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PREFACE 
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LIBRARY 

JAN 2 1962 

The life of Jesse Parker Sewell-~educator, minister, civic leader 

--has spanned almost a century. Among the churches of Christ he remains 

one of the few living "pioneers" of the Christian Education movement. 

His distinguished career is widely recognized in the brotherhood of 

churches of Christ, while he is frequently honored for his "work' s sake." 

In an effort to delineate more sharply the contributions which 

Sewell has made to his brotherhood's educational work, the present study 

was begun about three years ago. Many have assis ted the writer in his 

research program, and it is a pleasure to recognize indebtedness where 

it is possible to do so. 

Dr. Jesse Sewell has been the indispensable contributor to the 

study. He modestly and reluctantly consented to the proposed study only 

after insistence by the writer for its justification. Sewell has made 

available his files, library and other source materials, He has shared 

many hours with the writer in recorded interviews. He has likewise 

given permission to the writer for whatever disposition can be made of 

this document to promote the purposes to which he has given his life. 

Former students, colleagues, church workers have participated in 

interviews and submitted questionnaires. The elders of Grove Avenue 

Church of Christ, San Antonio, Texas, gave the writer access to the church 

~~cords where Sewell ministered for nineteen years. President Don Morris 

and Dean Walter Adams, Abilene Christian College, provided interviews and 

personal encouragement, and access to the appropriate files of Abi lene 

,Christian College for data on Sewell's administrative work. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This study focuses attention on the life and educational contribu= 
I 

tions of Jesse Parker Sewell, who resides in Abilene, Texas. Sewell 9 

now eighty-five years of age, has been a member of the church of Christ 

for seventy-five years, and a ministe~ of the gospel in that church for 

sixty-six years •1 Although his life has touched many areas of church 

and community activity, the present research project concentrates on 

only two phases of his interests and work: (1) the religious education 

programs of local churches of Christ, and (2) the institutions of higher 

education owned an.d operated by members of these churches. 

Need for the Study 

The churches of Christ have experienced rapid numerical growth 

during the past three decades, and the best unofficial figures f~r this 

religious brotherhood are new set at 2,000,000 members. There are 

approximately 17,500 churches and 8,350 ministers; 2 but exact statistics 

on the churches of Christ are not available. Members of these churches 

1 
Batsell Barrett Baxter and M. Norvel Young, Preachers of Today 

(Nashville, 1959), II, 393. 

2Thomas F. Zimmerman, ''Where Is the Third Force Going?»" Christi= 
anity Today, August 1$ 1960, IV, 16. (The statistics in Zimmerman°s 
article are taken from the 1960 volume of the Yearbook .2!.American 
Churches, although any figures on the churches of Christwill only be 
close estimates from church leaders, since there is no official he~d= 
quarters or organ of the churches of Christ.) 

1 
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operate a number of publishing houses, orphanages, and colleges. 3 A sur-

vey conducted by the editor of the Christian Chronicle in 1959 indicated 

that in 1958-59 there were sixteen junior and senior colleges operated 

by members of the churches of Christ in the United States, Canada and 

Japan, with over 7,000 students enrolled. Assets of these institutions 

total 40.5 million dollars. 4 

Leaders and members of the churches of Christ have given consider-

able attention to the growth of this religious body, especially to its 

numerical increase through expanding national and foreign missionary 

enterprises, and the increase in benevolent and educational insti t utions. 

This attention has been, however, primarily in the nature of reports to 

brotherhood religious journals when various works were started. Edi-

torials and staff articles have served to motivate more activity, while 

general writings have kept a lay brotherhood informed. Relatively little 

attention has been given to studying the reasons for the above descr i bed 

growth. The historical roots of this unusual expansion of the churches 

and their related institutions have not been studied with any degree of 

penetration. 

Although research effor ts in the historical background of the edu-

cational movement within churches of Christ have been l imited, some in= 

itial work of significance has been done. Indicat ive of the research 

in this field is the doctoral dissertation of M. Norvel Young, now 

president of George Pepperdine College, on~ History of Colleges 

3B. C. Goodpast~re, "Churches of Christ," 20th Century Encyclo
pedia of Religious Knowledge (Grand Rapids, 1955), A-K, 253. 

4James W. Nichols, ed., "1959 Christian Colleges Chart," Chr is t i an 
Chronicle, XVI, (June 16, 1959), p. 1-B. 
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Established and Cantrolled ~ Members of the Churches of Christ, published 

by the Old Paths Book Club, 1949. Several master's theses have been pre= 

pared in recent years dealing with the history of individual Christian 

colleges in this brotherhood, or specific aspects of one college's histo-

ry. 

Illustrative of the literature on the history of churches of Christ 

is Irvin Earl West's two volume work , The Search for the Ancient Order. 

Biographical treatises similar to the current study on Sewell would in

clude West's two volumes on pioneer preachers in the churches of Christ, 

Charles Mitchell Pullia s and David Lipscomb. Warrens. Jones 9 head of 

the Speech Department, George Pepperdine College, engaged in similar 

research on the life of another noted brotherhood leader, Grover C. 

Brewer. 

There exists the need for numerous additional studies, however, of 

the educators and ministers in the churches of Christ and their related 

Christian institutions. The numerical growth of membership in this 

brotherhood of churches, with the related growth in missionary activi 

ties, benevolent homes, publishing houses and religious journals» and 

educational institutions seem sufficiently significant to demand histo

rical inquiry and study. The present research focuses attention on one 

of the leaders who during the past half century has wielded ap extensive 

influence on the the churches of Christ, and whose role and contributions 

need to be studied and given expression through written document . Such 

is the justification for this research and dissertation. 

Statement of the Problem 

This study does not propose to be a definitive biography, but an 

intensive treatment of one major aspect of Sewell's life. It will 
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concentrate on Sewell as an educator among the churches of Christ, and 

the Christian colleges operated by members of these churches. Inter

rogatively stated, the problem is, What have been Sewell's educational 

contributions to the religious education programs of churches of Christ, 

and the institutions of higher education owned and controlled by members 

of these churches? 

The statement of the problem obviously denotes one basic assumption: 

that~ study of Sewell's life and work will reveal his educational contri= 

butions to both the church and the colleges with which he has been as

sociated for more than fifty years. That the writer's previous ac

quaintance with and knowledge of Sewall's work has to some extent entered 

into this study is not denied. That it has invalidated the objective 

research required by the probl_em is denied. The writer believed before 

undertaking the study that Sewell had made significant contributions to 

the educational life of the churches of Christ and their colleges. The 

extent of fhese contributions, of course, was not known, but it was as

sumed that they could be more precisely determined by an intensive re~ 

search program. 

Definition of Terms 

The statement of the problem includes several terms which must be 

defined for the benefit of the reader, and likewise for the profit of 

churches and colleges which could be helped from the conclusions relB!ched 

and recommendations made. 

The first term is "educatienal contributions." The writer has 

used education throughout this study in the sense which Sewell defined 

it in one of his earliest books, as "the process of both instruction 



and nurture, all of these processes necessary in order to bring about 

the development and guidance of Christian personality. 115 Since the 

concept of Christian personality will be discussed more extensively in 

a subsequent chapter, no further attempt to delineate its meaning will 

5 

be attempted here. By educational contribution, then, is meant all the 

varied activities and efforts initiated by or engaged in directly by 

Sewell which have helped to further the concept of Christian personalid 

ty as the goal of Christian education, whether through the educational 

programs of local churches of Christ or the work of higher institutions 

of learning under the control of Christians who are members of these 

churches. 

It is necessary to understand how the term "churches of Christ" is 

used in this study. West writes that: 

Historically, the churches of Christ, claiming to be 
identified with the New Testament Church, and vigorously 
advocating a return to New Testament Christianity have the 
same backgrounds as the 'Disciples of Christ. 1 6 

Since 1906, when the federal census first listed the churches of Christ 

and the Disciples of Christ separately» each body has gone its respec= 

tive way, following the basic principles which each believed essential. 7 

The historical background to which West refers is often called the 

"Restoration Movement" in England and Americas a nineteenth century 

effort to restore the church of the New Testament in organization 0 

5Jesse P. Sewell and H. E. Speck,~ Church !a!! Her Ideal~= 
cational Situation (Austin 9 1933)s p. 2. 

6Earl West, "Churches of Christ/' Ih!. American Church» ed. Vergilius 
Ferm (New York, 1953)» p. 415. 

7Ibid. 
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conditions of membership, worship, and life. 8 The churches of Ghrist, 

therefore, in their theological outlook are conservative. 

While each congregation is autonomous in its organizational structure,, 

being governed by a body of overseers known as elders, the churches co-

operate in broad evangelism programs, benevolent works, and fellowship 

activities. There is no central or national organization through which 

these churches are coordinated, although individual Christians within 

the brotherhood cooperate in the establishment and maintenance of schools 

and colleges, children's homes, and homes for the aged. 9 

The statement of the problem also includes the term "institutions of 

higher education" which are owned and operated by members of the churches 

of Christ. The sixteen institutions of higher education already referred 

to in this brotherhood offer liberal arts programs within a Christian 

environment. Degrees offered by the institutions range from the junior 

college diploma or the Associate in Arts degree to standard four-year 

degrees. Three of the colleges offer graduate work at the master's de~ 
, 

gree level, with one school now offering a three year graduate degree in 

religion.lo While Sewell's major work was with Abiline Christian College, 

he has worked in limited capacity with several of the colleges. An effort 

therefore will be made to determine something of his influence on all 

these institutions of learning among the churches of Christ. 

8Earl West, I!!.!, Search !2.!. ~Ancient Order (Nashville, 1949)~ I» 
155-159. Also consult West, ''Churches of Christ, 11 ·Ih!. American Churchp 
pp. 415-431 for a concise statement of this movement. 

9Goodpasture, p. 253. 

l<>Nichols, ed., 11 1959 Christian Colleges Chart," Christian Chroni= 
clej XVI, (June 16, 1960), pp. 1.,..A, 1-B. 

! . 



7 

Method~ Procedure, and Sources 

The method employed in this study is historical research. With 

the problem delineated, .the writer approached the task of gathering 

relevant data. The first concern was to identify sources of informa-

tion which would contain valid and reliable material. The actual pro-

cedure focused attention on the following sources: (1) recorded and 

i transcribed personal interviews with Sewell; (2) study of Sewell's 

writings, including books, articles, editorials, sermons and course 

syllabi; (3) recorded and transcribed interviews with some of Sewell 1 s 

childhood and youth companions, former colleaguesp fellow administratorsp 
! 

former students, church leaders~ and church members who have known and 

worked with him in varying capacities through the span of his life; (4) 

Sewell 1 s files, including his correspondence and personal library; (5) 

church and college libraries, including minutes of business transactions 

from both church and college official meetings; (6) newspapers and reli= 

gious periodicals; (7) the public records of the city of Abiline, Texas; 

and (8) questionnaires sent to approximately fifty persons. 

The study is divided into eight chapters. The design has been 

first to tell the story of Sewell's life, with special attention given 

those aspects which appear to have had any bearing on his educational 

philosophy and contributions, followed by the presentation of his phi= 

losophy of education. One chapter is devoted to the theoretical asp~cts 

of his educational philosophy, while a second chapter is given to the 

implementation of that philosophy. 

In conclusion the writer summarizes his findings as related to the 

educational efforts of Sewell's life. Based on the findings cert.a.in 

generalizations are then attempted in answering the basic problem of the 
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study. The study concludes with recommendations for subsequent inquiriesp 

and some implications of this study for future church and college activi= 

ties. 



CHAPTER II 

EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION (1876-1911) 

The varied formative factors in the life and philosophy of Sewell 

may defy measurement by the exactness of scientific standards 9 but they 

were, nevertheless, real and present in his life. These influences» 

moreover, must be considered in any attempt to delineate and evaluate 

Sewell's contributions to Christian education either through church 

religious education programs or institutions of higher education. A-

mong these significant factors must be listed the community in1 which he 
I 

was born and reared; his family background; educational experi~nces; and 

the emphasis on religious values in both the home and the Nashville Bible 

School. Individuals as well as institutions played an important part in 

his development, and where it is possible to do so attention will be 

given those individuals who were unusually influential in his life. 

The Viola Community 

The early life and educational experience of Sewell center around 

the old Viola community, Warren County, in middle Tennessee. During his 

boyhood and youth this rural village and its neighboring farms constituted 

a thriving community, with business establishments, schools, and churches 

adding color and vitality to the life of its people. According to Mrs. 

Martha Mabry Farriss, granddaughter of Ransom Gwyn, one of the original 

settlers of the Viola site, the cemmunity in 1880 enjoyed a prosperous 

economic life. She wrote: 

9 



At one time there were four general stores, a shoe store 9 

a hardware, a drug, and a millinery store, two saw mills, 
and a lumber plant, two blacksmith shops, a barrel factory» 
a saddle and harness shop and a shoe and repair shop.l 

Apparently the community was economically stable, with its residents 

10 

prospering on their farms, small industries, and business establishments. 

Sewell recalls hearing comments to the effect that there was only one 

2 
family in Viola who did not own their home. 

The religious needs of the community were met by several churches 9 

one of which, the Blue Springs Baptist Church, organized in 1796, ante= 

dated the toTHn itself. After this church ceased to function for lack of 

3 
members, the building was used for a time as a school house. In 1890 

Joe Waggoner, a prosperous farmer, donated land on which was erected a 

building for the Christian Church; and in 1897 a Methodist Church was 

constructed on land purchased from Mrs. Mary Gwyn, wife of Hugh Gwyn, 

an original settler in the Viola community. 

Two churches of Christ likewise contributed to the spiritual life 

of the community, one called the Philadelphia Church, about three miles 

northwest of the town, and the Antioch Church 9 about one and one-half 

miles west of the small community. 4 These two congregations merged 9 

lMartha Mabry 'Farriss, "History of Viola, Tennessee»" n.d. (Un= 
published manuscript read by the author before the lifome,m Os Improvement 
Club of Viola, Tennessee. While the manuscript is not dated, and the 
author is now deceased, several life long residents of the community wh@ 
heard it date it between 1929-1931. Study of the internal evidence defi= 
nitely places it within the years suggested.) 

2Interview with Jesse P. Sewell, March 27, 1959. (Subsequent refer= 
ences to interviews with Sewell will be cited as, Interview with Sewell» 
followed by the date.) 

3'Farriss, ''History of Viola, Tennessee. u 

41nterview with Sewell, ~rch 27, 1959. 



however, and started a new church in Viola on the third Sunday in De= 

cember 9 1895. 5 

The citizens of Viola were not only concerned with the providing 

for the spiritual needs of the community, but were interested also in 

the education of their children. It seems that the first teacher in 

the community was a Miss Mary Stout 9 educated in Nashville 9 who taught 

11 

before the Civil War. After her marriage in 1857 to R. L. Stubblefield 9 

son of the original settler» William Stubblefield» she taught in a v&cant 

store building.6 The next school of which there are any records met in 

the abandoned Baptist church building in Viola~ and this educational 

effort was followed by the opening of the Brown School east of Viola a= 

cross Hickory Creek.7 In 1883 the corner stone was laid for the Viola 

Normal School and a more durable and serviceable brick building was e= 

rect®d about one=fourth mile east of the business district. 

While the religious, educational and economic aspects of the com= 

munity were matters of concern, social life was not neglected. Viola is 

remembered by the older residents for its Fourth of July celebrations. 

The entire community apparently joined in the festivities of the d2y 

8 which was concluded with a traditional barbecue supper. Some of the 

elderly citizens with whom Sewell attended school are fond of pointing 

out that religious meetings also served as social opportunities for the 

.SRecord of Members of Church of Christ, Viola.~ Tennessee, cop:i.~.d 
from older record of Viola Church, January 1~ 1896. 

6:Farriss~ 11History of ViOlla, Tenn~ssee." 

7rnterview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 

8Farr:i.ss, "History of Viola, Tennessee,'' n.d. (The writer visited 
the site of the old Viola Normal School, on which now stands a modern 
junior high school building, maintained nine months of the year •. ) 
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young people, and the occasion for older people to keep abreast of com

munity and world news.9 

Viola, Tennessee, in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 

appears to have been a dynamic rural community with its two hundred resi~ 

dents. 10 The religious and moral life of its people was high. Industry 

and thrift characterized many of the residents. Here enterprising men 

and women could settle, rear their families, and participate in a com• 

munity which to them, at least, seemed unusual in that day.11 In this 

middie Tennessee community Sewell was born and reared to manhood. 

Family Background 

The life and accomplishments of Sewell can hardly be understood and 

certainly not appreciated apart from a knowledge of his family. David 

Lipscomb, founder of David Lipscomb College and biographer of Sewell 9 s 

grandfather, Jesse L. Sewell, made several observations that may be 

applicable to the grandson. In part he wrote: 

It is good to show an appreciation of those who have un
selfishly devoted their lives to the salvation of men and 
to the service of God, and to hold them up as examples 
worthy of the admiration of the aged, and the emulation 
and imitation of the young. In this utilitarian age, an age 
of material development, we are apt to overlook the religious 
and moral good, and to forget those who labor to spread the 
religious principles which lie at the foundations of all 
intellectual and material prosperity.12 

Lipscomb was writing of those who provided the total cultural backgr~und 

9Interview with R.H. Bonner, July 19, 1960. (Mr.: Bonner was a 
school mate of Sewell in the Viola Normal School.) 

lOFarriss, "History of Viola, Tennessee~" 

llinterview with Sewell, March 27, 1959 

12». Lipscomb, ill!. and Sermons .!! ~ 1,. Sewell (Nashville, H.391) » 

P• 5. 
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in which Sewell was born and reared to adulthood. Among the persons who 

wielded a formative influence on Sewell was his grandfather, Jesse L. 

Sewell, whom Jesse P.. frequently alludes ta in. interviews about his 

early life and training.13 

3esse L. Sewell was born on Wolf River, Overton County, Tennessee» 

May 25, 1818. The Sewell family, of English descent 9 had settled in 

North Carolina, and later moved to East Tennessee. A subsequent move 

14 saw them cross the Cumberland Meuntains and settle in Overton County. 

Concerning the general characteristics of the Sewell family, Lipscomb 

wrote: 

They possessed but little means, but were industrious and 
frugal, careful and saving of. what they had. They were 
abeve average in intelligence and in thrift in pr0viding 
the camforts of life in the county in which they lived. 
They never amassed much property, but lived comfortably 
and eontentedly.15 

Jesse L. was from a family of fourteen children 9 twelve of whom 

lived to adulthood. He was by nature religiously inclined, and ac= 

cording to Lipscomb, intelligent and th~ughtful above those of his 

years.16 When about nine years of age he was baptized into the fellc:YW= 

ship of the Wolf River Baptist Church, on the third Sunday of December 9 

1827. From the time of this early religious experience he developed 

into an obedient and dutiful child» attended church regularly» daily 

reading the Bible and related books which were available.17 

131nterview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 

14Lipscomb, ~!!!!Sermons .21. Jesse~. Sewell, p. 40. 

15Ibid., p. 40. 

l6Ibid., P• 44. 

17Ibid-, P• 47. 
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\ 

It seemed natural that Jesse L. would become a preacher. 'under the 

guidance and encouragement of his uncle, W. B. Sewell, who wa) a Baptist 

minister, he began to preach the gospel. His quest for truth, however, 

··. ·coupled with intensive study of the Bible, soon led him into some sharp 

differences with hie Baptist brethren. Unable to reconcile their di• 

vers•nt po:f.nta of view, Jesse L. · found himself disfellowshipped frcinn the 

Wolf River Baptist Church on the first Saturday in February, 1843.12 Om 

the Hcond Sunday in March, 1843. Jesse),. along with several others who 

had also been excluded from the Baptist Church at the eame time, 

•• · •. met togethra:r as a Church of·,.Ch~i:s',t taldng thi., .. ~:;;d of God 
as their only rule of faith and practice, excluqfng all 
opinion and inventions of men from the faith and' service 
of God. l~ 

After sixteen years of itinerant preaching through middle and west 

Tennessee, Sewell moved his family from Overton County to a farm in 

Warren County, near Viola, in 1858. He purchased this farm that his 

family might have the advantages of a community like Viola, noted for 

its emphasis on education and morals, industry, and thrift. 2° From here 

he continued his preaching throughout Tennessee 9 Kentucky and India~a. 

On this middle Tennessee farm Jesse L. reared his four sons, all ~f whom 

were preachers. William A., the second son of th.e four, was Jesse 

Parker's father. William remained on the old farm to care for it after 

the aged grandfather moved to Lebanon, Tennessee, where he served for 

about ten years as minister of the church in that town some thirty miles 

east of Nashville. 21 

l8Ibid., P• 70. 

19 Ibid., P• 85. 

29Ibid., p. 103; also interview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 

21Lipscomb, Life !!$! Sermons g£, Jesse &o Sewell, P• 104. 
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Jesse L, was not only a preacher in the formal sense 9 but a deeply 

religious man in his personal life~ Family worship was an indispensable 

element in the Sewell home. Jesse Parker relates the interesting inci-

dent that when he was four or five years old his parents left him at 

home in the little log house just behind the main farm house while they 

went to grandfather Sewell 1 s house for worship. Upon arriving without 

Jesse, the grandfather inquired about the young lad. When told that he 

was home asleep, the preacher grandfather quickly replied 9 ''Well 9 go 

awake him, and bring him over here with you 9 for this is more importmnt 

22 than slesp. 11 That incident apparently made an indelible impression on 

Jesse Parker~ and to it he attributes much of the importance of religion 

as a personal factor in the development of his total religious and phi= 

losophical outlook on life. 

To note further the unusual impression which Jesse L, made on hb 

grandson~ Jesse F. recalls that his grandfather is believed to have 

baptized between 6,500 and 10,000 people personally during his ministrys 

most of whom were adults. He still speaks with a depth of feeling about 

the commitment of his grandfather to the Kingdom of God~ and how he w~s 

inspired through such an example and personal association with him to 

give his life to God's service. 

The public worship services of the churches of Christ in which 

Sewell was reared also contributed to his basic religious convictions 

and life's philosophy. He recalls some of the earliest m~mories of his 

life which cluster around the old Philadelphia Church~ where his family 

attended regularly. They also frequently worshipped at the Antioch 

22 Interview with Sewell i March 27, 1959. 
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Church about one and one-half miles west of Viola. 23 

Sewell is -.,fond of relating, apparently with accuracy, some of the 

experiences of public worship. The services were informal but digni-

fied, and characterized by a warm spiritual and evangelistic atmosphere 

that was impressive on the feelings. Sewell thus had his mind in-

structed in Christian truth, while at the same time receiving an emphasis 

on the emotional life that is evident in all his writings, and that to 

the present characterizes his preaching and teaching. 

Viola Normal School 

Mention has already been made of the school in Viola conducted in 

the abandoned building of the Primitive Baptist Church. It was here in 

1881 that Sewell, as a lad of five, began his formal pursuit of education. 

He attended this school only his first year, walking the mil,e and one=h~lf 

from the farm into the village. The next year, however, he attended a new 

school that had been opened across Hickory Creek that had several teachers 

of excellent repute. Sewell then changed schools again to attend the new 

Viola Normal where he continued his education until 1894. 24 

The teachers brought in to staff this new school were from Winchest~r 

Normal College, a college established in Winchester 9 Tennessee for the 

the purpose of training and developing teachers. The teachers sent out 

from Winchester were young and enthusiastic in their first teaching ex= 

perience, and apparently Sewell was much impressed with them. He still 

23rbid., March 27, 1959. 

24Interview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. (The writer visited the 
sit1~ of the old Brown School in the summer, 1960. The school house no 
longer stands, but a farm house now occupies the site. The well which 
supplied water for the school is still in use.) 
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feels th&t the emphasis of these teachers on educ~ti~n was formative in 

his life. He ssys: 

New I 0m sure that this had something to do with fixing in my 
mind and heart the importance to every community 9 and to 
every state and to the nation of good education 9 and ••• 
the idea that all people should have an opportunity for an 
education.25 

Sewell was a frail boy while in school 9 and did not participate in 

many of the school games except a running game which was then called 

''Base.'' The late George S. Ramsey v an attorney who practiced law in 

Tulsa 9 Oklahome. 9 was a school mate with Sewell in Viola Normal. Of him 

Sewell was a studious young fellow and ambitious to acquire an 
education. Although he was frail» the other boys did not im= 
pose on him. All the children seemed t0 respect him. He and 
I were pals for several years» but I never heard of him having 
a fight at school or anywhere else. • . • . • He ai.nd I organiz,gd a 
debating society at school and kept it up during vacations» and 
we were generally on opposite sides of the question deb&il::·:ed. 
We sometimes conducted moot courts. My ambition when a small 
boy was to study law» whereas Jesse 9 s plan was to become a 
minister.26 

Ramsey observed that Sewell, as a boy and young man, did not k@<OlW 

good he&ltlm. S ickllll.lHS blighted mai.ny of his earlier years. He also 

251bid. 9 March 27» 1959. 

26Letter from George S. Ramsey to Mrs. Zora W. MeltonD San Antoniov 
Texas, April 12, 1939. (Mrs. Melton several years ago proposed a bio= 
graphy on the life of Sewellv and went so far as to prepare and send out 
questionnaires on him. This letter is in response to suGh a questionnair@. 
The biography 9 however 9 never materialized.) 

27Ibid. Also interviews with Mrs. G. H. Stubblefield and Mr. R. 
H. Bonner 9 July 19 9 1960. {B~th these persons we~e school mates of 
s~w~ll at Viola Normal.) 
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is the mention of his ambitious desire to succeed in any undertaking= 

whether to preach the gospel, to head a Christian college, or to serve 

as president of an insurance company- three areas in which he later 

entered and proved successful in each. This trait of personal ambition 

is quite evident in studying his life. Sewell's frailty of body and 

poor health were apparently more than compensated for by the personal 

vigor and confidence with which he faced any undertaking which claimed 

his attention. 

Another noteworthy factor in Sewell 1 s immediate family lif~ was 

the strict discipline under which he was reared. He relate~: 

My mother was a very strict disciplinarian. She had just 
one child. I was the only one; but it was thoroughly es
tablished in her mind that her child was going to do what 
she said, and not what he thought. And she did not deviate 
from that. My father did not give so much attention to it 9 

possibly because he saw that my mother was doing such a 
good job of it. For he was very different in his temp~ra~ 
ment from herv and perhaps wouldn't have been as strict a 
disciplinarian as she was. But I grew up under that kind 
of discipline in the home all the years of my adolescenc~. 28 

It is appropriate here to indicate» however, that while Sewell was 

reared in a strict atmosphere of discipline in the home 9 such discipli@e 

was not uncommon in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The 

discipline was not an unkind, purposeless experience, according to 

Sewell, but a parental firmness coupled with love that he did not doubtv 

designed in the parents 1 thinking to develop him into the kind of y@ulOlg 

man which they desired him to be. 29 

28Interview with Sewell» March 27, 1959. 

29Ibid •. 



Nashville Bible School 

During the early summer of 1892 Sewell's parents, William A. and 

Nancy, moved from Tennessee to Corsicana, Texas, where his father ac-

cepted the ministry of the church of Christ in that west Texas town. 

Jesse P., however, did not move with his parents to Texas immediately 

because of a severe eye infection which necessitated special treatment 

under a firm of doctors in Nashville. After several months with his 

uncle, L. R. Sewell, he did go to Corsicana to live with his parents 

intermittently while pursuing his education in the Nashville Bible 

School. 30 
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The Nashville Bible School, later to become David Lipscomb College 9 

was the realization of the vision of James A. Harding (1848-1922), 

graduate of Bethany College, and David Lipscomb (1831-1917), who at -

tended Franklin College. Harding and Lipscomb conceived of a school 

for young people in which the Bible would be the central text , although 

students would receive additional training in such subjects as to be 

adequately fitted for life. In the first public announcement of t he 

school which appeared in the Gospel Advocate , Lipscomb wrote : 

It is proposed t o open a school in Nashville , in September 
next, under safe and competent teachers . . •. ,,._ .• l't1 The ;. aimu i s to 
teach the Christian religion as representeo in the Bible 
in its purity and fullness; and in teaching this to prepare 
Christians for usefulness, in whatever sphere they are 
called upon to labor. Such additional branches of learning 
will be taught as are needful and helpful in understanding 
and obeying the Bible and in teaching it to others.31 

While the institution bore the name of a Bible school , emphasis 

301bid., March 27 , 1959. 

3lDavid Lipscomb, "Nashville Bible School , " Gospel Advocate p 
XXXIII, (June 17, 1891), 377. 
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was placed on the fact that it was not an institution primarily to make 

preachers. In announcing the opening date for the school and its program 

of studies in 1893 Harding wrote: 

The school will open on the first Tuesday in October • . • . ;o , • . • 

We will teach a full literary· artd :-,c1asstcaL.cout'se 1: in;.addition 
to our Bible work. · Four years .. are requiired;-to .fth:i:sh .; the,!shorter 
course; from six to eight years the longer.32 

Harding went on to clarify the nature of the school by remarking: 

Remember this school is not exclusively for young men preparing 
for the ministry. It is called a Bible school because the most 
important book taught in it is the Bible, and because every33 
student is required to take at least one Bible claas • . • . • ·~ 

Harding and Lipscomb were intent on making the nature and program of the 

school clear to members of the churches of Christ throughout the brother~ 

hood, as well as to the secular community from which they hoped to draw 

students. Lipscomb wrote in the Gospel Advocate soon after the school 

began its third year of work: 

We state again that we teach a full college course of English , 
mathematics, the sciences, and the ancient languages. Brother 
Harding teaches Latin and Greek; Brother Grant, mathematics and 
the English branches. D.r. Ward, a graduate of Vanderbilt Medi
cal School and Assistant Professor of Chemistry in Vanderbilt 
Medical University, will teach classes in chemistry, physiology , 
and such scientific branches as the advancement of students re
quires. The course will be an extensive and the teaching as 
thorough as in any college in the state.34 

Sewell entered the Nashville Bible School in the fall of 1894. The 

years spent in this institution were in Sewell's estimation the mos t 

significant in the development of his basic convictions and philosophy 

of any period in his life. The school opened its 1894-1895 session at 

32James A. Harding, "The Nashville Bible School , " Gospel Advocate» 
XXXV, {September 7, 1893), 569. 

33Ibid. 

34navid Lipscomb, "The Bible School," Gospel Advocate , XXXV, 
(October 26, 1893), 685. 
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a new location on South Spruce Street, and in addition to the brick 

building that was already on the property the college was erecting a 

men's dormitory. Although the dormitory was not actually completed, it 

was near enough completion that the boys moved in at the opening date 

of school. Sewell relates with interest how the building was furnished 

by members of the churches of Christ in Nashville and vicinity. 

Christians from all over the city gave miscellaneous pieces of furn iture ; 

but no room in the dormitory could lay claim to a suite of furniture. He 

points out lightly, however, that some rooms did have two pieces alike. 

Yet, he says, "Their whole heart and soul were _wrapped up in it. 1135 

The attitude of these Christians impressed Sewell with the value of 

gener os ity especially toward young people, a characteristic for which he 

has been praised by many former students of Abilene Christian College. 

According to Don Morris, Walter Adams and _Paul Witt, president , dean and 

head of the Physical Science Department of Abilene Christian College, 

respectively, Sewell was most unselfish with his money, time, experience 

36 and himself in helping young people receive a Christian education. 

During the spring of this first year in the Nashville Bible School 9 

Sewell preached his first gospel sermon. In the month of March he went 

to what at that time was called "The Palace for the Poor," which was 

nothing more than a home conducted for old people who were unable to care 

for themselves, and here made his first formal effort to present a sermon. 

At the close of the academic year 1894-1895 Sewell returned to Texas, and 

accompanied both his father and his uncle, C. W. Sewell, to many of their 

351nterview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 

36rnterviews with President Don H. Morris, March 27, 1959; Dean 
Walter H. Adams, March ·21, 1959; and Dr. Paul Witt, March 27, 1959. 
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preaching appointments in and near Corsicana , in Roberson County. 

The summer was filled with exciting experiences for Sewell as a 

young student preacher. He relates an interesting incident in which his 

father asked him to fill a preaching appointment at West Boone Prairie, 

in Roberson County. At the t~me he had notes for six sermons, and in 

his youthful vigor saw no reason why he should not accept this oppor

tunity to preach on Saturday night, and twice the succeeding Sunday. At 

the close of the Sunday night service four persons responded for baptism. 

Since they were to be baptized the next afternoon, the elders prevailed 

upon Sewell to stay over and preach again Monday night. At the close of 

Monday night's service six adults asked to be baptized, and the baptismal 

service was set for the next afternoon. This pattern continued every 

night of that week, and at the close of the unplanned week of evange = 

listic services Sewell had baptized forty-nine persons. Sewell feels 

that this was really the beginning of his preaching career, and indicates 

that after this meeting he never had opportunity to quit the ministry 

even had he desired. He was kept busy constantly.37 

As a result of this evangelistic meeting in September, 1895, and 

subsequent work which he was called upon to do, Sewell remained out of 

school until after the first of the year, returning to the Nashville 

School during the middle of the academic year 1895-1896. At the close 

of that term he returned to Texas, and during the summer and fall 

followed the pattern of the previous year in assisting his father and 

uncle. A general report by Sewell on the Texas churches to the Gospel 

Advocate showed him working with congregations at Elm Grove , Boone 

37 
Interview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 
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Prairie, Franklin, Round Prairie, and Hearne during the summer of 1896 . 38 

In the same report he pictured the existing needs in that section of Texas 

where his family lived, by writipg: 

There are three towns, one smaller and one larger than Hearne , 
in this county where the gospel has been preached very little , 
and there are no churches of Christ. Besides these, there are 
many smaller places and country neighborhoods where the gospel 
has never been preached. Brethren, we can't afford it; we must 
make some sacrifices, and have the gospel preached to our 
neighbors.39 

Sewell continued this pattern of school work during the second half of 

the academic year while preaching during the summer and fall until h is 

fourth year of study , when he entered in the fall and finished wi t hout 

interruption . 40 

Mention has already been made of Sewell's studious nature at Viola 

Normal, but study also characterized his life at Nashville Bible School . 

Coupled with an inquiring mind was a zeal that sometimes led him to be a 

little impatient even with his teachers. During the spring or early 

summer of 1897 Sewell had exchanged correspondence with Lipscomb. For 

some reason or other, Lipscomb made a public reply through t he channel 

of the Gospel Advocate to one of Sewell's personal letters , and Sewell 

wrote a rather pointed response complaining against what seemed t o him 

I 

unfair. To Sewell's letter of complaint Lipscomb wrote an explana tory 

article in the Gospel Advocate in which he comments on Sewell as a 

student. He wrote : 

38Jesse Sewell, "Texas Notes," Gospel Advocate, XXXVIII , (May 21, 
1896), 335. 

39 rbid. 

40rnterview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 



Je11e hiaaelf va1 with u1 .in 1chool, and coillleaded hiaaelf 
with e1teem and affection to ua all by his own Christian 
deportment and love of the -Word of God. I thought he let 
his ardor carry him farther in setting us older ones aside 
because we did not come up to the full measure of his zeal 
than was proper. I wished to correct this for his good •• 
Brother :Jes1e, impresse.ii us all as aingle-hearted 1 
zealous, a worthy brother that will do much good.~l 
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Another of the teacher• in the early year• of the Nashville School, ,, 

Samuel P. Pittman, confirms this picture of Sewell as an unusually studi-

ous young man, con1tantly questing for more truth and 1harper insights. 

Pittman al10 observed that Sewell pos1e11ed a zeal which sometimes made 

it difficult to di1tinguish between his justifiable ambition on the one 

42 h~d and impatient criticism on the other. 

The old Nashville Bible School had an unusual faculty in many re-

1pect1. The teacher,, according to Sewell, were "1trong and vigorou1 

phylically, intellectually, educationally, and spiritually, 1143 and made 

laating impre1sion1 which he feels became an integral part of hi• edu-

catioaal philoaophy. Among the individuala who loom in,;Snell' 1 thinking 

as moat influential were Lipscomb and Harding, J. w. Grant, mathematics 

teacher, and Dr. J. s. Ward, physician and science instructor. 

The name of Lipscomb is well-known among churches of Christ and the 

Christian colleges operated by members of these churches. He was one of 

the best known men connected with the Restoration Movement in Tennessee 

and in the South at that time, a successful business man -and prosperous 

farmer. 44 While farming he continued his preaching efforts in middle 

41»avid Lipscomb, "Brother Jesse P. Sewell," Gospel Adv0cate, XXXIX, 
(June 10, 1897), 357. 

42 Interview with Samuel P. Pittman, July 20, 1960. 

431nterview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 

44H. Leo Boles, Biographical Sketches S?! Gospel Preachers, (Nashville, 
1932), p. 245. 
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Tennessee, especially in the Nashville area. He served as an editor of 

the Gospel Advocate, one of the oldest a~~ most influential periodicals 

among churches of Christ. H. Leo Boles, later president of David 

Lipscomb College, characterized Lipscomb as a calm and deliberate man, 

with rare wisdom and insight. While being free from impassionate out -

bursts, he could be firm and unwavering in his convictions. His 

knowledge of the Scriptures seemed vast to those who studied under him 

and knew him best. 45 Such a teacher helped to fashion the life of Sewell. 

It appears in conversation with Sewell that Harding , first president 

of the Nashville Bible School, was the most influential teacher in his 

life. Harding was enthusiastic and dynamic. He did only what he be-

lieved important, and did it with all the ability and energy at his com-

mand. Sewell evaluates Harding as: 

The greatest leader of young people that I have known in my 
entire lifetime. He made an impression on the students of the 
old Nashville Bible School that has resulted in starting and 
maintaining most ••• of the educational institutions that 46 
members of the Restoration Movement have even up to this time. 

Sewell's estimate of Harding seems well supported by the evaluation of 

Boles, who wrote: 

An an evangelist, h~ was enthusiastic and impressive. He had 
the power to stir men and move them to action. He could do 
many things well. He was a great teacher and a ready writer, 
but. his greatest power seemed to be as a preacher in the pul -
jit. His energies were inexhaustible and his earnestness made 
profound impressions on his hearers • . •.• He was a man of strong 
convictions and indomitable courage. His great faith in God 
and his Word was an outstanding characteristic of his labors 
and life. 47 

45 Ibid., p. 246. 

46 Interview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 

47 
Boles, p. 366. 



26 

One of the pronounced characteristics of Sewell has been his ex= 

acting demands on students and others with whom he worked. Whether 

teaching a Bible course, training students of the ministry ~n homiletics, 

or teaching a course strictly academic in nature, Sewell required the 

very best performance of which his students were capable. He held this 

attitude toward himsel~ likewise, as well as toward others . Perhaps 

this trait was partially instilled in Sewall's life while he studied 

under Grant, head of the Matliematics Department in the Nashville Bible 

School. Grant was a scholarly mathematician and an effective teacher, 

according to Sewell, who impressed his students that their work must be 

accurate, done to the best of their ability. A graduate of Kentucky 

University in 1878, Grant maintained an average of 98 during the last 

three years of his college work. 48 Sewell respected Grant's ability as 

a teacher and claims that he was motivated while studying under him to 

perform at the highest level of his ability. 49 

Already mentioned as being on the faculty of the Nashville Bible 

School was a young physician -named Ward . A graduate of Kentucky Uni-

versity and the University of Tennessee Medical School, Ward had offered 

from the beginning to teach some courses in science in the college with

out renumeration. 50 According to Sewell, Ward's father built for him a 

little three room apartment where the young physician-teacher might have 

his laboratories and classroom. Here Ward instructed his students, 

48James A. Harding, "The Nashville Bible Schoel," Gospel Advocate, 
XXXV, (December 7, 1893), 771. 

491nterview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 

50James A. Harding, 11The Nashville Bible. School," Gospel Advocate~ 
XXXV, (December 7, 1893), 771. 
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stimulated their thinking in the natural and life sciences, and pointed 

them to God as the source of truth in all areas of life. Sewell feels 

now that.Ward was perhaps a little lax in his demands on the students, 

especially when compared with Grant, the mathematics professor. 51 But 

he was able to stimulate student thought, and his kind disposition, his 

lovable nature endeared him to his students, and made lasting impressions 

on their lives. 

In 1898 Sewell finished the course of study at Nashville. Although 

he had already made himself felt in the Christian brotherhood, his 

teachers watched with great expectations as he launched his work in 

earnest in the southwest. 

Sewell Settles in Texas 

There were three students from Bonham, Texas, who enrolled in the 

__ Nashville Bible School for the 1897-1898 academic year. Sewell had 

cultivated an unusual friendship with one of the students, a Daisy 

McQuigg; and upen termination of the spring semester he accompanied this 

young lady to her home in Texas. While Sewell was interested in 

furthering his acquaintance with the McQuigg daughter and in meeting her 
I 

family, he relates that the church in Bonham had eitended an invitation 
I 

for him ta visit with them in view of accepting preaching responsibili= 

ties. The church subsequently employed Sewell to work with it» and he 

spent the next two years W;ith the congregation in this small Texas town. 

The three students from Bgnham referred to above were sisters named 

McQuigg, and their father was an elder in the BGnham Church of Christ. 

Daisy, the oldest daughter, was not only enrolled in CGllrsework in the 

511nterview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 
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Nashville Bible School, but was also studying art in Nashville at that 

time. She was a graduate of Carlton College, a Christian college of the 

Restoration Movement, in Texas. The friendship that developed between 

Sewell and Daisy McQuigg eventuated in marriage in Bonham, June 1, 1899. 

This marriage lasted almost half a century and Sewell attributes much of 

his success in both educational and church work to his wife's ability 

and constant help. 52 Close friends and associates of Sewell through the 

years likewise feel that Daisy McQuigg should share extensively in the 

credit for any accomplishments which the Sewell family may have made. 53 

About this time Sewell learned that the church in Sherman was having 

serious difficulty financially, and would in all likelihood lose their 

buildiag. Taking the initiative in this matter, therefQre, he approached 

the Sherman church with an offer to preach without salary, if they would 

commit themselves to raise fifty dollars per month on the building en° 

debtedness. While the offer was at first rather frowned upon, he final l y 

prevailed upon the few Christians in the congregation to accept it. 

Sewell states that he was able to do this since he had succeeded in a 

mercantile business in Bonham which was adequately caring for his fi -

nancial needs. The Sherman church endebtedness at this time was about 

thirty-five hundred dollars, which was soon retired with the growth of 

the congregation under Sewell 's leadership. 

Opp~rtunities seemed to await this young minister, and he had no 
I 

sooner assisted the Sherman church out of its difficulty than he was 

called to work with the Pearl and Bryan Street Church in Dallas , Janumry, 

521nterview with Sewell, December 30, 1960. 

531nterview with Mrs. H. E. Speck, June 2, i960. 
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1902. Through three and one-half years there the church experienced ap

preciable ~rowth. The membership increased from sixty-five to about 

three hundred fifty, and they were able to complete a new building de-

signed ,to provide adequate ~pace for worship, as well as classrooms for 

teaching purposes. It should be noted, however, that Sewell was not then 

stressing the actual teaching program of the church near the extent that 

he did upon assuming the work at Grove Avenue Church two decades later. 

His vision at the time was on Christian education within the college 

setting. He had already developed a strong conviction that his brother-

hood ~~eded Christian colleges which would provide educational oppor-

tunities for the young people of the churches equal to t hose of any 

college or university. This view was not generally accepted among 

Christians of his brotherhood, and Sewell relates that he was viewed with 

some doubt by many of his preaching brethren and fellow Christians. 54 

But Sewell was not alone in his desire to see a Christian college in 

Texas; and in 1904 a situation developed in Denton which gave some as-

surance that such visions might be realized immediately. A private 

institution under the name, John B. Denton College, now found itself un-

able to continue operation, and offered its facilities to the churches of 

Chri$t contingent upon their opening a Bible school on the campus. George 

N. Savage, then editor of the Firm Foundation , in an editorial explaining 

the relationship of the college to the church, wrote: "The John B. Denton 

College property, worth $15,000, was offered to us f~r a Bible school, 

provided that we would build one of the first class. 11 55 

541nterview with Sewell, December 30, 1960. 

55 George 
Explanation," 

N. Savage, "The Southwestern Christian Bible College--An 
Firm Foundation, !I, {September 20, 1904), p. 4. · 
~~ ' 
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Al though the local ·church of Christ in Denton was not too enthusi

astic about the school, Sewell felt that their attitude might change 

should the institution open and continue for a few years. Wi th confidence 

that he could contribute to this religious education enterprise » Sewell 

acc'epted the position of secretary-treasurer of the board, and, likewise, 

agreed to teach history and other social sciences. 

Before the first academic y~ar was completed, however, Sewell con

tracted tuberculosis, and under doctor's orders left the school in Denton 

to find better climate and rest in San Angelo. His wife, who was teaching 

art in the school, remained in Denton for the school year, as did his 

parents who were conducting a boarding house for teachers of the North 

Texas State Teachers College. 

While he was unknown to anyone in San Angelo, the Christians there 

soon learned of Sewell's presence, and knowing of his work in East Tex~s 0 

they prevailed upon him to assist in some small way with the preaching 

needs of the church. Within a period of months his health was improving 

and he found himself getting more involved in the church work 0 as well as 

the l ife of the community. His wife joined him at the close of the school 

year in Denton, thus giving him new incentive to recover fully and resume 

a more active role in the church. 

Upon arriving in San Angelo, Sawell h~d ventured into the insur~nce 

business, thinking that in this way he could provide a livelihood for 

the family while also continuing his preaching on a part-time basis. Good 

fortune turned his direction in this venture, for unexpected ly he w~s 

offered half interest in a large agency operated by a Mr. Penrose Hines , 

successful businessman and insurance agent in San Angelo. The overture 

by Hines provided for Sewell to purchase half interest without any im

mediate outlay of cash ; rather, he was simply to sign a personal note for 
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his obligation to Hines, and liquidate it on a time basis. With the town 

growing rapidly, Sewell indicates that the partnership business boomed, 

and that he became well established financially. 56 

Sewell not only conducted the insurance agency described, but as

sisted the church with its preaching needs, and likewise pursued his 

interest in the state wide prohibition movement. From the time that he 

returned to Texas a permanent resident in 1898 for the subsequent twenty

five years, Sewell was an active leader in efforts to outlaw the public 

sale of '. liquors. He came to be recognized as one of the most dynamic and 

persuasive speakers among the prohibition forces, and accordinglyp was in 

wide demand for speaking engagements. 57 He attributes much of his success 

in establishing churches of Christ over the state to the contacts made and 

the confidences inspired through his prohibition campaigns. Illustrative 

of this observation Sewell calls attention to the establishment of the 

church of Christ in Amarillo, Texas, through contacts at first made while 

speaking for prohibition in that city. Here he met two or three members 

of the church of Christ, and agreed to return for a future evangelistic 

meeting. His previous visit in behalf of the prohibition campaign, Sewell 

feels, laid the ground-work for a successful meeting. Sixty-five adults 

were baptized a year later when Sewell returned, and the church thus well 

established. 58 

For seven years Sewell lived in San Angelo, conducting his insurance 

agency, speaking in prohibition campaigns, and preaching on a limited 

561nterview with Sewell, December 30, 1960. 

57Interview with Don Morris, March 27, 1959. 

58 
Interview with Sewell~ December 30, 1960. 
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ba•s.is' for the church. When he b~gan wit~ the Church there .WeJ;e- thirty=. 

five members; upon 1e·aving, there we·re four hundred Christians and a new 
•' 

church building. Subsequent to that ministry three additional ·congrega= 
' .· .· . 

tions have been started in San_Angelo,.and the grm.,th of the churches of 

Christ in that city seem definitely rela~ed to the work and influence of 

Sewell. 59 Successful in business, improved in health, - gaining in. reputa-

tion as a preacher and teacher, Sewell soon was to receiv·e the call to 
~· / .. 

another Christian school. 

59 
Questionnaire submitted to Harrison A. Matthews, Austin, Texas, 

June 5, 1960. (Mr. Matthews, now minister of the University Avenue Church 
of Christ, Austi-n·, Texas, served the Harris and Irving Church in San 
Angelo for·seven years, and makes his observation on this e~perience in 
the same city and same church where Sewell lived and worked.) 



CHAPTER III 

SEltlELL'S WORK IN HIGHER EDUCATION (1912-1917) 

Sewell's interest in a Christian college in Texas obviously ante-

dated his acceptance of the presidency of Ch-ilders' Cllasf?ieal Institute 

in 1912, as noted in the preceding chapter. ~hile preaching for the 

church of Christ in San A~gelo, Sewell invited A. B. Barrett, a native 

of Tennessee who had also attended the Nashville Bible School, for a 

visit te see :if the leaders of the church in that west Texas town would 

be interested in sponsoring a school there. Since interest was not 

deemed adequate by Barrett, he went to Abilene and met with the leaders 

of the church of Christ in that city to propose that a Christian school 

be established there. Barrett, like Sewell» had been saturated with 

the belief in Christian education acquired in the Nashville Bible School 9 

'although the two men differed in their basic philosophy of how such 

schools should be owned and operated. Barrett believed they should be 

owned by individuals, and.operated like a private business for wofit 9 

while Sewell maintained that schools should be placed in the hands of 

a board of trustees, supported by Christians everywhere, and operated 
l 

on a non-profit basis. 

After intensive personal effort Barrett succeeded in convincing 

the cong~egation in Abilene of the necessity and values of such a 

school. In the first catalogue of Childers' Classical Institute Barrett 

1Interview with Sewell, D~cember 30 9 1960. 
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gave an interesting account of the instituting of the school. In part 

he wrote : 

The congregation showed their willingness to do so by sub
scribing five thousand dollar·s to the school. Of this 
amount Colonel J. W. Childers gave $2,250 off of his home 
prop~rty, which was secured as a site for the school, and 
he was given the privilege of naming the institute. 

We then presented the matter to Abilene's businessmen, who 
contributed liberally to the school; thence we w~nt to the 
Christian brotherhood where we found all anxious for the 
school, and glad to contribute their means to help build it.2 

The property for the institute consisting of five acres of land and 

buildings worth about $14,000 was chartered , the institute incorporatedp 

and held by nine trustees. The charter of the institute granted by the 

state pointed out the purpose clearly as"· •• for the advancement of 

education in which the arts, science, languages, and Holy Scriptures 

shall always be taught ••• ,.3 . The members of the board of trustees 

were required to be members of the church of Christ. The New Testament 

was acknowledged as the only sufficient rule of faith, worship and 

practice. Emphasis was placed on the centrality of the New Testament 

in the curriculum and life of the institute.4 

On the five acre campus there was an eight-room brick building, 

and Colonel Childers' former residence, a two-story frame house which 

was available to the girls as a dormitory. 5 Guy Scruggs summarizes the 

six year status of the physical plant in 1912 in rather pointed words. 

2Childers' Classical Institute Catalogue, 1906-1907, p. 7. 

3Board of Trustees of Childers' Classical Institute, "Minutes," 
November 3, 1906. (These minutes are now held in the Bursar's Offi ce, 
Abilene Christian College, Abilene, Texas.) 

4Ibid. 

5rhe Abilene Reporter News , September 1, 1929. 
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He writes: 

It will be observed that in the beginning the school had only 
the Childers' home and ·the $14,000 brick Admtnistration building. 
During the next five years the plant was not improved in the 
least, and in 1911 there was only a slight improvement in the 
Administration building.6 

The institution experienced its growing pains from the very be-

ginning, and several difficulties faced President Barrett before the 

school was many months ol.d. There were financial problems, personal 

jea_lousies, opposition of Christian brethren who questioned the wisdom 

7 
of such a school, and other harassing circumstances. 

During the first six years of the school's existence it was hardly 
' 

more than a preparatory or training school. To be sure there were some 

advanced subjects offered such as college algebra, Latin, composition, 

Greek, geology, botany, history, geometry, literature, chemistry and 
8 

sociology. But there were no claims to offer a full college program. 

From 1906 through the close of the school year in 1911 , the insti -

tute had five presidents, one of whom served only a few months due to 

the unexpected serious illness of his wife. At the close of the sixth 

' year of the school's history there was a shortage of $1 , 350 in the year 's 

9 operating expenses. With deference to the administrations during t he 

first years of the school's existence, it must be said that the 

6Guy A. Scruggs, "The History of Abilene Christian College," (un
pub. M.A. thesis, Hardin-Simmons University, 1944) , p. 46. 

7 . 
. M. Norvel Young,~ History of Colleges Established and Controlled 

£¥..Members of the Churches of Christ, (Kansas City, 1949), p. 173. 
{Subsequent references will he cited as,~ History of Colleges.) 

8Childers' Classical Institute Catalogue, 1906-1907, p. 4. 

9 
Board of Trustees of Childers' Classical Institute, uMinutes , 11 

April 22, 1912. 
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institution made little appreciable progress, and according to Young , the 

academic year 1911-1912 "was a great disappointment. 1110 

Sewell Accepts the Presidency 

As the 1911-1912 academic year wore on, the board of trustees sought 

desperately for a man who could head the school and lead it to success. 

They were apparently discouraged in many ways, and the future of the 

school was not bright. But on April 22, 1912 the board elected Sewell 

president of the college and Carl A. Gardiner, graduate of the University 

of Texas, as financial agent. 11 

The board offered the presidency to Sewell at a salary of $125 per 

month. In discussing the condition of the school with him, Sewell re-

calls that the board members said something like this: 

Now, Brother Sewell, we have been losing money every year on 
the school. As trustees, we've been having to put up money 
to pay the teachers and to close out debts at the end of 
the year. We've lost all the money on the school that we 're 
going to lose. We're not going to assume any more responsi 
bility. Now our proposition to you is, that we turn the 
property over to you. We will back you morally and every way 
that we can; but you finance it; you do the advertising, and 
pay the teachers; and you accept the school at your own risk; 
finance it yourself. And we're going to be telling you in 
advance that we are not going to make up any losses. What 
ever you make, if you make something, it will be yours; and 
whatever you lose , it will be your loss. 12 

It might be appropriately remarked here that the board looked upon the 

private Christian school as a profit making enterprise , expecting it 

not only to pay its way, but to make money. This attitude of the board , 

10 Young,~ History o.f Colleges, p. 178. 

11Board of Trustees of Childers I Classical Institute, "Minutes , 11 
April 22, 1912. 

12rnterview with Sewell, March 30, 1959. 
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however, was to change within Sewell's administration. 

To this offer Sewell countered with another proposition--that the 

board turn the school over to him and Gardiner for a term of five years ; 

and that the two of them would assume all responsibilities for operating 

the school, getting out catalogues, paying the teachers' salaries and 

all the operating expenses. But they would have charge of the insti-

tution; they would head it. So the board accepted this proposition on 

a five year basis. 13 

Sewell at the time was living in San Angelo, serving the church in 

that city, and also engaging in a very successful insurance venture. In 

1958 while lecturing at Abilene Christian College, he recalled the cone 

ditions under which the presidency was offered. He said: 

And when they put Abilene Christian College up to me in that 
way, fortunately I was in a position to undertake it; and I 
came and for twelve years my wife and I gave our time withou; 
a salary ••• . • And when I left Abilene at the close of 
twelve years, my wife and I both almost worked to death, I 
had more money than when I went there. 14 

Sewell's attitude upon accepting the presidency of an institution with 

so little apparent hope for the future was certainly important. Morr is 

and Leach , in their co-authored work , Like Stars Shining. Brightly , con-

elude that Sewell: 

came to the presidency of Christian College saturated 
with bel ief in such institutions, and white hot in his zeal 
for the future of such, Christian College in particular. He 
brought with him a wife who was just as sure of the righteous 
and ultimate triumph of such institutions as he was. The two 
brought with them the composite of faith, judgment, and 

13 Board of Trustees of Childers' Classical Institute, "Minutes »" 
April 22, 1912. 

14Jesse P. Sewell, "The Gospel Preacher, A Man Among Men , " (unpub. 
Abilene Christian College Lectures on Preaching, December 5, 1958). 



technical skill that made them just right for Abilene Christian 
College in the particular period when they took over.15 
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Sewell was thirty-six years of age when he accepted the presidency 

of this institution. 16 Perhaps the vision of another Nashville Bible 

School gripped the thinking of this youthful minister, who upon as-

suming the headship of the school repeatedly stressed the moral and 

spiritual foundations of the college. As Sewell faced the college in 

1912, and anticipated its future growth and development, he wrote: 

We shall not simply fill the minds of students entrusted to 
us with facts, figures, dates and rules-information. Ours 
is a Training School. We shall do our very best to properly 
train all our students in body, mind and soul. In bodyp 
that they may be strong, able to endure life's work and to 
live long. In mind , that they may think, think accurately 
and intensely. In soul, that they may feel, feel accurately 
and intensely. All this training shall be given from the 
viewpoint of the religion of Jesus Christ.17 

It is perhaps noteworthy to add that Sewell's mother and father were 

to join the president and his wife in the work of the institute, and 

that the older Sewells would serve as house parents for the girl 

18 students. The new president, who had failed several years earlier to 

convince Barrett of the advisibility of establishing such a Christian 

school in San Angelo, now had his own opportunity to head such an insti-

sution in Abilene. 

Condition of the College in 1912 

On September 3, 1912, Childers' Classical Institute opened its 

15Don H. Morris and Max Leach,~ Stars Shining Brightly , 
(~bilene, 1953), p. 58. 

16rbid. 
17 Abilene ~Christian College Catalogue, 1912-1913, p. 7. 

18The Abilene Reporter~, March 1, 1912. 
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doors for its seventh year. The new president had worked hard the pre~ 

vious summer in preparing the catalogue, contacting prospective students, 

talking to parents, and in boosting the school among Christian people 

throughout the state, especially west Texas. New interest had been 

stimulated in the city of Abilene, so that by the opening date many 

persons were ready to visit the campus and wish the college God-speed 

for another year. An interesting news account of the opening service 

read: 

By far the largest audience that every assembled at the 
college was present when President Jesse P. Sewell called 
for attention and asked that the audience stand and sing, 
'All Hail the Power of Jesus' Name.•19 

Persons of note on the program for that occasion included Mayor E. 

N. Kirby, of Abilene; assistant cashier Free, of Citizen's National Bank, 

in Abilene; County Superintendent of Public Schools, Professor J. s. 

Smith; and M. Zellner , president of the board of trustees of the college. 

Feeling ran high in the city of Abilene as the news report stated. 

"Never before in the history of the school has there been such an inter -

est shown on the part of the trustees, nor of town friends and citizens 

of Abilene. 1120 

Physical Plant and Finances 

What kind of a school did Sewell face in 1912? The campus con-

sisted of four and one-half acres between North First Street and Nort h 

Second Street, bounded on the east by Victoria Street, and on the west 

by Graham Street. The buildings were erected near the intersection of 

19Ibid., September 3, 1912. 

20Ibid. 



North First and Victoria. 21 According to Morris and Leach: 

The plant of the school consisted of the brick class room 
building, now finished, thanks to Brother Co,x's admini
stration, and the Childers' home. These two were the 
same buildings of the beginning of the school. Along 
with the plant, Sewell also inherite~2that ever present 
shadow of the private college, debt. 

Sewell's optimism upon assumption of the presidency, however, is re-

fleeted in the catalogue which he had prepared that summer, when be 
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proudly described that one brick building as "A new, modern, well-venti

lated, well-lighted structure, two stories and a basement. 1123 The building 

also contained classrooms, and was well equipped with desks and chalkboards. 

On December 20, 1912, Sewell called the board of trustees together to 

discuss ways and means of raising funds for additional buildings and campus 

improvements which he deemed necessary. The board at this time favored 

Sewell's proposal to raise $45,000, with members of the church of Christ 

to raise $25,000 and the citizens of Abilene to raise $20,000. Forty 

thousand dollars of the proposed $45,000 were designated for the erection 

of a new building, while the balance of $5,000 would be credited toward 

24 the liquidation of a debt of some $4,500. The city of Abilene pledged 

to its half-share of the cost of this campaign , while the board, Sewell 

and members of the church pledged themselves to raise the other half. 

Although the campaign inaugurated by Sewell was not entirely successful 9 

the school was in a position to erect a dormitory in the year 1912 at a 

cost of $15,000 . This was the first addition to the original plant wit h 

21 Scruggs, p. 10. 

22 Morris and Leach, p. 58. 

23Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1912-1913, p. 10. 

24Board of Trustees of Abilene Christian College, "Minutes," 
December 20, 1912. 
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which the scho·ol began. 25 

Board , Faculty, Students 

The board of trustees in 1912 numbered twenty-five members, whi le 

Sewell was able to gather a faculty of only nine teachers, including 

Gardiner as dean, and R. L. Whiteside, a Bible teacher in the school , as 

26 
vice president and head of the Bible department. Sewell was intent on 

improving not only the physical facilities, but the whole institution. 

Since at that time he could not acquire among members of the church of 

Christ sufficiently trained men and women for his college faculty, he 

employed teachers on a part-time basis who were not members of the church , 

such as Dr. o. H.Cooper of Simmons College, who taught for two years on 

a part-time basis. 27 

The college opened in 1912 with 207 students, a striking contrast 

with the sixty-five which were enrolled at the .close of the previous year. 

While the enrollment dropped slightly in the three ensuing years, a peak 

enrollment during Sewell's first five years was reach in the academic 

28 year 1916-1917 with 212 students. 

Organization and Status of Academic ·program 

Sewell began in 1912 an ambitious program to develop the school 

into a junior college. It had heretofore been basically a preparatory 

25scruggs, p. 31. 

26Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1912-1913 , p. 19. 

27scruggs, p. 32. 

28scruggs, p. 53. (Mr. Scruggs prepared a cumulative chart from the 
year 1906 through 1944 showing resident enrollment , graduates each ye2r, 
numbers of student by correspondence and total enrollment.) 



institute. He suggested that the name be changed to Abilene Christian 

College. 29 With Dean Gardiner's assistance Sewell revamped the cur -

riculum into four groupings or departments: the primary, including the 

first five grades; the intermediate, including the sixth and seventh 

grades; and the college department, for the last two years.30 Sewell 
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wanted the curriculum to be sound academically, undergirded by the teaching 

of the Bible to every student on a daily basis. 

Although the college was without adequate laboratory facilities or 

equipment, science courses were to be taught. The president moved 

31 immediately to have a fully equipped laboratory erected. Among the 

science offerings was a course in meteorology, added in 1912 and taught 

by W. H. Green, the official in charge of the United States Weather Bureau 

in Abilene. Green taught the course on a two-day per week basis and made 

32 
the equipment of the Weather Bureau available t o the students . 

Sewell was keenly conscious of the inadequate library fac il i ties of 

the institute and worked immediately toward improving this situat i on . 

He set the example by making available to the student body his own 

personal library of more than 600 volumes. He prevailed upon Price 

Billingsley and J. Y. McQuigg, well known preachers among the churches 

of Christ, to provide gifts from their outstanding personal libraries. 

A Book Club was organized that encouraged contribution, from facul t y 

members, friends of the college and even students themselves. From many 

29Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1912-1913. p. 8. (A ful ler 
statement of the name change will be given in Chapter IV.) 

30rbid., p. 19; also consult Young,~ History of Colleges , pp. 178-
179. 

31 rnterview of Guy Scruggs with Jesse P. Sewell, June 20, 1941 , 
quoted in Scruggs, p. 32. 

32rbid., p. 33. 
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sources the college received gifts such as encyclopedias and reference 

books. It is noteworthy that from such meager beginnings in the first 

year of his administration the college library numbered 3,500 volumes in 

1919. 33 

President Sewell wanted to excel in every dimension. Concerning the 

desired quality of academic offerings, he wrote: 

We purpose to make our college work as good as the best. We 
shall, therefore, work in harmony with the higher institutions 
of learning by offering practically the same courses in our 
two years of college work as the University of Texas, and other 
higher institutions of learning offer in the same period •••• 
We desire to build our school to the ~zint that it will grant 
degrees recognized hy the University. 

It was this line of reasoning and ambition that led Sewell to discontinue 

two practices of earlier administrations. Before 1912 a certain number 

of high school credits of the institute were credited for college work. 

The college had · also granted a Bachelor of Arts degree for only two years' 

work. He reasoned that this cheapened the degree that had been tradit ion-

ally recognized as representative of four years' work. He replaced the 

Bachelor of Arts degree, therefore, with the Associate of Arts degree, 

more commensurate, he thought, with the offerings of a two year college . 

Explaining further his reasons for this change, Sewell wrote in the college 

catalogue: 

We do not refrain from giving such degrees because our work 
is inferior to the work of the average college giving them, 
but because we do not believe it is fair dealing to grant 
the degree until the course of study is strictly standard 
in length. Our college is a junior college, and we give 
two years strictly standard work on which students may enter 
the University with two years' credit.35 

33 Ibid., p. 34. 

34Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1912-1913, p. 34. 

35 Ibid., 1914-1915, p. 30. 
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For the first time in the institution ' s history 9 Sewell and H. E. 

Speck, graduate of the University of Texas who was appointed dean in 1913 9 

included entrance requirements in the college catalogue. Again this shows 

the president ' s constant concern for raising academic standards. 

Twelve units are required for admission to college courses 
which are to be counted toward a diploma (provided the re 
maining two units are made up in the freshman year.) Two 
and one-half are optional and nine and one -half specified . 
The specified units are : three in English ; two in history ; 
and one and one-half in a l gebra ; one in plane geometry ; two 
in Latin or German.36 

For the first time also the president and dean inc l uded in the catalogue 

the basis for grant ing grades. It was t he traditional scale 9 with A= 

91-100; B = 81-90; C = 75- 80 ; D = 70-74 and E = 0- 69.. Any grade below 

a 70 was considered failure. 37 

Sewell's Accreditation Efforts 

The small religious college without adequate financial support often 

fought a losing battle in securing educationa l accreditation. Sewe ll 

faced this problem with persistence and confidence. Within one year ' s . . 
administration he had sufficient l y strengthened the institution to the 

point that the University of Texas agreed to recognize the college 's 

work on a junior college status. Sewel l proudly wrote in the ~atalogue 

in 1913- 1914 , "Students finishing our two years' work 9 and rece iving a 

diploma, may enter the third year classes of the Universi t y withou t 

examination. 1138 Then followed an extract from a letter which Sewell had 

received from John H. Keen, chairman of admissions from other colleges 9 

37 Ibid. , p. 33. 

38lbid. , 1913-1914, p. 33. 
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at the University of Texas. He wrote: 

My Dear Mr. Sewell: I, therefore, am glad to state that the 
University of Texas, through the Committee on Admission from 
Other Colleges, will grant your graduates full entrance into 
the University of Texas, and in addition thereto, credit for 
ten college courses toward B. A. degree.39 

Graduates of the accredited junior colleges were still not certified 
,· 

as teachers, since the junior colleges in Sewell's earlier years were not 

looked upon with favor by the four year colleges and universities. Such 

certification was controlled by the four year colleges which were not 

eager to share this honor with junior institutions. Sewell viewed this 

situation as a matter of equal concern with gaining recognition as a 

junior college. 

The president called upon Dean Speck, upon whom he came to rely 

heavily for academic guidance of the institution , to assist him in writing 

a bill that would provide junior colleges the right to certify teachers. 

Sewell pointed out in a personal interview that writing a bill meant the 

changing of only a few words in the existing certification laws of the 

State Department of Education. So he and Speck made the appropriate 

changes. 40 He then went to Austin where he approached a friend of high 

rank in the state legislature. The friend assured him that he would be 

glad to introduce the bill and see it through to passage • . This he did 

for the first two readings, but when another piece of legislation de-

manded his attention, he forgot Sewell's educational bill altogether. 

And so the desired legislation failed passage in the 1916 session of the 

39 Ibid., p. 33. Also see: Jesse P. Sewell, "High Grade of Work in 
Abilene Christian College," Gospel Advocate, LV, (December 25 , 1913), 
1299. . 

40 
Interview with Sewell , May 30 , 1960. 
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state legislature. 

Sewell however, was not to be denied what he wanted so desperately 

not only for Abilene Christian College, but for other junior colleges 

throughout the state. He went back to the next legislative session, and 

secured the assistance of a different legislator, a young man enrolled 

at the University of Texas who had been successful in running for t he 

legislature. The young man, whose name Sewell fails to recall, readi ly 

agreed to introduce the bill, and persisted in getting it before the 

legislature until it was approved on third reading. The law was t hus 

enacted which gave junior colleges the right to certify teachers wi t h 

"first grade" certification, or the lowest in a sequence of c6rtificat H 

41 granted, valid for only four years. 

Sewell'• vision, pe~sistence and determination worked not only for 

success in any enterprise, but sometimes engendered opposition. The 

records are not clear on this point, but in 1915 some students and 

teachers had brought certain charges against Sewell. Upon receiving 

these specified charges, which the board did not see fit to record i n 

its permanent record and which Sewell does not specifica l ly r ecal l, the 

board placed its members under oath, conducted th~rough examination , and 

concluded that the charges were without foundation. The trus t ees there~ 

fore moved to reject the charges and to continue Sewel l's five year con~ 

trace for the remaining two years.42 

41~ of Texas, XVIII, Senate Bill, No. 9. (The introduct i Gn 
to the bill in the state records is as follows : An act to amend Section 
116, Chapter 96, Acts of Regular Session of Thirty-Second Legis l a t ure , 
providing for granting of teachers-' certificates and declaring an e= 
mergency. Approved February 2, 1917.) 

42Board of Trus t ees of Abilene Christian College, "Minutes," March 
30, 1915. 



Extra-Curricular Activities 

The president had definite opinions about extra-curricular activi -

ties as a part of the college's program. He believed that the total 

person must be viewed in any educational pursuit. The 1912-1913 cata-

logue lists the various extra-curricular activities, among which were 

literary and debating societies, athletic events, the Student Council 

and the student paper. 43 Mondays were given to various recreations and 

literary and debating societies. Men students were organized into the 

Webater and Wooster. Debating Societies, whH- tl:te girls were organized 

into the Tau Epsolom ,Society.44 

What was the nature of the recreation which Sewell proposed? The 

catalogue answer read: 

Clean and honest athletics will be encouraged to a moderate 
degree. We have good grounds for basketball, tennis, base
ball and track. But we shall teach the boys and girls the 
truth that athletics is only a means to an end. We propose 
to adopt the rules that no one can participate in athletics 
who does not do good class work, and whose department is not 
good.45 

The literary societies apparently became the basis of what today 

47 

would be called a campus wide intramural program, and furnished the basis 

for wholesome club riva lry. Sewell wrote in the catalogue , "All . of the 

rivalry in the school will be furnished by the two literary societies • 1146 

43 
Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1912-1913, pp. 52-53 . 

44Morris and Leach, p. 63. 

45Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1912-1913 , p . 53 . 

46 Ibid., 1913- 1914, p. 19. 
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Campus Discipline 

Sewell believed in strict discipline for every student. The college 

catalogue stressed emphatically that "no laxness is tolerated. 1147 It 

was not the intention of the administration that the college should serve 

as a reformatory for children whose parents were unable to control them 

at home. The president pointedly wrote in the catalogue to this effect 

that such students were not welcome or desired who would mar the campus 

atmosphere and life by their conduct. Mrs. H. E. Speck indicates that 

such warning in the catalogue had come as a result of several unfortunate 

experiences which Sewell had had with a few students who apparently were 

not in sympathy with the discipline and expectations for student be

havior.48 Evening study hours after 7:00 o'clock were strictly enforced. 

Leaving the campus for auy purpose required permission. The use of 

tobacco or alcohol was prQhibited; and cards, profanity and vulgarity 

were considered ill-fitted to a Christian college campus.49 

Re-election to the Presidency 

Sewell's first five year term as president of the college con 

vinced the board of trustees that he was the man to give continued sta

bility and assurance of growth to the institution. In this last year 

of his first term, 1916-1917, plans were being made to set up an en

dowment fund, although needs to expand the physical plant absorbed the 

47lbid., 1916-1917, p. 21. 

48Interview with Mrs. H. E. Speck , June 3, 1960. 

49Morris and Leach, p. 105. 
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h . h . d 50 money w . . 1.c was raise • Midway this last year of his first term the 

board expressed its confidence in Sewell's leadership by re -electing 

him for another term of five years on the same basis it had initially 

chosen him. There was one striking exception to the first agreement, 

however, in that the board voluntarily offered to erect an additional 
I 

building at an estimated cost of $10,000, half of which the board person-

ally guaranteed. 51 An intensive campaign was then launched through the 

brotherhood religious papers in the spring of 1917 in behalf of funds 

52 for a boys' dormitory. 

Perhaps the most single outstanding achievement during this first 

administrative period was the realization that the school was now on a 

permanent basis. Prior to Sewell's leadership there seemed to be little 

certainty from one year to another that the school would continue. Under 

his guidance the board of trustees on March 5, 1916 laid plans to insure 

the permanency of the growing institution by setting forth these goals : 

(1) to complete the library and bring it up to standard; (2) to build a 

new chapel which would seat 500, with music and practice rooms ad = 

joining; (3) to erect a new brick dormitory for men students; (4) to re -

model ·and enlarge the present men's cottage for a girls' indus t ria l home 

and (5) to set up a $50,000 endowment fund. 53 Little did the board now 

doubt that the school was a permanent institution. 

With Sewell's re -election he could then anticipate total expension 

of the college, increased physical facilities and equipment and 

5~oard of Trustees of Abilene Christian College, "Minutes ," May 23 » 

1916. 

511bid. 

52lbid., April 12, 1917. 

531bid., March S, 1916. 
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improvement of the academic life of the institution. He could concen

trate on strengthening the faculty, enlarging the curriculum and im

proving the quality of the work offered. As he had said several years 

earlier, "We purpose to make our college work as good as the best. 11 54 

54Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1912-1913~ p. 34. 



CHAPTER IV 

SEWELL'S WORK IN HIGHER EDUCATION (1917-1924) 

With the second term now before him at the midway juncture of the 

1916-1917 academic year, president Sewell could set his vision for the 

future of the college. Dan H. Morris, president of Abilene Christian 

College, believes that Sewell's tremendous contribution during these 

formative and critical years of the college's history exceeds that of 

l 
any other man. 

Expansion of Physical Facilities 

2 
"But Sewell pressed for enlargement further," went a popular news 

account recalling some of the college's history under Sewell' s guidance . 

T.he words modestly described Sewell' s ever enlarging vision and per-

sistence in the realization of his goals for the college. While the 

board of trustees had agreed in 1916 upon the re-election of Sewell to 

initiate the construction of a new building, it specifically agreed on 

May 22, 1917, to let the contract for this building which was to be a 

boys' dormitory. The secretary was authorized at the same time to pre -

pare a certificate guaranteeing that the college would raise its part 

of the needed money if the city of Abilene would put up its certificate .-

1Don Edward Beck, "A History of Speech Education at Abilene 
Christi.an College 1906-1958," (unpub. M. A. Thesis, Abilene Chris tian 
College, 1959), p. 28. 

2 
Abilene Reporter News, August 13, 1950. 
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So the contract was let.3 Although this dormitory, Zellner Hall, was 

completed according to plans, it was appropriated for a girls' resi -

dence hall, while a small frame building was hurriedly constructed for 

men students and appropriately named "Emergency Hall. 114 

It is noteworthy that in 1918 the Administration building was en-

larged and remodeled at a cost of $40,000. In 1920 the laboratory, 

originally built in 1917 at a cost of $1,150 was also remodeled. In 

this same year a third story was added to Zellner Hall, thus increasing 

housing facilities for women students. Further improvement of the 

college's physical plant in 1920 included repair of the "Yellow Cottage" 

at a cost of $2,000, and canstruction of ''Shady Dell, 11 the president' s 

home at a cost of approximately $6,000.5 

Sewell had succeeded in convincing both friends of the college and 

the board members that the plant should be enlarged still further. So 

the board at that time employed O. E. Phillips, son of a pionee~ ~~eache~ 

and himself minister for the church in Eastland, Texas, as its financial 

agent to spearhead the campaign for expansion funds . The agreement wi th 

Phillips was that he would receive twenty-five per cent of all funds 

collected until his personal salary accumulated to $3,000;. then he wou ld 

receive ten per cent until his sa lary reached $4,000; and beyond that 

6 amount he would receive five per cent of ,all· funds raised. In 

addition, . the board was to pay his expenses. While this action 

3Board of Trustees of Abilene Christian College, "Minutes, " May 22 , 
1917. 

4 Scruggs, p. 42. Also Abilene Reporter News, September 1, 1929 . 

srbid., p. 47. 

6Board of Trustees of Abilene Christian College , "Minutes," 
February 25, 1921. 
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brought immediate criticism and opposition from some .. sources, the 

success of Phillips in raising funds to retire indebtedness from the 

previous building program tended to minimize the force of such criticism 

and opposition. 

Upon the retirement of the building indebtedness, plans were then 

made to raise $40,000 for a men's dormitory. Phillips, working with a 

committee , selected by the trustees, laid plans to solicit "fifth Sunday" 

contributions from all the churches of Christ throughout the state of 

Texas. Students were also urged to contribute and write the ir pa r ents 

to do likewise. The college appealed to the Abilene business men and the 

Chamber of Commerce. The drive was not entirely successful , and it was 

necessary to borrow $12,500 to complete construction; but the dormi tory 

was erected and named McDonald Hall, in honor of A. F. McDonald , a dili ~ 

gent member of the board of trustees who had died a few years earlier.7 

Thus when the men students arrived for the 1924-1925 academic year , they 

moved into a modern three story residence fully equipped. Although 

Sewell was not present when this building was completed, mention of it 

is made here since the initiative for it was provided primarily by 

Sewell and Phillips from 1921 t hrough 1924. 

While considering the physical expansion of the college it seems 

appropriate to indicate something of the financial status of the insti 

tution at this time. The official record indicates the college assets 

at $386,497 in February, 1923; 8 while in September of that same year 

the institution's assets were fixed at $408,322. 9 The college was 

7Ibid. , September 23, 1924. 

81bid., February 42-23, 1923. 

91bid ., September 1, 1923. 
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gradually overcoming its perennial plight, lack of funds. 

More individuals were now supporting Christian education than ever 

before in the institution's history; and many were supporting it with 

larger gifts. But Sewell's own personal generosity also contributed as 

much as any single factor to freeing the school from its financial 

plight. The board minutes of February 22-23, 1923, record $3,991.54 in 

cancelled vouchers by Sewell, and notation is made that the president 

asked that they be considered a "donation from him. 11 10 

Chri~tian Education 

The expansion of Abilene Christian College included more, however , 

than erecting buildings, improving old dwellings, and rising free of 

financial indebtedness. At the very heart of the institution was re li~ 

gion. The basic purpose of Childers' Classical Institute was the 11 

establishment and maintenance ,of a college for ,the- advancement of edu ~ 

cation, in which the arts, science, languages, and Holy Scriptures sha ll 

always be taught .• Every board member was required to be a 

Christian, a member of the church of Christ in faithful fellowship. 

Every faculty member was to be a devout Christian, for here on a 

Christian college campus young people were to assemble not only to study 

academic subjects, but the Bible which was believed to be the inspired 

Word of God.1 2 

lOibid., February 22-23, 1923. 

llt1charter of Childers' Classical Institute," quoted in Board of 
Trustees of Childers' Classical Institute, "Minutes," November 3, 1906. 

12 
Ibid. 
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On this campus students studied the Bible every day under competent 

Bible teachers. Evangelistic meetings were conducted two or three t imes 

each year by the college church, which at that time met on the campus . 

Daily chapel was required of both students and faculty members, and 

twice each week at night men students gathered for special devotions 

and training in public worship leadership. During the last week of 

February, 1918, an annual Bible lectureship was conducted and this has 

become one of the most cherished traditions of the colleg~ . Capab l e 

preachers of the church of Christ were brought to the campus to de l iver 

theme lectures and teach classes designed to impart knowledge , strengthen 

13 
faith and inspire more zeal. These lectures have been published since 

1922, and a complete set is available in the Abilene Christian College 

library . 

When asked in personal interview what Sewell considered to be some 

of his major cont ributions to Christian education, he replied wit hout 

hesitation that he felt the impartat ion of New Testament truth t o young 

lives, the inspiring of young people with the realization that l i fe's 

basic purpose is to serve God, to follow the teachings of Jesus and to 

live His Spirit, constituted the number one contribution. For mer 

students o f Abilene Christian College number in excess of 22, 000 many 

of whom have had their lives touched by the r e ligious convictions and 

faith of Sewell who headed the school for t welve critical years . 14 Re = 

move religion from the h i s t 0ry of Abi l ene Christian Col l ege, and you 

virtually remove the college from society. 

13Morris and Leach, pp. 101- 102. 

1411Self-Study of Abilene Christian College , " (unpub. Ins t itutional 
Study , 1961), p. 99. 
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Building the College Academically 

Sewell's perspective was well balanced in that he wanted to build 

not only the finest physical plant for the college, but also a strong 

institution academically. He stressed that the academic work in a 

Christian college must compare favorably with that required in any 

state college or university. Furthermore, Sewell proposed to parallel 

the basic college courses as much as might be feasible. He especially 

desired to offer academic degrees which would be recognized by the 

15 University of Texas. 

It was obvious that building the college academically meant 

strengthening the faculty. Sewell with determination went about building 

a faculty that would be second to none. It will be recalled that the 

school opened with nine faculty members. The academic year 1914- 1915 

saw the number of teachers rise to thirteen, with faculty committees 

active in the daily life of the institution. 16 By the 1917-1918 year 

the.re were fifteen members of the faculty, with the first faculty member 

holding a Ph.D. degree added at this time. Two other teachers he l d M. 

17 A. degrees, while the remainder held the B. A. or equivalent. The 

following year the faculty increased to twenty in number with two men 

holding the doctorate , three Master's and t he other Bachelor degrees or 

training equivalent to the degree. The catalogue in 1918- 1919 dec lar~s 

the faculty to be outstanding in comparison to previous years of the 

h 1 1 h. t 18 sc oo s is ory. This trend toward academic improvement continued y~ar 

l5Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1912-1913 , p. 34. 

16Ibid. , 1914- 1915, PP• 3-4. 

17 Ibid., 1917-1918, PP• 3-4. 

18Ibid., 1918-1919, PP• 3-6. 



by year until by the last year of Sewell's administration the faculty 

totalled twenty-four members. Among these were three holding doctor 

ates, nine with Master's degrees, while the others held the B. A. de -

19 
gree. 
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Although the building of the faculty appeared to be the primary 

task in stabilizing the academic status of the institution, it is note

worthy that the board of trustees also increased its membership. Be

ginning with five members in the year 1906, now in 1919 it numbered 

thirty-six, and also had organized an Advisory Board of Ministers. 20 

Not only had the board increased numerically, but its basic philosophy 

toward a Christian college had changed. It is assumed that the first 

board of the college looked upon the incorporation of the college as a 

private and profit making institution, and thus they were disappointed 

when the college not only failed to make a profit, but actually operated 

at a deficit. This philosophy accounts for the basis on which the board 

offered the presidency to Sewell in 1912, simply placing the complete 

responsibility of operating the school in his hands and declar i ng them

selves free from any financial responsibilities. By the year 1920 , how

ever, the board apparently realized that it must not only share with the 

president a leadership role in the formation of policy, but must bear 

financial support and over-all responsibility for the direction of t he 

college. 

Sewell's desire to make Abilene Christian College t he bes t aca

demically was first recognized when the Childers' Classical Institu te 

19lbid., 1923- 1924 , pp. 34- 36. 

20Ibid., 1919-1920, p. 4. 
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became a juniQr college and was accredited by the University of Texas as 

a standardized junior institution. 21 In 1916 the Texas Association of 

Colleges, which had taken over accreditation of colleges, gave Abilene 

Christian College an "A" grade as a junior institution. 22 With the 

building of such a well qualified faculty, and the simultaneous develop-

ment of a sound curriculum, the Texas Association of Colleges in 1917 

granted the college an "A plus" rating which at that time was the highest 

rating that a junior college could receive. Sewell included in the cata -

log with this "A plus" recognition an excerpt from the letter which he 

had received from Dean John H. Keen, of Southern Methodist University, 

to the effect that the Texas Association of Colleges had approved Abilene 

Christian College's request to be so classified. 23 

The catalogue also reproduced a letter from the State Department 

of Education signed by W. F. Daughty, State Superintendent, placing 

Abilene" ••• upon the list of junior colleges of the first class. Al-

low me to congratulate you," continued Daughty, "upon securing this 

24 distinction for your school. 11 

While the step to the junior college level indicated much progress D 

it was not adequate from Sewell's point of view, since graduates of even 

an accredited junior institution were not at that time certified as 

teachers. Sewell's efforts to initiate legislation enabling junior 

21 
Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1914-1915, p. 47. Also 

Jesse P. Sewell, "High Grade of Work in Abilene Christian College," 
Gospel Advocate, LV, (December 25, 1913), 1299. 

22Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1914-1915. p. 11. 

231bid., 1918-1919, p. 8. 

241bid. 
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colleges of the state to certify their graduates have already been re-

lated. The bill which was introduced in Austin in 1916 (and approved 

in 1917), referred to in the previous chapter, provided for the granting 

of teachers' certificates for four full courses in the College of Arts 

of the University of Texas, any other college or university, and" ••• 

in any junior college in Texas ranked as first class by the State Super-

intendent of Public Instruction, upon the recommendation of the State 

Board of Examiners •••• 11 25 The legislative measure recognized the fact 

that there was no law permitting junior colleges to grant teachers' 

certificates, and that there was at that time a great scarcity of quali -

fied teachers in the state of Texas. This lack of certified teachers 

in the state at that time created what the legislators called "an e -

26 
mergency", apparently addimg to the justification for the measure 

which Sewell had initiated. After the bill became law, the president 

wrote with pride in the college catalogue: 

Under the law passed by the legislature last winter, Abilene 
Christian College will be able to issue through the Depart 
ment of Education four year first grade teachers' certifi
cates to those students who do four courses of the junio~ 
year in the junior college, and one course in Education. 7 

The "first grade teachers' certificate" was the lowest in a sequence of 

certificates granted, and it was valid for a period of four years. By 

the expression '' junior year of the junior college" Sewell apparently 

referred to the second year of college work at Abilene Christian College D 

and not what is usually considered the third year. 

1917. 

25 Laws of Texas, XVIII, Senate Bill, No. 9, Approved February 2, 

26Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1917-1918, p. 7. 

27 Ibid. 
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The College Comes of Age--Senior College 

With accreditation as a junior college enrollment increased, gradu-

ation classes grew larger, and the demand was soon felt to develop the 

school into a four year college. During the early part of the year 

1919, Sewell learned that with only $12,500 worth of additional equip-

ment, and one more teacher, the school could qualify as a senior college. 

Certain of the feasibility of such a step, he led the drive which re-

sulted in the institution's senior college status on September 23» 1919. 

Sewell related in the catalogue how the school moved to this new status. 

Finally we found ourselves face to face with this situation. 
We lacked only one man of having a faculty meeting in every 
way the demands for a standard college. We were short only 
about $12,500 worth of equipment. Our students and patrons 
thought the two additional years work of the standard college 
should be added so these students would not be forced to 
other institutions to finish their work. 

We found the man, and the city of Abilene said they would put 
up the money. So ACC has grown into a four year college.28 

That one faculty member needed was found, but he was destined to be more 

than just another teacher. He was Batsell Baxter, successor to Sewell 

in the presidency. Morris and Leach point out that the college is today 

II the oldest senior college maintained by the churches of Christ in 

the world." 29 

The college had grown steadily and developed along all lines until 

it was now completely organized and ready for work as a college of the 

first class. Requirements for the B. A. degree, based on a four year 

program of work, were included in the 1919-1920 catalogue. There were 

seven groups of courses in which a student might major. These were : 

28Ibid., 1919-1920, p. 14. 

29M · d L h 101 orris an eac, p. • 
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classical, English, modern language, philosophy, social science, mathe-

matics and Bible. A plan of courses similar to present day "general 

education" programs was likewise required of all students. Am<i>ng these 

courses were English, foreign language, social science, physical science 

and mathematics. Another general requirement for the Bachelor's degree 

was the preparation of a five thousand word thesis in the student's major 

field. The first four year degree plan offered at Abilene Christian 

College, then, provided for an area \ of specialization, a broad educationm 

al foundation in the liberal arts, and a reaearch project expressed in 

30 acceptable English. 

Mention has already been made of the fact that the name of the 

institution was changed in 1912 in the catalogue and in popular termi -

nology to Abilene Christian College. However, its chartered name , 

"Childers' Classical Institute," was not officially changed until the 

board of trustees voted its change on April 16, 1920. 31 While there 

was constant pressure on Sewell from the beginning of his administration 

to change the name, he did not attempt any official action since he be-

lieved this would encounter opposition. The original name had been a-

greed upon because of a donation of Colonel J. W. Childers in the form 

of a reduction in the price of his property for the original site of 

the school. So when Sewell assumed the presidency he did not try any 

official name change immediately, although the name on pub l ications such 

as the catalogue and bulletins was frequently Abilene Christian College ; 

and after it became a junior college it was often referred to as Abilene 

30Abilene Christian College Catalogue, 1919 - 1920 , pp. 36-38. 

31Board of Trustees of Abilene Christian College, "Minute s ," April 
23, 1920. 
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Christian Junior College.32 

With increasing demands to change the name the board called a 

special meeting on April 1, 1920. At this time a committee of trustees 

was appointed to approach the family of the late Colonel Childers to 

discuss their feelings about the proposed name change. The committee, 

composed of L. C. Denman and W. H. Free, visited with the Childers 

family, and stated that they were authorized to reimburse the family 

five hundred dollars along with certain property in Abilene to com-

pensate for the donation made by Colonel Childers when the school was 

named in his honor in 1906. The committee found the family willing to 

the proposed change and reported favorably to the board on April 16. 

A motion was entertained immediately that the institution's name be 

officially changed from Childers' Classical Institute to Abilene 

Christian College. The board unanimously approved the motion and the 

secretary was authorized to file the decision with the clerk of Taylor 

County. 33 Scruggs indicates that this change was made on the state 

records on November 23, 1920. 

Growing Enrollment 

While there were many factors which contributed to the growing en -

rollment of the college, certainly one reason for its continued growt h 

during 1917-1918 and 1918-1919 was its cooperation with the government 

in a Student Training Program. President Sewell had agreed to estab lish 

a Student's Army Training Corps at Abilene and to cooperate with the 

32scruggs, p. 45. 

33Board of Trustees of Abilene Christian College, "Minutes/' April 
23, 1920. 
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government in the education of these student-soldiers. As Sewell pointed 

out in an article to the Gospel Advocate in Nashville, students were paid 

thirty dollars per month and issued government equipment. They were to 

be under military discipline at all times, while not exempt from the 

regulations of the college itself.34 

The student-soldiers were required to take English, French, German , 

mathematics , history and government, and allowed ta take Bible if they 

desired. Sewell noted in a subsequent report to the Advocate in October p 

1918, that the enrollment in the fall of that year had jumped fifty per 

cent over the previous year. 35 Although the Student's Army Training 

Corps was discontinued in January, 1919, most of the boys in it at 

Abilene Christian College stayed on to complete the year. The city of 

Abilene recognized the college's patriotic cooperation during these 

years of crisis by granting to the school a five thousand dollar gift. 36 

Sewell Resigns 

While Sewell had been elected at the end of his second five year 

term for another presidential session , several factors converged to 

terminate his administrative leadership of the college in 1924. The 

minutes of the board of trustees indicate that Sewell had twice offered 

his resignation on December 27 and December 31 , 1923. The third 

meeting, January 1 , 1924, was cal led at Sewe l l ' s own reques t . The 

34Jesse P. Sewell , "Students in Training to Get Thirty Dollars A 
Month," Gospel Advocate , LX , (September 5p 19 18) , 861. 

35Jesse P. Sewell , "Specia l From Abilene Christian College , '' 
Gospel Advocate , LX, (October 2, 1918) , 979. 

36william Webb Freeman , "Advanced Bible Courses, 11 Gospel Advocate» 
LXI, (January 2, 1919) , 11. 
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resolution of the board accepting his resignation specified that it was 

best far the school and for Sewell personally that he be released from 

the administrative respansibilities of the college at the end of that 

academic year. Sewell's statement of resignation called attention 

particularly to the condition af his health and the excessively heavy 

burdens of the office. It is possible that other reasons contributed 

to the president's decision to step down, among which might be mentioned 

his love for evangelistic work, the confining obligations of the school, 

and the fact that his very strong personality had led him into some 

37 sharp differences with the board on frequent occasions. 

The resolution of the board in accepting his resignation p however p 

is sufficiently noteworthy to include here in its entirety. 

We, the members of the board present , after much delibera
tion and prayer, do this day accept Brother Sewell's re
signation at his request, to take effect at the close of 
the summer school, 1924. 

We feel that we owe to Brother and Sister Sewell a debt 
of gratitude that cannot be paid in money for the untiring 
service and sacrifice they have made to build this insti
tution. We know that hundreds of boys and girls from many 
lands too owe much for their knowledge of our Lord , and 
fitness for life. 

Brother and Sister Sewell have done for Abilene Christian 
College what no one else could do or did do. To give them 
up is painful and a loss that seems irreparable; but upon 
the urgency of the request we feel compelled to act now, 
both in justice to Brother Sewell and the school.38 

The summer of that year , 1924, thus brought to a close twelve years 

37Young, p. 182. (Scruggs expresses a similar opini'cm abaut Sewe11°s 
resignation, but of these differences he writes, "There were clashes or 
differences of opinion between the president and the trustees, but none 
that caused permanent estrangement)" (Scruggs, p. 54). 

38 Board of Trustees of Abilene Christian College, "Minutes,'' 
January 1, 1924. 
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of leading a school from a small non-accredited institute to a senior 

college whose work was recognized as academically sound. By the end 

of Sewell's administration the extra - curricular activities of the college 

had been very well established. Daily chapel was a tradition that would 

continue through the years. Devotions and daily Bible study were an 

integral par t of the college curriculum. An annual Bible Lectureship ~ 

begun the last week of February, 1918, had become a definite tradition. 

An annual prepared by the students » The Prickly~' was being published 

every year; and a student newspaper, The Optimist , had its beginning in 

Sewell's administration. The college also had instituted intercol legiate 

athletics, including baseball and footbali. 39 

Sewell had accepted a challenge in 1912 from a discouraged group 

of college trustees. He met the challenge with a vision that twelve 

years later had been realized. From a non-accredited preparatory status 

Sewell had led the school ta a recognized four year college with an "A 

plus" rating by the Texas accreditating agencies. He had built a strong 

faculty numbering almost three times the size of the original staff. 

The board of trustees had increased in numbers and developed a new 

philosophy of Christian education. The college plant had expanded from 

two original buildings to twelve modern structures well equipped for 

academic purposes; and the value of the campus properties had increased 

from a few thousand dollars to approximately $425,000. The enrollment 

had increased from about sixty - five at the close of the 1911-1912 year 

to 303 in 1923. 

Perhaps the most significant achievement during these twelve years» 

39Mrs. E.W. McMillan , "Traditions of Abilene Christian College , " 
(unpub. article, April 19, 1934), cited in Young, p. 183. 
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however, was not in any of the specific factors enumerated, but rather 

in the realization of Sewell, the board of trustees, the church con= 

stituency of the college, and the Abilene community that Abilene 

Christian College was a permanent institution. It was here to stay. 



CHAPTER V 

SUBSEQUENT WORK WITH CHURCHES AND COLLEGES (1924-1960) 

When Sewell left the administrative responsibilities of Abilene 

Christian College, he was not a well man. He recalls in a personal 

interview how his health completely failed; and that the doctors i n

farmed him he could not hope to live even one year if he stayed under 

that load and strain. He was encouraged to accept some work which 

would involve less responsibility; and upon this advice Sewell and his 

wife moved from Abilene to Fort Worth, Texas. 

Accepts Fort Worth Church Invitation 

Sewell owned a small farm about twelve miles west of Fort Wor t h , 

and he felt that here he could rest, rel ax , and regain his health . 

Although he had been on his farm only a short time and was just be 

ginning to enjoy the quiet of rural life , the Southside Church of 

Christ in Fort Worth invited Sewell to preach for them. His intensive 

love for preaching was the determinative factor in making this decision; 

and for about one year he preached regularly for the Southside Church . 

Sewell's association with this church was more characteristic of 

a limited appointment basis than what might be termed a full -time minis

terial capacity. Records are not available to indicate in detail the 

conditions of the church when Sewell accepted the preaching respons i bility. 

The nature of his work was primarily that of preaching publicly and 

67 
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teaching classes while continuing to regain his health. 1 

Back to Corsicana 

Sewell was enjoying his work with the Southside Church, however, 

when another urgent request was made upon him. Friends from Corsicana , 

his first home town in Texas and where he had subsequently held many e -

vangelistic meetings, came to invite him back to that congregation to 

work with them. They talked not only of the possibilities for growth of the 

church in that west Texas town, but they also discussed something else 

that seemed to intrigue Sewell personally. Later, recalling the propo-

sition made to return to Corsicana, Sewell stated: 

While I was enjoying the work at Fort Worth and getting along 
nicely at Southside, and everything was going well, I just 
couldn't turn down that proposition to go back home to 
Corsicana. And their proposition was that 'We want you for 
the balance of your life; you just come on home and spend 
your life in Corsicana.' That appealed to me because I 
didn't like moving.2 

Sewell now feels that the decision to leave Fort Worth for Corsicana 

to live the remainder of his life was a major mistake. From the mature 

point of view he reasons that it was basically selfish; it appealed to 

him because he would not have to move, and he would be among friends. 

There he could quietly retire and live the rest of his life without too 

much urgency about the heavy responsibilities that were unavoidable in 

3 the public ministry of the gospel. 

The Sewells thus moved to Corsicana and assumed work with the church 

1Interview with Sewell, March 29, 1959. 

3Ibid., May 31, 1960. 
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there. Corsicana, according to Sewell, was unfortunate in its location 

for one suffering from asthma, tuberculosis, or any kind of respiratory 

ailment. His trouble was aggravated soon after he arrived. At the end 

of two years a physician,who was also an elder in the church, plainly 

told Sewell that he must leave Corsicana. The doctor indicated that as 

much as the church regretted to lose its minister for a while, that he 

must leave immediately. The church agreed to continue Sewell's salary 

while he went further west to regain his health. Following his doctor 's 

advice, Sewell and his wife moved again to San Angelo.4 

Two Decades in San Antonio 

Sewell had not been in San Angelo long before he received an invit

ation to consider the ministry of the Grove Avenue Church of Christ in 

San Antonio, Texas. Accepting the invitation in 1927, he entered into 

a ministry which lasted for nineteen years.5 While at Grove Aveuue 

Church Sewell's health continued to improve and he was able to initiate 

a dynamic program that seemed destined not only to change that congre

gation, but to make its impact upon the churches of Texas and the en

tire brotherhood of the churches of Christ. Because of the duration 

of his work at Grove Avenue and the importance with which Sewell views 

it, several aspects of that church's program must be discussed in de

tail at this juncture. 

Prior to accepting the work of the Grove Avenue Church, Sewell had 

observed the conditions and practices of churches of Christ for twenty-

4 Ibid., March 29 , 1959. 

5Baxter and Young, p. 393. 
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five years throughout the brotherhood, especially in the southwest. In 

a personal interview he recalls that the churches seemed to him without 

a sense of purpose. He compared many churches to Sunday afternoon 

motorists, just driving around, going no place in particular, yet ex-

panding unusual energy, money and activity. They gave the app,earance 

of maintaining a vigorous program, but lacked a definiteness of edu-

cational purpose, which to Sewell was quite serious. The lack of purpose 

was one of the major weaknesses in the educational work of churches of 

Christ, coupled with a lack of organization and necessary implementation 
6 

for effective teaching. 

Sewell believed that the Grove Avenue Church presented an unusual 

opportunity to begin a ministry of duration wherein he could implement 

his concept of religious education and actually demonstrate the church 

as an educational agency for the fulfillment of God's purposes. The 

membership of Grove Avenue Church in 1927 was about two hundred, with 

an adequate number of elders and deacons to serve it. While the congre -

gation's accomplishments were perhaps above average, they certainly were 

not what Sewell believed possible. He saw there in the leadership and 

the membership in general those who could be led to appreciate his 

emphasis on Christian education and who, likewise, would be willing to 

7 cooperate with him in a dynamic educational program. 

Since Sewell was known to be an ambitious personality in furthering 

his ideas of any work, it undoubtedly took some time for him to gain the 

confidence of the elders, teachers and other members of the Grove Avenue 

6Interview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 

7 Ibid., March 27, 1959. Also interview with Dr. E. K. Halbertp 
June 2, 1960. 
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Church. The church records do not reveal any statistics about the growth 

of the church from 1927 until 1930. Some of the members who were there 

when Sewell began h i s ministry indicate that his preaching seemed differ-

ent and that he began to suggest ideas about the church as an educa t ional 

agency that they had not heard in the pulpit of the churches of Christ; 

yet, his sermons were well fortified with Scriptures, his logic seemed 

sound and reasonable, and his conclusions were convincing. 8 

Indicative of the early response of the members at Grove Avenue t o 

Sewell's preaching is that of Mrs. O. V. Lamb, for many years a public 

school teacher in San Antonio, who has been personally acquainted wi t h 

Sewell since 1920. In response to a question evaluating Sewell as a 

teacher and preacher, Mrs. Lamb said: 

••• he felt it was his duty to impart his talent in 
preaching the gospel and winning souls to Christ. Brother 
Sewell believed in education, designed to produce an ap
preciation of our cultural heritage and to make us free 
to think independently, and to serve society and to 
stimulate the imagination •••• I can truly say that he 
did much ~o help me in my work as a public school teacher 
and as a primary teacher in the church of Christ for 
many years.9 

The Church's Educational Purpose 

Within two or three years the Grove Avenue Church had initiated 

a teaching program far in advance of many churches of Christ in Texas 

and throughout the brotherhood. Sewell argued cogently for a sys temat i c 

teaching arrangement as a part of the church in distinction from t he 

denominational Sunday School which was an organization separate and 

8Interview with Halbert, June 2, 1960. 

9Questionnaire submitted to Mrs . O. V. Lamb , San Antonio, Texas ~ 
June 5, 1960. 
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apart from the church. He believed that the church was primarily an 

educational agency equipped by the Lord Himself with the proper au-

thority and provisions to teach the gospel to those who were not 

Christians, and to teach and nourish those who were Christians into a 

realization of the divinely appointed educational aim. In the Grove 

Avenue Yearbook of 1931, Sewell summarized the philosophy then being 

advocated at that congregation and implemented in the teaching program. 

Its content presented an interesting contrast with the emphasis at that 

time among churches of Christ on evangelism and church organization. 

He wrote: 

The Grove Avenue Church conducts no Sunday School, but as 
a church is endeavoring to meet the responsibilities and 
give the educational service bound on the church by Jesus 
its Lord. 

Education includes much in addition to and aside from 
instruction. It is the entire process of personality 
development of which instruction is an important part, but 
only a pEJ,r.t. Education is the directed syst·ematie develop
ment of personality, on the basis of tested and proved 
principles, into the most perfect exercise of all its a
bilities, the most complete happiness in living and the 
greatest effic~ency in service. Christian education is 
all of this, given in the Christian spirit and on the 
basis of Christian truth. Christian education includes 
the development of the ability to understand, distinguish , 
believe, feel, decide, select, will and act in the spirit 
of Christ and on the basis of His truth. It includes the 
development of the entire person on the basis of Christian 
truth. The aim of Christian education has not been ac
complished until the individuals who are instructed in 
Christian . truth are nurtured and guided into successfully 
practicing this truth in worship of God and in all the 
various relations and activities of life.lo 

This clear, straightforward statement of the church's educational 

aim or purpose was new in the churches of Christ. Harrison A. Matthews i 

lOJesse P. Sewell, ed., Yearbook and Directory of Grove Avenue 
Church of Christ, (San Antonio, 1931), p. 7. 
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well-known evangelist of the churches of Christ and currently minister 

of the University Avenue Church of Christ, Austin, Texas, at one time 

preached in San Angelo, where Sewell had formerly ministered. His ob-

servation of Sewell is apropos to the work at Grove Avenue, for Matthews 

believed "he was ahead of his times in most areas. 1111 Yet, while 

Sewell's educational ideas were strikingly new in this religious brother -

hood, some of the members of Grove Avenue who first heard him advocate 

such views apparently did not realize that they were so strikingly differ-

ent. Mrs. E. K. Halbert, wife of Dr. E. K. Halbert, an elder at Grove 

Avenue, said in reply to the question, "Did you think his teaching un-

usual?" 

His views did not seem unusually new. He had a way of pre
senting even new ideas in such a forceful and cogent manner 
that it seemed we should have been seeing and doing these 
things all of our life.12 

~ Avenue's Organization 

Not only did Sewell state concisely the church's educational 

purpose, but in the Yearbook of 1931 he went on to set forth how the 

church could and should realize its aim. He wrote: 

No church can accomplish this tremendous task by con
ducting a one hour school on the Lord's Day, participating 
a few minutes in worship, preaching two sermons, and con
ducting a 'prayer meeting' each week and holding a 'pro
tracted meeting' a year. However efficient they may be made , 
these processes are too limited in their scope and possi 
bilities to accomplish such a task. The church must learn 
to include every day in its educational program. It must 
conduct classes of various kinds both day and night as they 
are needed. It must learn to use the home, social, school, 

11 Questionnaire submitted to Harrison A. Matthews, Austin, Texas , 
June 5, 1960. 

12Interview with Mrs. E. K. Halbert, June 2, 1960. 



recreational, business and professional activities of the 
people as agencies of Christian education. The Grove 
Avenue church earnestly invites the cooperation of every 
family of the church and the people of its section of the 
city, to full participation in her educational work. 
Study the arrangement of the work presented in this 
directory •••• Our desire is to serve.13 

After Sewell's concise statement of the educational work of the 

church, followed by above pointed paragraph on the inadequacy of the 

existing program, the church Yearbook!!!& Directory then gave an out-

line of the organizational structure of the congregation in order to 

realize more fully the church's aim. The church had an eldership, or 
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group of overseers, numbering seven. Working closely under the elders 

was a group of specially appointed men known as deacons, or servants of 

the congregation. While the number of deacons varied from year to year, 

in 1931 ten were serving the congregation. The church also had an e-

vangelist, or minister of the Word of God, an a~sociate minister, a 

secretary, a treasurer, song leaders, and ushers. The , standing com-

mittees of the congregation included committees on finances, building 

and grounds, benevolence, evangelism and worship. The city was divided 

into six zones with a visitation committee heading the work in each 

zone. 14 

The educational work of the church was well planned and directed 

by the eldership. Working under the elders were two educational directors 

and two secretaries who adequately cared for the record keeping of the 

program. Appointed to work under the directors were the departmental 

directors and the respective teachers. There were nine departments : 

Home, Cradle Roll, Beginners, Primary, Junior, Intermediate, Senior v 

l3sewell, Yearbook and Directory , p. 7. 
14 Ibid., p. 9. 



Young Peoples, and Adult. Each department had its director and three 

teachers working under the director. 15 
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In addition to the departments mentioned, the educational work also 

included Sunday morning and evening training classes, weekday Bible 

classes from September through May, Tuesday night training classes, 

Thursday afternoon classes) a Thursday night singing class and a Friday 

night Bible class. The program also included a Vacation Bible School 

16 
through the summer. In addition to the departmental organization for 

formal instruction, there was a Recreational and Guidance Council 

structured to include beginner and primaryv junior and intermediate» 

senior and young people's groups. There was also a Vocational Council 

with divisions for boys and girls, and a director for each respective 

group. Completing the organizational framework for the church's program 

was a five member Library Committee to build the church library and en= 

courage its usage in conjunction with the educational program. A four 

member Equipment Committee constantly studied the educational facilities 

and equipment of the church and made recommendations to the eldership 

17 for improvement. According to Sewell, the church building was open 

daily for the educational work of ~he churcn. 18 

"Training ill Service Series" 

While continuing his ministry at Grove Avenue» Sewell gathered 

15rbid., PP· 9-10. 

16 Ibid.~ p. 4. 

17 
Ibid., pp. 11-12. 

181nterview with Sewell» March 29~ 1959. 
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around him an unusual staff of competent teachers. He recalls that at 

one time every teacher on the staff at Grove Avenue held the Master's 

19 degree or its equivalent in years of formal educational study. With 

such an unusually well-qualified staff, several of whom were teachers in 

the San Antonio public school system, Sewell believed the time ripe to 

realize a vision which he had held for several years. He wanted to pre-

pare a "training for service series" of books which would be available to 

the churches of Christ throughout the brotherhood and would set forth in 

a clear, Scriptural, and convincing manner what he believed to be the 

church's ideal educational situation. Because of his high regard for 

Dean Speck's judgment and educational training he consulted him about 

serving as a co-editor of the proposed series. Speck consented to as-

sist the former college president with whom he had worked in this new 

project. As the time drew near for the actual preparation of the series, 

however, Sewell took the initiative and wrote the first volume entitled, 

The Church and Her Ideal Educational Situation. While the book bears the 

names of Sewell and Speck as co-authors, both the men in separate inter -

views indicate that the book basically is Sewell's work and idea. Speck 

readily acknowledges that he gave some help to Sewell in organizing the 

book and perhaps some other assistance of a minor nature; but he insists 

20 
that the book basically is Sewell's. 

While the proposed series was to contain eighteen volumes , and would 

be a comprehensive treatment of the church 's total educational program , 

only four books were actually written. First in the series was the title 

19lbid., March 29 , 1959. 

201nterview with Dean H. E. Speck, June 2, 1960. 
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previously cited, The Church and Her Ideal Educational Situation, 

published in 1933. Next came The Church and the Children, prepared by 

Mrs. Lloyd N. Rutledge, Miss Orlene Drennan and Miss Davy Drennan, 

members of the Grove Avenue Church. Two of the authors, the Drennan 

sisters, were public school teachers. In the same year Mrs. Zora Melton 

prepared the third volume in the series entitled,'.!'.h!, Church !ru!, Sh!. 

Young People. Both Sewell and Mrs. Melton indicate that he outlined this 

work and wrote the introductory chapter. A fourth work entitled, The 

Church .!B..!:!_ the Adults, published in 1935, was the last book written in 

the series. 

The four volumes, published by the Firm Foundation Publishing House, 

in Austin, were favorably received by many leaders in the churches of 

Christ, while others viewed Sewell's religious education emphasis with 

doubt if not disapproval. Omar L. Bixler, who served as assistant minis-

ter of the Grove Avenue Church with Sewell, 1935-1936, believes that 

Sewell: 

• did more than any preacher and educator to bring 
better teaching programs into the individual churches in 
the years before World War II. His series ••• did more 
for the churches of the west and south than anythin~ that 
any of our brethren had published up to that time. 2 

While the proposed series was never completed, the four volumes which 

were brought into print were used extensively and still enjoy wide circu-

lation among churches of Christ. 

Religious Education--Learning and Doing 

Sewell's educational philosophy embodied the belief that the church 

21Questionnaire submitted ' to Omar L. Bixler, Searcy, Arkansas, July 
11, 1960. 
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should not only teach the pupils what to believe and what to do~ but also 

to provide them with opportunities through which they might actually see 

these truths and activities demonstrated. In the implementing of such a 

philosophy Sewell feels that the Grove Avenue congregation proved very 

effective and successful. 

Perhaps the most concrete evidence of Sewell's conviction of the 

success in such a program is seen in the training of young men for 

Christian service, and the subsequent work which these Christian men ac

complished for the church. For example, the young men would be taught 

from boyhood and youth that the church should evangelize the world, and 

that the best place to begin in world evangelization was right in their 

own city. Accompanying this instruction in religious responsibility were 

classes in public speaking, homiletics and English. Courses on Biblical 

subjects prepared the young men with the knowledge to preach, while the 

supplementary program equipped them to speak or preach systematically 

22 and forcefully. 

The elders of the church and Sewell were constantly surveying the 

spiritual conditions of other communities in San Antonio, the surrounding 

vicinities and nearby towns and villages. When an opportunity presented 

itself, the elders would plan a new congregation with several of these 

well-trained young preachers leading in the work. Sewell recalls that 

since 1927 the Grove Avenue Church, which has never had membership es

sentially beyond three hundred, has started twenty-eight other churches 

of Christ in and around the San Antonio area. The elders who worked with 

Sewell confirm his observation that this was perhaps one of the most 

22 rnterview with Sewell, March 29, 1959. 
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fruitful results of the educational program which he initiated while at 

Grove Avenue.23 

Sewell states that in establishing these mission efforts and the 

subsequent work of such congregations , all of the preaching, song -

leading and other public leadership work was done by the young men of 

Grove Avenue who had had no training except that received in t he edu -

cational program of their home church. While the program which Sewell 

initiated has been modified through the years since he left, it still 

continues and produces results. Within the last four years Grove Avenue 

congregation has started three new congregations in San Antonio, and now 

two are larger than Grove Avenue itself. 24 Reflecting on his Grove 

Avenue ministry, Sewell said: 

••• this is the .kind of educational work that I'm inter
ested in with the local church. I believe that it is 
possible for every congregation, large or small, to 
develop a situation that will make it possible for it to 
do considerable extension or expansion work in its own 
territory.25 

Teacher Training Schools 

During his two decades i n San Antonio, Sewell began an intensive 

personal campaign to awaken churches throughout the brotherhood to t he i r 

responsibility in religious education. Many congregations which he ob -

served were without any consciousness of educational aim, and as a re-

sult of this deficiency their programs were poorly organized or not 

231bid., March 29, 1959; interviews with Dr. E. K. Halbert and Mr. 
Lloyd Rutledge, June 2, 1960. 

24Questionnaire submitted to A. R. Maner~ minister of t he 
Fredericksburg Road Church of Christ , San Antonio, Texas , June 2 , 1960. 

251nterview with Sewell, March 29 , 1959. 
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organized at all. He had given much thought to the concept of Christian 

education, and as soon as he began his new emphasis on planned teaching 

among the churches, he was in constant demand. Such organized teaching 

was new among churches of Christ; for since the days of the Restoration 

Movement many churches had been apprehensive of any aspect of the 

church's work which required systematic planning or organization. The 

church could have no competing organization, such as the denominational 

Sunday school. Many churches, therefore, had practically no educational 

program. Sewell was convinced that the church. on the basis of New · 

Testament teaching, must conduct a well organized educational program 

with a specific aim in mind. 

Mention, obviously, cannot be made of the many churches which Sewel l 

visited from 1924 to the present. Only a limited but representative number 

of the Teachers' Training Schools which he conducted can be enumerated in 

this particular phase of his ministry. In 1929 and 1930 while Sewell was 

preaching for the Grove Avenue Church, he returned to Sanderson, Texas 

and conducted two evangelistic meetings in which considerable emphasis 

was placed on the teaching program of the church. R. N. Allen, who was 

a member of the church in Sanderson» recalled Sewell's "earnestness and 

zeal and the personal effort he put into his work" in these two evange

listic efforts, and the stress laid on the teaching program.26 

In October, 1936 Sewell was invited to the Detroit area to conduct 

a Teacher Training School at the Hamilton Boulevard Church of Christ. 

While sponsored by the Hamilton Boulevard Church, this school actually 

26Personal letter from R. N. Allen to Mrs. Zora Melton, April 14 , 
1939. 
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involved most of the churches of Christ in the metropolitan area at that 

time. Sewell's personal notebook of the school, which includes his sylla-

bus of lectures and other miscellaneous materials, lists nine churches of 

Christ which were represented in this cooperative effort, and a member-

ship of one hundred thirteen teachers, assistants, or potential teachers 

officially enrolled. The church of Christ in greater Detroit today 

numbers about fifty congregations with perhaps fifteen thousand members. 

Many of the teachers who attended Sewell's school in 1936 attribute such 

growth to the interest which Sewell aroused through his emphasis on the 

educational work of the church.27 

Sewell continued his educational efforts far and wide. In Ty ler, 

Texas, February 1943 he conducted another Teacher Training School that 

made a deep impression on the church and perhaps continues to produce 

good. T. B. Thompson, minister of the West Irvin Church of Christ at 

that time, wrote Sewell after the school to this effect: 

We regard the time spent by you in the series of lectures 
here as being in large measure responsible for the Renais
sance period through which this congregation is passing. 
It gave us just the thing we needed at that particular 
time to get us started out in a greater work. The library 
idea was firmly planted in the minds of the brethren, and 
you will be delighted to see what we have done along that 
line.28 

In the summer of 1943 , Sewell received an urgent invitation to visit 

New England to deliver a series of lectures at the Brookline Church of 

Christ in Boston. The elders of the Grove Avenue Church permitted him to 

27This observation is based on the writer's three years' ministeria l 
experience with Detroit churches, 1953-1956. 

28 Letter from T. B. Thompson to Jesse P. Sewell, February 18 , 1943. 
(Now a part of the permanent files of Grove Avenue Church of Christ , San 
Antonio, Texas.) 
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make the trip, provided his health would permit. They constantly feared, 

however, that Sewell would tax himself beyond his physical strength, thus 

terminating his fruitful ministry prematurely. Sewell made the trip to 

Boston, however, and engaged in his dynamic style of teaching and preaching. 

Subsequent to that teacher training effort, the minister of the church , 

Dr. J, Harold Thomas, wrote a letter to the elders of the Grove Avenue 

Church expressing his appreciation and his belief of the good that had 

been realized in Sewell's school. In part he said: 

Brother Sewell more than justified the expectations of the 
entire church. His lessons were clear and forceful, and if 
the smallness of the audiences affected hi.s presentations , 
it was in no way apparent to those of us here. He displayed 
a rare understanding and sympathy with the difficulties pre
sented in this field; and he gave lessons to inspire and en
courage the congregation to meet the challenge which it pre
sents. 

I believe that his coming will be of great value to the 
Cause in this section, because it gave him a vision of the 
needs here that he could have received in no other way. His 
wide influence in the churches of the South will cause them 
to send additional workers to this region.29 

Among the demands for his services came an invitation from the Central 

Church of Christ in Nashville, Tennessee, to conduct a similar Teacher 

Training School. Since this was the first such training school that had 

been conducted by anyone among the churches of Christ in Tennessee, many 

were dubious about it. The school was open to all congregations; but 

while there were many churches in the city, only about one hundred persons 

attended the first night session. Sewell indicates that the attendance 

began to increase, however, and by the close more than four hundred fifty 

were enrolled. 30 

29Letter from Dr. J. Harold Thomas to the elders, Grove Avenue Church 
of Christ, July 13, 1943. 

301nterview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 
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In personal interview Sewell related an incident during the training 

school in Nashville which reflected not only a personal ancedote in his 

life but also the attitude of many members of the churches of Christ at 

that time toward his philosophy of Christian education. F. D. Syrgley, 

an imminent gospel preacher in Tennessee and the southern states , was 

then editor of the Gospel Advocate. He had his doubts about such 

training efforts. During the school , however , he called Sewell to his 

office one day and confided that several weeks earlier when approached 

by a member of the church of Christ in Nashville about the program, he 

had lightly brushed it aside as"· •• some more denominational foolish -

31 
ness that Jesse ' s carried away with." Unable to attend the various 

sessions of the school at Central Church, however, Syrgley had sent a 

personal representative every night who had taken verbatim all that 

Sewell had said. Syrgley had now changed his mind , and in essence was 

apologizing for his earlier comment which was derogatory and dis-

crediting to the work of Sewell. Sewell recalled Syrgley in approxi-

mately these words : 

If we had had what you are trying to do there--lf we had 
had that forty years ago--we would have avoided al l t he 
conflict and trouble we've had on the Sunday School mis
understanding ••. . We would be way i n advance of where 
we are in our teaching efforts and teaching program.32 

A study of the permanent records of Grove Avenue Church in San 

Antonio reveals that Sewell was constantly invited to churches of Chris t 

across the nation to conduct his teacher training courses. It became 

necessary for his health .that the elders of the Grove Avenue Church 

31 
Ibid., March 27, 1959. 

321bid. 



restrain him from accepting the numerous urgent requests. It was ob

vious, also, that he could not continue to guide the dynamic program 

which had been launched at Grove Avenue and be away as much as would 

have been necessary to answer the many calls. 

Edits Graded Literature Series 
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While Sewell was at Grove Avenue he and the teaching staff had 

frequently discussed the need of a graded series of Bible study materials 

for the churches of Christ. ''We had reached the point," wrote Sewell $ 

"where it was absolutely necessary. ,, 33 With the teachers of the congre

gation assisting him Sewell experimented first with a "Through the Bible 

Series," but concluded that this did not meet the need. Abandoning that 

material, he and several teachers of the Grove Avenue staff- including 

Mrs. Zora Melton, Mrs. Inez Dalton, and Mrs. Davy Drennan McLarry- be

gan work on a new series which finally became the present "Gospel 

Treasure" literature used by many churches of Christ. 

The "Gospel Treasure" series was first printed by Eugene Smith, 

book publisher in Dallas , who approached Sewell himself in 1947 about 

the right to publish and distribute the material then in preparation. 

Convinced that Smith was financially able to assume this responsibility, 

Sewell agreed to the contract which made him editor-in-chief and Smith 

the publisher. The first printing of the newly graded materials was 

available to the churches of Christ in 1950. While Sewell's name is 

still connected with the materials as editor-in-chief, his active role 

with the series is very limited. Several of the teachers who assis ted 

him in the initial work, however , still prepare some of the books. 

331etter from Jesse P. Sewell to the writer, January 27, 1961. 
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Although the exact usage of this material would be difficult to determine, 

Sewell feels it is one of the most widely used graded series among 

churches of Christ.34 

New Fields 

At the end of nineteen years' ministry with the Grove Avenue Church, 

Sewell felt that both his age and physical condition militated agains t 

the heavy schedule that he had established in earlier years. His wife ha 

died in 1944, and he faced a personal adjustment which would have perhaps 

affected his continued ministry there. Hence, he resigned his work and 

intended to live the remaining years of his life by holding evange l istic 

meetings and conducting special teacher training schools among churches 

of Christ. 35 

California Calli 

Soon after Sewell left the Grove Avenue work he was invited to the 

Weit C~ast for 1ome 1pecial lecture• at George Peppardine College. Mos t 

of the Chri1tian coll•& 1 operated by member• of the church•• of Chri1t 

conduct a annual Bible l1ctura1hip in which noted mini1tar1 and Chri1tia 

educator• participate. It wa1 on 1uch a lactura1hip in 1947 that Sewell 

delivered the major night addr11111 and, while there , conducted a 1hcrt 

cour11 on "The Educational Work of the Local Church •11 36 

After the series of lectures and termination of the short course et 

Pepperdine College, Sewel l conducted a series of evangelistic meetings 

34 rbid., January 27, 1961. 

35rnterview with Sewell, March 29 , 1959. 

36Ibid. 



for several of the southern California churches. He next accepted an 

invitation from the Church of Christ in Riverside, California to join 
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with them in the work for one year. The leaders of the congregatio made 

it clear in offering Sewell the work that they had encountered some i -

ternal trouble which they believed he could help rectify. With the 

knowledge of such a situation before him, Sewell structured his approach 

accordingly. He reorganized the educational work of the church, and l ike

wise saw that every member was given some specific responsibility. His 

reaso ing was that if they were working they would not have t ime for dis 

sension, while at the same time the educational program would begin to 

refashion attitudes which might ultimately resolve the trouble. While 

the church did not experience unusua l growth immediately during the year p 

Sewell indicated that a foundation was laid in renewed spiritual develop

ment which contributed to subsequent progress in the total church program. 37 

During the year at Riverside Sewell married a Maxie Runnels, widow 

of a former deacon at the Grove Avenue Church , who had known and worked 

with the Sewell& duriag their extended work in San Antonio. Upo com

pletion of his year at Riverside, the church in Wenatchee, Washington» 

called Sewell to the Northwest for the special purpose of reorganizi g 

its educatio al efforts. 38 In such a specific call to work Sewel l woul 

usually conduct a intensive teacher training class, suggest the appoi t

ment of an educational director who could assume the general responsi

bilities of the work subject to the elders, and carefully study the class 

arrangements, literature p facilities, and equipment of the church . His 

recommend&tibns to such churches were usually accepted and made operat i ve . 

37Ibid., December 30, ·1960. 

38rbid. 
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Another Christian College 

While in Wenatchee Sewell was asked to participate in a church 

lectureship in Seattle by teaching a course on "The Organizat ion and 

Administration of a Church's Educational Work." During the week of 

lectures Dr. George Benson, president of Harding College, was a guest 

speaker. Benson approached Sewell about teaching on the Bible faculty 

at Harding for the second semester of that academic year, 1949-1950. 

Since he was nearing the end of his agreed-upon-time with the Wenatchee 

Church , Sewell readily accepted, and made the move to the Arkansas 

college in January, 1950.39 

Although Sewell had agreed to teach only one semester, he rema i~e 

at Harding College seven years. 40 Sewell taught a total of eleven 

different courses in religion. Some were textual courses in the 

Scriptures while others were Bible re lated courses usually in the area 

of the educational work of the church and the Christian ministry.41 

El.alx>rating upon the decision to add Sewell to the college staff, Dean 

Joseph E. Pryor wrote: 

Harding College was interested in employing a Bib le teacher 
who had a number of years experience in preaching , who would 
be a capable Bible teacher and who would be able to counsel 
with the young men who planned to devote their lives to 
preaching. Ther e was also a need for a teacher who wou l d be 
able to help in the Religious Education courses •••• He 
possessed the qua lificat ions of the teacher that was de
sired. He also had a number o f years 0 experience as Presi
dent of Abilene Christian College as well as a number of 
years ' experience in preaching full-time for the Grove Av~~ue 

39rb id., December 30, 1960. 

40 Baxter and Young, Preachers of Today, II, p. 39 3 . 

41Ques tionnaire submitted to Dr. Joseph E. Pryor Searcy, Arkansas, 
December 13, 1960 . 



Church of Christ in San Antonio, Texas, as well as at other 
places. He had written widely in the field of Christian 
Education and had given a great deal of study to the Edu
cational Program of the Church ••• Ria qualifications jnd 
abil~ties somewhat complemented those of Dr. J. D. Bales 
who was then chairman of the Bible department and who is 
currently Professor of Bible at Harding College.42 
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As a teacher at Harding, Sewell was primarily a lecturer, according 

to Pryor, with materials always well organized and easily followed by 

the students. In class he frequently gave . extensive outlines of the sub-

jects presented to the students. His stress fell heavily on the need for 

improving the educational work of the local church and a more effective 

work in the Christian ministry. 

In student counseling Pryor feels that Sewell was equally effective. 

He not only filled a needed position in working with students who planned 

to pre•ch, but, likewise,·helped with the personal problems of others 

who were not engaged in preparation for th~ ministry~ Perhaps 

his effectiveness as a counselor contributed to the large enrollment in 

his classes, for Pryor states that, "His classes were popular with the 

students."43 Not only did he counsel with students, but his advice was 

sought by other members of the Bible Department. Of his total contri-

bution to the college in both the teaching and counseling areas, Pryor 

concludes, "The years of experience enabled him to be a very wise and 

effective counselor. I think he did a very effective job of teaching 

aad counseling. 1144 

42Ibid., December 13, 1960. 
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At Home in Texas 

While at Harding Sewell suffered two illnesses which came as a re-

sult of heart attacks. After each recovery, however, he returned to his 

work with enthusiasm and vigor, although the demands for rest and better 

45 care of his health were reducing the time he could give the work. By 

1957 Sewell retired from the demands of the college campus and returned 

46 
to his home in Abilene, Texas. 

Since returning to the west Texas city Sewell has l ived in semi-

retirement. He continues to give lectures, teach short series of courses, 

write and counsel. The present adminis tra t ion of Abilene Christian College 

often seeks his wisdom in reaching decisions of unusual importance for 

47 the college. He frequently has ministerial students from the college 

visit his home, and his continued interest in young people and their 

48 problems is felt on the campus. Perhaps his greatest personal concern 

now is building the "Sewell Library," a special collection of holdings in 

the Abilene Christian College library, donated by Sewell s.nd··-for whi.ch 

he plans t o provide after his death. Another keen interest i s the 

annual "Lectures on Preaching" which Sewell delivered in 1958 and for 

49 which he hopes, likewise, to provide after his death. 

45Letter from Dr. Joseph E. Pryor, Dean, Harding College , December 
13, 1960. 

46rnterview with Sewell, December 30, 1960. 

47rnterview with Don H. Morris, March 27, 1959. 

481nterview with Don 
College, March 25, 1959. 
College in 1958. 

Beck~ Speech Instructor, Oklahoma Christian 
Mr. Beck graduated from Abilene Christian 

49 rnterview with Sewell , December 30, 1960. 
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Sewell Honored 

Through the years individual leaders among the churches of Christ 

have paid tribute to Sewell's pioneering work in the field of Christian 

education. He has been honored on noted occasions, featured sp€~ker on 

college lectureships, and the subject of numerous editorisls and other arti-

cles in leading brotherhood publications. Among efforts to recognize 

his work, however» are the overtures of the two schools which he served- -

Harding College and Abilene Christian College. 

In 1934 the president of Harding College, J. N. Armstrong, wrote 

Sewell at San Antonio to deliver a special series of lectures at the 

college which was then located at Morrilton, Arkansas. On the closing 

night of this lectureship President Armstrong made an unusual tribute 

to Sewell, and without Sewel l's prior awareness conferred upon him in 

behalf of the college the honorary Doctor of Laws degree. 50 While 

Armstrong and the other Harding officials appreciated Sewel1°s work and 

had probably given thought already to such a gesture, the initial idea 

for such recognition came from another observer of Sewell's work» Dr. 

T. H. Ethridge, then Professor of History and Philosophy of Education, 

a t the University of Texas. Ethridge acknowledged having written Arm-

strong to the effect that if Harding College conferred honorary degrees 

he believed Sewell should be ao recognized,"· •• because of his great 

service to Christian Education. 11 51 

Again in 1956 Sewell received simi lar recognition from Abilene 

50Ibid., March 27, 1959. Also letter from Dr. w. K. Summit, Regis
trar, Harding College, July 9, 1960. 

51Letter from Dr. T. H. Ethridge to Mrs. Zora Melton, Apri l 8v 
1939. 
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Chr.istian College. At its Fiftieth Anniversary Commencement, Sewell 0s 

contributions in the history of the school were reviewed before an ap-

preciative audience of alumni, studeats, faculty and administratioa, 

aad he had conferred upon him again the Doctor of Laws degree. 52 

But Sewell feels that the most significant recognition of his life 

and work is demonstrated in the lives of those'whom he has helped edu= 

cate into Christian personality, and who subsequently are guiding others 

into more Christlike character and useful service in God 1 s Kingdom. He 

has never exalted the degrees conferred upon him» although deeply gr~te= 

ful for the appreciation which motivated such honors. 53 

52Abilene Reporter ~P May 7» 1956, p. 1. 

53Interview with Sewell» March 27$ 1959. 



CHAPTER VI 

SEWELL'S PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION 

The life of Sewell has been told. For more than six decades he 

tirelessly taught and preached that which he believed to be eternal in 

its import. While his thinking has undoubtedly been modified and matured 

through years, many of the basic beliefs and values which he held in the 

spring of 1896 when delivering his first sermon remain an integra l part 

of his fundamental philosophy of Christian education. For sixty-five 

years Sewell has studiously quested after truth concerning God ' s will 

for His creatures and has made a determined effort to systematize 

his thinking on the basis of truth acquired. This and the subsequent 

chapter will be concerned with : (1) delienating the theoretical aspects 

of his educational philosophy; and (2) presenti~g the practical method-

ology which he believed necessary in implementing the theory. 

Concept of Christian Education 

The published writings of Sewell and the numerous unpublished manu-

scripts are replete with references to Christian education. What did 

this expression mean to Sewell? In an address delivered at Abi lene 

Christian College Lectureship in February, 1929, on "Christian Education» 11 

he said: 

By education . I do not refer alone to the processes of in
struction, but to the entire process of development by which 
the human being is equipped to live his life in such a manner 
as to achieve the greatest amount of success, to enjoy the 
greatest happiness, and to give his fellows the broadest and 
most useful service. Any process through which the youth of 
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the world may be carried which does not thus prepare them 
for life does not deserv-e to be called education, regard
less of the physical , mental and cultural development it 
may give. This education can only be given in such a way 
as to accomplish its service in the finest and noblest 
living when it is given from the view point of Christianity. 1 

93 

From this statement it may be seen that education to Sewell involved a·i,m 

and process, controlled by a philosophy oriented from the Christian reve-

lat ion. 

Thirty years later Sewell, discussing his philosophy of Christian 

education, said: 

if we are going to have a sound philosophy of Christian 
education we must have a sound philosophY- of education as a 
whole. And, of course, there are many definitions of edu
cation. But the one that I have liked and still .like pretty 
well goes something like this: 'Education is the introduction 
of control and experience or activities.•2 

Sewell continued his observations by noting that in view of this defini -

tion even the lower animals can be educated, that is, they can be led to 

certain performances often enough until they will respond to certain be ~ 

havior patterns as expected. This, however, may be more precisely de-

fined as training than education. 

The education of human beings , Sewel l believed , involves the intro-

duction of control into experience on the basis of t hinking or r ational 

response. Religious education, according to Sewell » would then be : 

the introduction of control into the experiences of 
the individual on the basis of religion. And Christian 
education would be the introduction of control into experi
ences of individuals on the basis of Christian truth and 
Christian spirit.3 

1Jesse P. Sewell, "Christian Education." (Unpublishe~ lecture de
livered at Abilene Christian College Lectureship, February, 1929). 

2Interview with Sewell, March 27, 1959. 

3Ibid. 
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A broad analysis of these points of view stated on Christian education 

would include: (1) a controlling philosophy rooted in the Christian 

faith; (2) a definitely understood and agreed upon aim; (3) immature 

individuals who need guidance toward the realization of this aim; (4) 

a process of development through which the immature persons become more 

mature; and (5) a developmental process within certain controls. Each 

aspect in this analysis will be subsequently discussed. 

Centrality of the Bible 

Even a cursory acquaintance with Sewall's writings, preaching and 

teaching will reveal the numerous references to such expressions as 

"Christian truth," "Christian Spirit," "the viewpoint of Christianity," 

and "Christian ideals." These and similar expressions obviously point 

to a source of such truth, spirit, ideals, or view points, which to 

Sewell was final. He believed without any doubt this ource to be the 

Bible. From the guidance of a devoted Christian mother, the example and 

teaching of a godly grandfather, and the challenging educational experi • 

ences at Nashville Bible School, Sewell had had this belief indelibly 

atamped upon hia 1en1itive mind. 4 

Sewell did not think of man apart from his relationship to the 

Creator. Neither did he separate God from man in education, for true 

education, that 11, Christian education, i1 ultimately designed to bring 

man into a fulfillment of divine purpose. Thus he wrote: 

There has never been a time when man in his relationship 
to God has been permitted to act on the basis of his own 
wisdom and authority; God has revealed himself and his will 
through Jesus Christ. A record of that revelation is contained 

4rbid., March 27, 1959. 



in his word, the Bible. 'But continue thou in the things 
which thou hast learned and hast been assured of, knowing 
of whom thou hast learned them; and that from a child 
thou hast known the holy scriptures which are able to make 
thee wise unto salvation which is in Jesus Christ. All 
scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable 
for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction 
in righteousness; that the man of God may be perfect, 
thoroughly furnished unto every good work. 1 5 
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Sewell saw in this passage the claim of Scripture itself as authori-

tative, as containing that which is able to perfect (mature) the man of 

God, and equip him for service in God's kingdom. His commitment to this 

point of view was without doubt one of the constants in his philosophy 

which may be traced through the years. This belief in the authoritative 

and all-sufficient nature of the Bible is further seen in his trenchant 

words: 

We are limited to the Bible for our knowledge of God 
and of his will with reference to human life. He has re
vealed to us in his word everything that is needed for all 
the pupils of his church, from the little child to the child 
of God made perfect and thoroughly furnished unto every good 
work. 6 

But Sewell distinguished between what is authoritative and final, and 

what is relative and subject to change. He continued in the same con-

text: 

However, the Bible is not a textbook, with the materials 
for the different ages and stages of mental, cultural and 
spiritual development gathered together, and arranged in 
proper lesson form for each age. In fact, it is the source
book of Christianity. There is no other. Materials may be 
brought from other sources for the purpose of illustrating 
and impressing the materials of the Bible, as Jesus did con
stantly in his teaching, but these materials are not authori-

5 
Jesse P. Sewell and H. E. Speck, The Church and Her Ideal Edu-

cational Situatibn, (Austin, 1933) , pp. 174-175. The quotation includes 
a Scripture passage, II Timothy 3:14-17, King James Version. 

6Ibid. 
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tative. The Bible stands alone in this respect. 7 

With this fundamental orientation toward the Scriptures, it is ob-

vious that Sewell found in these writings what he believed should be 

the church's edµcational program, the aim of Christian education, the 

content of the curriculum, the role of the teacher and the place of the 

pupil. It should be noted, however, that while Sewell's basic commit-

ment was to the Bible as central , he was not oblivious to extra-Biblical 

knowledge as sources of educational value. He was thoroughly acquainted 

with the history of education , current educational philosophy and the 

techniques and skills in methodology. 8 But such knowledge he und wisely 

within the· framework of Biblical revelation. 

Aim of Christian Education 

Sewall's intensive study of Scripture, especially the New Testament p 

led him to an understanding of the aim of Christian education which was 

not commonly held by members of the churches of Christ several decades 

ago. While most of the preaching and teaching of Sewall's boyhood and 

early life centered around the doctrine of heaven as the Christian's 

goal, Sewell concluded that heaven would be the ultimate destiny of those 

who had attained or realized the aim of Christian living, amely, a ma• 

ture, well-developed Christian peraonality.9 

8Any reader will be impressed with the bibliographical listings 
found at the close of chapters in Sewell's most significant work, TI!!, 
Church and Her~ Educational Situation. His writings evidence a 
thorough acquaintance with current philosophical controversies in edu
cation at various periods of his life. Sewell may have been rather 
strongly influenced by the writings of the idealist, Herman Harrell Horne, 
although he would reason that where he and Horne agreed it was because 
both had studied the same source , namely , the Bible. 

9rnterview with Sewell, March 27 , 1959. 
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Sewell believed that the importance of ultimate aim in Christianity 

could not be overemphasized. While the unpublished articles relating to 

this element in his philosophy are abundant, a typical referen~.e was 

made in a sermon preached at Russelville, Arkansas, April 13, 1952. In 

part he said: 

A current understanding and a proper appreciation of a 
church's supreme and controlling aim are necessary in order to 
scriptural and efficient procedure in any congregation •••• 
A church's supreme purpose must be defined, understood and ac
cepted in order that its activities may be scriptural and 
efficient.lo 

Years earlier, while at Grove Avenue, Sewell had pointed out the 

basic reasons, as he saw them, for the church having a clearly defined 

and accepted educational aim. Without aim the intelligent selection and 

wise use of materials in educational procedure would not be possible. 

He cogently reasoned: 

Each church needs a clearly defined aim in her education-
al work in order that she may be able to select and direct 
properly the materials and methods to be used in this pro-
cedure •••. Often a church has in her mind no definite ob
jective. As a result, her procedure is largely without 
direction or control. The selection of her materials and 
methods is accidental, determined by varying circumstances 
and facts from time to time. Each individual worker pro-
ceeds on the basis of his own ideas. There is no controlled, 
correlated, continuous program. The results are necessarily 11 
accidental, and in a vast majority of instances unsatisfactory. 

Sewell was fond of illustrating this point by referring to a hunter who 

might go out in the woods to hunt. While using much energy and time, 

and creating quite a noise, without deliberate aim ne would kill little 

game except by accident. Such results even then would likely be un-

desirable. Sewell continued: 

lOJesse P. Sewell, "A Church's Supreme Purpose," (Unpublished sermon 
manuscript, Russelville, Arkansas, April 13, 1952.) 

llsewell and Speck, p. 53. 



Many churches are using up a great amount of valuable 
time and energy and making considerable noise as they pro
ceed; but they ob·tain oaly uncertain, indifferent, and meager 
results, because they have defined for themselv-• no definite 
aim. 12 
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Churches need to define clearly their educational aims so that they might 

select and use wisely the necessary 1naterials and methods in educational 

procedure. 

A second reason Sewell set forth in his rationale for the church 's 

clearly defined educational aim was that the results of such activity 

might be measured. Without aim it is not possible to measure the results 

and determine the amount and quality of success the church is achieving 

in its educational program. While some churches would evaluate success 

in terms of increased attendance, Bible reading cdntests, contributions 

or similar achievements, Sewell concluded that none of such achievements 

is "i elusive and final enough to constitute" the aim of Christian edu

cation.13 The lack of clearly defined aim, Sewell felt: 

accounts for the loose, aimless, disjointed, undirected, 
conflicting educational procedure found in so many churches, 
and for the constant doubt and uncertai ty as to whether any
thing of real value is being accomplished.14 

Again Sewell reasoned on the necessity of educational aim in order 

that the church have an incentive to study, improve, and progress. He 

wrote : 

In order that the church may have an incentive to pro
gress and a field for study and improvement, it must fix for 
itself a definite aim, and this aim must not be limited and 
incidental. It must be all-inclusive and final in its nature. 
A gap must constantly remain between the achieved results and 

121bid., p. 53. 

131bid., pp. 54-55. 

14Ibid., p. 55. 



the objective in mind, or there can be no incentive to 
progress.15 
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That some churches were satisfied with their activities and accomplish-

ments educationally Sewell readily admitted; but such satisfaction he 

felt roots in ignorance of the potential educational goals or aims to 

be achieved. Unaware of such aim~, churches had little incentive to 

progress, and for them there was no definite field for study and growth. 

After having presented Sewell's rationale for the church's education-

al aim, attention must be focused on the nature of this aim. Just what is 

it that the church should be trying to accomplish in its educational acti-

vities? The answer to this question Sewell believed two-fold: (1) the 

ultimate aim; and (2) the immediate aim. The first aim, the development 

of Christian personality, extends itself through life and is only com-

pleted in eternity; while for the second aim constant efforts are exerted 

at given age levels and maturity levels to the realization of the ultimate 

goal. 

Christian Personality Defined 

Perhaps the most frequently used passage of Scripture in all of 

Sewell's writings and lectures is found in the fourth chapter of 

Ephesians, Since frequent subsequent references and allusions will be 

made to this passage, it is quoted here in its entirety. 

And he gave som~ apostles; and some, prophets; and some, 
evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers; for the perfecting 
of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying 
of the body of Christ: till we all come in the unity of the 
faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect 
man, unto the measure of the structure of the fullness of 
Christ, that we henceforth be no more children, tossed to and 

15 Ibid., p. 56. 



fro, and carried about with every wind of doc.trine, by the 
sleight of men, and cunning craftines~~ whereby they lie 
in wait to deceive; but speaking the truth in love, may 
grow up into him in all things, which is the head, even 
Christ, from whom the whole body fitly joined together and 
compacted by that which every joint supplieth, according to 
the effectual working in the measure of every part, maketh 
increase of the body unto the edifying of itself in love.16 
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From this statement of Scripture Sewell drew many conclusions re-

lating to the educational work of the church. He saw there an elaborate 

organizationa l structure outlined, and this will be discussed subse-

quently. This extensive educational machinery in the church was designed 

for the "perfecting of the saints," until these Christians in the pro-

cess of maturing should develop"· •• into a perfect man, unto the 

measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ. 1117 Sewell then con-

eluded: 

On the basis of this statement, we are going to say that the 
aim of Christian education, the objective of the educational 
activities of the churches of Christ, is the development and 
guidance of Christian personality.18 

While numerous other passages of Scripture were at his command in dis-

cussing Christian aim, Sewell quoted frequently from the Colossian 

Epistle, which refers to "Christ ••• whom we preach, warning every 

man, and teaching every man in all wisdom; that we may present every 

19 man perfect in Christ Jesus." 

Sewell realized that in one sense the human personality is a unity 

which must be viewed as a whole. Nevertheless 9 like other educators and 

students in the field of human behavior, he studied the varying aspec t s 

af personality ·carefully in relation to the Biblical · aim of Christian 

16 Ephesians 4:11-16. 

17sewell and Speck, pp. 60-61. 

18Ibid., p. 61. 

19colossians 1:28. 
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personality or Christian maturity. Christian personality, according to 

Sewell, is one that partakes of God's nature.20 Again he calls upon 

Scripture authority from the Second Epistle of Peter, which reads, 

''Whereby are given unto us exceeding great and precious promises: that 

by these ye might be partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the 

21 
corruption that is in the world through lust." 

Such a personality partaking of the "divine nature" is a re-created 

character, made in the image of Christ. Sewell quoted from the Epistle 

to the Romans, "For whom he did foreknow, he also did predestinate to be 

conformed to the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among 

22 many brethren." From yet another Pauline Epistle he found Scripture 

bearing on the new nature of Christian personality. "But we all , with 

open face beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are changed in-

to the same image, from glory unto glory , even as by the Spirit of the 

L d 11 23 or. Christian personality is indwelt , mastered and used by Christ 

for His purposes. 

Continuing his analysis of the nature of Christian personality 

Sewell reasoned that such personality imcludes an intellect thoroughly 

instructed in Christian truth. 24 The favorite Scripture from which he 

drew this observation is John 6:44-48 containing Jesus' words : 

No man can come to me, except the Father which hath sent 
sent me draw him; and l will raise him up at the last day. 

20 Sewell and Speck, p. 61. 

21n Peter 1:4. 

22Romans 8:29. 

2311 Corinthians 3:18. 

24John 6 :44-45. 



It is written in the prophets, And they shall all be taught 
of God. Every man, therefore, that hath heard, aad hath 
learmed of the Father» cometh unto me,25 

He often coupled with this passage the words found in the Great Com-

mission recorded in Matthew's Gospel» which reads: 

Go ye therefore and teach all nations 9 baptizing them in 
the name of the Father 9 and of the Sonp and of the Holy 
Spirit; teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I 
have commanded you» and lo» I am with you always 9 even 
unto the end of the world.26 
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Christianity in Sewell 1 s understanding was a taught religion 9 in which 

the intellectual capacity of the Christian became saturated with the 

truth revealed by Jesus. 

Not only must the intellect be trained in Christian truth 9 but 

"Christian personality includes emotions fixed on God and the things of 

God. 1127 Sewell here frequently cited the teachiRgs of Jesus on the 

greatest commandment, namely 9 that to love God with all one 9 s being and 

his neighbor as himself constituted the greatest duty of man to God or 

his fellowmen.28 Sewell brought to bear a favorite Scripture concerning 

affections from the Apostle Paul: 

If ye then be risen with Christ, seek those things above 9 

where Christ is, seated on the right hand of God. Set 
your affections on things above, not on things on the 
earth. For ••• your life is hid with Christ in God. 29 

Other Biblical exhortations to this effect he found in the Johannine 

writings~ "Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world. 

25 · John 6:44-45. 

26M.atthew 28:19=20. 

27sewell and Speck, p. 62. 

28Matthew 22:37-39. 

29colossians 3:1-39 
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If any man love world, the love of the Father is not in him. 1130 

Pressing his analysis of the Christian personality further Sewell 

suggested that such character includes"· •• a will, lovingly and 

gladly submitting to the will of God. 1131 The will, he believed, to be 

that volitional, determinative element of personality; it is that in a 

person which moves him to act upon his knowledge. Jesus' will was sub-

mitted to the absolute will of God, and Sewell believed that mature 

Christian personality must, likewise, involve a commitment of one's will 

to do God's will.32 It was this unreserved devotion to God's will which 

led Jesus to the ultimate sacrifice; and to Sewell the same surrender of 

volition must find it1elf pre1ent in Chriatian maturity. He was fond of 

quoting the words of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, when the Lord con• 

eluded, "Not everyone that saith to me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the 

kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth the will of my Father who is in 

33 
heaven." 

While much of this phenomenon called personality is spiritual in 

character, 34 Sewell realized that it could not be separated from the 

corporal body in which one lives. His concept of Christian personality, 

therefore, included"· •• a body kept pure as a dwelling place for God 

and for his glory. 1135 He believed that the body should be viewed as 

301 John 2:15. 

3lsewell and Speck, p. 62. 

32rbid. 

33Matthew 7: 21. 

34rhat is, not subject to the corporal senses; spiritual is here 
used in the idealistic sense. 

35 Sewell and Speck, p. 63. 
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sacred, for it houses the Spirit of God. God works through the 

Christian's body; it is the instrument of God's activity. Therefore, 

it should be properly cared for as God's dwelling place. "For ye are 

bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body, and in your 

spirit, which are God's. 11 36 

The last element in Sewell's concept of Christian personality was 

a dynamic life used actively in God's service. "Christian personality 

includes a life used in working out the purposes of God among men, 11 37 

Sewell wrote. Jesus, he believed, revealed what such a life should and 

could be. It was not theory when Jesus said, 11 1 must do the works of 

him that sent me, while it is day; the night cometh when no man can 

work. 1138 The apostle Paul's view of this vigorous type of life was to 

be"· •• steadfast, unmovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, 

39 
forasmuch as ye know that your labor is not in vain in the Lord." 

Here, then, is Sewell's understanding of Christian personality. It 

is personality that partakes of the divine nature, that is recreated in 

the image of Christ. It includes an intellect instructed in Christian 

truth, and emotions fixed oa God and the things of God. It embodies a 

will submitted to God's will, a body kept pure as the dwelling place of 

God's Spirit, and a dynamic life used in realizing the God ' s purposes. 

Such a person, in Sewall's thought, would be nearing what the Apostle 

called in Ephesians a 11 fullgrown mans'' approaching 11 

361 Corinthians 6:20. 

37sewell and Speck, p. 63. 

38 John 9:4. 

391 Corinthians 15 :58. 

the measure of 
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the stature of the fullness of Christ. 1140 

This was ~o unrealistic goal or aim to Sewell, no ivory tower 

philosophizing. He wrote in the Grove Avenue Yearbook and Directory, 

to the same effect and then m~ped out a program which he felt would 
' 

contribute significantly to its realization. In part he said: 

Education is the directed systematic development of person
ality, on the basis of tested and proved principles, into 
the most perfect exercise of all its abilities, the most 
complete happiness in living and the greatest efficiency in 
service. Christian education is all of this, given in the 
Christian spirit and on the basis of Christian truth. 
Christian education includes the development of the ability 
to understand, distinguish, believe, on the basis of His 
truth. It includes the development of the entire person • 
• • • The aim of Christian education has not been ac
complished until the individuals who are thoroughly in
structed in Christian truth are nurtured and guided into 
successfully practicing this truth in the worship of God4 
and in all the various relations and activities of life. 1 

Sewell was aware that his concept of Christian personality as set 

forth frequently in lectures, sermons and classes, but most clearly and 

cogently in his volume, !b.!, Church and!!!!. Ideal Educational Situation, 

might be subject to criticism on the same basis as the old faculty psy-

chology. In response to anticipated criticism, he wrote: 

Personality cannot be divided into sections, such as 
intellect, emotions, and will; the intellect to be edu
cated for a while, the emotion• for a season, and then the 
will for a period. The old faculty psychology has been 
largely discarded. The persoRality is a unit. The intel
lect, emotions, and will are so interrelated they must be 
instructed, inapifed, guided and fixed, all along together, 
at the same time. 2 

The entire person, Sewell reasoned, is to be Christianized through 

40Ephesians 4:13. 

41 
Sewell, Yearbook and Directory, p. 7. 

42 
Sewell and Speck, p. 64. 
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the process of Christian education. This is the aim of the church's 

educational work, the ultimate goal toward which all planning and pro-

cedure must be directed . While there are immediate aims to be sought 

at the various levels of development from childhood to adulthood , this 

is the ultimate aim of the church for its individual members. 

Sewell may have profited from his study of the idealist, Herman 

Harrell Horne, even if he would not agree that he received too many 

initial ideas from him; for he calls upon a quotation in Horne's, The 

Philosophy of Education 0 to express the ultimate realization of Christian 

perfection. Horne wrotep and Sewell apparently gave credence to the be-

lief, that: 

Education means that the origin of man is God, the nature 
of man is freedom, and the destiny of man is immortality • 
• • • , Education is the eternal process of superior ad
justment of the physically and mentally developed, free , 
conscious, human being to God, as manifest in the intel
lectual, emotional, ad volitional environment of man. 
Through education the individual becomes in time what he 
eternally is. Never-ending life is God's education of 
man in his own likeness.43 

Sewell's concluding judgment on the church's educational aim is that, 

"A church that is Christian cannot be satisfied with anything short of 

the Christian education of the complete man.1144 

43Ibid., pp. 63-64. (Quoted from Herman Harrell Horne, The Phi
losophy of Education , pp. 285-286.) 

44 
Ibid., p. 64. 



CHAPTER VII 

SEWELL I S PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION (CONTINUED) 

Since God bas revealed a supreme purpose or aim for the Christian, 

Sewell reasoned, then there must be divine concern for the realization 

of that aim. God would not place such a challenge before man without. 

likewise providing guidance in attaining it. From this intensive study 

of the New Testament Sewell concluded not only the aim of life» but al= 

so what he believed to be God 1 s desired agency and process for its 

realization. 

The Church-God's Educational Agency 

From Ephesians 4:11-16 Sewell understood that God had placed a= 

postles, evangelists, pastors and teachers in the church for a specific 

1 
reason. Having listed the offices~ the Biblical writer then used the 

preposition "for" which demotes the purpose toward which such offices 

when functioning must contribute. A subsequent preposition is used 

twice in the same verse, likewise translated "for," and advancing the 

idea of churcn offices and organization as existing for the accomplish-

ment of definite purposes. The adverb "until" is then introduced modi-

fying the verbs which describe the Christian purpose. This ultimate 

purpose has already been identified as Christian personality~ and the 

lEphesians 4:11. 
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nature of that personality has previously been discussed.2 

Elaborating upon this passage Sewell wrote, '' ••• Christ, in es-

tablishing his church and providing for its perpetuity, set up extensive 

educational machinery in the church itself, not in some adjunct organi

zation.113 Apostles, he believed, were to testify God's revelation of 

truth and salvation to man. Prophets were to speak by the insp,iration 

of the Spiri t to the edification, exhortation 0 and comfort of the church. 

Evangelists were to proclaim the good news of God's forgiveness , while 

pastors (elders ) were to feed, watch, lead and protect the church as the 

shepherd does his sheep. Teachers were to instruct and nurture all ages 

and classes.4 Of the adequacy in such an arrang~ment Sewell wrote: 

This set up is complete and adequate , even from the view
point of the most exacting demands of modern scientific 
methods of education. It includes ample provision for 
instruction. It provides bountifully for the participa
tion of the pupils in life situations, that they may , 
under proper guidance , test and learn to use the formulas 
of living received in their instruction.5 

Sewell saw in the i dividual function of each office enumerated 

and all the offices collectively an extensive and adequate educational 

machinery. Such an institution as the church , with this elaborate 

organization, was surely intended to be an educational agency; and this 

is precisely what Sewell believed the church to be. 

The church organization does not exist a, an end in itself, but as 

a meas. Whether the church acts in a worship experiencep benevolent, 

2sewell and Speck , p. 60. 

3Ibid. 

4Ibid. 
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teaching or evangelism activity, the controlling purpose is the same , 
6 

according to Sewell's th inking. That purpose , expressed in Biblical 

terms, is 11 the perfecting of the saints • •• unto a perfect man, 

unto the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ. 11 7 Thus the 

aim of Christian maturity or Christian personality is to be realized 

through God 's educational agency, the church. 

Since its beginning the church has functioned as an educational a-

gency, dividing its teaching into two types. First, there was teaching 

designed to prepare people for church membership, which included in-

struction in the life of Christ, basis of discipleship , principles of 

Christian conduct and worship. The second type of teaching was designed 

primarily for developing leaders in the church who would be adequately 

trained to oversee and guide the church in its entire program or work 

and worship. 8 Sewell believed that the early church conceived of itself 

as a teaching or educational institution, and that it sought to ac

complish its mission in this respect. 9 

Sewell was saturated with a knowledge of Jesus' teaching ministry, 

and convinced that He, as the master Teacher, intended the perpe~uation 

of the Gospel through education. Thus he concluded: 

It is utterly inconceivable that Jesus, who understood 
the underlying principles and the techniques of education 
and who used its processes as he did for the accomplishment 
of his purpose, should then establish his church to continue 
his work, without providing for the perpetual use of these 
same principles. This he did not do. The church is in
tentionally and essentially an educational agency. When we 

6lbid., p. 3. 

7Ephesians 4:12, 13. 

8sewell and Speck, p. 29. 

9Ibid., p. 34. 



fail to make it such , we fail to make it a genuine New 
Testament church.lo 

Supervision and Direction 

While the church is God's educational agency , Sewell felt that 
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effective educational work must have proper supervision and direction. 

The expenditure of money and energy, coupled with activity, do not 

necessarily assure success. There must be purpose in activity, and then 

there must be supervision and direction to realize the effective utili-

zation of sources, techniques artd skills. Viewing the process ·of 

Christian education in a comprehensive manner and the need for di -

rection, Sewell wrote: 

There can be no proper and essential order, system, and 
cooperation in the church's educational activities with
out supervision and direction. Thia work involves all 
teachers and their assista ts, whether they teach classes 
on the Lord's Day , week day classes, morning or evening , 
in homes, in the church building, or out. It involves all 
pupils •••• It involves all activities included in 
spiritual development, teacbing, in1piration, guidance, 
encouragement, control, wor1hip, 1ervice, play, 1ocial 
intercourse, profe11ional, buaine11, and the domestic 
procedure. Any work which involves 10 large ad varied 
numbers of people and so many and varied activities cannot 
be successfully done without the closest and most intel· 
ligent and efficient supervision.ll 

If Sewell was convinced of the imperative need for supervision and 

direction, he was equally clear in bis understanding that God had pro• 

vided the fulfillment of this need in his educational program. Conse-

quently he wrote: "Christ has bound no functions upon his church without 

providing the qiachinery needed for its accomplishment. 1112 In each church 

lOlbid. , p. 34. 

11Ibid., P• 72. 

12 
73. Ibid., p. 
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God has placed or designated a group of men to oversee the total church 

functions. These men, kno'Wl\ variously as elders, bishops (overseers), 

and pastors have the authority and "responsibility to supervise and 

direct all of the activities of his church. 1113 To support . this con -

clusion Sewell arrays numerous Scriptures denoting the functions of 

these men in the church, and the divine authority by which they are to 

perform such functions.14 The eldership then,"· •• must oversee, 

supervise, or direct the educational activities of the church just as 

it must direct in all other activities of the institution. 111 5 

From both reason and practical experience, however, Sewell realized 

that the elders as a group cannot well supervise or direct the actual 

educational program of a church. While a group can determine policies , 

principles, and general procedure , only an individual can most ef-

fectively execute these policies , principles and procedures into action. 

If there is to be effective administration of policy, there must be an 

administrator who is given that responsibility, and who realizes in ac -

cepting such responsibility the person or group of persons to whom he 

is amenable. With such reasoning Sewell concluded: 

Elders may select one of their own number , if one is quali
fied or capable or willing to qualify, as superintendent or 
director of education. They may select some other member 
of the congregation, inc luding the minister. If no one in 
the church is qualified or capable and willing ·to qualify, 
then elders may select a qualified man from outside the 
congregation when necessary. They may appoint the one 
selected and delegate to him the authority necessary that 
he may successfully do his work. Christ has made them 

131bid., p. 73. 

l4Acts 20:17, 28; I Timothy 3:1, 4, 5; 5:17; Hebrews 13 :7, 17; I 
Peter 5:1-3. (Cf. Sewell and Speck, pp. 74-75). 

15sewell and Speck, p. 75. 



responsible for the proper performance of this task, and 
this responsibility they cannot shirk.16 

The Educational Director 
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Sewell viewed the significance of the educational director in the 

church as equal to that of any other service. Not even the work of the 

preacher surpasses or provides opportunities for bringing people to 

Christ more frequently then does the work of the educational director. 

Couched in this position are unseen possibilities for increasing and im-

proving the moral and spiritual character of the church and the com-

munity. The work of such a person in the church has not been taken 

seriously, reasons Sewell, because churches of Christ have not attached 

proper significance to the church's educational mission.17 

The duties of the educational director are carefully delineated in 

Sewell's writing. He must administer the policies, plans, principles 

and processes fixed by the elders. The director must exercise personal 

initiative, however, coupled with creativeness, and leadership; 18 he is 

responsible for planning and systematizing the teaching efforts of the 

congregation. His position, therefore, requires a " •• . • . definite knowledge 

both of the Scripture.a an~ the principles of personality development. 11 19 

He must actually direct the program. As a director: 

l61bid., P• 76. 

171bid., p. 77-78. 

181bid., P• 78. 

19 
80. Ibid., P• 



He must be free from details and routine work to use 
his time and energy for study, thinking, planning, ad
vising and counseling with reference to all the many 
problems involved.20 
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Sewell realized that his strong emphasis on the educational program, 

especially the need to identify aims and to employ educational directors 

who were well trained, was new among churches of Christ. While his 

vision was far reaching, he likewise realized the need for the director 

to be patient and understanding of the church members who perhaps were 

not quite ready for such ideas. So he wrote of the director : 

If he is to realize the highest possibilities in his field, 
he will be compelled to do much careful, painstaking, clear , 
patient teaching of the average church. Such is the case, 
because the average church has a very limited knowledge of 
the duty, possibility, or problems of its educational task. 
This is not because the churches are inferior in faith, love, 
loyalty, or intellect. They have been busy in other fields. 
The conditions under which they have lived and worked have 
compelled the concentration of effort and thought elsewhere. 
So far their educational work has been largely incidental 
and lar~ely accidental as to conduct , method, and super
vision. 1 

The director, according to Sewell, must be alert to the need for 

evaluating results in the teaching program. He must emphasize among the 

teachers and superintendents of the various departments working under 

him the importance of enrollment statistics , percentage of attendance , 

quality of work done in all the classes , worship attendance, guidance 

work, and the percentage of those who become Christians through his 

teaching program of the church. He must point them to the need for 

planning new goals, new projects, and new methods to accomplish the 

goals. Sewell concluded that to realize''• •• the highest success 

there must be an exact know ledge of results in everything all along the 

20Ibid., p. 80. 

21 Ibid., p. 81. 
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way.'' 

Having mapped out the necessity for adequate direction and the 

responsibilities of the educational director, Sewell then delineated 
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the qualifications which he felt essential for such a position. First, 

the director must be thoroughly Christian. He must be personally com-

mitted to Christ, and possess a Christian attitude. His leading must 

not be out of an authority of position, but as" ••• a result of his 

larger knowledge, better understanding and contagious enthusiasm. 1123 

Secondly, the director must be an administrator. He must be able 

to accomplish far more than he can do individual ly. He must direct in 

such a manner that the departmental supervisors, teachers, assistants , 

and pupils perform at their best. He must have the ability to enlist 

others, and inspire them to perform highly. The good director must a-

void overzeal. He assigns tasks with confidenceD expects results, and 

manifests proper appreciation when they are obtained. 

In the third place the director must be a man with vision. It is 

his responsibility: 

••• to see clearly what are the obtainable goals of the 
church in which he serves, and to be able to know how best 
and how fast to undertake to attain them. It is his task 
to bring to the entire church this vision; and lead them 
to the attainment of their highest possibilities. 24 

Gradation 

When Sewell first began to advocate strongly his educational views 

22Ibid. , p. 81. 

23Ibid., p. 84. 

24Ibid., p. 86. 
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about the work of the church, little attention in churches of Christ was 

being given to thoughtful classification of children, young persons or 

adults. While some churches had for many years been dividing their 

pupils into classes, at least for the Sunday morning Bible study, the 

divisions were often carelessly made and the results far from what the 

standards of Scripture would require. 25 Sewe ll noted that " •..•• t oo often 

classification is based on compet ition between teachers or classes, or 

on the whim of the pupil. 1126 Although such poor classification might 

be better than trying to teach all the pupils in one heterogeneous group , 

churches needed to provide for adequate classification in their edu -

cational program. 

Sewell believed that churches which gave diligent attention to 

their educational procedure will be discontent with mere classes. If 

the law of Jesus is to be accurately interpreted and practiced in the 

churches, that is, "They shall all be taught of God, 11 27 there must be 

proper classification of pupils on the"· . •• basis of their natural and 

God-given grading. 11 28 Teaching and nurturing can only be effectively 

practiced when pupils are graded according to nature. Sewell realized 

that classification in the final analysis is not an arbitrary act of 

man, but the work of nature, or the work of God. In this context he 

wrote: 

The church does not grade the pupils; God does that . If 
the church would successfully teach and nurture the pupi ls, 

25Ibid., p. 144. 

26Ibid. 

27 John 6 :45. 

28sewell and S k 141 pee , p. • 
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it must search out and discover the grade of. each one and 
put those of the same grade into the same class, and it must 
fit its educational procedure to the needs and possibilities 
of each class. 29 

Not only is the proper gradation of pupils essential, but the ideal 

educational situation in a church demands that there be the proper classi-

fication of materials, teachers, aims, and activities correlated with 

correct grading. 

Graded Persons 

Assuming that persons are graded by nature , Sewel l then concluded 

that the needs of any given l evel of development vary from those of ot her 

levels, and the possibilities for response and accomplishments differ; 

and according to Sewell ' s thinking , the church that would develop its 

pupils into mature, Christian personalities must understand these differ-

ent developmental periods and the laws of human growth and development . 

On the basis of this understanding the church then must determine its 

classification, instruction and nurture.30 

Sewell stressed in this connection , the need for church leaders and 

educational directors to understand more fully the varying needs and 

possibilities of the child at different levels of development. The neg -

lect of these aspects of personality growth in the educational work can 

mean the degenerating of such efforts into mere intellectual training. 31 

The individual experiences three broad levels of growth, Sewell 

believed: childhood, youth and adulthood. The traits, needs and 

29Ibid., p. 142. 

30ibid., p. 143. 

31Ibid., pp. 143 , 144. 
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possibilities differ distinctly in each of these broad divisions , while 

within each division of development there are varying characteristics 

and needs. 32 

Childhood development, according to Sewell, can usually be traced 

through at least three or more distinct phases which he characterized 

as early, middle and later; early ranging from birth to about six, 

middle from six to eight or nine, and later from about nine to twelve or 

thirteen.33 Adolescence , he believed , falls into at least three or more 

distinct periods, early ranging from about twelve to fourteen , middle 

from fourteen to about seventeen or eigh teen 9 and later from the close 

of the teenage period through twenty-four or twenty-five, sometimes 

even longer. 34 Adulthood is not static or fixed , Sewe ll reasoned , but 

also has distinct periods evidencing particular needs which the church 

should and must note if it is to fulfill its educational mission most 

adequately.35 

While a formal study and analysis of this gradation by nature 

seems arbitrari ly clear-cut and pronounced , Sewell was aware that these 

distinctions cannot be drawn with scientific precision or accuracy. 

One period moves i nto another without too obvious changes in the tran~ 

sition period ; and there is often the difference in age lines dependent 

on sex. But, Sewell reasoned : 

The characteris t ics and needs and po•sibilitiea of each 
period suggested are distinct enough ••• to require 

32 tbid. , P• 144. 

33 tbid. 

34rbid. , pp. 144 , 145. 

35rbid. , P• 145. 



different materials, different methods of instruction, differ
ent aims, and different activities if successful educational 
work is to be done during each period.36 

Graded Materials 

With this analysis of the graded nature of persons, Sewell next 
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reasoned for graded materials to teach effectively any level of develop-

ment. While the Bible is the sourcebook of divine truth, the material 

in this book must be studied and properly graded to meet varying needs. 

The Bible itself refers to "milk" and "meat" in discussing appropriat e 

materials which a Christian should study in his moral and spiritual 

advancement. 37 It is the responsibility of the church· to make avail -

able to its pupils Biblical truth commensurate with their personal 

development. 

Sewell kept his perspective concerning graded materials by con-

stantly recalling the church's controlling aim, the building of Christian 

personality. The same contribution to this aim cannot be made at every 

age level, he concluded, since the basic characteristics differ at each 

level of growth. The educational work of any given department or class, 

therefore, must be planned accordingly.38 

Sewell believed that materials appropriate for one level of develop-

ment might be inappropriate or even injurious for another. Not all of 

Jesus' · parables were of the same grade level • . The wise use of Biblical 

material as it is designed to meet varying development needs is the mark 

361bid., p. 145. 

371 Peter 2: 1; Hebrews 5 : 12, 14. 

38sewell and Speck, p. 150. 
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39 
of a mature teacher. Sewell was convinced that the Scriptures must 

be used discreetly to fulfill God's purpose for in meeting human needs. 

He appealed again to the Apostle Paul who wrote: 

Every scripture inspired of God is also profitable for 
teaching, for reproof, for correction, for instruction 
in righteousness; that the man of God may be complete, 
furnished completely unto every good work.40 

If the Scriptures are able to make the "man of God" complete or 

mature, and to equip him to use his life fully in God ' s service, then 

Sewell concluded, they must contain adequate materials to meet all the 

varying spiritual and moral needs of the human personality. Thus he 

wrote: 

The Bible contains all of the divine material needed for 
all periods of spiritual development from babyhood to com
plete maturity in Christ. But just as it is the task of 
the church to understand its pupils and to classify them 
on the basis of their natural grading ••• , it is the 
task of the church to understand tae material and to 
classify it on the basis of correct grading that may be 
used where it will be needed and will accomplish the 
desired results.41 

The fact that material is Scripture does not guarantee that it will 

be helpfu l and will meet the needs of particular age groups unless it is 

carefully selected and used with needs in mind. 

Graded Teachers 

Sewell reasoned that effective teaching implied that the teachers 

must be graded, or that gradation of teachers by virtue of natural 611!·· 

dowment and educational background be appropriately recognized. Not 

39 4 lb id. , p. l 7. 

40 II Timothy 3:16, 17. 

4lsewell and Speck, p. 148. 
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all teachers are equally adept in dealing with the needs of all ages. 

Teachers may vary on the basis of temperament, training and experience. 

It is very possible that a teacher might succeed eminently with pre-

school children but miserably fail in teaching high school young people. 

There are differences in personal needs which demand varying activities, 

different teaching methods and different materials. Immediate aims are 

different at various levels of personal development. Thus Sewell con-

eluded that all these differences demand: 

.•• teachers for each grade who are equipped by nature, 
preparation, and experience for the particular work of that 
grade. Much good teaching is completely lost and many 
pupils permanently injured because these principles are not 
observed.42 

Sewell felt that churches frequently followed the practice of using 

a certain teacher because 1) she seemed to be a good te•cher and willing 

to work; and 2) because a need existed in some class for a teacher. Such 

procedure is inadequate, he felt, for it considers neither the pupils ' 

needs nor the teacher's particular temperament, preparation and experi-

43 ence for a given level of teaching. 

Graded~ 

While the development of Christian personality remains the basic 

aim of all Christian education, according to Sewell , the same contribu-

tion cannot be made to this aim during each period of human development. 

Rather, he wrote,"• •• the contribution which can be made is differ

ent during each period of development. 1144 There must be controlling 

42 
Ibid., p. 145. 

43Ibid., PP• 149, 150. 

44Ibid., P• 150. 
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aims at the respective growth levels which when reached will add sig 

nificantly to the realization of this ultimate purpose. 45 

During the years of early childhood, including ages three to six, 

Sewell believed that children should be led to belief in the Fatherhood 

of God ; belief in the person of Jesus, with His unique concern for 

children; and to love and trust God with the desire to do His will.46 

In middle childhood these beliefs can be strengthened and their con

tent enlarged. In this period the child should be assisted in forming 

cons,tructive habits which will help in implementing the formal truths 

he is acquiring.47 Later childhood, inclusive of the ages from about 

nine through twelve, is unusually significant, Sewell reasoned , because 

the pupil is preparing ". to weather the storms of adolescense 

safely. 1148 At this level the aim should be to help the pupil make an 

intelligent decision in acceptance of Christ; to be guided into a fuller 

understanding of the meaning of commitment to Christ.49 

As the child develops he reaches the well known level of ado

lescense. Sewell saw the adolscent characterized by a spirit of inde

pendence, wrestling with decisions, and seeking to relate his value 

pattern to the world arQund him. It is a period of multiple and com

plex needs which must be met with well conceived educational aims. 50 

45Ibid., P• 150. 

46Ibid., pp. 150, 151. 

471bid., p. 152. 

48Ibid. 

49 Ibid., P• 153. 

soibid., P• 154. 
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During the middle years of adolescense the pupils finish high school, 

and either enter college or begin work. For many this is the first 

experience of leaving home after almost two decades of family associ -

ation. New experiences pour in upon them. Sewell believed that the 

immediate aims of the church's teaching program at this juncture should 

be to assist those who are not Christians to accept Christ; and to help 

the adolescent see in his Christian faith and convictions a relevance 

to his many problems and concerns. 51 

From adolescense into adulthood is a critical period of transition, 

Sewell felt, and the church's educational program must meet the unique 

needs of these years. Persons at this time are either in college or 

getting settled in their life's vocation, and simultaneously establishing 

their own homes. Through these years, Sewell wrote, young people: 

••• seriously need the instruction, guidance, and assistance 
of a wise, devout, and deeply spiritual church. Many during 
these years lose their Christian faith because of a lack of 
wise, intelligent guidance. Many choose their vocations 
foolishly or fail in getting properly started because of a 
lack of sane guidance, counsel, and advice. Many improper 
marriages take place that could be avoided by an alert, wise , 
and interested church. Many homes go on the rocks which 
could be saved by the church.52 

Sewell suggested that for this group the church must provide 

guidance as they establish their respective church and community po• 

sitions. An understanding of the basis for true happines1 in marriage 

and the family is essential. The church which is alert, Sewell be-

lieved, could render invaluable service in meeting these needs.53 

51Ibid., p. 155. 

52Ibid. , pp. 155 , 156. 

53Ibid., p. 156. 
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Beyond the adolescent is the adult which the church has often , in 

Sewell's judgment, ignored in its teaching program. He felt that the 

church should assist adults in continued study of Biblical truth on a 

more advanced and challenging level , providing at the same time more 

intensive experiences toward fuller growth and service in the Christian 

life. This twofold purpose or aim might well be implemented through 

special Bible courses in teacher training, church leadership, training 

for service classes, marriage and family, and worship appreciation.54 

Graded Activities 

Essential to the educational processes of the church are varied 

activities, the more significant ones from Sewell ' s viewpoint being in

struction, worship, service, recreation, fellowship and personal experi

ence. Here Sewell appeals to reason based upon the previous discussion 

of the pattern of growth and development to demonstrate the need for 

careful grading and guidance in activities. 

Formal instruction appropriate for one level might be entirely in

appropriate and even injurious to another level. Worship experience for 

a primary group mi-g,ht not only lack appeal for senior students but actu

ally be resented by them. Sewell sharply criticizes the general "opening" 

and "closing" exercises of the average Sunday School as complete failures. 

Pointedly he wrote, "They contribute nothing of any value to any one in 

an educational way. 11 55 

The need for gradation is present , Sewell held, in developing the 

trait of service in Christian character. The usual sermon from the 

541bid., p. 156. 

551bid., p. 158. 
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pulpit discussing Christian service is oriented from the adult point of 

view and perhaps contributes little to the needs of childhood groups 

in the church. In given class situations teachers must interpret the 

concept of service at the departmental level, and adequately illustrate 

and demonstrate it so that there is an appeal to helping others and 

working for God. 56 

Sewell placed unusual stress upon the need for graded recreational 

activities among pupils of the church. Here he met and answered a common 

criticism among members of the churches of Christ that the church should 

not be in the entertainment business, by writing : 

On the basis of entertainment , as such, and for its own sake , 
the church is not interested in social and recreational acti
vities. But , from the viewpoint of the educational effect of 
these things, it is vitally interested. Perhaps no activities 
contribute more either to. the development or the destruction 
of the spiritual being. The church cannot stay out of this 
field and leave it entirely to the devil and his group and 
hope to succeed in the highest way in development and guidance 
of Christian personality.57 

Sewell contended that the church in respect to recreational activities 

must seek to extend its educational concern to the home , classroom, and 

other spheres of endeavor to assure that maximum good is being real ized 

from such activities in the development of Christian character. 

Fellowship and personal experiences of varying nature are essential 

to wholesome Christian development, ~ewell reasoned, and the educational 

program of the church must embody opportunities for such experiences. 

He believed that Christian living is a process of growth and development 

toward a desired end. Life is not a sequence of disconnected or isolated 

events and acts. The church must provide experiences for all age l evels 

56Ibid., p. 158. 

57Ibid., p. 159. 
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and needs, and attempt to interpret these experiences in terms of life 

process, relevant to each other, and moving toward a real while never

theless somewhat distant goal.58 

Teachers in the Church 

While Sewell felt that aim, direction and supervision, departmental

ization and gradation were significant in the educational program of the 

church, he believed that the place of the teacher could hardly be over 

emphasized. In an unpublished sermon entitled "Teachers in a Church," 

preached at numerous places during the years 1947-1948, Sewell declared, 

''When Jesus established his church, he placed teachers in it. 1159 This 

affirmation Sewell found in abundance in the Scriptures. He quoted the 

Apostle Paul who wrote that God, II • gave some to be apostles; and . • 

some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers. 1160 

From a different Pauline passage Sewell quoted, "And God has set some in 

the chur·ch, first apostles; secondarily, prophets; thirdly, teachers •1161 

Teachers are in the church by the authority of Jesus just as are elders, 

deacons, and evangelists. They are authorized by God, Sewell believed, 

and commissioned with a specific task in the on-going of His church. 

Not only do the Scriptures provide for the existence of teachers 

in the church, but they equally authorize the church to develop good 

teachers . In another of the training for service books Sewell wrote: 

58 Ibid., p. 160. 

59Jesse P. Sewell, "Teachers in a Church," (Unpub. sermon ms.) , 
n.d. 

60Ephesians 4 : 11. 

611 Corinthians 12:28. 



The church ~as no right to use poor teachers. It is the 
responsibility of the church to develop good teachers. The 
teacher in the church should be thoroughly -Christian, well 
trained, deeply interested in the pupils, and willing to 
spend and be spent in this great service.62 
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Writing with intensity Sewell claimed, "The teacher in the church, as 
"} 

the preacher in the pulpit, stanas · in Christ' stead, and by his authori-

ty, and in obedience to his command. 1163 Given the best equipment and 

materials with a poor teacher, failure is certain; while a normally good 

teacher with poor equipment will get good results; and a good teacher 

with good equipment will achieve much in the work of the church. 64 

Sewell pr~ached that the church should be a training agency for 

teachers. He wrote : 

When Christ assigns to his church a service, and designates 
a group of people in the church to perform that service, 
then it becomes the duty of the church to seek out, teach, 
to train and inspire those who are best suited for it. It 
becomes the duty of each church to find and develop teachers.65 

Sewell brought several arguments to bear on this affirmation that the 

church should itself be a training agency. First, Jesus trained and 

sent out the moat successful generation• of teachers the world has yet 

known. 66 That the apostles were inspired to perpetuate what Jesus 

taught while in person, Sewell believed; but he did not hold that inspi-

ration invalidated the necessity for inspired men to be trained as Jesus 

wanted· them to carry on the work of teaching the untaught. 

62Mrs. Lloyd N. Rutledge, et al., The Church and the Children, ·ed. 
Jesse P. Sewell and H.. E;. Speck (Austin-:-T935), p..,15.- . 

63sewell, "Teachers in a Church, 11 (Un pub. sermon ms.), n. d. 

,64Ibid. 

65Ibid. 

66 Jesse P. Sewell, "The Mti>del Teacher," (Unpub. sermon ms.), 
October 13, 1946. 
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Second, Sewell also reasoned that Jesus left the church an example. 67 

The Lord taught his disciples to be teachers. He showed them how to teach 

by teaching before them. He trained them in the art of teaching, and im-

pressed his apostles that teaching Christianity is the most honorable and 

important work possible to men and women. 68 

Third, the church is Christ's body on earth, and is, therefore, 

created to carry forward and accomplish the purposes for which Jesus 

came, worked, and died. Thus Sewell concluded, "It is the duty of each 

church to find, teach, and train teachers, and to impress them with the 

glory and importance of their service, as did Jesus. 1169 

In defining the essential characteristics of the teacher, Sewell 

assumed that the first was for the teacher to be thoroughly Christian, 

not alone in profession and name, but in character and life. He wrote: 

All of the knowledge, culture, training and skill in 
teaching that can be crowded into any individual cannot 
justify the use of such an individual as a teacher in the 
church if he is not genuinely Christian.70 

What a teacher is, Sewell felt, is vastly more important than what he 

might say or the methods he might use.7 1 

While the teacher must be thoroughly Christian, Sewell also be-

lieved that he must be completely prepared for his special teaching 

function. This implies a thorough knowledge of the Bible. Since the 

Bible to Sewell was the source of all Christian truth, teachers must 

67Ibid., October 13, 1946. 

68Ibid. 

69Ibid. 

70sewell and Speck, p. 105. 

7lsewell, "The Model Teacher," (Unpub. sermon ms.) 
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have their minds saturated with its contents, and be able to motivate 

their students to both learn the Biblical truth and to live it. He 

reasoned that a teacher should not be tolerated in the church who fails 

to possess a dependable knowledge of Christian truth, and who is not 

constantly increasing his knowledge of such truth. The good teacher of 

Christianity will constantly quest for material from all sources which 

help him in the realization of his aims. As Sewell noted : 

Nothing of value to his pupils will escape his eyes in 
literature, history, science, philosophy, or the Bible •• 

. The entire realm of knowledge will be his storehouse, 
and he will constantly be finding and bringing from it to 
his eager and impressionable pupils things both new and 
old.72 

Knowledge of the Bible and related fields, however, does not assure 

the teacher of effective performance of his task. The teacher must know 

the pupil. Of Jesus it was said that he had no need that any one should 

tell him of man, for his understanding of man was perfect. 73 Sewell be-

lieved that the Christian teacher, like his Master, must learn the laws 

of growth and development attached to personality, and that these laws 

must be respected a long with the needs and possibilities of pupils at 

all levels of development. Lack of knowledge at this juncture results 

not only in failure and waste , but may result in permanent harm. Force-

fully emphasizing this point Sewell wrote : 

To compel a child to sit still in a church building and 
listen to something that he does not and cannot under
stand, and cannot use in his life, can have but one re
sult, and that is to turn the child against the church 
and all Christian teaching.74 

72sewell and Speck, p. 107. 

73John 2:24-25. 

74 Sewell and Speck , p. 108. 



129 

Knowledge of the Bible» coupled with the knowledge of .human develop-

ment, is not adequate~ for the teacher must know how to teach. A 

knowledge of the best methods of pedagogy coupled with a grasp of 

Christian truth and a thorough understanding of human behavior enable 

the effective teacher to guide his students into an experience of the 

truth presented them. 75 ,Methods must be viewed~ however, as only a means 

to a desired end. Sewell warned that it is easy to become so deeply en-

grossed in the mechandcs of education as to lose sight of the objectives 

themselves. 

Sewell likewise believed that the teacher in the church must be de-

voted to his pupils. The end of educational effort is not the mere 

teaching or impartation of knowledge; it is not the display of methods. 

It is the development of persons. The true teacher in the church» ac-

cording to Sewell» sees the needs and capacities of his pupils as para= 

mount. This perspective·enables the teacher to see in the young» igno~ 

rant, foolish, or even delinquent potential personalities partaking of 

the divine nature.7 6 · The teacher is devoted more to his own pupils than 

to his own convenience and comfort. Paraphrasing Jesus' words per-

taining to discipleship, Sewell reasons that, ''The teacher gladly lo.ses 

his life that his pupils might be saved."77 

Teaching in the church is a demanding task. The functions of a 

Christian teacher are such that the characteristics must obviously be 

high, but the rewards for effective teaching are immeasurable, Sewell 

75Ibid., p. 109. 

76 Ibid., p. 110. 

77Luke 17:33. Also Sewell and Speck, p. 111. 
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believed. When Christian teachers commit themselves not only to teaching , 

but to the task of thorough preparation which such teaching demands, the 

reward is the basic satisfaction of seeing their pupils develop into the 

likeness of Christ. 

The Pupil 

When Sewell defined the aim of Christian education as the develop-

ment of Christlike personality, he recognized four basic assumptions; 

and within these four assumptions is found the framework for his view of 

the pupil. (1) He assumed the existence of persons who are immature and 

that these persons possess a native capacity which can be developed into 

mature Christian personality for the service of God. 78 (2) He likewise 

assumed that there are two levels of life, a higher and a lower, and that 

the higher is to be followed rather than the lower. 79 (3) Similarly , he 

assumed the existence of spiritually mature persons , who as the result of 

study in Christian truth and experience in living and service, have 

developed in Christian maturity, and are prepared to instruct and 

80 nurture the less mature in ·their s.piritual deveJ.opaent. (4) , Consie-

sequently, Sewell assumed that there are processes which the spirit-

ually mature may guide and assist the less mature in the development of 

their natural religious capacities into the highest and most complete 

81 character, conduct, and service. Within the framework of these four 

78Jesse P. Sewell, "A Philosophy of Christian Education," (Unpub. 
sermon ms . ), n.d. 

79 Ibid. 

SO Ibid. 

81Ibid. 
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basic assumptions is found Sewell's philosophy of human nature. 

In developing the first assumption Sewell stated that Christian 

education"· •• assumes that the religious capacity is universal, and 

that all individuals possess it by nature. 1182 He believed that every 

normal person is equipped by nature with capacities which when properly 

developed enable him to live in fellowship with God, and to pe~form a 

part of the world's work while living in harmony with his fellowmen on 

the basis of Christian ethical standards.83 The end of Christian edu-

cation is not realized when pupils are simply taught the content of Bible 

truth , but when they develop in their total pattern of life the likeness 

of Jesus. As Sewell succinctly wrote : 

It is only realized when the pupils are brought to live 
consciously and intentionally as Jesus -directs. To lead 
the pupils to know the life, personality and will of Jesus 
is not the final task of the Christian teacher, but he 
must guide the pupils into consciously and intentionally 
thinking, feeling, willing, and acting as Jesus directs. 84 

The assumption here obviously is that persons have the capacity to 

develop in their intellectual, emotional, volitional, and behavioral as-

pects. Christian education, therefore, is the systematic development of 

personality on the basis of tested and proved principles into the most 

perfect exercise of the '. person 's inherent capacities, and into he mos t 

complete happiness in Christian living and efficiency in Christian 

service.85 

82sewell and Speck, p. 124. 

83Ibid., p. 127. 

84 
Mrs. Zora Melton, The Church !ill! the Young People, ed. Jesse P. 

Sewell and H. E. Speck (Austin, 1935), p. 15. (Sewell outlined and wrote 
the introductory chapter.) 

85 Ibid., p. 16. 
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While the pupil is viewed as the immature person with native ca-

pacities to be developed, Sewell also believed he is constantly changing. 

The pupil is not the same at any two periods in his developmental pro-

cess. The constant change in the pupil's needs must be understood by 

the effective teacher. Personality is a development in an orderly , 

continuous manner on the basis of natural law. Any educational pro-

cedure which fails to recognize not only the native potential of the 

pupil but also the changing and varying needs of the pupil, cannot but 

be inadequate. "The pupil himself," concluded Sewellp "is the measure 

of the success of the church's educational work. 11 86 Thi success is 

viewed in terms of the desirable changes which have been made in the 

lives of the pupils, the knowledges acquired, the understanding they have 

developed. From the Christian viewpoint, Sewell rea•oned that their 

consciousness of God must be awakened, and their responsiveness to the 

teachings of Jesus made more alert. They must achieve the spirit of 

reverence and a growing appreciation of worship. Granted the assumption 

that the pupil is capable of such growth, the church has a motivation 

before it to stimulate educational planning and effort. 

The idea of Christian education likewise assumed that there are 

higher and lower, desirable and less desirable ways of life.87 Sewell 

saw in this assumption the ability of the pupil to discern between two 

major approaches to life. He believed that Jesus taught this idea in 

the words: 

The light of the body is the eye; if therefore thine 
eye be single, thy whole body shall be full of light; 

86sewell and Speck, p. 13. 

87 Ibid., p. 127. 
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of darkness.88 
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The individual faces decisions ~hich must constantly be made. He has 

choices to make which determine the course of his life; and these choices 

are made on the basis of education. Christian education is designed to 

assist the pupil in making S'l:1,ch decisions which will contribute to his 

maturing Christian personality.89 

Sewell believed that life means being confronted with problems to 

solve, decisions which involve conflict» and the chQfoe of the individual 

to walk in one of two ways. Since the individual will make his decision 

on the basis of educational experience 9 the kind of education he has re= 

ceived is of infinite importance. 9° Christian education 9 Sewell reasoned 9 

enables the pupil to make his decision on the basis of values derived 

from God. "The Christian idea is/1 he concluded 9 ''that education is not 

complete until the complete person is included» and is by it» enabled 

to live and serve in the Christian way. 1191 

Sewell also assumed that there are spiritually mature persons» who 

through their experiences in the study of Christian knowledge. 9 Christian 

living and service» possess knowledges~ appreciation» attitudes» and 

skills which enable them to instruct and nurture the less mature toward 

Christian fulfillment.9 2 Mature persons are educators 9 reasoned Sewell 9 

whether they intend to be or not. Christian maturity will invariably 

88Matthew 6:22-24. 

89sewell » "A Philosophy of Christian Education." 

90sewell and Speck» p. 129. 

91 Ibid.» p. 130. 

92 Ibid.» p. 131. 
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lead to the sharing of one 1 s experiences with the less mature. This is 

the very nature of maturity itself. In a very fine sense~ Sewell wrote: 

• a genuine Christian education • , • • is God himself 
working in his children for the proper development of the 
immature of the race. God works in the child through his 
religious capacity and tendency~ and upon him through the 
instruction and nurture of his children. The very idea of 
Christian education presumes the existence of these mature 
persons.93 

Sewell 0 s fourth assumption in the concept of Christian education 

pointed toward process by which the spiritually mature may guide and as~ 

sist the less mature in their progress toward spiritual stature. Since 

Sewell discussed the concept of process more fully in his treatment of 

curriculum» no further discussion of this assumption will be given here. 

Sewe11°s view of the pupil» then, embodies a belief in immature 

persons who have native capacities in need of development. The develop= 

ment of these capacities is the responsibility of the mature Christians 

in the church, the Christian home» and in Christian education insti= 

tutions. Faced by the constant problems to be solved and decisions to 

be made~ the maturing pupil makes his decisions based upon the kind1 of 

education he is receiving. Christian education concentrates upon pro= 

gress in the likeness of Christ. 

The Curriculum 

The previous section focused attention Gn mature and less mature 

persons, Christian education~ Sewell believedj also embodies a pro-

cess by which the mature seek to develop in the immature certain ess 

teemed knowledge» appreciations 9 attitudes, and skills. The process 

through which such knowledge, appreciations, attitudes~ and skills are 

93sewell, "A Philosophy of Christian Education." 
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developed is an i n tegra l pa r t but not t he who l e , of what Sewell meant by 

curriculum.94 

Curriculum is both process and content. While aware of the diffi-

culty in defining this term, Sewell reasoned that it is : 

• the content of the educational processes of the church. 
It is what is put into the teaching and nurturing procedures 
of the church. It must include the course of study, the 
materials to be taught. It must include also the nurture and 
guidance of the pupils through such experiments of fellowship , 
worship, service and recreation as to develop such persons as 
are thoroughly Christian in all of the activities of life, as 
well as in knowledge. The curriculum of the church is not an 
end in itself; it is a means to the accomplishment of the aim 
of Christian education.95 

In further refining this comprehensive statement, Sewell contended 

that curriculum is a series of experiences designed to change the i~-

ture members of the society into members whose ways of thinking and 

living fit harmoniously into the ways of the group. The curriculum of 

the church ' s educational program then would be those experiences which 

are designed to change immature pupils into persons who in their t hinking 

and behavior fit harmoniously into the Christian group and the community 

around them. Pointedly Sewell wrote: 

When we think of the aim of the educational processes of 
the church as the development of Christian personality, 
functioning through the church of Christ, in the spiritual 
reconstruction of human life, then we must think of the 
curriculum of the church as including all the experiences 
of the pupils as they undergo enrichment, interpretation, 
and control in terms of Christian truth and on the basis 
of Christian ideals and purpose. This will include proper 
materials, the Word of God, efficient instruction in this 
material and proper nurture and guidance in the experience 
of fellowship, worship, service and recreation.96 

94Jesse P. Sewell , ''What Shall Our Pupils Learn?" (Unpub. sermon 
ms.), n.d. 

95sewell and Speck , p. 169. 

96 Ibid. , pp. 170 , 171. 
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Adequate curriculum involves subject matter 9 and the church's edu-

cational curriculum involves knowledge of the sacred Scriptures, in 

which Sewell believed is found the knowledge of God.97 

While man may learn something of the nature of God from various 

sources, he is limited in his knowledge of God as a person and of God's 

plan for human life to the content of the Scriptures. Sewell affirmsi 

He has revealed to us in his word everything that is needed 
for all the pupils of his church 9 from the little child to 
the child of God ~de perfect and thoroughly furnished unto 
every good work.98' 

Sewell did not believe» however 9 that the Bible is a textbook merely for 

the memorization of content. Such a subject matter point of view he 

would not accept. The Bible must not be worshipped as a book; it is 

the sourcebook from which man must learn about God. The concept that 

curriculum is primarily subject matterp or the teaching of the Bible, is 

inadequate in Sewell 9 s philosophy of Christian education.99 

From the pupilus study of Scripture he may acquire knowledge about 

God and the way of God. Sewell defined knowledge as P "A familiarity 

with facts, eventss and principles. 11 100 Elaborating on the concept of 

knowledge, he pointed out that the student must learn the actual con-

tent of the Bible; he must know the specific teachings of Jesus» and the 

inspired apostles. He should likewise know extra-Biblical materials» 

97Ibid. Sewell cites numerous Scriptures at this po-int to support 
his belief, among them: Hebrews 1:1,2; Deuteronomy 18:17-19; Matthew 
1-5; John 12:49, 50; Acts 3:22~26; II Timothy 2:15; 3:14-17. 

9Slb:Ld-, p, 17.S. 

99Ibid., PP• 175-176. 

lOOsewell» ''What Shall Our Pupils Learn?" (Unpub. sermon ms.)» 
n.d. 
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such as the history of the church 9 the present status of the church in 

the worldp and the nature of human needs. Subject matter content as 

described is important& according to Sewellp so that the pupil might 

have an adequate background out of which to face and solve life situa

tions as he daily confronts them. Content in the curriculum must be 

functional. 

The developing pupil must learn appreciation. Sewell defined ap

preciation as the nability t0 correctly assign value. 11 101 Maturity im

plies the ability to make value judgments~ The mature person must fix 

upon a scale of values which then» in effect» enable him to make de= 

cisions. Without the trained capacity to discern critically and assign 

valuej Sewell thought» one can hardly be called educated or mature. 

Curriculum involves the development of attitudes. Sewell defined 

attitude as ''an habitual way of thinking and feeling about persons» re= 

lations 9 and things. 11102 Maturity implies the capacity to think criti= 

cally and to feel deeply. It enables the pupil to orient himself toward 

God» toward his fe110Wlie~ 9 and toward himself. It enables thim to make 

the choices which are inescapable. 

In the fourth place curriculum includes the development of skills. 

A skill» according to Sewell is$ "the ability to p1arfo,rm acts with ease 

and accuracy. Correct attitude& knowledge and appreciation will be of 

little value with out skill. 11 103 Sewell illustrated the relationship 

between knowledge» attitude» appreciation and skill through the experi

ence of conversion. Desire to be a Christian» he reas~medi is the proper 

lOlibid. 

lOZibid. 

103Ibid. 
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attitude. The understanding of what is involved is proper knowledge. 

Knowing the value of sonship to God in Christ is proper appreciation; 

but, Sewell concluded: 

••• all of these without the abilityv the skill to over
come the devil, the flesh» and the world and to do the 
things involvedv would be of little value. The same is 
true of everything in the Christian life.10(!. 

Curriculum» then 9 is that process between the mature and the immature 

wherein the developing imnature person acquires the necessary knowledge 9 

appreciations 9 attitudes and the skills whereby he may put in effect 

his own life the will of God. 

In order that curriculum as defined above might be most effectively 

implemented 9 Sewell felt that theory was inadequate. Formal instruction 

is important» but alone it is insufficient. Teaching must be coupled 

with activity. He believed the maxim 9 ''We learn by doing. 11 105 Sewell 

appealed once again to Scripture as the source from which he derived 

this beliefv quoting the Epistle of James: 

Be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only 9 deceiving 
your own selves. For if any be a hearer of the word and 
not a doer» he is like unto a man beholding his natural 
face in a glass; for he beholdeth himself and goeth his 
way, and straightway forgeteth what manner of man he was. 
But whosoever look~th into the perfect law of liberty and 
continueth therein, he being not a forgetful h•arer but a 
doer of the word» this man shall be blessed in his deeds.106 

Sewell affirmed that the adequacy of curriculum in the educati0nal 

progr~m of the church implies both subject matter and activity. Again 

he wrote of the churchv, responsibility: 

l04Ibid. 

l05sewell and Speck» p. 176. 

106James 1:22-25. 



It is not enough that it teach the pupils Christian truth ; 
it must also guide and nurture them through the experi 
ences of life in uch a manner as to enable them to live 
in the Christian way successfully.107 

Through the nurture and guidance of the mature teacher the pupil is 

confronted with life situations, and has experience in the analysis 
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and disposition of such situations. His choices are made on the basis 

of Christian truth learned and the principles acquired. Since curricu-

lum includes both instruction in truth and the experience of activity 9 

the church must carefully and intelligently plan a program of activities 

in instruction 9 fellowship, worship, service and recreation. At this 

point Sewell was critical of the many churches in his brotherhood who 

were failing in this respect.108 While churches have consistently 

worked at formal teaching, they have neglected the experient ia l phase 

of the curriculum. 

Sewell appealed to the example of Jesus who did not call His pupils 

into a formal class room and depend upon the teaching of abstract truth 

for the accompliahment of Ria aims, but who led them with Him into the 

varied experience• of life, and baaed th ir development as much upon 

activity as upon formal instruction. Sewell continued: 

Jesus led His pupils to interpret their experience in the 
light of His teachings, and to see what they meant on the 
basis of the ideals and purpoaes He preaentad, The church 
muat do the same for it, pupil,, or many of their moat 
important experiences will be pasaed without underatanding 
from the viewpoint of Christian ideals and purposes, . • .•• 
The educational work of the church must be judged at ieast 
by the extent to which it enables its pupils to use their 
Christian knowledge and ideals in controlling their lives 
in the Chriatian way.109 

107sewell and Speck, p. 179. 

l08Ibid., pp. 180, 181. 

l09Ibid. 
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Re-enforcing his own observations on t his point , Sewell appealed to the 

idealist, Herman Harrell Hornep ,who wrote : 

Doing is not so easy as seeing what ought to be done, be
cause perceiving the truth is easier than the more energetic 
act of willing the truth. The failure to draw this dis
tinction led the wise Socrates to slip in his famous dictum 
that knowledge i virtue, to whom it did not seem possible 
that a man should know what is best for him to do and not 
do it. Knowledge is indeed a means to virtue, but it is 
possible for a man to see the light » and to turn from it 
and walk in darkness. The theoretic comprehension of truth 
solicits » but does not compel , obedience.110 

Sewell suggested four areas in which the church must provide acti-

vities in its teaching and nurturing program. The first activity is 

fellowship. The early church was a closely knit band of disciples who 

enjoyed the intimate fel l owship of Jesus. As the church expanded i t 

gave attention to maintaining fellowship among the various members as 

well as fellowship wit h God. Sewell reasoned that : 

If the church is to guarantee the continuance of this fine 
and blessed experience of fellowship within » it must put 
into its curriculum those fellowship experiences for the 
students of every age and stage of development that are 
essential that th~y may be guided and nurtured into this 
manner of living. 111 

Life in the Christian fe llowsh i p is not accidental; it cannot be deve l oped 

by instruction alone. Training for such a life should begin with the pre-

school child, and adequate provisions made for its continuance through 

each period of growth. 

Worship is a significant activity, Sewell felt» in the development 

of Christian personality. Jesus taught His disciples the nature of 

worship; but He also led them into worship experienc s. He focused 

llOibid., p. 181, quoted from Herman Harrell Horne, The Philosophy 
2f Education, p. 15. 

lllsewell and Speck, pp. 182, 183. 
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attention upon true worship when He said; "God is a Spirit; and they 

that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth.,,,112 With the 

proper knowledge of God as Father» pupils can be taught to reverence» 

love and serve Him. The church must provide both instruction and nurture 

for its pupils which will enable them to see God as a reality 9 to ap

preciate His nature~ and to feel His presence in their own lives. 

Sewell was critical of many churches of Christ for making no pro

vision for the younger children to worship at the level of their particu

lar development. He felt that worship planned for the adult membership 

often is tragically negligent of the needs for nurture and guidance of 

children in worship. Sewell advocated that each department within the 

Bible school organization meet separately for worship at its own level 

of understanding. The young persons themselves should be used in the 

leadership of this worship. Through such planned and control.led activi

ties the developing child would better understand the meaning of worship» 

appreciate it as a value in his life» and be able to develop appropriate 

patterns of worship which are personally meaningful. 

Christianitys in Sewell 0s thought» is pre-eminently a religion of 

service. Jesus 0 life and ministry are the only evidence necessary to 

establish this point. Christians must not only be taught the truth 

theoretically, but must be guided into activities where the truth be= 

comes real. Jesus looked upon human needs as a definite call to service. 

He not only taught His disciples to minister to such needs, but set them 

a perfect example. The church, likewise, must instill in its developing 

pupils the readiness to respond in service. Each church should put into 

112John 4:23» 24. 
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its curriculum a plan of service activities for each group of its pupils. 

These activities to be of educational value, must be constant » regular 

and systematic. They must be graded and thus suited to each group's 

interest and capacities. Formal instruction» worship experience, and 

service opportunities must all be correlated at the same level of develop

ment. Each pupil should have a clear understanding of what is being done , 

and why it is being done. The teacher should make clear to his pupils the 

good results which may come from his service.113 

Sewell understood that an important part of the child's life is play. 

Older youth and adults, likewise» must experience wholesome recreation. 

These activities were not unrelated to t he curriculum of the church's edu = 

cational program. They must be viewed as an integral part of Christian 

development; therefore» the church cannot shrug its responsibility in 

guiding the recreational activities of its children and adults. Again 

Sewell was quite critical of churches of Christ in this respect. He felt 

that they often branded recreation , amusement , and relaxation as either 

un-Christian or anti-Christian , and that their attitude was wholly nega

tive. An effective well-planned curriculum in the church's educational 

enterprise requires that time, thought and effort be exerted in the pro

vision of wholesome recreation within the framework of Christian values 

and truth. From the theoretical corlsideration pupils should be called 

upon to evaluate , critical ly discern various types of recreation. They 

must be able to see clearly why some ~ctivities would be good , while 

others would be detrimental. In this field nurture and guidance are 

114 especially needed. 

113sewell and Speck, pp. 188, 189. 

114 Ibid., p. 190. 
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Sewell concluded that in this area of activity the church and the 

home must cooperate in their educational work. The church must note= 

vade its responsibilityv nor can the home blame the church for its own 

failings. Paraphrasing the Apostle Paul 9 Sewell wrote: '''You must 

bring up your children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. 11115 

Activities are not an end in themselves, but must be seen as means 

to greater ends. Sewell summarized his treatment of activities as they 

relate to curriculum by writing: 

Through them the spirit and practice of fellowship, coopera
tion9 self-control, courtesy, kindnessv honesty 9 self-ex= 
pression» fairplayv unselfishness and all the desirable 
traits of character may be developed~ and under proper 
guidance will be developed.116 

The program of activities should be carefully and definitely planned, 

and skillfully guided on the basis of clearly defined and thoroughly 

understood aims. The ultimate aim toward which all instruction and 

activities must point, which is the unifying theme of Sewell 1 s philoso-

phy of Christian education» is the developing of personalities in"· •• 

the ·measure of th<e stature of the fullness GJf Christ. 11 117 

ll5Ibid., p. 191. 

ll6Ibid.p P• 190. 

ll7Ephesians 4:13. 



CHAPT.ER VIII 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The problem with which this study has been concerned focuses on 

the educational contributions of Jesse Parker Sewell to the religious 

education programs of churches of Christ and the institutions of higher 

learning owned and controlled by members of these churches. While all 

available data on Sewell us life were gathered by the writer in the re

search efforts exerted~ the problem as def'ined has necessitated care

ful selectivity of the materials presented. No claim is made for de

finitive biography in this study; but when the total picture of Sewell 0s 

life is studied 9 there appear to be few accomplishments not relat~d to 

his educational interest and work. 

From the body of data related in the text it is clear that one of 

the major contributions which Sewell made to the religious education 

programs of churches of Christ was the systematic statement of the 

church 0 s aim in Christian education~ the organization essential to ap~ 

propriately realize this aim~ and his clearly delineated methods through 

which such an educational program might best be implemented. This is 

all the more remarkable since at the time which he first set forth his 

systematic concept of Christian education there was strong brotherhood 

feeling against any formal statement of convictions. This is not to 

conclude that Sewell thought he was writing a new creed for the churches 

of Christ~ or providing any authoritarian guide for all the churches to 

follow. He did speak courageously~ however» about what appeared to be 

144 
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one of the most serious weaknesses among his brotherhood. 

The concept of Christian education depicted by Sewell contained a 

defin1tive statement of the aim as developing Christian personality, 

and Sewell's thinking in this respect has been set forth. Emphasis on 

maturity or perfection "in Christ, 111 rather than the traditionally re

pe~ted goal of heaven was indeed new among churches of Christ. Sewell 

believed in the reality of heaven, but this other-worldly prom~se to the 

Christian did not blur his vision of the immediate and distant goals or 

aims of the church's educational program. It is hardly necessary to 

point out that he met with opposition in heralding these views. 

During Sewell 0 s early life the churches of Christ wer e immersed in 

religious controversy involving the denominational Sunday School practice 

on the one hand and the educational program of the church on the other. 

Sewell did perhaps more than any other person in his brotherhood to think 

through and logically 1tate the basic difference between the denomina

tional Sunday School and the educational work of the churches of Christ. 

In essence he said that the New Testament authorized the church to teach; 

this was one of its specified functions, and it had the responsibility to 

plan effectively and administer such an educational work. The denomi

national Sunday School, as Sewell saw it, was an organization 1eparate 

and apart from the church itself, and often' in competiton with the church 

proper. After this distinction had been set forward to his brotherhood » 

the churches of Christ began more intensive educational efforts. 

The present status of religious education efforts among the entire 

brotherhood of churches of Chri1t, and e•pecially in the southwest, owes 

much to Sewell's work in the early decades of this century. The plan, 

1~olossians 1:28. 
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of many churches, including implementation through educational directors» 

departmentalization~ use of graded materials, setting of goals» and the 

recognition of achievement may be seen stated in Sewell's writings dating 

back to the 1930 8 s. What caused bitter criticism and sharp reaction to 

Sewell thirty years ago, is today accepted among this same brotherhood 

as that which is essential» reasonable» and soundly rooted in Biblical 

revelation. 

The initiation of a new series of graded Bible School literature 

under Sewell 0 s editorship in 1950 was a major achievement for the churches 

of Christ. While some work had been done in this field among the churches» 

nothing had been undertaken which approximated the scope and dimensions of 

Sewell 1 s plan. While subsequent series have been attempted» none seem to 

have embodied the aims and quality evident in the ''Gospel Treasure Series •11 . 

Its exterisive use among churches of Christ today witnesses to its quality 

and benefit as an aid in the educational programs of local churches. 

Sewell's work among the churches in conducting Teacher Training 

Schools is noteworthy. While the influence of such work through several 

decades cannot be measured with scientific exactness~ the fact of such 

influence and continued benefits cannot be reasonably denied. The geo= 

graphical extent of his work and influence is far.;reaching. The subse= 

quent history of churches' growth numerically and spiritually after such 

schools were conducted point toward this same conclusion, that among 

Sewell's brotherhood contributions educationally, the Teacher Teaining 

Schools were indeed significant. 

While Sewell 1s work with institutions of higher l~arning among 

churches of Christ was primarily with one college, Abilene Christian 0 

his contributions and influence have not been limited to that school. 
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The academic status of Abilene Christian College today» and to some ex

tent the high academic quality of all these Christian colleges in per= 

forming at a level which merits accreditation from the respective as

sociations» may be traceable in part to Sewell 0s early emphasis on high 

scholastic st$ndards. When Sewell first became president of that insti~ 

tutioni he was thinking in terms of a Christian college where young 

persons might receive an education commensurate with that in any higher 

institution of learning» but in addition to such secular learning they 

might also acquire sound instruction in the Bible and live in a Christian 

atmosphere while pursuing thei'r educsitilOln. This concept of education and 

of a Christian college pointed' toward the need for accreditation; but 

Sewellvs brethren were generally opposed to such attainment and recog

nition. It was argued that the accrediting agencies would control the 

curriculum» selection of faculty» and the actual instruction of students. 

It would be surrender of the Christian colleges to worldly educators; 

accreditation was tantamount to compromise with unbelieving educators. 

But, Sewell' s thinking was clear on this issue& and his persistent efforts 

won accreditation not only for Abilene Christian College~ but ,an ac

ceptance of educational accredit&tion as a most desirable goal among most 

brotherhood colleges today. 

The pattern of Christian college organization which prevails today 

among churches of Christ is that the college is owned by a purpose~ a

greed upon by its clientele» and that the physical properties of the 

institution as well as the policy making decisions are held in trust by 

a board of directors or trustees. But this pattern did not prevail when 

Sewell began his work in Texas. In fact» when he was first approached 

by Barrett about the need for a Christian college in Texas~ Barrett 0s 

idea, representative in that day» was that the college should be 
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privately owned by an individual or individuals who would invest p~rson~ 

ally» and then operate the institution as a private business for profit. 

This accounts for Sewel1°s refusal to work with Barrett in the initial 

founding of Childers° Classical Institute. The wisdom of Sewell 0 s 

thinking in this essential of college organization is evident today by 

the growing number of Christian schools among churches of Christ which 

are organized on a sound economic as well as theological basis. 

Sewell 1 s dynamic leadership and personality have been used to ad

vantage by many Christian colleges other than Abilene Christian. His 

work at George Pepperdine and Harding Colleges reflected the confidence 

and appreciation which college administrations held for his ability. 

His sound judgment was sought in the establishment of North Central 

Christian College in Detroit in 1959» and the Northeastern Christian 

Institute 9 Philadelphiai the same year. While exercising no official 

voice in the present affairs of-Abilene Christian College, his wisdom 

is still welcomed and his influence on the campus is a reality. ,The very 

concept of Christian education among churches of Christ and their re= 

lated Christian colleges is in many areas of this brotherhood synonymous 

with the name of Sewell. 

The implications of this study are perhaps far-reaching. While 

Sewell has made unusual contributions in his own unique way, there are 

other men of equal stature whose lives deserve similar study. Histori

cal process tends to clear the perspective held of any person, and this 

is especially true of men in the course of religious struggle and effort. 

The writer would encourage other studies of men such as Sewell who have 

reached the pinnacle of their efforts~ or who h2ve even gone on in death. 

Without doubt. there are other personages of stature in the churches of 

Christ, whose life and work, if studied, would add immeasurably to the 
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services and efforts of these churches to extend their mission in the 

world. 

The writer desires to make the findings of this study available in 

an extensive manner to all the churches of Christ. While there has been 

an awakening in the educational efforts of some churches, many congre

gations in this brotherhood have yet to realize their own mission and 

potential,. If the study l) made available to such churches» will serve 

to stimulate some new thought and perhaps some activity 9 one of the 

writer's purposes in this project will have been justified. 
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APPENDIX A 

Questionnaire for Doctoral Study 

on 

JESSE PARKER. SEWELL 

* * * * * * * * * * 

Name of respondent:~~~-,-~-.-~~~~~~--Address~~~-.--.--,--,--,-~~
(Street) 

Position or Occupation:~-,--,-~~~-,--,--,-~-
· (Street) 

* * * * * * * * * * 
l. How long have you known Jesse Parker Sewell?~~~-.--,-~-.-~~~~-

2. In what capacity did you know him? (i.e.~ ministerp school ad~ 
ministratorp personal friend» etc.) 

3. What specific factors in Sewell 0s e~rly life do you know about 
which you feel were formative influences in his character and life Os 
work? 

4. Do you know of any personal incidents related to his life at Viola 
Normal School or Nashville Bible School which will shed light on 
his adult convictions and vision? 

5. When did yeu first hear Sewell preach? 

6. What is your evaluation of Sewell as a preacher? As a Christian 
teacher? 
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7. Were you ever a member of a congregation which Sewell served as 
preacher?~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

8. What factors do you think prominent in the development of his own 
concept of "Christian personality?" 

9. How effective do you feel that he was during his active ministry in 
convincing churches of the need for better planned and more ef~ 
fectively supervised teaching programs? 

10. What do you consider to be Sewell 1 s major contributions to the edu
cational work of local churches? 

11. Did you attend Abilene Christian College during Sewell I s presidency? 
If yes» dates attended:~~~~~~~~~~~~-

12. What were your imptessions of Sewell as a college administrator? 
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13. What do you. consider to be his major contribution to the Christian 
college movement among members of the church of Christ? 

14. Additional Observations: Please feel at liberty to insert any 
additional observations or evaluations you care to make about the 
life and work of Jesse Parker Sewell. 

15. Are you willing for your answers to these questions to be used 
(either as direct quatations or for general reference) in this 
doctoral study?~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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