        In his book the Stone-Campbell Movement  Leroy Garrett favorably describes non-Sunday school 


churches as among the most progressive in the conservative Restoration tradition.�  In recent months these 


congregations (of which there are about 200) have had pulpit exchanges with Baptist congregations in 


Muleshoe, Texas, joint services with Baptist and Methodist congregations in Unionville and Lena, Indiana, 


and the Speedway, Indiana church sponsored a forum for unity discussions with Independent Christian 


Churches. Ronny Wade, editor of the Old Paths Advocate laments that these churches “grow more liberal 


every year.” �This growing ecumenism is being recognized by many within the main-line tradition of 


churches of Christ, and, ironically, those in  the non-class fellowship  now may be feared  far more for their 


emerging openness  than when they were  considered “anti.” �David Langford has recently noted that when 


asked about a whole range of  questions non-Sunday school ministers “consistently respond more 


moderately than their mainline peers.” Only three generations after the division  between class and non-


class Churches of Christ only one out of  ten non-Sunday school ministers now make issues such as 


instrumental music and Sunday school a test of fellowship, and only one in three believe that a capella 


singing is the only acceptable form of music in public worship. �  Many would suggest that these churches 


are intentionally reclaiming the unifying vision of Stone and Campbell.  What accounts for this growing 


ecumenism among churches who only a generation ago were known for their radical sectarianism?


Origins


       To answer this question it’s necessary to consider the specific theological and social context in which 


opposition to the Sunday school arose.


Primitivism of the Christian Baptist


     In 1780 Robert Raikes went into the slums of early industrial England and gathered children who, having 


been released from employment on the Sabbath, would be making trouble in the streets. �  Bible classes as 


they were originally conceived were charitable institutions independent of or adjuncts to churches which 


often taught the “church catechism.”  As this practice was increasingly adopted in America, it became a 


target of the early primitivism of Alexander Campbell.  Campbell believed he could usher in the millennium 


by uniting the Protestant denominations through a return to the “ancient order of things.”  In the 1823 


initial installment of the Christian Baptist, Campbell  attacked Sunday school organizations as one of the 


“hobbies of modern times.” �  Thereafter some Churches of Christ would oppose age-divided classes on the 


same basis that instrumental music was opposed—they were human innovations for which  no warrant could 


be found in the “divine constitution.” 


        Of course Campbell later came to embrace the Sunday School as he did the Missionary Society after it 


became clear that the way to unity was not in restoring primitive Christianity as much as it was emphasizing 


the “common” Christianity of all Protestant parties�. Especially as Bible classes came to be implemented 


under the auspices of local congregations Campbell’s opposition to them turned into avid support.  Yet, as 


Richard Hughes very ably argues, Churches of Christ are the heirs of the early Campbell of the Christian 


Baptist—not the later Campbell of the Harbinger. � While many in the Stone-Campbell tradition did not 


share Campbell’s millennial hopes nor his ecumenism, they found in the primitivism and sectarian tone of 


the early Campbell a theology and piety which protested the complex social structures and the growing 


inequality of the gilded age. By appealing to Biblical silence heirs of the Christian Baptist could resist 


growing institutional complexity and all symbols of social stratification.


Democracy


    Nathan Hatch, in his seminal work, The Democratization of American Christianity, argues that the Stone- 


Campbell Movement, like most Protestant religion on the frontier, sought to take ecclesiastical power from 


existing structures and place it in the hands of the common man.  While there was a long tradition of 


evangelicals calling into question the spirituality of individual clergyman, “the Christians now took the 


liberty of slandering the entire profession as money-grubbing tyrants.” �  No doubt Campbell saw the clergy 


and creeds  as the chief obstacles to Christian union, and in the Christian Baptist his attacks on  clergy are  


unrelentingly merciless.  Elias Smith, a Jeffersonian Republican, sought to overthrow the Federalist and 


Congregational establishment in New England. He wrote in the Herald of Gospel Liberty,  “Many are 


republicans as to government, and are yet but half republicans, being in matters of religion still bound to a 


catechism, creed, covenant or superstitious priest.” � In dissolving the Springfield Presbytery Barton Stone 


and others were abolishing a power structure so “that the people may have free course to the Bible.”  


Candidates for ministry were now free to take their license to preach only “from God.”  The church 


was to “resume her native right of internal government.”  In short by abolishing creeds and all religious   


structure except for the local congregations the “oppressed” could go “free, and taste the sweets of gospel 


liberty.�


          By 1840 Campbell and others within the Movement began to make peace with social structures and 


American society in general.  But the forebears of the Churches of  Christ did not.  Benjamin Franklin


stood low in the opinion of Campbell and others in the maturing Restoration Movement, but Robert 


Richardson admits he had “great popularity with a certain class of minds of which we have a  great many in 


the Reformation.” �  When Franklin started the American Christian Review he did so hoping it “might turn 


out to be another Christian Baptist.” � It was these radical democrats, continuing to be repulsed by clergy, 


wealth, power and complex social structures and  continuing to share the primitivist hermeneutic of the 


Christian Baptist, who formed the Churches of Christ in the later ninteenth century.


Rural, Lower-Class Consciousness


   These lower-class democrats still would not reconcile themselves to any kind of clerical power aside from 


local elders.  One of the great “innovations” of the nineteenth century which was a source of tension 


between Disciples and conservatives is often overlooked—the advent of the  “hireling pastors as  tools of 


the well-to-do.”� Austin McGary’s insistence on rebaptism has been well documented, but he explicitly 


stated that he began The Firm Foundation in response to J.W. McGarvey’s desire to “give the pastor  that 


plea and power that modern pastors now occupy in our city congregations.” � David Lipscomb had long 


objected to Bible colleges because they threatened to establish “a distinct order of clergy” who would lord it 


over the laity. �I.C. Stone classed Bible colleges as one of the “four leading departures” of the nineteenth 


century because such institutions produced “proud plug-hat pastors; our liberal and broad-gauged preachers 


and editors.”�  


        The pride of located ministers was often associated with pretentious urban living.  The wickedness of 


American cities was a recurrent theme in the church papers of the late nineteenth century, and conservatives 


saw big towns as “centers of moral, religious, political and economic heresy.”�  As the Disciples moved 


from sect to denomination seeking to be relevant to a more affluent, urban middle class, there was a good 


deal of talk about reaching the urban poor, but this only brought a backlash of conservative criticism which 


suggested that “the way to reach the masses was simply to get down on the level of the masses like Jesus 


did."�


        Rural lower-class consciousness fueled opposition to a located ministry.  One conservative writes, “For 


the liberal pastor the modern rendering of the great commission appears to be go into the big cities and 


preach the gospel where people will pay a good salary and entertain the preacher in good style.” �Daniel 


Sommer understood the division to be largely the result of urban Disciples religion.  “Churches as 


assembled in large cities gradually became proud, or, at least sufficiently worldly-minded to desire 


popularity, and in order to attain that unscriptural end they adopted…the hired pastor, choir, instrumental 


music, and man-made societies.”�Much has rightfully been made of sectional resentments being a source of 


division between Churches of Christ and Disciples, and there is no doubt that division occurred along 


sectional lines.  But that is because, partly as a consequence of the war,  class and agrarian prejudice came 


to be more and more located in the south and the  remote Midwest. � One blunt agrarian wrote. “City 


churches gape for the flutes, horns and organs because the opera, theater and sangerfest have educated them 


to it.” �


Liberal Theology


    Yet, it would not be accurate to assume that Churches of Christ arose simply because they were culturally 


out of step with prosperous, urban Disciples’ of the gilded age.  Nineteenth century conservative Disciples 


were responding to fears about emerging Biblical criticism. Churches of Christ found in the primitivism of 


the early Campbell a means for resisting theological liberalism.  In 1884 the Editor of the Old Paths writes, 


“If expediency be permitted to disturb  the recorded practice of the primitive church, it is not difficult to 


foresee that doctrines might be subjected, by those who exalt human reason, to modifications and 


improvements  to meet the circumstances of the times.�C.H. Wetherbe much later but still considering the 


Disciples as brethren writes, “I am confident that if our radical brethren would so express their convictions 


on the question of higher criticism that their language would have the same meaning to our people as it has 


to them, the people’s eyes would be opened at once, and their influence would be gone.” �Even Disciple 


historian  David Harrell admits, “most perceptive conservatives understood that moderate disciples were far 


from theological liberals, but they clearly saw that their actions created an ecclesiastical…milieu that could 


and did accommodate liberalism.” �


       And so Churches of Christ emerged as largely lower-class rural folk, enamored with  democracy, who  


found in the primitivism of the early Campbell a means to resist  ecclesiastical and possible theological 


changes which they saw as citified, elitist and controlling. 





Primitivism and Democratic, Lower-Class, Rural Opposition to the Sunday School


     A generation after the division between Churches of Christ and the Disciples, Churches of Christ 


underwent another division over the use of age-divided classes for the same sociological and theological 


reasons.  Generally speaking, the Sunday School was not a divisive issue in  the population centers that 


adopted the practice before the turbulent times of the instrumental music controversy in the late 19th  


century. However, in more rural and frontier areas where the Sunday school developed much later  Sunday 


School was  more apt to be viewed as part of  a rising tide of innovation. When J. E. Dunn arrived in Peoria, 


Texas in 1898 he found the church not only divided over the instrument, but also over the Sunday school.�  


F. Duckworth saw  the establishment of Bible classes as evidence of the “human tendency to drift with 





the tide” of innovation.� “[Sunday School] is an innovation,” N.L. Clark lamented. “I cannot see it in any 


other light.”� This rural, long-standing passion about the prohibitive nature of Biblical silence coupled with 


the militant spirit of Firm Foundation, where printed opposition to the Sunday School first developed, may 


explain why the strength of non-class churches has been in Texas—especially west Texas. 


        The first written debate on the Sunday School issue appeared on the pages of Firm Foundation in 


1906. There N.L. Clark opposed classes on a number of grounds which can be traced back to the early 


Campbell, and informed opposition to Sunday school continues to trace its roots to the primitivism of 


the Christian Baptist. � First, Campbell objected to the Sunday school because such an organization could 


not be found in the primitive church of the New Testament.� In fact, the initial installment of the Christian 


Baptist attacks such unscriptural organizations as inherently hierarchical, unnecessarily complex, and 


fragmentary to the home.


Their churches were not fractured into missionary societies, Bible societies, education societies; nor did they dream of   organizing such…The head of a believing household was not in those days a president or manager of a board of foreign missions; his wife,  the president of some female education society, his eldest son the recording secretary of some domestic Bible society; his eldest  daughter, the corresponding secretary of a mite society; his servant maid, the vice president of a rag society; and his little  daughter, a tutoress of a Sunday School. They  knew nothing of the hobbies of modern times.  In their church capacity alone they moved. �


     Second, Campbell objected to Sunday school religious tracts, the object of which was to “bring 


[children] under the domination of some creed or sect…as if the Bible dare not be trusted in the hands of a 


layman without a priest…at his elbow.” �Sunday School tracts were seen as  making people dependent for 


they came to rely on literature disseminated by a centralized and powerful hierarchy.  Third, Campbell 


objected to Sunday School in a strikingly democratic way when he told parents, “by the law of nature…as 


well as by his written word you are ordained to be the only preachers of the gospel, properly so called, to 


your own offspring.” � Nobody could assume the responsibility of a  parent in teaching his children, and for 


some clergyman  to do so was seen as a usurpation of natural as well as Biblical authority.


       Eighty-two years later, Clark’s opposition to the Sunday School is remarkably similar.  Sunday School 


literature was selected by “denominationalists” who divide the church with creeds and who tend to “make 


the child dependent” on tracts while “ignoring special needs” of local churches.� Over and again Clark 


hammers home Campbell’s primitivism, “Where, oh where is the Bible authority for Sunday School?” � 


Also, like Campbell, Clark thinks the Sunday school usurps parental rights and authority.  Clark objects to 


the use of women teachers, but most revealing is his  linking the Sunday school with the “hired pastor”  and 


his belief that together they were undermining local congregational development and authority.


Now the way most churches that have a Sunday school do is this:  The sisters and a few brethren meet at 10:00 to  teach children for an hour in a Sunday School, and the church convenes at 11:00 to be …entertained by a hired  pastor for thirty or forty minutes…”the pastor” administers the supper, they sing a hymn and all go out.  The result  is that church soon learns to depend upon the preacher for it spiritual life and entertainment (especially), the elders become mere honorary supernumeries so far as the public work of the church is concerned, the sisters are  encouraged tomake rapid strides toward the pulpit and eldership, the talent of brethren in the church is not developed, the evangelist stays home and pastorates the brethren…with the Sunday School and “pastor” to do our teaching in the church we can never develop an efficient eldership… �


Like Lipscomb, Clark feared a “distinct order of clergy” that would be authoritative and upon which 


commoners and local elders would be essentially subservient.  In this sense opposition to the class system 


reflects the fiercely democratic convictions which have often characterized the Restoration Movement and 


its fight against clerical and ecclesiastical power.


        Clark also saw building large church facilities as a sell-out to the world culture.  He said of  church of 


Christ architecture “Costly pews, fine windows, elegant furniture, lofty spires… Some of our brethren 


simply omit the pipe organ and follow suit on every other point. �R.P. Watson concurred.  He objected to 


building Bible classrooms at Denton, Texas as “extravagance in the extreme.”  In building such the brethren 


“were prompted by no other spirit than the spirit of pride.” �R.F. Duckworth noted that “when Jesus came 


into this world he came as a poor man…A church that is really concerned about spiritual growth hasn’t the 


time to spend in the accumulation of great funds.” � While one might sense a bit of class envy in some of 


this, it is  far more important to see that for these men it was a central part of Christian piety  to refuse  to 


participate in  the power structures of this world. 


         This difference in opinion about the Christian’s relationship to culture was clearly seen in the 


difference between non-class and class church reponse to World War I.  The Gospel Advocate had since its 


inception been pacifist and non-participatory in government, but during the war it caved in to government 


pressure and stopped publishing pacifist articles.  But the Apostolic Way, the non-Sunday school paper, 


standing in the tradition of David Lipscomb, continued to publish pacifist articles against participation in 


the mainstream culture and its evil objectives.  The war “galvanized  a Non-Sunday School protest against 


the mainstream church’s pro-war stance.”� While by no means did all Non-Sunday school church members 


share the Apostolic Way’s strict separationist stance, the mainstream church’s rapid abandonment of 


Lipscomb’s non participation in politics doctrine reinforced the Non-Sunday school perception that the 


main-line church had become too accommodating, following the lead of capitalist culture.  When culture 


dictated the church’s course, descent into theological liberalism, a huge controversy in most other traditions 


during the period, was surely not far off.


        And again, agrarian bias had a part in generating division over the Sunday school. The final argument 


against Sunday schools Clark made in his initial printed debate in 1906 was a pragmatic one.  Bible classes 


were ineffective means of rearing children in the faith, the models for which were based in urban industrial 


culture rather than in scripture.  Clark writes, ”How do I know that Sunday School literature has been a 


failure?  By its fruits.  It has been the principal source of Bible knowledge in our cities.  Behold what a 


dearth of Bible knowledge exists among those who have been reared in the very lap of the Sunday 


School!”�  There can be little wonder why division again occurred largely along rural/urban lines.


History


  In 1903 Gunter College was founded in Gunter, Texas and was connected with a stance against the Sunday 


School.  It was well staffed.  N. L. Clark was its first president until 1912 when Alfred Elmore assumed the 


presidency. Over the next twenty-five years this school produced many influential leaders who would 


champion what they perceived to be the Apostolic pattern of church instruction. In 1908 G. H. P. Showalter  


purchased Firm Foundation and began to challenge some of the anti-Sunday school sentiment that had been 


expressed by N.L. Clark and G.A Trott within its pages. In 1913, a graduate of Gunter, Clarence Teurman 


would join G.A Trott and W. J. Rice as an editor of a new publication, the Apostolic Way.  It would quickly 


be known as the anti-Sunday school paper as the front page displayed two big squares on which were 


written “The Assembly” and “The Home” signifying the perceived Biblical pattern for church instruction.�  


Through the printed medium of this publication and in many debates in succeeding years  the disagreement 


over the use of Sunday schools hardened into bitter division.  Most date the eventual division over the  


Sunday school to the year 1925 when R. F. Duckworth published in the Apostolic Way a list of evangelists 


who opposed the Sunday school.  This exclusive list was felt necessary because “congregations were being 


imposed upon by Sunday-school preachers coming into their midst claiming to be sound, and while there, 


sowing seeds of discord.” �


          But the anti-Sunday school churches soon divided over other issues.  The Apostolic Way printed both 


articles which supported and opposed the use of individual cups in communion.  Such tolerance of diversity 


was too much for H.C. Harper to take, and he soon started another paper, The Truth (later the Old Paths 


Advocate) around which opponents of “cups” would rally. �  By the early thirties debates between Harper 


and J. N. Cowan  began to harden attitudes, and yet another division would solidify over following decades.





  For years Alfred Elmore in the Gospel Echo and W. J. Rice in the Gospel Missionary followed  the lead of 


previous Restoration thinkers in asserting that Acts 2:42  proscribed a particular sequence or order of 


worship which prohibited any variation in the assembly. But by the 1930’s and 40’s such diversity of 


opinion was not to be tolerated.   A complex series of events which involved personalities as much as 


doctrinal conviction led to yet another division between the editors of the Old Paths Advocate and the  


followers of J.D. Phillips who began  editing yet another paper entitled, The Truth, in which he continued to 


advocate the Acts 2:42 order of worship position. This disturbance failed to finally harden in the way others 


did in part because of Phillips’ eventual association with R. H. Boll who introduced Phillips to the grace 


filled writings of K.C. Moser.  Thereafter, he became open  to the possibility of unity in some diversity.�


        By mid-century, then, there were at least three distinct groups within churches of Christ who opposed 


the Sunday school.  There was the order of worship group.  There was the one-cup group which was 


essentially pacifist and remained opposed to the “located pastor system.”  The other group followed the 


more irenic leaders like N.L. Clark, Alva Johnson, a well known and successful evangelist, and G.B. 


Shelburne, who began a more peace-loving paper, Gospel Tidings in 1936.  This group either used 


individual cups or did not make such an issue a test of fellowship, and over time these churches either began 


to use  or ceased to object to located ministry.


        It is this later group which has undergone significant change since 1965 and whose ecumenism is being 


noticed by a great many.


Transformation


       There are a number of ways in which one might attempt to account for the growing ecumenical spirit   


among multiple-cup, non-class churches whose traditional identity and history have been overwhelmingly 


factious.  Nancy Ammerman  has pointed out that “fundamentalists who live in essentially traditional 


communities may share many beliefs with their urban fundamentalist cousins, but they do not share their 


militant separatism.”� Non-Sunday school churches are certainly primarily located in traditional 


communities, but often across the road from another Church of Christ which lives in the same community 


and which does not share its tolerance.  While it may also be true the non-class fellowship is relatively more 


sheltered from contact with moral relativism and the theological liberalism which pervades urban main-line 


Protestantism, some of the most open non-class churches are located in cities in closest proximity to 


religious liberalism and worldliness.  Thus, Ammerman’s work among Baptists does not provide a sufficient 


model for understanding  the non-class church’s change.


From Sect to Denomination


      Part of the transformation might be understood  as the  move from sect to denomination which seems to 


characterize many religious bodies. This greater willingness to engage other religious groups and participate 


in at least some aspects of contemporary mainstream culture can be seen in many evangelical churches. And 


so the changes in non-Sunday School churches may be seen in the broad context of contemporary 


conservative Protestantism.  Jeffrey Hunter has powerfully documented a growing tendency among 


evangelicals to value what he calls an “ethic of civility” or a socially conditioned desire to be tolerable to 


others. �  This may be operative in non-Sunday School churches more than any of its leaders would care to 


admit. Nevertheless, many transforming influences upon these churches can only be understood within their  


particular context in the Stone-Campbell tradition. 


Waning of the Democratic Ethos 


      One reason the passionate militancy against the Sunday School has subsided in some quarters is that the 


non-class brotherhood  has lost much of its nineteenth century democratic ethos as its members have 


increasingly become middle-class participants in suburban institutions and stratified society. Opposition to 


the Sunday school has waned as  fears of institutional and clerical domination have subsided. While 


occasionally an opponent of the “class system” may claim that Sunday Schools are mere tools of 


indoctrination, very few now suppose that in opposing Sunday School that they are standing up against 


authoritarianism, clerical power, and institutional structures which perpetuate creeds, stifle the conscience, 


and enforce uniformity.  And in those places where Sunday school continues to be strenuously opposed in a 


sectarian way its use is still strongly identified with an intellectual arrogance and wealthy pride which seeks 


to participate in the power structures of mainstream culture. �


The Doctrinal influence of Clark and Shelburne


       Essential to any understanding of the transformation among non-class churches is an appreciation of the 


irenic influence of G. B. Shelburne Jr. and his mentor, N. L. Clark (1870-1956), who together have been the 


most influential personalities throughout this century. “Irvin Waters has called Clark the father of the non-


class movement.” � Clark, educated at a Baptist college and the University of Mississippi,  moved to Texas 


in 1892 to teach school.  He was converted in October 1895 and began preaching in December of that same 


year.� His  scholarship was immediately recognized, and he became a co-editor of Firm Foundation on the 


pages of which he conducted the first printed discussion of the Sunday School issue  with R. L. Whiteside  


in 1906.  From the outset of the debate, to the dismay of many on both sides of the issue, Clark made it clear 


that he did not make one’s opinion about the Sunday school a test of fellowship.  “I am opposed to division 


among the people of God on account of such questions as the ones before us.” �Throughout the ensuing 


years of controversy, though most often misunderstood and maligned as simply soft on the issues, Clark was 


steadfast in pleading for unity in a diversity of opinion and practice.  


       One wonders over what other “such questions”  Clark would have refused to divide.  In 1947 defending 


a lifetime of this practice of unity in diversity Clark said he had worshipped with Sunday School brothers 


and had “always treated…one-cup brethren, premillennialists and others in the same [brotherly] way.” � 


But how many others would he fellowship? A hint can be found in a column he wrote in Firm Foundation 


in 1907. Defending his stance against Sunday School and at the same time his desire to be in fellowship


with those who used it, Clark also added, “I believe too much haste has been made in many instances in 


dividing churches over other innovations.”� This is perhaps a cautious way of objecting to the division over 


the missionary society. As Clark argued that the Sunday school did not fit the patterns of teaching revealed 


to be in the primitive church,  he had to respond to critics who said that there were no such specific patterns 


for church instruction.  But he  responded, “ these same brethren [who claim there is no pattern for 


instruction] claim they can read in the New Testament a method of doing mission work so clearly revealed 


that we ought to make it a test of fellowship in the church.” .� Clark clearly would not have made the 


missionary society a pretext for division.  


        In fact, Clark essentially abandons the anti-institutional argument in opposing the Sunday School.  


Clark was forced to defend his use of classes at Gunter College where he was president and teacher.  How 


could he object to divided classes on Sunday and use them Monday through Friday?  Clark’s response was 


formative.  “My teaching as a Christian is one thing and the work of the church of Christ when assembled 


for worship is quite another.” �“I can do many things as an individual Christian which the church cannot 


do.”� Campbell, McGary and others in the history of the Movement had opposed Sunday Schools as 


conceived by Robert Raikes on the grounds that they were unscriptural organizations which usurped the 


local church’s autonomy.  But they became strong advocates of the Sunday School when it began to 


function under the auspices of the local congregation.  Clark, however, felt just the opposite.   Individual 


Christians could perform good works and develop institutions at will.  It was only the church that was 


bound by strict construction of the divine constitution.  Silence was prohibitive only in matters of church 


polity and practice.


         By the late 1940’s many of the one-cup and no-located preacher tradition were very concerned about 


G.B. Shelburne’s introduction of a Bible Training Work in Kerrville, Texas.  Along with the long-standing 


problem with the use of multiple cups in communion, there were cries against the Training Work 


reminiscent of David Lipscomb’s opposition to ministerial colleges.  Paul and Leland Knight published the 


Church Messenger in Booneville, Arkansas.  Being fearful of Kerrville’s  capacity to produce “pastors” that 


would usurp congregational authority, they  attacked the motives of Shelburne and others involved with the 


training work.  But what most troubled them was Shelburne’s willingness to have fellowship with those who 


used  innovations. In a landmark 1947 Gospel Tidings article Shelburne opposed classes but resolutely 


“refused to be a part of a sect, anti-Sunday school or otherwise.” �Paul Knight would later respond, “…I do 


not believe sin and digression can be covered with love…all in all there seems to be a strong tendency to 


disregard for the law of God and be guided by their own notions and think-sos, and leave off all the fighting 


an love everything to death.” �In June 1947 Clark weighed in with Shelburne and continued to resist the 


sectarian way in which the Sunday school question was being handled.  He asks:


I should like for those who wish to make the Sunday School such a rigid test of fellowship to tell us what we should do about the cup question, the wine question, the order of worship question, the premillennial question etc. etc. Shall we make every man’s view on any of these subjects a test of fellowship in the churches?  If not, why not?  If so, who among us is qualified to write our creed specifying exactly what we must believe, how we are to worship, where we may preach and so on…do not try to make a law for the church of Christ where he has given liberty. �


      Would Clark allow such freedom even on issues like instrumental music? G.B. Shelburne Jr. says 


frankly in recent correspondence, “I have always considered all who have truly obeyed the gospel.. my 


brethren…I got these views largely from my father and N.L. Clark who viewed things as I have stated.  I 


never remember hearing Brother Clark express himself on making the instrument a test of fellowship, but I 


feel certain he did not, although he strongly opposed it in Christian worship…” �


        Perhaps Clark and Shelburne’s opponents saw more clearly than their supporters the ecumenical 


implications of allowing such Christian liberty. While both Clark and Shelburne  were hesitant about 


explicitly saying that opposition to the instrument was not a legitimate test of fellowship, their capacity for 


accepting much wider diversity was not lost on their opponents.� Clearly what is most important about 


these firm stands for unity is not what they said, but what they simply implied.  The brethren who supported 


the Kerrville Training work were making a distinction between sharing in a practice and sharing with 


people.  They were rejecting the notion that acceptance of a brother or sister is tantamount to accepting all 


of their opinions.  


         Even more fundamentally they were saying that salvation does not come through correct 


understanding or obedience. By the early twentieth century the legalistic thinking of many within Churches 


of Christ gave every issue of church polity and practice great sotereological significance. For instance in the 


famous 1926 debate between J.N. Cowan and Daniel Sommer in Sullivan, Indiana over the Sunday school 


issue, both men were affirming that the Church of Christ each represented was the only true church of 


Christ.� Clark, Shelburne, and others at the Kerreville Training work were challenging this heresy. While 


Shelburne continually insisted that he was not pleading for “carelessness with the Lord’s commands,”  his 


actions implied that salvation did not come through a perfect restoration of the ancient order, but through 


faith in Jesus and his atoning work. �It would only be a matter of time until it occurred to many of those 


following  Clark and Shelburne’s lead that the same kind of liberty they were extending to the “class 


brethren” could just as easily be extended to a Calvinist, or a piano player!


Reaction to Sectarian Extremes


   It is not unprecedented in the history of American Christianity that toleration emerges after sectarianism is 


taken to an extreme.�  And, it is perhaps no coincidence that the most ecumenical Church of Christ leaders 


in the twentieth century have come from the extreme right of the tradition.  Carl Ketcherside was the leader 


of the Sommerite party opposing located minstry before he was to undergo a transformation that led him in 


a completely ecumenical direction.  The same is true of Leroy Garrett who had been a loyal member of anti-


institutional churches of Christ in the late 1950’s.  J. Irvin Waters whose 1970 address at Lubbock Christian 


University calling for a renunciation of  sectarianism  was said to have been “absolutely electrifying” came 


from the one-cup tradition.�  Larry Hart in a 1979 Restoration Quarterly article suggests that non-Sunday 


school churches have lived among the most bitter forms of sectarianism for so long that they have grown  


sick of fighting and now want no more of it.�Gene Shelburne, the son of G.B. and senior editor of the 


Christian Appeal whose books have sold well throughout conservative Restoration circles, in a recent 


correspondence suggests that these churches have seen first-hand the inevitable fruit of sectarianism taken 


to it’s logical extreme and no longer wish to “do church” that way.  David Langford, a life-long member of 


non-Sunday school churches and the minister at the now thriving Quaker Avenue Church in Lubbock, 


admits that the failure of divisiveness “opened our eyes to the possibility that there might be something 


wrong with us.”  The  relatively small size of the fellowship made it easier to see the inevitable fruit of 


sectarianism. While Langford does not think non-Sunday school churches were any  more sectarian than 


some other parts of the Restoration tradition, he says it “takes less poison to kill a smaller horse.” �


Epistemology 


     Along with the whole of American culture, non-class Churches of Christ have come to see that their 


convictions have been formed in a particular context, and there is an increasing willingness to see oneself as 


part of a tradition which has greatly influenced thinking on a whole range of issues.  While few of the 


members of this fellowship could be considered “post-modern” the post modern critique of pure reason has 


undermined many people’s confidence in their ability to be “sure” about many complex issues. Anecdotal 


evidence strongly suggest that disagreements are much less likely to be attributed to impure motives or 


rebellion against God as they were in previous generations. Lyndon Latham, a veteran minister among non-


class churches highly respected for his exegetical work, says frankly, “the bit of learning I have 


acquired…has not given me more confidence, but it has given me more humility and made me more tolerant 


toward others who struggle to know truth and who started with a different set of givens.” �As members of 


non-class churches live in more complex worlds, they are more willing to acknowledge the complexity of 


issues and see how their own context influences Biblical interpretation.


Restoration History 


       An awareness of the Restoration history is another reason for the rapid transformation of the Non-class 


fellowship. The growing identification with the Restoration tradition has made transitions more palatable 


because  changes are not seen as rejecting one’s heritage, but as reclaiming the best parts of it.  In a 1989 


reconciliation letter written by Dr. Thomas Langford, the Quaker Avenue congregation in Lubbock sought 


to mend relationships between estranged groups by directly appealing to the ecumenical tradition within the 


Stone-Campbell movement.� 


       Influential leaders have found their ministries turned around by a study of Restoration history.   It was 


in a visit to the Presbyterian Church in Ahorey Ireland where Thomas Campbell once served as pastor that 


Carl Ketcherside asked  Jesus into his heart and began a thorough study of the Restoration tradition which 


revolutionized his thinking about unity.  During the 1960’s after he began publishing his new understanding 


of salvation and the basis for unity in Mission Messenger, Ketcherside and a kindred spirit, Leroy Garrett, 


were ostracized in the main-line Churches of Christ.  However, their reception in non-class circles was


much warmer. It is fair to say Ketcherside and Garrett’s  influence and emphasis in understanding the 


tradition in which churches of Christ stand have been extraordinarily influential. � Gene Shelburne, editor 


of the Christian Appeal, in a move very uncharacteristic of any mainstream Church of Christ publication in 


the 1960’s, published a glowing report of the July 1966 meeting between all three streams of the 


Restoration Movement at Bethany  College. In that issue he acknowledges the ecumenical influence of his 


Restoration roots.�  Irvin Waters’ transformation from a self-described partisan of the one-cup churches 


may be in part attributed to his growing understanding of the Restoration tradition .�While rejected by most 


of the churches with whom he worked for years, Waters’ teaching ministry in Restoration History has been 


quite influential among  churches of Shelburne’s stripe.  


         In 1939 Leo S. Miller, raised in the non-class, one-cup, no located preacher, pacifist tradition,  came 


to Indiana having done some undergraduate work at Abilene Christian College.  He eventually began 


teaching at Indiana Central University in Indianapolis where he served as Vice President until his retirement 


in 1980.  But during his career he served over two dozen non-Sunday school congregations performing 


hundreds of baptisms, weddings and funerals for congregations that did not have located ministry.  On one 


occasion in Lena, Indiana he converted over twenty persons. In the spring of 1960 he contracted the mumps 


and was unable to perform his duties at the University commencement.  Bedfast for a few days, he read 


Richardson’s Memoirs of Alexander Campbell.  He later confessed, “I couldn’t put it down… that book 


changed my understanding of everything.  It totally changed my view of the church.” �Thereafter he used 


his enormous influence, quietly softening many attitudes by his teaching which in later years quite often 


drew upon the resources of Restoration history and tradition.


Conclusion


        Non-Class Churches of Christ were born out of the same primitive hermeneutic and the same rural, 


democratic revulsion to institutions, wealth and social stratification which fueled the division with the 


Disciples a generation earlier.  As mainstream Churches of Christ, like the Disciples had before them, 


increasingly adopted a different relationship to urban and suburban culture and began to use located 


ministers and Sunday schools so long opposed, despite the efforts of a few more unity-minded leaders, Non-


Sunday School churches largely left the fellowship in protest.  In the last thirty five years one third of the 


non-Sunday school churches, following the more tolerant lead of Clark and Shelburne, have themselves 


entered the typical transition from sect to denomination and have become mainstream participants in 


contemporary suburban culture.  Thus, although the primitivistic hermeneutic is  only beginning to be 


challenged, the democratic ethos which generated such passion against the instrument and Sunday school is 


largely gone.  Increasingly younger generations have found it far more difficult to be so sure about finding a 


clear pattern for church polity on the pages of the New Testament, and more are defining themselves against 


the evils of partisan wrangling, dogmatism and broken relationships rather than against the dangers 


of  accommodation and doctrinal unfaithfulness in matters of church polity.   Clearly there has been an 


extreme identity crisis which has prompted a search into the Restoration tradition.  There many non-Sunday 


school leaders have found examples of men and women who have been faithful to Jesus Christ while 


engaging  the broader culture rather than retreating from it.  Imitating the example of G.B. Shelburne and 


N.L. Clark, Non-Sunday School churches are increasingly engaging the wider Christian  community in the 


tradition of Campbell  and Stone. 
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