson Bible College Through Will of

Founder, Dismisses Dean and Stands Stern in His Rights Despite Student

Protest."2

Alumni of the school were inflamed by the newspaper publicity.
Surreptitious scheming took place among the alumni along with the students
at the school, and a thorough inquiry into the financial matters of the
school was demanded. In addition, they demanded that Dean Sperry be re-
instated and President Brown replaced by an older man. President Brown

stood his ground firmly but in a Christian spirit and the revolt died

of its own accord.

l1pid., p. 48.  2Ibid., pp. 48-49.
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Alva Ross Brown soon began to head the school with vigorous leader-

ship. He made plans for a new building on the Johnson Campus in 1929.
His bookkeeping training enabled him to improve the financial system of
He maintained the historic doctrinal tenets of the school

the school.
A new lighting system was added in

established by Dr. and Mrs. Johnson.
order to receive power from Knoxville through the Tennessee Valley Autho-

rity lines. A summer kitchen was built near the boy's dormitory, two new
houses for professors were constructed, furnaces for the professors®' homes

were installed, new machinery for the college well was put into use, new

roofs were added to the college buildings, a barge for crossing the French-
1

Broad River was secured, and the library was built up impressively,

President Brown did not wish the original purpose of training

preachers to be changed in any way. He made this clear in an editorial

in the school paper:
The program in all points focuses in training men to preach
the Word of God, and it is the sincere aim that each course

may contribute to that objective. The college desires to

heed the exhortation of the greatest of all heralds of the
Christian Gospel who wrote under divine guidance, 'Give dili-

gence to present thyself approved unto God, a workman that

needeth not to be ashamed, handling aright the Word of Truth,"?

He made some additions to the course of study to strengthen it and

hired older faculty members rather than using college seniors as previously

practiced by Dr. Johnson. Also, he laid less stress on the Academy than
Dr. Johnson. Under Dr. Johnson there were more students in the high school

Academy than were enrolled in the college.

l1bid., p. 78.
Alva Ross Brown, Blue and White (Kimberlin Heights: February 1,

1935), p. 3.




21

However, fate dealt President Brown's tenure of office a deadly
blow when the depression came. His long range plans for building were
scuttled, especially his prized plans for a new building. The debts
of the school began to mount rapidly. Much of the college property fell
into disrepair. Some of the faculty members were dismissed, and those
who remained were not paid their full salaries.

At the trustee's meeting in May of 1933, Brown reported the college
owed $30,000 to various creditors and that $2,500 was needed to liquidate the
estate of a woman in Washington. Since the President's Trust Fund and the
Teacher's Fund contained $22,000, President Brown recommended this amount
be borrowed from the college funds to pay the debts. The trustees approved
the recommendation but cautioned President Brown against piling up any fur-
ther indebtedness.1 By 1941, the closing year of Brown's life, the school's
indebtedness had risen to $50,000.

The financial burden and frustation of his plans by the depression
took a heavy toll on President Brown, Earlier, while taking an insurance
examination, it was discovered he had leakage of the heart., The stormy
years had left their mark. Even though he had followed the doctor's ad-
vice explicitly, his pressing duties brqught great stress and depression.

He worried a great deal, and his nights were filled with fitful sleep.
He complained of being tired and discouraged. On Saturday, February 23,
he took cold and developed influenza. His condition worsened, and the

doctor hospitalized him. Although the prognosis was encouraging, a sudden

heart attack took his life March 2, 1941,

1grown, op. cit., p. 70.
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President Brown's funeral was conducted in the chapel of Johnson
Bible College. The minister delivered the funeral sermon and stated in
part:

And when he (Ashley S. Johnson) died, a great many people said,
"The heart of Johnson Bible College is dead." And of course

when the heart is dead, the rest of the body is dead. Alva Ross
Brown, a mere boy who many of us thought knew nothing much but
books, was asked to make that heart beat again. And he did. And
not only that, he raised the educaticnal standard. He hasn't in-
creased the size of the college, but I think he has improved its
quality. I didn't think he could do it, and I didn't know any-
body else who thought he could do it, but when I read his first
book, Standing on the Promises, which in reality was a history
of the School and primarily of Dr. Jchnson, I felt much better,
because I saw that he had caught the spirit of Ashley Johnson.

And then when I read his next book, Our Lord's Most Sublime Words,
then I was satisfied because I saw that he had caught the spirit
of the Galilean who came not to be ministered unto, but to minister,
and to give his life a ransom for mary. From that time on, I felt
that the college was in safe hands. And I was happy over the out-
look because he was still in the prime of his life, and he was
living for the college. He had no selfish interest, and his wife
and children were so fine, and fit into the picture so beautifully.
I was happy and you were happy.

Little did that minister realize that in a few short months he was

to be named the successor to the man he had just buried.

1p. M. Bell, "Alva Ross Brown Funeral Sermon,'" Blue and White
(Kimberlin Heights: March 14, 1941), p. 4.




CHAPTER II
AN HISTORICAL PICTURE OF R. M. BELL

It is difficult to assess to what degree we are children of our

time. The interplay of heredity and environment and the compelling reac~-

tion of personalities on their surroundings are indispensable in under-

standing people. For it is in the light of the circumstances which pro-

duced them that they can be understood.

As we begin an investigation into the life and contribution of
Robert Monroe Bell, perhaps a statement by John Dewey will give the

necessary guidelines for this work:

When we see a book called The Life of Lincoln we do not expect
to find within its covers a treatise in physiology. We look
for an account of social antecedents; a description of early
surroundings; of the conditions and occupation of the family;
of the chief episodes in the development of character; of
signal struggles and achievements; of the individual hopes,
tastes, joys and sufferings. In precisely similar fashion we
speak of the life of a savage tribe, of the Athenian people,
of the American nation, '"Life' covers customs, institutions,
beliefs, victories, and defeats, recreations and occupations.l

Robert Monroe Bell was seventy-five years old on June 15, 1964,

A doctor recently announced that he was living in a body biologically

ten years younger. He was born June 15, 1889, near Metcalf, south of

Thomasville, in Thomas County, Georgia.2

1john Dewey, Democracy and Education (New York: The Macmillan

Company, 1913), p. 2
2Interview with R, M, Bell, President Johnson Bible College,

February 3-7, 1964.
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His life began in the midst of tragedy. His mother, Gertrude
Bell, was the daughter of Elizabeth Stringer Mims and Larkin Mims of
Thomas County, Georgia., Before her marriage to Dr. Bell's father, she
was married to a man named Tom Applewhite. They had a daughter, Jessie,
who is still living., Mr, Applewhite was a sheriff, and while attempting
to arrest a Negro, they both shot and killed each other,

Gertrude Applewhite met William Bell in Thomas County, Georgia,
and married him. Their only child was Robert Monroe Bell. His mother
died when he was eight days old.

William Bell, of ScotchsEnglish ancestry, was one of four sons:
Bob, Ed, Scott and William., William's father was one of seven or nine
sons born in Virginia and scattered all over the country.

There is little information about Dr. Bell's three uncles. Uncle
Bob ran a livery stable in High Springs, Florida. When the automobile
began to displace the horse and buggy, he converted his livery stable
into a garage. For some reason he left at the home of Bob's grandparents
a trunk containing some books which fascinated the boy. They were the

only books to which he had access during his childhood. When he learned

to read, the first book he read all the way through was Paradise Lost
which came from that t?unk. Later Uncle Bob sent for his trunk, and it
was burned in a fire which destroyed his home. The family Bible contain-
ing the Bell family records was destroyed.

He never saw his Uncle Ed, who lived in Alabama. Dr. Bell described
him as a "queer duck." He was headstrong and labeled the black sheep of
the family. Once Dr., Bell received a picture of his uncle with a rattle-

snake draped around his neck. A patent-medicine salesman came to town
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with a large rattlesnake which he used to attract the crowds. A local
citizen bet the salesman $15.00 that Ed Bell would put the‘snake around
his neck. The salesman took the bet and lost. Ed put the snake around
his neck, went to a nearby studio and had his picture made. He sent the
picture to Bob, and in a letter he said, "I have handled over four hundred
rattlesnakes but have never been bitten. They won't bite or strike unless

they are molested and then not without warning."1

Uncle Scott lived in Texas and visited Dr. Bell only once when
he was a child. His only impression of that visit was that his uncle was
neat and tidy almost to the point of femininity.

William Bell was very fond of his little step-daughter, Jessie
Applewhite, When his son was born he was greatly disappointed because he
was not a girl. Gertrude died when the baby was eight days old, leaving
William with an eight-day-old masculine disappointment and a very beauti-
ful three-year-old step-daughter of whomh he was very fond, William
wanted to keep the girl and let the maternal grandmother keep the boy.
Grandmother Mims insisted upon keeping the girl and was willing to keep
the boy. Evidently a bitter family quarrel ensued. When the baby was
six months old, the father left both children with their grandmother Mims,
and never returned. Thirty-eight years later, Bob, then a professor in
the University of Tennessee, together with his wife Myrtle and son Bobby,
visited his father in Alachua, Florida,

Jessie was taken by her uncle Jesse Applewhite, and he assumed

the financial support for her. She stayed at his home part of the time

Ige11, Interview (February 3-7, 1964).
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and the rest of the time with her Grandmother Mims,

Dr. Bell recalls seeing his father only one time in his life.
After he was married and had a family of his own, they took a trip to
Florida to see him. Again the hostility between him and Mrs., Mims ap-

peared. He charged that she was a "despot."1

Dr. Bell's early childhood with his grandparents was a happy one.
His Aunt Mary and Uncle Wesley lived at home, too. Both Jessie and
Dr. Bell called Grandmother Mims 'Mama."

Mrs. Mims was an extremely strong woman. Her father was a planta-
tion owner and a man of considerable means. When she married Larkin Mims,
her father gave her two hundred and sixty acres of land, They established
a fine home and had ten children. (Gertrude, Dr. Bell's mother, was the
fourth child). But this bliss was soon marred by the Civil War. Larkin
fought as a Confederate soldier., Like many men, he was never the same
again, He contracted a respiratory disease, probably tuberculosis, and
was weak and sickly the remainder of his life,

Larkin Mims was interested in growing fruit and nuts. He grew
many varieties of peaches, pears, pomegranates, figs, plums, and grapes.
He had the only orange tree in that section, but Dr. Bell recalls, "It was
bitter."?

pr. Bell says that his grandfather had the oldest pecan tree in

that section of the country. Today the prolific pecan section of Georgia

is in that same area.

1Bell, Interview (February 3-7, 1964).
2Ibid., (February 3-7, 1964).
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Since Grandfather Mims died when Dr. Bell was young, he has only
two recollections of him, They owned what was called a "double-pen log
house." The east end of the house consisted of a large living room,
kitchen and dining room, The west end consisted of threec bedrooms. The
two sections were separated by a wide hallway open at both ends and a
porch extending across three-fourths of the front. This long porch and
hallway made an excellent place for small boys to romp and play.

One day Dr. Bell was swinging around the supporting posts of the
porch and catching water in his cupped, upturned palms. His grandfather
spoke sternly, "If you continue to do that, I'll spank you."1 He remem-
bers to this day the threat and the fact that he quit, even though he was
only three years old.

The other experience took place at his grandfather's death. His
body lay in state on a couch in the living room. Later the child attended
the funeral and went to the graveside in a buggy. As they were return-
ing, Dr. Bell said, "There's nobody home but Grandpa." They tried to
reason with him that "We left Grandpa back there." But he could not
comprehend leaving him in the ground.2

Life was not easy after Mr. Mims passed away. Dr. Bell recalls
their diet of biscuits, cane syrup, and butter, three meals a day. There
was fish on rare occasions, when periodically, a fish peddler made his
way in from the Gulf. As far as meat was concerned, they had pork but

no beef. They often ate supper by a torch when the oil ran out.

;Bell, Interview (February 3-7, 1964).
Ibid., (February 3-7, 1964).
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He enjoyed particularly

He knew every facet of plantation life.
the thrill of playing with neighbors who lived several miles away. Once,
when he was very young, a little girl came to play with him, There was

It

a large cotton basket on the front porch, and he was hiding in it.

tipped over in the shuffle of play, throwing him off the porch, and he
He was lame and sore for a while,

landed on his back across a large root.
An X-ray revealed that he

and years later he developed back trouble.
He still suffers from arthritis of

had broken his back from that fall.

the back.
There was a shortage of manpower on the farm, and Dr. Bell soon

Upon her husband's

learned the rigorous side of the plantation life,
death, Mrs. Mims sold half of the farm (one hundred and thirty acres).

Aunt Mary and Mrs. Mims kept the house going while Uncle Wesley, Dr. Bell
and an ex-slave named Prince Footman worked the remaining one hundred and
During the busy season she hired Negro day laborers, and

thirty acres.
Wesley ran the farm.
He claims

Those days made a deep impression upon the growing boy.
The principles

that Mrs. Mims was the most fair-minded woman he ever knew,
She had

she taught became the chief source of inner resources for him,
She

the qualities of a judge in that she was fair to everyone concerned.
With one accord they

enjoyed the reputation of honesty among the Negroes.

said, "Whatever Miss Betsy says is right."
She drilled two things into young Robert Bell's mind: '"Stay out
She was extremely scrupulous about paying

of debt and stay out of jail."
1Bell, Interview (February 3-7, 1964).

21bid., (February 3-7, 1964).
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debts. Every spring she borrowed money from the bank to pay the laborers,
but she never spent anything on herself until the bank debt was paid.

The concepts of truth and honesty were so integral a part of
her life that Dr. Bell never thought white people stole or white women
had illegitimate children until he was in his teens. The knowledge that
such things did happen came a5 somewhat of a shock.

The influence of these strong principles plus hard work provided
a fine mold for character. But circumstances added another strand. When
Dr. Bell was twelve years old, Uncle Wesley fell in love and married.
Naturally he wanted to have his own place, SO he moved. At this tender
age Dr. Bell learned the meaning of shouldering responsibility. With his
uncle's departure he ran the farm. At thirteen he laid by his first farm
Crop.

Mrs. Mims did not settle for just homespun philosophy to rear her
parentless child. She also planted strong religious roots within his
soul. There were two Methodist churches in the area, one in the country
and the other in the village, where preaching was held once a month. She
was a member of the Methodist Church but never said too much about it.
ghe attended regularly but never participated in public demonstration of
her religion. She knelt by her bed for prayers each night, but young
Robert never heard what she prayed. At the church when an altar call was
given, she seemed to avoid any public display. Today Dr. Bell feels this
influenced his own penchant against public demonstration in religion.

Most of us can point to strong personalities who helped shape our

destinies. BY now it is evident that Mrs. Elizabeth Mims was a dominant

s
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influence for good in the life of R. M. Bell, Not only did she provide

a home, but she filled a vacuum where indolence and jrreligion might have
spawned. Without being pedantic, she was able to demonstrate through
1iving the basic fundamentals of life.

In retrospect, pr. Bell is able to pinpoint an experience that
provided 2 turning point for later decisions. One day at home, a former
slave came tO do the washing. As usual, she ate lunch with them and en-
joyed the after-dinner conversation. Wwhile sitting on the porch he over-
heard the woman say to Mrs. Mims, '"When that little child's mother died,
I never thought we would ever see€ him playing in the yard." Mrs. Mims
replied, nThe Lord must nave something for him to do or he wouldn't be
' ore with us."- This affected his \hole life. Later in his ministry he
purposely made friends with children, stopping them at the door of the
church to love and squeeze them. He was convinced that little children,
in spite of their wiggling, hear more in church than most adults. Dr. Bell
feels more importance lies in what the minister does out of the pulpit
than what he says in the pulpit.

The community where Dr. Bell was reared had its share of upstanding
men. They 211 shared the common 1ot of grubbing out a living in the fields
of Georgid. One such man Was Tom Sparks, @ blacksmith in Metcalf, Georgia
Tom was known DY all the youngsters for his jumpy Texas pony. Every Sun-

day he hitched the pony to0 an open buggy and picked up children around the

countryside 1o be in his Sunday School class. Actually, he brought most

of the class with him.

1Bell, Interview (February 3.7, 1964).

———
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When the annual revival meeting was held, Tom Sparks' entire
class joined the church. Dr. Bell was between six and seven years old.
The Sunday they had arranged for baptism he was sick; as a result, he
had to wait another month for the next preaching service. The Sunday
arrived, and he wore 2 new outfit with a large sailor collar. As the
preacher poured water on him, he poured too much, and his collar got wet.
He still remembers the irritation.

Looking back he remembers going to the altar several times but
nothing emotional ever happened. In all honesty he presented himself
for membership in the church because the rest of the class did.

Nevertheless, the sincere loyalty of Tom Sparks made an imprint
on the soul of R. M. Bell. He, 1O doubt, could not remember much of what
Tom Sparks said, but his humble witness added another link in the chain
of events issuing forth in a call from God.

Two years after Uncle Wesley married and left the farm, Mrs. Mims
decided to sell the farm at Metcalf. Bob was fifteen at this time, and

his grandmother no doubt felt the need for older and wiser support. Also,

there were only 2 few years left before Robert would follow the same path

as Wesley.

Therefore, she bought a piece of land in the northern part of the
county, in proximity to & farm owned by one of her sons. Little did they

realize how significant a role this move would play in the future of

R. M. Bell.
A small church named the Spring Hill Christian Church had been

puilt on part of their property. 1t was now the closest church to them.

some of the basic religious convictions Dr. Bell has held through the

B 17 "yt gt [ Bt
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years were born here. writing about his home church, Dr. Bell said:
The first time I visited the Spring Hill Church, I did so out of
pure curiosity. I wanted to see€ how the Campbellites acted. I

was disappointed at their perfectly normal and sane conduct. For

various reasons, 1 returned again and again until I became 2 new

creature in Christe.

In this place the jdea was forged that Jesus did not establish

2 denomination but the church. Such men as R. I. Hinely, Uncle Mose

prumbley, Alex Waters, Whit Goolsby and Hartwell Brinson taught him the

difference between the church and 2 denomination. This concept remains

with him today. Recently he wrote:

Before the undenominational church can be united with the deno-
mination, one of two things must happen: the denomination must
give up the denominationalism, or the church must take on the
character of a denomination. Our brethren who are impatient with
the progress of the Restoration Movement apparently have concluded
that the denominations will never give up their denominationalism;
therefore, they are seeking to npeconstruct the brotherhood." ’

This means, of course, that they will give it the character of a
so that it may amalgamate with other denominations;

denomination,
that the other denominations will accept it.

provided, of course,

pr. Bell had two cousins who were members of the Spring Hill

Church, but his curiosity was intensified by a young girl who caught his

fancy.

Although the worship was much the same, they didn't have an altar
?

and communion wWas served every Sunday. In the Methodist Church he had only

seen this quarterly, when the presiding elder came.

The Spring Hill minister came up on a train once a month from Lake

Park, Georgia. After a short time, DT. Bell noticed a vast difference between

1p. M. Bell, "To My Home church," Blue and White (Knoxville:

1 o9 p' .

msp——
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the preaching of the Methodist and Christian ministers. The Methodist
ministers were excellent story-tellers, but the Christian preacher used
the Bible moTe and expounded jt., Having an insatiable hunger for knowl-
edge, Dr. Bell always learned something each time he heard one of the
Christian ministers.

Everything was going fine for the young Methodist at Spring Hill
until 2 preacher preached a sermon on baptism. At this point he was highly
incensed and offended. The following week Alex Waters, an elder, came
over to visit him. He asked casually, njow did you like last Sunday's

sermon?"

pr. Bell replied, Wi didn't like it. He said sprinkling wasn't
baptism."

nyell, is jt?" replied the elder.

wgure it is," answered DT. Bell.

"ow do you know?"' queried Mr. Waters.

nThe Bible says so," he replied.

nyhere?" asked Mr. Waters. nShow me in the Bible."1

pr. Bell recalled how he fervently wanted to show what the Bible
said, but he didn't know the Bible. During the following week the Methodist
minister was in town, SO he appealed to him for help. The minister's only
ngtay away from that church! They will only upset you." He

counsel was

gave Dr. Bell a pamphlet that seemed convincing to his mind, so he took

it to Alex Waters.

After he read it, he asked, wyho wrote this? Was it one of the

Tge11, Interview (February 3.7, 1964).
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Apostles?" He then turned to the New Testament and read what Peter and
paul had said. Wryly he quipped, "Now that's what the New Testament says
about baptism. What you brought me is what some Methodist minister
thinks about it."! At this point Alex Waters thought he was on the
threshold of victory. After all, hadn't he conclusively presented the
evidence? Actually, he had driven Dr. Bell further away. Although he

could not refute the evidence, in the back of his mind he knew eight

million Methodists, plus all their big colleges, churches and scholarly
teachers couldn't be wrong.

He continued to attend the church, but the relationship was strained
because of the emphasis placed upon baptism. Yet, in all candor, he ad~
mits that he asked for the baptism lectures. Ewverywhere he went he al-
ways seemed able to start an argument about it.

A new breakthrough in the cold war was shaping up when an evange-
list came to conduct an evangelistic meeting at the Spring Hill Church.

E. R. Clarkson was a young man who had been trained as a lawyer. When
he arrived, they purposely placed him in Mrs. Mims' home. They had

banked on Dr. Bell's starting an argument on baptism, and he didn't disap-

point them.

The argumentative lad began warming up to the subject by making

rather pointed remarks. Clarkson quickly made it clear that he had no in-

tention of arguing the subject with him. Dr. Bell persisted by asking,
myill water wash away sins?" And again, "Is a whole river of water more

effective than a cup of water?"

lge11, Interview (February 3-7, 1964).
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Finally Clarkson replied, "What you want me to say is not what I
think., However, what you think is just as important as what I think. But
that which transcends what we both think is what the Bible teaches. If
you have an honest question, 1'11 try to answer it, but I refuse to argue
with you."1

This was the first time a "Campbellite" had valued what he thought.
When Clarkson told him to get his Bible, he knew then the walls were
ready to come tumbling down.

E. R. Clarkson began in the New Testament with Biblical references
which he made Dr. Bell read for himself. This was difficult for him to
do. Even though he was seventeen years old, he had only a fourth grade
education. When his Uncle Wesley married, he dropped out of school to
run the farm, Nevertheless, Clarkson patiently worked with him, making
ad it three or four times until he understood the sense of the sen-

him re

tence. He concluded by saying, "Well, that's it. That's what Jesus, Philip
- 9

paul, Peter, Ananias, and the Holy Spirit say about it. If you want to
argue about it, in reality you must argue with them."2

Dr. Bell saw for the first time that he was wrong and so was the
Methodist Church. Some day he would be immersed, but for now, he sincerely
believed that the "Campbellites' were an ignorant sect.

The emotional build-up leading to a call from God was nearing its
climax. One more personality was needed to provide the catalyst.

R. I. Hinely was the next minister of the Spring Hill Church. He ex-

celled as a Bible teacher. He had the masterful capacity for explaining

1Bell, Interview (February 3-7, 1964) .
21pid,, (February 3-7, 1964).
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difficult Scripturzl truths. Under his preaching Dr. Bell received his
first clear idea about the nature of the church. He saw more clearly the
Christian Church plea that the church was not a denomination. The analogy
of all churches likened to different roads leading to the same place was
not true, Denominationalism was not the original part of the church but
another name for division, The Spring Hill Church was a part of a move-
ment that preached a message whereby all denominations could unite on
6criptural grounds.

Dr. Bell began to experience frequent compelling inner drives to
preach this kind of message. Mrs, Mims had named his Uncle Wesley after
John Wesley, hoping he would become a minister. Maybe he could fulfill
his dream for both his grandmother and himself. In 1908, at the age of
nineteeﬁ, R. M. Bell was baptized into Christ by R. I. Hinely. But it was
more than an obedience to a command of Christ, It was a response to a
call to preach the Gbspel.

The Evangelist, E. R. Clarkson, was a graduate of Transylvania
College. Because of his influence upon Robert, he wrote to Transylvania
for information. He soon found he had neither the money nor the educa-~
tion to begin college work. In the summer of 1910 a young Johnson Bible
College student named Guy Orahood came to hold a revival meeting under
the auspices of the State Society of Georgia, State Secretary John Woods
had employed several Johnson Bible College students to work throughout
the state during the summer. He told Bell about Johnson Bible College
and its unique program of education and work opportunity. He shared this
dream with Grandmother Mims, the pillar of his early youth, and made plans

to enroll at Johnson Bible College. He was now twenty-one years old, and

S | E—
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after the crop was harvested, he took one bale of cotton (seventy-one dol-

lars) which was his year's wages. He bought a ticket, a trunk and some

clothes. He joined Carl Bayless and Guy Orahood and journeyed by train

to Atlanta where Carl, Guy and the other young preachers received pay for

their summer evangelistic work from State Secretary Woods. In September

of 1910 he enrolled at Johnson Bible College.

When Dr. Bell was nineteen years old, he had only finished the

fourth grade. This handicap was caused by the crisis at home when his

Uncle Wesley married. Dr. Bell assumed the responsibilities of the farm

and worked it out of debt. Seeing the need for education, he decided to

attend the Spring Hill Grade School, He hired a man to plow, and in six
months he finished grades four through eight. Before starting back to
school, he procured an elementary arithmetic book and started with the

first problem. He spent most of his spare time at noon and in the evenings

solving problems until he completed the book.

1 When he enrolled in Johnson Bible College, he finished the eighth
i grade grammar and arithmetic at night plus the high school course in three
f years. In addition to this, he worked twenty-five and one-half hours a
| week.
Fach student at Johnson Bible College has ample opportunities to
preach. There has, for some reason, been a shortage of preaching points

close by, thus creating a traveling problem for most students who want to
preach.

Dr. Bell does not remember the exact year he preached his first
sermon, but it took placé at the Christian Church in Tasso, Tennessee.

Hoping to guard his speaking time, he placed his watch on the pulpit.
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Soon he was caught up with his message and lost all concept of time. After
the service a farmer took him home for dinner. Following the meal the
farmer moved out in the yard and while seated under a tree pointedly
asked him, "Are you going to preach as long tonight as you did this morn-
ing?"
"I don't know," he replied. "How long did I preach this morning?"
with a solemn face, his host answered, ''One hour and forty minutes."1
Needless to say, he was never asked to return.
Dr. Bell was never afraid of work., The summer before World War I
began, he sold religious books and Bibles for the Southwest Book Company
in Nashville, Tennessee. A best seller was a book of sermons by a popular
Baptist minister named Lofton. He made seven hundred dollars that summer.
As summer was approaching again, he planned to sell books in
nearby Sevierville. However, as the school year drew to a close, Dr. John-
son approached him about spending the summer in Lannett, Alabama as supply
minister. He was only a Sophomore and naturally felt very inadequate.
But even more important, he didn't have any sermons. Dr. Johnson insisted
that he ought to have absorbed enough by osmosis to get by. He asked L€
he could defer his answer until morning. That night he prayed more dili-
gently than he had ever prayed before. Still he didn't know what the Lord
wanted him to do. The only thing Dr. Johnson had told him about the church

was that he thought they had a nice building. With much trepidation, he

consented to g0.

There were five men in town who had been members of the Christian

Church elsewhere. Dr. Jack Weldon, who had three children, Tom McGuidon,

Tge11, Interview (February 3-7, 1964).
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who had three children, Jack Wheat, who had two children, Mr. Clements

and Mr. Willoughby, who had larger families. Dr., Weldon, a funeral direc-
tor had become acquainted with the other men and learned that they were
interested in establishing a Christian Church in Lannett. Naturally, they
needed a preacher. One of them wrote to President Johnson and asked him

to send one. All the young men who were prepared to preach had already

made their plans for the summer, SO he sent Bob Bell, a Sophomore, with
no experience, no plans, and only three hastily prepared sermons.

Wwhen the fledgling preacher arrived, he was stunned to learn
that there was no congregation, no building, no lot, no plans, no program,
He had three sermons, but no place to preach and no one to preach to. He
began by holding cottage prayer meetings in homes that were sympathetic.

In these prayer meetings he used the prayer meeting topics that were

published weekly in The Christian Standard.

On Sunday, young Bell would attend either the Methodist or Baptist
churches. He found both congregations and both ministers to be very

friendly. On one occasion, the Methodist minister, a middle-aged man
s

attended the cottage prayer meeting (held on Thursday nights, to avoid
conflict with other Wednesday night prayer meetings). On this particular
night, the subject for discussion happened to be baptism.

After the devotional period, consisting of songs and prayers,
young preacher Bell addressed the audience somewhat as follows:

nye are delighted to have Brother Bonner with us this evening. He

is much older than I am, and has been studying the Bible much longer. For

that reason, I am going to ask him to lead this discussion on the subject

of Christian baptism."
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The older minister arose and said in substance:

"You could not have chosen a subject about which I know less.
I do not consider baptism to be a matter of great importance. Therefore,
I have never studied the subject.'" After a few more rambling remarks, he
sat down,
Bob Bell had studied the subject. In his long fight with the
"Campbellites' over baptism, he had studied every scripture remotely con-

nected with baptism and had tried desperately, but unsuccessfully, to

maintain the Methodist position, Within the next few minutes he laid the
foundation for a successful summer in Lannett. He told the audience
exactly what the New Testament says about baptism: what Jesus said, what

the Holy Spirit said, what Peter said, what Philip said, what Ananias

said and what Paul said. From that night he had a following. The people

who attended that prayer meeting went away believing that there was a
young preacher in town who knew his Bible.

Fortunately, no one was offended. The Methodist minister expressed
his appreciation and some time later gave the young preacher and his d=-
veloping congregation another boost., The Methodists had torn down their
old church building and were building a new one. For their Sunday services
they had rented the fraternal hall, a building used jointly by several fra-

ternal orders. The Methodist minister graciously offered the little band
of Christians (yet unorganized) the use of the hall on Sunday afternoons.
The offer was gladly accepted. But the Christian preacher continued to
attend the Sunday morning and evening services of the Methodist and Baptist
churches. Consequently, his Sunday afternoon audiences were made up
largely of Methodists and Baptists. Frequently, both preachers would be

in the audience.
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When the Baptist Church held its revival, Bell not only attended

all the services, but sang in the choir. The people invited him to all

the meals along with the minister and the evangelist. One night young

Bell overheard the evangelist warning the minister, "If you're not careful
»

that young minister will take some of your members."1

pr. Bell obtained permission from the school board to pitch a tent

in the school yard and laid plans to conduct his own revival meeting

Percy Cross was engaged as evangelist for the meeting. It was a splendid

success. A church was organized at the close of the meeting. By the end

of the summer they had 2 congregation of one hundred and fourteen members;
3

a lot on the town square had been donated to them; and three thousand dol-

lars had been subscribed toward a new building.

As the new school term was fast approaching, Dr. Weldon, an in-

fluential member, called a meeting with Dr. Bell and eight other men of

the church. They said, 1"Bob, you can't go back to school this year. If

you do, the work you have begun here will die." Admittedly, this pleased

his vanity. They added more swelling to his bolstered ego by saying,

"We'll give you one thousand dollars plus board and room if you will stay

one more year with us. Then you can go back to school."

In frantic desperation, he wrote Dr. Johnson for advice, saying

he would do whatever he recommended. They all prayed together and agreed

Johnson's advice God's answer. Johnson replied by telegram

to consider Dr.

saying: "Come back even if they offer you five thousand."2

lpe11, Interview (February 3-7, 1964) .
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Dr. Bell returned to college with mixed emotions. He made tenta-

tive plans to return the following summer, if they needed him. The

church hired a minister, but he didn't stay very long. As the summer

approached, he discussed with them the possibility of helping them out

again. About the same time, Dr. Johnson received word from Canada request=-
ing three boys to help out in summer work. Dr. Bell waited for word from
Alabama, but it didn't come. When he didn't hear, he committed himself

to go to Canada. The next day the call came from Alabama, but it was too

late.,

The summer in Canada was very exciting. The Provincial Missionary

Society was starting new churches in three places. Dr. Bell was assigned

to work in St. James, a suburb of Winnipeg, Canada; Glen Carter served

at Portage La Prairie; and Jim Ulmer at Riding Mountain.

The Lord blessed Dr. Bell with a repeat experience of Alabama.

At the end of the summer they begged him to stay on with them., He liked

it extremely well, and since the University of Manitoba was accessible,

he decided to stay. He had been intrigued with the economics course at

Johnson, so he enrolled in economics and history that year at the Univer-

sity of Manitoba.
After this year of schooling, Dr. Bell decided he should return

to Johnson Bible College and his senior year. He returned for the fall

semester in 1917 and graduated with the class of 1918,

When the war began in Europ€ in August 1914, Dr, Bell thought he

was a pacifist. During the time he served in Canada, that nation was in

the war, and Dr. Bell's lack of sympathy was the source of strained rela-

tions on numerous occasions., Gradually, the world situation worsened, and
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our ships were being fired on and sunk in the Atlantic by German U-Boats,

president Woodrow Wilson wrote letters of protest. Finally, President

Wwilson sent Colonel E. M. House to confer with Lloyd George and other

Allied leaders. Someone, presumably Lloyd George, sold Colonel House on
the idea that this was the ''war to save the world for democracy." In turn,

Colonel House sold President Wilson on the same idea. Soon the propaganda

machines began to turn. Dr. Bell began to change his ideas about war, so

he decided to volunteer for the Marines. He was thirty-five pounds under-

weight and was advised he couldn't pass the examination.
Upon graduation from Johnson, he applied for duty in the Navy

Chaplaincy. In the meantime, he followed through with earlier plans to

work for the Christian Women's Board of Missions in Canada. He no sooner

arrived back in Canada when he received word to report for officers' train-

ing at Camp Taylor, Louisville, Kentucky. There were over two hundred

men in his claSS, but fewer than one hundred graduated. On November 11, 1918,

the war ended; consequently, his military career lasted less than three

months.
In 1918, Dr. Bell was discharged from the Chaplaincy, and he re-

turned to Canada as a missionary under the Christian Women's Board of Mis-

sions. He lived in Winnipeg with Dr. Charles and Mary Cornelius. It was

here that he learned to drive his first car, an electric Brougham, owned

by Dr. Cornelius. One day a man driving a new Ford ran in front of him,

and he hit the Ford, breaking all the spokes in the left front wheel.

Luckily, two policemen saw the accident, and he was not held responsible.

Reflecting on this, DT. Bell remarked that he had owned fifteen cars in

his lifetime and had driven over half a million miles. 1In that time he
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had never put a scratch on another man's car until January, 1964, when the

driver of a freight truck forced him to sideswipe an improperly parked car,

doing minor damage to the bumper of the parked car.}

Dr. Bell spent two years this time in Canada, as pastor of a church.

These years were very successful, and the church prospered.

It was during this ministry that he met a man who was engaged in
federating Men's Brotherhoods. He was a part of the Canadian Brotherhood

Federation that raised money for Belgian and Serbian war relief. The man

liked Dr. Bell's preaching and offered him a job federating men's groups

of all churches. This appealed to him because of his avid interest in

unity, He resigned his church and became Provincial Secretary of the

Canadian Brotherhood Federation. His salary was two thousand dollars a

year plus expenses and an additional four hundred dollars if he married.

He was pleased with the opportunity to set up speaking engagements

for his superior in that it gave him an opportunity to promote unity. The

first month he stayed at an expensive hotel in Calgary, Alberta, where his

room rent was ninety dollars per month. Even though he was on an expense

account, his frugal nature forced him to rent a cheaper room.

Time proved this experience disappointing. His job required him

to speak in as many churches as possible and take up an offering for war

sufferers. He usually spoke in two churches on Sunday and occasionally

in one or more during the week. The Toronto office furnished plenty of

promotional material designed to stimulate compassion and increase the

offerings. At the close of each speech an offering would be taken for
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the European sufferers. The audiences were usually small, Consequently,

the offerings were small. Gradually it dawned upon Bell that he was be-

ing used, not to preach the Gospel of Christian Unity, but to raise money

for an organization that needed a lot of 0il for the machinery. The offer-

ings he collected averaged between thirty-five and seventy-five dollars

each service. Out of that came his expenses and salary. Up the line

there were secretaries and general secretaries in both Canada and Europe.

Like Paul, he started out sincerely, but a deep conviction grew upon him

that this wasn't right. He seriously doubted if twenty or twenty-five

percent of the offerings ever reached the war stricken people.

He sat down and wrote to Dr. Johnson explaining his dissatisfac-
tion and asked Dr. Johnson to help him find a church. He told him of his

forthcoming marriage and urged him to send his reply to his fiancee's

home in Jacksonville, Florida.

When Grandmother Mims decided to sell her farm and move closer to

her son at Ochlocknee, Georgia, she bought the Langley farm. The Langleys

moved to Florida and one of the boys left behind a sweetheart, Ethel Castle-~

berry, to whom he was engaged. Dr. Bell found her attractive and respon-

sive to his slightest attention. Soon they were dating, and she returned

the Langley boy's ring. In a short time they were engaged.

They contemplated marriage, but the Spring Hill Church experience

altered Dr. Bell's plans. He determined to get an education and he

doubted that he could go to college and support a wife at the same time,

The Ph. T. degree had not been invented. The custom of "'putting hubby

through" had not yet evolved.
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He talked it over with Ethel and found her in no mood to wait seven

or eight years for marriage. Their affection cooled., He enrolled in John-

son and some time later she married the brother of the Langley boy to whom

she had been engaged earlier.

Several years later Dr. Bell was home from school and he had a

chance meeting with Hthel st 2 pleaie. “She had come up from Florida for

a visit., He was puzzled to know why they had fallen in love in the first

place and was very thankful that they had not married in their teens, be-
fore their ideals and tastes had matured. He tells this story to teenage

college students who are contemplating marriage, hoping to induce them

to wait until they have matured. Each couple, however, thinks that they

are more mature than the average and that their case will be different,

As a young man on the farm Robert Bell was a vigorous coon hunter.

When he was seventeen years old he was on an all night hunt on horseback.

On the way home the hunters stopped off at the schoolhouse to get a drink

from the well, The schoolteacher allowed the children to leave class and

look at the coons, It was then that he saw for the first time a young

girl in pigtails named Myrtle Dekle.

As she grew up, her friendship with Dr. Bell grew. Community ac-

tivities brought them together, and they began dating regularly before

he left for school. When he left for Johnson, they agreed to correspond

with each other but also to date whomever they wished., MHe used to tell

: 1! ’
her, "If you marry me, you are stuck for life."” Their relationship was

kept alive, and it deepened. Finally, in 1920, on his thirty-first birth-

day, they were united in marriage in Jacksonville, Florida, at the home

of Arthur Dekle, by J. T. Boone.
Tholl, Interview (February 3-7, 1964) .




47

Soon after their marriage, a letter arrived in Jacksonville,
Florida, from Dr. Johnson. It was a reply from the letter he wrote from
Canada. Much to his surprise, Dr. Johnson offered him a teaching position
at Johnson Bible College. He had not prepared himself to teach, and, be-
sides, he was not sure he could support a wife on one thousand dollars a
year. He had been making two thousand dollars with a promise of an addi-
tional four hundred dollars as the Provincial Secretary of the Canadian
Brotherhood Federation. Then, too, Mrs. Bell had been used to living
well, especially since she was the youngest and her older brothers and
sisters showered her with love.

They left on their honeymoon, still undecided. One night at
Bainbridge, Georgia, he was awake about midnight, struggling with a de-
cision to reply to Dr. Johnson's offer. Mrs. Bell awoke and said,

"Let's go to Kimberlin Heights, Tennessee.,"

Dr. Bell said, "Do you think we can live on that salary?" And she
replied, "Of course we can."!

Prices were sky-high following the war. When they arrived at
Johnson Bible College in August of 1920} sugar was thirty-three cents a
pound, eggs sixty cents a dozen, and coal fourteen dollars a ton. As a
new professor he was given those subjects to teach that were unwanted by
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