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THE FIRST General Assembly was conducted January 26-27, 1906, in the 
home of J.C. and Melissa Murphy, Cherokee County, North Carolina.

 “The first matter to be discussed was the nature of the new church. Their 
decision was that ‘we do not consider ourselves a legislative or executive body 
but judicial only.’

 “There was a sense of immediacy and urgency in reaching beyond the con-
fines of the mountains. ‘After considering the ripened fields and open doors 
for evangelism . . . strong men wept and said they were not only willing but 
anxious to go.’ They resolved ‘to press into every open door . . . and work with 
greater zeal and energy for the spread of the glorious gospel of the Son of 
God than ever before.’

 “The meeting was edifying and the following recommendation was passed: 
‘We recommend a closer union and fellowship of all the churches. We, there-
fore, conclude an Assembly composed of elders and chosen men, and the 
women from each church, once each year to be of vast importance for the 
promotion of the gospel of Christ and His Church’” (Like a Mighty Army, 
Charles W. Conn).

 This special publication features pictures, events, and testimonies that 
have taken place during past General Assemblies. You will be blessed and 
inspired as you trace how God has directed the Church and the remarkable 
miracles and growth that have taken place.  

 “Like a Mighty Army Moves the Church of God!” 
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1906 
First General Assembly 
meets January 26-27, 
Camp Creek, N.C.

1907 
Union Grove Community 
Church hosts G.A. 
(Bradley County, Tenn.)

1907 
Preachers Meeting 
adopts name 
“Church of God”

1908 
Cleveland, Tenn., 
hosts G.A.

TWENTY-ONE women and men 
gathered for our first General 
Assembly on Friday and Satur-
day, January 26 and 27, 1906, 

in the community of Camp Creek, North 
Carolina. Without good roads or an auto-
mobile, travel to the meeting was about 
a two-day journey for Pastor A.J. Tom-
linson, who was coming fifty miles from 
Cleveland, Tennessee. Johnny Brown 
journeyed from Drygo, Tennessee, and 
his transportation included walking, a 
train ride to nearby Farner, and a wagon 
ride from Farner to Camp Creek. Nettie 
Bryant, who lived just over the hill from 
the meeting place, reportedly arrived by 
an ox-drawn cart.

By 1906, Tomlinson was serving as 
pastor of congregations in Drygo and 
Union Grove, Tennessee, as well as the 
Camp Creek church. He was also develop-
ing a mission in Cleveland that would be 
set in order the following October. Other 
participants in the Assembly represented 
a congregation in Jones, Georgia, and the 
nearby Piney Grove church in Tennessee, 
which R.G. Spurling had established as 
a Christian Union in 1897. According to 
Tomlinson, who penned our earliest his-
tory—The Last Great Conflict—the work 
of these churches had “so prospered that 
there began to be a demand for a general 
gathering together of members from all 
the churches to consider questions of 

importance and to search the Bible for 
additional light and knowledge.”

Since none of the congregations 
owned a church building, they met in a 
home owned by Melissa Shearer Mur-
phy. The Shearer family had provided 
the land for the nearby Shearer School-
house, which was just a short walk from 
the Shearer-Murphy home. The Shearer 
schoolhouse had been the site of a great 
revival in 1896. During that revival, many 
were convinced of the doctrine of sanc-
tification as a second work of grace. As a 
result, the holiness believers were expelled 
from their churches and forced to meet 
in homes and roughly constructed log 
meeting houses. One of those places of 

OUR FIRST GENERAL ASSEMBLY

OUR FIRST GENERAL ASSEMBLY

W.F. Bryant and R.G. Spurling at the home of Melissa and 
J.C. Murphy, which was the site of our first General Assembly in 1906.

GENERAL ASSEMBLY TIMELINE
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1908 
G.B. Cashwell 
preaches, and 
A.J. Tomlinson is 
baptized in Spirit

1909 
G.A. elects A.J. 
Tomlinson to office 
of general overseer 

1910 
G.A. appoints 
committee to publish 
Church of God Evangel 

worship was built not far from Melissa 
Murphy’s house on land donated by Miles 
Dickson Kilpatrick. In it the fires of revival 
burned brightly and the historical record 
reports that one after another fell under 
the power of God, and soon quite a num-
ber were speaking in other tongues as the 
Spirit gave them utterance.

Some of the leading members of the 
community opposed their worship and 
doctrine of sanctification. Unwilling to 
burn a church house, their opponents dis-
mantled the makeshift building in order 
to burn the logs instead. This was such a 
flagrant act of persecution that charges 
were brought against 106 people. But the 
holiness people asked the court to forgive 
the violators. 

William Franklin Bryant lived just a 
short distance southeast of the Shearer-
Murphy home. He did his best to hold 
the holiness remnant together and finally 
heeded the advice of R.G. Spurling to 
organize a church. So, the Holiness 
Church at Camp Creek was organized in 
Bryant’s home in 1902. It was also in the 
Bryant home that Tomlinson became a 
covenanted member on June 13, 1903. 
Indiana-born Tomlinson was a home 
missionary to the mountain people and 
had recently settled in nearby Culberson, 
North Carolina. By 1903, the Holiness 
Church already knew and trusted him, so 
they selected him as pastor of the Camp 
Creek congregation.

Pastor Tomlinson moderated the first 
Assembly and also served as clerk. After 
he called the delegates to order and con-
ducted devotions, their first action was 
to adopt a motto: “We do not consider 
ourselves a legislative or executive body, 
but judicial only.” By this they meant that 
it was not the purpose of the Assembly to 
make God’s laws or to implement God’s 
laws; but rather, God’s laws are revealed 
in the New Testament, interpreted by 

the Assembly, and implemented by local 
congregations. Delegates to the Assembly 
discussed various issues, came to a con-
sensus, recommended their conclusions 
to the local churches, and agreed to meet 
again the next year.

The winter weather was so cold that 
J.C. Murphy had to continually put logs on 
the fire to keep the delegates warm. Before 
they left for their respective homes that 
Saturday evening, a fierce snowstorm made 
their fellowship seem all the warmer and 

the world all the more challenging. Pastor 
Tomlinson reflected in his journal, “The 
meeting on the whole was noticeable of the 
love to one another and the unity….” 

The People Who Met
We do not know why all of those par-

ticular twenty-one people attended. Some 
lived nearby, and others were their most 
trusted leaders. But, we do know that they 
were people of purpose, passion, pragma-
tism, and providence.  

They were people of purpose in that they 
had a reason to get together. Those first 

1909 
G.A. provides 
evangelist’s license 
to women preachers

Assembly delegates did not envision their 
work as organizing a human institution; 
they had searched the Scriptures, and in 
the example of the Jerusalem Council in 
Acts 15, they were confident that they 
had biblical precedent for their actions. 
There were questions to answer, problems 
to solve, and a world to win for Jesus 
Christ. So, they came to this meeting to 
search the Scriptures, to find God’s will, 
and to work together.

These delegates were also people with 
passion—a passion for unity, for under-
standing God’s Word, and for the harvest. 
Evangelism burned in their hearts. It was 
during their discussion of evangelism that 
we read some of the most powerful and 
memorable language of that Assembly. 
Following their initial discussion, they tar-
ried for a time of consecration and “con-
sideration of the ripened fields and open 
doors for evangelism.” In response to a 
God-given vision of the harvest, “strong 
men wept and said they were not only 
willing but really anxious to go.” With 
tears in their eyes, delegates committed 
“to press into every open door . . . and 
work with greater zeal and energy for the 
spread of the glorious gospel of the Son of 
God than ever before.”

Their passion to win the lost pervaded 
other discussions as well. One of their 
reasons for shunning the use of tobacco 
was that the money saved by giving up 
the habit could better be used to spread 
the gospel. And, they saw the establishing 
of Sunday schools in unreached areas as a 
means of beginning new churches. 

Although they had great ideas, their ide-
alism did not get in the way of down-to-earth 
pragmatism. An example is seen in their 
recommendation for prayer meetings. 
The delegates agreed that a person “led by 
the Holy Spirit or selected by the church” 
should be responsible. Clearly they pre-
ferred for someone led by the Spirit to 

“It seemeth good to the 
Holy Ghost and us, being 
assembled together with 

one accord, with the Spirit 
of Christ in the midst, 
and after much prayer, 

discussion, searching the 
Scriptures and counsel, to 
recommend these neces-
sary things and that they 

be ratified and observed by 
all the local churches.”

—First General Assembly
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1911 
First Assembly 
missions offering 
totals $21.05

1911 
G.A. agrees to 
establish Bible 
Training School

1911 
G.A. adopts
Church Teachings—
now Doctrinal 
Commitments

1911 
G.A. appoints 
first state 
overseers

January 1913 
G.A. changes 
date for Assembly 
from January to 
November

OUR FIRST GENERAL ASSEMBLY

lead prayer meetings; but if such a person 
could not be found, prayer meetings were 
still necessary and, so the church should 
select a leader.

Their pragmatism is also evident in 
their discussion of the use of tobacco. 
Although they did not have a biblical 
chapter and verse prohibiting tobacco, 
they knew there were good reasons to 
abstain from its use. They noted that 
tobacco is offensive, weakens the nervous 
system, is a relative of drunkenness, is a 
bad influence and example for the young, 
and wastes money that could better be 
used to clothe the poor, spread the gospel, 
and improve their homes. Finally, they 
simply could not believe that Jesus would 
use tobacco. They encouraged a pastoral 

approach to those bound by the habit, 
but they also recognized the power of 

accountability and called for the deacons 
to report those who had been delivered 
from its use.

Finally, they were people of providence 
in that they were continually looking for God 
to be at work among them. They expected 
to be led by the Spirit, and they expected 
new light as they searched the Scriptures. 
Their concluding decision was to meet 
again the next year “as the providences 
of God and His Spirit may direct.” When 
their business was completed, they evoked 
the language of the Jerusalem Council in 
Acts 15: 25 with an affirmation of spiritu-
al discernment and unity. They concluded, 
“It seemeth good to the Holy Ghost and 
us, being assembled together with one 
accord, with the Spirit of Christ in the 

R. G. Spurling founded this second Christian Union at Piney Grove in Monroe County, 
Tennessee, in 1897. Andrew Freeman represented this congregation at the first Assembly.

TOPICS OF THE 
FIRST ASSEMBLY
•	 Assembly	Is	Judicial	Only
•	 Assembly	Record	Keeping
•	 Local	Church	Record	Keeping
•	 Communion	and	Footwashing
•	 Prayer	Meetings
•	 Evangelism
•	Use	of	Tobacco
•	 Family	Worship
•	 Sunday	School
•	 Letter	of	Recommendation
•	 Annual	Assembly
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November 1913 
G.A. appoints Flavius J. 
Lee as general treasurer 
for foreign missions

1914 
G.A. selects Tomlinson 
general overseer “until 
the Lord removes him”

1915 
Tomlinson appoints 
Edmond S. Barr 
overseer of black churches

midst, and after much prayer, discussion, 
searching the Scriptures and counsel, to 
recommend these necessary things and 
that they be ratified and observed by all 
the local churches.” 

Significance of the Assembly
Our first Assembly was far more sig-

nificant than simply a memorable date on 
the calendar. Particularly important is the 
model the first Assembly set for our deci-
sion making. It introduced a process that 
raised questions, searched the Scriptures, 
and sought the will of God. It recognized 
the importance of respecting others’ voic-
es, even when they differed, and trusted 
that God would speak to the Assembly 
through those voices. Representatives of 
local congregations trusted that in the 
body there would be discernment and wis-
dom, and all were subject and accountable 
to one another.

The first Assembly also revealed a com-
mitment to work collectively to fulfill the 
Great Commission. Rather than going it 
alone, those first delegates agreed to enter 
the harvest together. This commitment 
to cooperation would later include other 
important ministries such as publications, 
education, and preserving our heritage.

Finally, the first Assembly brought 
together the two truths: (1) That while 
we continually seek to be led by the Holy 
Spirit, the Word of God is foundational 
in all that we do; and (2) We must expect 
the Holy Spirit not only to intervene in 
miraculous ways but also to illuminate the 
Word and direct us as we apply the Word 
to the world in which we live and the con-
gregations we serve.

Epilogue
Although the Assembly was held near 

the location of the movement’s origins, 
Tomlinson’s new home in Cleveland, 
Tennessee, represented the future of the 

movement. When he relocated to Cleve-
land in 1904, the town was the thriving 
seat of government of Bradley County 
where he already was experiencing signifi-
cant ministerial success. It also had good 
schools for his children and a north-south 

railroad line that made extensive minis-
try travel possible. The second Assembly 
would be held at the Union Grove Church 
in Bradley County. With that Assembly 
would come a name change and an expan-
sion of the role of the General Assembly. n

THE SHEARER-MURPHY HOME
WITH NO OTHER facilities available to the Holiness Churches, J.C. and Melissa Murphy 

agreed to host the first Assembly in their mountain home. Melissa Murphy actually owned the 
home, which she had inherited from her first husband. The house was located at the edge of a 
forest with evergreen pine trees highlighting an otherwise barren winter landscape.

The front room of the rustic house was transformed into a meeting place. The normal 
furniture was moved to another room and replaced with chairs lined in rows, facing a rough 
pulpit. Because of the chilling winds and falling snow, J.C. Murphy kept logs burning in the fire-
place. Small children slept on feather mattresses and quilts in another part of the house.

Other church members prepared meals for the delegates during the two-day meeting. 
Pastor Tomlinson later remembered that “good Sister Murphy cooked and served the entire 
Assembly.” Nettie Bryant also helped cook, and children assisted by carrying water from the 
natural springs flowing nearby. Most of the delegates boarded in the homes of other church 
members scattered along the mountainside.

Today, the Shearer-Murphy House is maintained by the Church of God of Prophecy as a 
historical landmark. Church of God Men and Women of Action assist when called upon. The 
home is located on River Hill Road not far from Fields of the Wood, which is 18 miles west of 
Murphy, North Carolina, on NC-294.

In 2009, a Church of God 
Men of Action group provided 
a new roof to help preserve 
the First Assembly House.
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1916 
G.A. meets in newly 
purchased auditorium 
in Harriman, Tenn.

1916 
G.A. institutes Elders 
Council—now Council 
of Eighteen 

1917 
Elders Council 
meets 
October 4–17 

1917 
G.A. creates 
district 
structure

OUR FIRST GENERAL ASSEMBLY

MINUTES
of

ANNUAL ASSEMBLY
of the

CHURCHES OF EAST TENNESSEE, 
NORTH GEORGIA AND 

WESTERN NORTH CAROLINA, 
HELD JANUARY 26 & 27 1906, 

at Camp Creek, N.C.

NOTE. – We hope and trust that no per-
son or body of people will ever use these 
minutes, or any part of them, as articles 
of faith upon which to establish a sect 
or denomination. The subjects were dis-
cussed merely to obtain light and under-
standing. Our articles of faith are inspired 
and given us by the Holy Apostles and 
written in the New Testament which is our 
only rule of faith and practice.
  
 The meeting called to order and devotions 
conducted by the pastor, A. J. Tomlinson. 
 After due consideration the Assembly 
accepted the following motto or ruling: We 
do not consider ourselves a legislative or 
executive body, but judicial only.
 The question as to whether records 
should be made and preserved, of this and 
other like assemblies was duly discussed 
by deacon J. C. Murphy and others, passed 
upon and recommended as scriptural.
 The assembly discussed the advisability 
of each local church making and preserving 
its own records. Consider it in harmony with 
New Testament teaching, and advise each 
local church to make and preserve records 
of all church proceedings. The Acts of the 
Apostles as example.
 Communion and feet-washing were duly 
discussed by elder R. G. Spurling and others, 
and it is the sense of this assembly that the 
communion and feet-washing are taught by 
the New Testament Scriptures, and may be 
engaged in at the same service or at different 
times at the option of the local churches. In 

order to preserve the unity of the body, and to 
obey the sacred Word, we recommend that every 
member engage in these sacred services. We 
further recommend that these holy ordinances be 
observed one or more times each year.
 Prayer-meetings discussed by brother 
Alexander Hamby and others. It is, therefore, 
the sense of this assembly that we recom-
mend, advise and urge that each local church 
hold a prayer-meeting at least once a week. 
We recommend further that some one in every 
church, who may feel led by the Holy Spirit 
or selected by the church, take the oversight 
thereof and see that such prayer-meeting is 
held regularly and in proper order.
 Evangelism, discussed by the pastor and 
others; reports of work done the past year; 
consecration on the part of a number. After the 
consideration of the ripened fields and open 

doors for evangelism this year, strong men 
wept and said they were not only willing but 
really anxious to go. It is, therefore, the sense of 
this meeting that we do our best to press into 
every open door this year and work with greater 
zeal and energy for the spread of the glorious 
gospel of the Son of God than ever before.
 A discourse on The Use of Tobacco was deliv-
ered by evangelist M. S. Lemons and discussed 
by others. After due consideration this assembly 
agrees to stand, with one accord, in opposition to 
the use of tobacco in any form. It is offensive to 
those who do not use it; weakens and impairs the 
nervous system; it is a near relative to drunken-
ness; bad influence and example to the young; 
useless expense, the money for which ought to 
be used to clothe the poor, spread the gospel or 
make the homes of our country more comfort-
able; and last we believe its use to be contrary 
to the teaching of Scripture, and as Christ is our 
example we cannot believe that He would use it 
in any form or under circumstances. 
 We further recommend and advise that the 
ministers and deacons of each church make 
special effort to use their influence against its 
use, deal tenderly and lovingly with those in the 
church who use it, but insist with an affection-
ate spirit that its use be discontinued as much as 
possible. We also, advise the deacons to secure 
a report at the close of each year, of the num-
ber that have been induced to discontinue the 
habit and delivered from a desire for it, also the 
number that still continue its use, and carry such 
report to the general assembly.
 Family worship was discussed by Andrew 
Freeman and others. It is, therefore, the sense 
of this assembly that we recommend and urge 
that the families of all the churches engage in 
this very sacred and important service at least 
once a day and at a time most convenient to 
the household and that the parents should see 
that every child is taught, as early as possible, 
to reverence God and their parents by listening 
quietly and attentively to the reading of God’s 
Word and getting down on their knees during 
the prayer. We recommend further that the 

Shortly after the first Assembly, A. J. and Mary 
Jane Tomlinson printed the minutes of the meet-
ing on a hand-operated printing press in tract 
form. The Church of God did not print minutes 
of the General Assemblies again until the sixth 
Assembly in 1911.
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1917 
G.A. adopts financial plan: 
80% of tithes for pastor 
and 10% to both state 
and general offices

1918 
Influenza 
pandemic 
prohibits G.A.

1919 
G.A. designates 
Cleveland permanent 
headquarters

1919 
G.A. agrees 
to begin 
orphanage

ministers and deacons of each church use their 
influence and make special effort to encourage 
every family in the church to engage in this 
devotional exercise every day. And that the 
deacons ascertain the proper information and 
make a report of the number of families that 
have been induced to take up this service dur-
ing the year, the number that make it a regular 
practice and those that do not and carry such 
report to the yearly or general assembly.
 The Sunday School was briefly discussed 
by elder W. F. Bryant, Malissie Murphy and oth-
ers. We highly favor this important service as a 
means to teach the children to reverence God’s 
Word and the house appointed for worship, and 
also, to elevate the morals of a community. It is, 
therefore, the sense of this assembly to recom-
mend, advise and urge every local church to 
have a Sunday School every Sunday during the 
whole year if possible. We advise the workers to 
do all they can to propagate the Sunday School 
interests, and search for places where there are 
none and organize where it is possible to do so. 
We believe a Sunday School may sometimes be 
organized and run successfully where a church 
could not be established at once, thereby open-
ing and paving the way for more permanent 
work in the future. It is further recommended 
that Sunday School be held in the forenoon 
when it is possible to hold them at that time. 
 When a member in good standing removes 
from the vicinity of one church to another, we 
recommend that a letter of recommendation 
be given them on request, in harmony with 
Romans 18:1, 2. “We commend unto you Phebe 
our sister, who is a servant of the church which 
is at Cenchrea that ye receive her in the Lord as 
becometh saints.”
 We recommend a closer union and fellow-
ship of all the churches. We, therefore, conclude 
an assembly composed of elders and chosen 
men, and the women, from each church, once 
each year to be of vast importance for the pro-
motion of the gospel of Christ and His Church. 
We, therefore, with one accord select and set 
apart Thursday, Friday and Saturday before the 

second Sunday in January of each year, for this 
special yearly assembly. Provided, however, 
that there are no preventing providences. The 
place to be selected later as the providences of 
God and His Spirit may direct.
 It seemeth good to the Holy Ghost and us, 
being assembled together with one accord, 
with the Spirit of Christ in the midst, and after 

much prayer, discussion, searching the 
Scriptures and counsel, to recommend these 
necessary things and that they be ratified and 
observed by all the local churches. It is the 
duty of The Church to execute the laws given 
us by Christ through His Holy Apostles.
 The Assembly concluded: — Saturday, 
January 27, 1906, at 7:30 P. M..

Having served in the roles of 
moderator and clerk, Pastor 
Tomlinson’s handwritten 
minutes of the first General 
Assembly are preserved at the 
Dixon Pentecostal Research 
Center.
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1920 
G.A. holds Assembly 
in unfinished 
auditorium

1920 
G.A. selects E.J. Boehmer as 
permanent clerk—becomes 
office of secretary general

1921 
G.A. dedicates 
new Assembly 
Auditorium

THE COMMITMENT to follow 
a biblical pattern of Church 
government has shaped the 
Church of God from our found-

ing in 1886. R.G. Spurling called for 
Christian Union members to “take the 
New Testament, or law of Christ, as your 
only rule of faith and practice.” His invita-
tion was to give “each other equal rights 
and privilege to read and interpret for 
yourselves as your conscience may dic-
tate” and to sit “together as the Church 
of God to transact business [as] the 
same…” (Tomlinson, Last Great Conflict, 

pp. 185-86). This practice of building on 
the New Testament, listening to others, 
and sitting together to transact business 
remains the central purpose of every 
International General Assembly.

In many ways, the Assembly has 
moved well beyond what Spurling likely 
imagined on that August day in 1886. He 
had grown up in a Baptist system and no 
doubt envisioned the Christian Union as 
part of a network of congregations restor-
ing the New Testament Church, which he 
believed had been lost when Christianity 
adopted creeds and human traditions. 

Indeed, the first General Assembly acted 
very much like an association of local 
churches with a congregational polity. Del-
egates were representatives of local con-
gregations who discussed issues and made 
recommendations back to their churches.

Christ Our Lawgiver
The most influential person in the 

development of Church of God govern-
ment from the first Assembly forward 
was pastor, and later general overseer, 
A.J. Tomlinson. Tomlinson had grown up 
a Quaker and was influenced by radical 

THE NEW TESTAMENT PATTERN

THE NEW TESTAMENT PATTERN

General Council Member 
T.R. Morse debates a 
recommendation to go 
to the General Assembly 
in 1968.

1922  
G.A. establishes 
Executive 
Committee
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1922 
G.A. appoints 
Thomas Richardson 
overseer of black 
churches

1923 
G.A. ratifies impeachment 
of Tomlinson and selection 
of F.J. Lee general overseer

1924 
G.A. recommends 
state camp 
meetings

holiness leaders such as Frank Sanford 
at the utopian community of Shiloh near 
Durham, Maine. Along with his leadership 
abilities and gifts, he brought a vision of a 
restored apostolic church that would win 
the world to Christ in the last days.

When those who attended the 1896 
Shearer Schoolhouse revival in Cherokee 
County, North Carolina, experienced 
sanctification, they were turned out of 
their Baptist churches. Consequently, they 
were wary of any church government. Yet, 
without government, they were suscep-
tible to fanaticism and false doctrine. By 
1902, W.F. Bryant and others were ready 
to heed the wise advice of R.G. Spurling to 
accept church government, and they orga-
nized the Holiness Church at Camp Creek.

Tomlinson saw a similar problem in the 
larger Pentecostal Movement following the 
revival at the Azusa Street Mission in Los 
Angeles. Many who had received a Spirit 
baptism experience found themselves 
excluded from their churches and denomi-
nations. Not surprisingly, they distrusted 
“organized” movements. Just as Spurling 
had encouraged the formation of a local 
congregation, Tomlinson believed that the 
entire Pentecostal Movement needed gov-
ernment based on the New Testament.

Writing to readers of The Evening Light 
and Church of God Evangel, Tomlinson 
concluded: 

If all the Pentecostal people be in accord 
with Christ they will be in one accord 
with each other as a whole. What 
should the Pentecostal people do? Get 
in one accord with Christ in doctrine, 
and this will bring us all together in one 
body, into one organization, under one 
government, with only one law-giver, 
Christ, who is the Head of the Church. 
Jesus gave His Church for government, 
and all the laws for government come 
from Him through His Holy Apostles 
(“Christ Our Law-Giver and King,” Nov. 
1, 1910, pp. 1-2).

For Tomlinson, like the Jerusalem 
Council in Acts 15, the role of the General 
Assembly was to search the Scriptures in 
order to understand and apply Christ’s 
laws. Under Tomlinson’s leadership, there 
was no voting at the General Assembly. 
Rather, delegates searched the Bible for 
Christ’s laws and agreed together to apply 
those laws. Such practice was a process, 
and each General Assembly built upon the 
work of previous Assemblies, since further 
study of the Scriptures might bring addi-
tional light on a matter. On occasion, the 
Assembly reviewed previous decisions and 
either affirmed or modified their earlier 
conclusions.

Tomlinson believed that with the addi-
tional light of each Assembly the Church 
of God moved nearer to a restoration of 

1924 
Lettie Cross 
preaches first 
Assembly 
youth service

the apostolic church. In 1913, he wrote, 
“The cries and groans for Apostolic meth-
ods, practices, and glory will be realized 
in the near future…. More light is show-
ing, and revealing hidden treasures every 
year. Man’s ways and plans are fading 
from view. God’s ways and plans are being 
revealed” (Last Great Conflict, p. 132). 
With the full restoration of the apostolic 
church would come a global harvest such 
as on the Day of Pentecost when three 
thousand joined the Church as a result of 
Peter’s sermon in Acts 2. Indeed, for Tom-
linson, the days ahead were very bright 
for the Church of God.

Developing Structure
Year by year the Assemblies developed 

structure as they saw it revealed in the 

The A.J. Tomlinson Family about the time 
he was first selected as general overseer 



12   IT SEEMETH GOOD

1925 
G.A. adopts 
ministerial office 
of exhorter

1926 
G.A. appoints standing 
boards for education, 
publishing, and missions 

1926 
G.A. approves separate 
“Church of God (Colored 
Work)” Assembly

THE NEW TESTAMENT PATTERN

New Testament. They created offices, 
governing bodies, committees, and a wide 
variety of ministries to build the Church 
and fulfill the Great Commission.

General Overseer. Each of the first four 
General Assemblies chose a person to 
serve as moderator and clerk for the dura-
tion of the Assembly. But as God blessed 
the work, there was a growing need 
for coordination among the churches 
between Assemblies. Such coordination 
was especially desirable when supplying 
pastors because there were not enough for 
the established churches and missions.

The fourth Assembly in 1909 con-
cluded that a general moderator “was in 
harmony with New Testament order” 
and created that office to serve “over all 
the churches for mutual help and general 
instructions.” The duties of the office were: 

To issue credentials to the ministers, 
to keep a record of all the preachers 
and evangelists within the bounds 
of the Assembly, to look after the 
general interests of the churches, to 
fill the vacancies either in person or 
by sending someone [who] in his best 
judgment would be beneficial to the 
edifying of the body of Christ, and 
to act as Moderator and Clerk of the 
General Assembly (A. 1909, hand-
written minutes, pp. 43-44). 

Additionally, delegates agreed to a term  
of one year from the close of one Assem-
bly to the close of the next. They then 
chose A.J. Tomlinson as the first general 
moderator. 

The fifth Assembly in 1910 changed 
the title of this office to “general over-
seer.” Ninety years later, the 2000 Assem-
bly authorized the general overseer to use 
the title “presiding bishop.”

Although the office of general modera-
tor was a year-round position, it was not 
initially a full-time position. One week 
from the day Tomlinson was selected as 
general moderator in 1909, the Cleveland 

COMMITTEES, DEPARTMENTS, AND DIVISIONS
IN 1909, the fourth Assembly appointed what appears to be the first General Assembly 

committee. A.J. Lawson, F.J. Lee, and P.A. Wingo were asked “to prepare a form for the 
annual reports of the Local churches” (A. 1909, hand-written minutes, p. 42). The committee 
reported to the Assembly the next day, and their recommendation was adopted with a “slight 
amendment.” In 1910, the Assembly appointed a committee to prepare examination ques-
tions and Bible references for ministerial candidates. Their report led to the “Church Teach-
ings,” which continue today as our Doctrinal Commitments. The Assembly also appointed a 
committee to discuss a Church paper, which led to the appointment of a publishing commit-
tee and the debut of The Evening Light and Church of God Evangel on March 1 of that year.

Through the years, the Assembly, or the denominational leaders that the Assembly 
selected, has created other ministries and departments as needed. To enhance already 
established ministries, the Assembly created standing boards for education, publishing, and 
missions in 1926. Most recently, the International General Assembly and denominational 
leadership have intentionally shifted the structure of Church of God ministries from a depart-
mental approach to a divisional approach.

On many occasions, the Assembly has responded to a ministry vision presented to the 
delegates. In 1980, Lee College President Charles Conn, School of Theology President Cecil 
B. Knight, and General Overseer Ray H. Hughes joined together to present a plan for building 
a Pentecostal Resource Center. Their vision included a library to provide resources to stu-
dents and a research facility to preserve our Pentecostal heritage. 

Not only did the Assembly approve the proposal, but also they gave financially to the 
vision. General Overseer Hughes reported: 

When the program of the Pentecostal Resource Center was being presented, the Holy Spirit 
gripped the congregation in an extraordinary fashion. The people began to come forward 
and lay their gifts upon the pulpit, amidst the rejoicing and shouts of the congregation. This 
move of the Holy Spirit resulted in an offering of $200,000 toward the Pentecostal Resource 
Center. This sovereign act of the Holy Spirit brought healing to the body of Christ and the 
entire General Assembly was refreshed through an offering (A. 1980, Preface). 

Church Historian Charles Conn penned in his journal, “It was one of the most marvelous 
breakthroughs of the Spirit I have seen. For more than an hour the people marched down 
and gave…” (Like a Mighty Army, 2008, p. 483). The funds given by the delegates resulted 
in construction of the building that today houses Squires Library and the Dixon Pentecostal 
Research Center.

The 1910 General Assembly appointed 
committees whose work resulted in our 
Doctrinal Commitments and the Evangel.

1927 
G.A. commissions 
Book of General 
Instructions
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1927 
G.A. adopts plan that 
offerings equal to 5% 
of tithes support state 
and world missions

1928 
General Overseer 
Lee dies during G.A.

1928 
G.A. elects Samuel W. 
Latimer as general overseer 
following Lee’s death

1928 
G.A. creates permanent 
office of assistant 
general overseer

congregation chose him to continue to 
serve as its pastor.

State Overseer. By the sixth Assembly 
in 1911, the Church had grown to fifty-
eight congregations, 107 ministers, and 
1,855 members in six states and one for-
eign country. General Overseer Tomlinson 
declared: “The work has grown to such a 
proportion now that there is a demand 
for a better system. As to just what should 
be done, and the form it should assume, 
I leave to the more able minds of this 
Assembly. The plans of the Bible should 
be sought out and followed, and yet much 
is left in which for us to exercise our own 
judgment.”

The delegates considered appointing 
overseers for each state and concluded 
that this would be in “perfect harmony 
with the teachings of Scripture.” They 
immediately selected overseers for seven 
states and the Bahamas. The responsi-
bilities of the newly appointed overseers 
were to give general oversight of their 
state, including an evangelistic campaign 
each year; to supply every church with a 
pastor; to keep records of all ministers 
and churches within the state, including 
the number of members in each church; 
and to provide a year-end report to the 
general overseer.

In the early years, state overseers 
sometimes changed every year. Then in 
1944, the General Assembly limited the 
state overseer’s tenure to four consecutive 
years in a state. This was later extended 
to 12 years with sufficient support of the 
state’s ministers. In 2000, the 68th Assem-
bly gave state overseers the choice to use 
the title “administrative bishop,” which is 
now the custom of many overseers.

Council of Eighteen. Each year Tomlin-
son presented an address to the delegates 
that introduced topics he believed the 
Assembly should consider in order to “put 
in motion the perfect New Testament 

order.” He first proposed the idea of an 
Elders Council in 1915. Calling attention 
to Acts 21:18, Tomlinson observed 
that James and an authoritative body 
of elders met together and formulated 
instructions for Paul. He petitioned, “As 
we are convened here to search for the 
apostolic order I appeal to my brethren 
for aid in deciphering such passages that 
we may be better able to perform our 
service, and more fully follow in the foot-
steps of those who operated the system 
of church building and evangelization 
so perfectly that every creature under 
heaven heard the gospel in their day” (A. 
1915, p. 9). While discussing Acts 21, 
Tomlinson noted that “all” elders were 
present, that they convened for council 
and deliberation about matters dealing 
with the church, and that their gathering 
was private rather than public.

For unrecorded reasons, the 1915 
Assembly did not follow through on the 
subject of elders, so Tomlinson revived 
the issue the next year with a recommen-

dation that the general overseer have a 
body “similar to the president’s cabinet.” 
He reiterated that just as James needed 
“assistance or counsel,” he too desired 
a deliberative body for such counsel. 
This time the delegates approved a plan 
to appoint elders to “have jurisdiction 
over all questions of every nature that 
may properly come before them, their 
actions and decisions to be ratified by the 
Assembly in session” (A. 1916, p. 28). By 
the end of their first meeting in October 
1917, the elders had made 14 recommen-
dations to the upcoming Assembly. 

International Executive Committee. As 
the Church of God continued to grow, 
the General Assembly created additional 
ministries. Often, Tomlinson recom-
mended these ministries, and the Assem-
bly responded positively to his leader-
ship. Whether a recommendation came 
from the general overseer or from the 
General Assembly, Tomlinson frequently 
was asked to guide the ministry. The 
1910 Assembly appointed a publishing 

What is now the International Executive 
Council held its first meeting in Cleveland, 
Tennessee, October 4-17, 1917.
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1929 
G.A. creates 
Young People’s 
Endeavor

1929 
G.A. establishes Council of 
Bishops—now International 
General Council

1930 
G.A. creates 
fund to care for 
aged ministers

1931 
G.A. authorizes 
compilation of 
“Supplement”—now 
Book of Discipline

THE NEW TESTAMENT PATTERN

R.G. SPURLING was a beloved “father 
in the faith” for our movement. At the 
eighth Assembly in January 1913, Spurling 
gave an address using an accompanying 
chart as a visual aid along with a song he 
had composed. He explained the develop-
ment of the Church from its establishment 
at Pentecost, through centuries of human 
laws and creeds, to the current restoration 
of believers searching the Scriptures and 
seeking to be led by Jesus and governed by 
His laws. According to the Minutes, “After 
this was over brother Spurling sang the fol-
lowing verses amid shouts and cheers:

“Jesus our Lord from glory came
     To make our minds and hearts the same;
His gospel, law and government,
     Unto His children he has sent.

“No more Gentile and the Jew,
     But one new man made of the two;
The lines of strife no more to lay,
     But walk in love from day to day.

committee to begin The Evening Light and 
Church of God Evangel, and Tomlinson 
became the editor of the new periodi-
cal. In 1911, Tomlinson recommended 
a preparatory school to train Christian 
workers, and the Assembly responded 
with the creation of an education board 
naming Tomlinson as president. When 
the Bible Training School opened on 
January 1, 1918, Tomlinson served as 
superintendent. Among other responsi-
bilities, Tomlinson edited Sunday school 
literature and gave oversight to building 
the Assembly Auditorium in 1920. The 
Assembly willingly placed him at the 
forefront of most of the Church’s activi-
ties, and he willingly led. He had a vision 
for the future of the Church, and the 
Church responded with enthusiasm.

By 1922, many leaders and delegates 
recognized the necessity for additional 
general leadership, however. Increasing 
financial challenges accentuated this need, 
and the Assembly approved an “execu-
tive council,” comprised of the general 
overseer, a superintendent of education, 
and an editor and publisher to “council 
together on all matters of general inter-
est to the Church of God and any and 
all departments…” (A. 1922, p. 49). The 
Assembly selected Tomlinson as general 
overseer, F.J. Lee as superintendent of 
education, and J.S. Llewellyn as editor and 
publisher. Now known as the Internation-
al Executive Committee, this body over-
sees the ongoing ministries of the Church, 
and it eventually expanded to include the 
general overseer, three assistant general 
overseers, and a secretary general.

International Executive Council. Although 
the Assembly approved an Elders Council 
in 1916, their relationship with the gen-
eral overseer and the General Assembly 
remained somewhat ambiguous.  With 
the creation of the Executive Committee 
in 1922, the Assembly agreed that these 

“The law of love He did command,
     That by it we should understand;
And by it all His children know,
     For out of it no strife can grow.

“Alas! where is this law to-day,
     From which the Church is gone astray?
The law of Christ we have denied,
     By human laws they are supplied.

“Will you contrary to His will
     Be led by laws of human skill?
Oh, then return unto His laws,
     And cease to build with wood and straws.

“Oh, brethren for the sake of Christ,
     Leave off these laws that gender strife.
Be by His Spirit ever led,
     He is the Church’s only head.
                                                    —R.G. Spurling

“Following this song the power fell and 
all were on their feet with up-lifted hands, 
dancing and shouting the praises of God. 
One played the organ under the power of the 
Spirit. Then all who were not members and 
who had fallen in love with the Church and 
wished to become members were asked to 
stand up, and about twelve arose” (A. Jan. 
1913, pp. 41-42).

R.G. SPURLING 
ON CHURCH 
GOVERNMENT

At the January 1913 General Assembly, 
R.G. Spurling used this chart to illustrate 
the establishment of the Church. 
His chart is preserved at the Dixon 
Pentecostal Research Center.
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1932 
G.A. elevates office of 
secretary general to 
Executive Committee

1933 
G.A. designates 
editor/publisher as 
assistant general 
overseer

1935 
G.A. elects 
J.H. Walker 
general overseer

1934 
Chattanooga, 
Tenn., hosts G.A.

CENTRALIZED GOVERNMENT
THROUGH ACTIONS of the General Assembly, the polity of the Church of God has 

moved from congregational practice to a centralized model. Acting within the context of 
Spurling’s Baptist roots, the first Assembly made recommendations for local churches to 
ratify. Tomlinson’s emphasis on the Jerusalem 
Council shifted Church of God polity toward 
what he identified as theocracy.

For Tomlinson, the General Assembly was 
that body through which the Church heard 
from God as the Spirit guided their search 
of the Scriptures. He considered this to be a 
rejection of episcopal polity and a recovery 
of the apostles’ government. Although the 
Church of God has bishops, our polity is not 
episcopal in the sense that bishops do not 
make final decisions. Rather, the Assembly, 
made up of ministers and laity, discerns God’s 
laws and directs bishops in the application of 
those laws. The role of the moderator, or pre-
siding bishop, is to guide the Assembly and to 
discern the sense of the Assembly.

Our use of the term “centralized govern-
ment” conveys the idea that local churches 
come together in the International General 
Assembly both to offer their gifts and to 
benefit from the cooperative ministries and 
protection of the whole body. In his Church of 
God Polity, long-time parliamentarian R. Hollis 
Gause wrote:

Basically the Church of God has a centralized government. This we believe to be Scriptural since 
the Jerusalem Council took the authority to render a decision affecting all the many local congre-
gations (Acts 15). This was accepted by the apostles and was circulated among the churches.

This centralization, however, is not of such intense character as to render local government weak 
and powerless. In order to preserve the values of both factors in government and to adhere to the 
principles of Scriptural government, the Church has several courts. These courts are as follows: 
local, district, state and territorial, and general (Church of God Polity, 1958, p. 11).

In his superbly subtle style, Gause established the role and meaning of centralized govern-
ment. First, centralized government is based on the Scriptural account of the Jerusalem Coun-
cil. Second, the Jerusalem Council, and by implication the General Assembly, has authority 
to make decisions affecting local churches. Third, the apostles, and by implication the clergy 
at all levels, accept and propagate the decisions of the Assembly. Fourth, the Assembly does 
not “lord over” local churches. Fifth, as a means of protecting the values and needs of both the 
Assembly and local churches, the Church of God has developed polity for local, district, state/
regional, and general levels.

officers should meet with the Elders Coun-
cil not less than once per year to “consider 
all the business affairs of the Church and 
give such counsel and advice as in their 
judgment they may deem necessary for the 
general welfare of the Church, and make 
such recommendations to the General 
Assembly as they may deem necessary”  
(A. 1922, p. 50).

Currently, the International Executive 
Council meets three times a year and is 
comprised of the International Executive 
Committee and the Council of Eighteen, as 
well as the general moderator of the Full 
Gospel Church of God in Southern Africa. 
The general overseer of the Church of God 
in Indonesia also sits with the Internation-
al Executive Council. Among their respon-
sibilities, they give oversight to the general 
budget and recommend the agenda for the 
International General Council.

International General Council. The sec-
ond Assembly in 1907 included a “Preach-
ers Conference.” At that meeting, the min-
isters adopted the name “Church of God” 
in the place of “Holiness Church,” which 
had been used since 1903. Reflecting their 
desire to follow the New Testament pat-
tern, they based this name on 1 Corinthi-
ans 1:2 and 2 Corinthians 1:1. Tomlinson 
later reflected in his book, The Last Great 
Conflict, that this decision “was not meant 
to debar the use of the other Scriptural 
names, such as: ‘The Church,’ ‘Churches in 
Christ,’ ‘Church….in God our Father and 
the Lord Jesus Christ,’ etc.” (pp. 193-94).

Then in 1929, the Assembly agreed 
to designate all bishops as elders, and to 
select the Elders Council from among all 
the bishops. Today, all ordained bishops 
registered and in attendance meet as 
the International General Council. They 
elect the Council of Eighteen, nominate 
some offices to the International General 
Assembly, and set the agenda for the 
International General Assembly. n

Long-time Parliamentarian R. Hollis Gause 
consults with General Overseer Ray H. Hughes 
during the 1972 Assembly in Dallas. Dr. Gause 
taught a course in parliamentary law at Lee 
College and wrote Church of God Polity.



16   IT SEEMETH GOOD

1936 
G.A. recommends 
every local church 
establish a Ladies 
Willing Workers Band

1936 
“Church of God (Colored 
Work)” dedicates Assembly 
Auditorium in Jacksonville

1937 
G.A. assigns 
Lighted Pathway to 
Publishing House

FOR MORE THAN a century,   
delegates attending General 
Assembly worship services and 
fellowship activities have 

received encouragement, inspiration, 
affirmation, and confirmation by focus-
ing on Christ and His mission for the 
Church. Of that first Assembly, A.J. 
Tomlinson recorded, “The meeting on 
the whole was noticeable for the love to 
one another and the unity. Sunday we 
observed the Sacrament, washing of feet, 
and this meeting was freighted with the 
power and presence of the Holy Ghost. 

Everyone who engaged and most of those 
who were spectators were bathed in tears 
showing the sacredness of the occasion” 
(Diary, January 30, 1906). 

Worship and fellowship are dynamic 
aspects of the General Assembly. Songs, 
prayers, sermons, testimonies, hugs, and 
handshakes elicit joyful response to God’s 
Spirit. “Waves of glory” occur as wor-
shipers respond to the preached Word, 
anointing singing, and power of the Holy 
Spirit. Some have responded by running 
to the altar, while others have shouted 
and danced in the presence of God. Many 

will remember Bob Snoderly from Geor-
gia dancing unashamedly in praise. A few 
may recall when delegates broke out into 
spontaneous waving of handkerchiefs. It 
is common for called and spontaneous 
prayer to fill the auditorium as delegates 
petition and offer praise to God. Also 
of importance, meals, receptions, after-
glows, early morning coffees, and late 
night conversations build love and unity 
in the Church.

Reverend Nora Chambers’ description 
of the 1932 General Assembly reflects a 
distinctive of the Church of God—our 

WORSHIP AND FELLOWSHIP

WORSHIP AND FELLOWSHIP

Worship is central to 
every General Assembly.



IT SEEMETH GOOD   17

1938 
G.A. designates 
Easter Sunday 
for orphanage 
fundraising

1939 
Atlanta 
hosts 
G.A.

1940 
G.A. requests Bible 
Training School Board 
establish an accredited 
junior college

1941 
Polio outbreak 
limits G.A. to 
two-day meeting 
of male ministers

emphasis on Spirit-filled worship and  
fellowship: 

From the very first service the Lord 
blessed and His presence, glory and 
power was with us until the closing of 
this great gathering. Wave after wave 
of glory swept over the great congre-
gation, which made us to feel and 
know that God was with us. There was 
much shouting and wonderful dem-
onstrations of the Spirit in the praise 
service…. [S]uch love, unity, harmony 
and sweet fellowship prevailed (Evan-
gel, October 22, 1932, p. 1).

In such an atmosphere of worship and 
fellowship, God does marvelous things. 
For instance, during the 1919 Assembly, a 
man came forward who had been unable 
to walk for 10 years without the aid of 
crutches, having suffered a broken back 
and two broken legs. According to the 
Assembly Minutes, “When they prayed for 
him the mighty power of God came down 
upon him, and he was healed, and left his 

crutches and ran out of the church house 
and around outside praising God, and the 
people following him and looking on at 
the mighty work of God” (A. 1919, p. 44). 
Often there is special prayer for the sick, 
and sometimes handkerchiefs have been 
sent to the Assembly to be prayed over and 
then returned to the sick. It is expected 
that people will be healed or receive salva-
tion, sanctification, and the baptism with 
the Holy Spirit during Assembly services.

Worship in Music
Music is a distinguishing component 

of Church of God worship and fellow-
ship. We are a singing church, and the 
Assembly is a time when we can experi-
ence a breadth of talent and styles. Our 
early Assembly music was brought out 
of the churches from which the Church 
of God emerged, and the singing of the 
Doxology often was incorporated. By the 
1920s, we were incorporating songs our 

own musicians had written. Solos, duets, 
trios, quartets, and choirs are interspersed 
throughout the week’s program to provide 
a worship atmosphere in which our hearts 
can be sensitive to the Holy Spirit as we 
endeavored to conduct the business of the 
Church. 

Such worship has provided inspira-
tion for preparing sermons and compos-
ing songs. While attending the 1956 
Assembly in Memphis, Tennessee, C.S. 
Grogan completed writing the noted 
anthem of our Church, “Like a Mighty 
Army,” which was inspired by Charles W. 
Conn’s historical account. Grogan, who 
was pastoring at Roanoke Rapids, North 
Carolina, reported, “In my prayer room 
one day, while meditating on the Church 
and its great program, I began to sing the 
words that came to be the first stanza of 
the song…. It seemed quite a coincidence 
that I finished the song while the General 
Assembly was in session” (Evangel, Febru-
ary 1, 1960, p. 7).  Grogan credited Vep 
Ellis for encouraging the song’s comple-
tion and Edward Williams for arranging 
the harmony. Under the direction of 
A.T. Humphries, a group of young men 
debuted the song during youth night 
at the 1956 Assembly. Since then, it 
has been sung in many congregations 
throughout the world.

Celebrating Ministries
As Church ministries evolved through 

the years, programs have been added or 
removed from the Assembly schedule 
to highlight particular departments and 
ministries. Often their inclusion on the 
schedule began with reading a report and 
providing an update, and they sometimes 
became integrated as a corporate worship 
experience for the celebration of ministry 
accomplishments.

 These special emphasis services 
have highlighted Women’s Ministries, 

Presenting the orphanage ministry to the General 
Assembly (ca. 1921), General Overseer A.J. Tomlinson 

(left) and Orphanage Matron Lillian Kinsey (right) 
invite orphans to the Assembly Auditorium stage.
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1941 
G.A. adds office of 
second assistant 
general overseer

1942 
Birmingham 
hosts G.A.

1942 
G.A. establishes 
full-time director 
of World Missions

1942 
G.A. authorizes 
representation in 
National Association 
of Evangelicals

WORSHIP AND FELLOWSHIP

educational institutions, the Chaplains 
Commission, Ministry to the Military, 
Evangelism and Home Missions, Com-
munications and Media Ministries, and 
retired ministers. Typically, these services 
included singing, prayers, testimonies, 
and sermons. Yet, over time many of 
these programs shifted to preconferences, 
luncheons, banquets, and other times of 
fellowship and enrichment opportunities.

An orphanage emphasis service was a 
prominent program at many Assemblies 
through 1966. Evolving out of an activities 
report, the orphanage service featured 
talks from ministers, orphanage matrons, 
and church administrators, affirming the 
necessity of the benevolence work and 
appealing for continued financial sup-
port. Beginning with the 1921 Assembly, 
orphans participated by singing and recit-
ing scriptures.

A program featuring Bible Training 
School students was first introduced in 1925. 
This service typically included comments 
from the superintendent/president of the 
school and testimonies, songs, prayers, 
Scripture reading, and sermons by cur-
rent and former students. Over time, 
this educational emphasis included other 
Bible schools as well. Beginning in 1966, 
this program transitioned into an eve-
ning reception for Lee University alumni. 
Today, the Pentecostal Theological Semi-
nary hosts a reception, and other alumni 
receptions are scheduled for former aca-
demic institutions, including West Coast 
Bible College, Northwest Bible College, 
East Coast Bible College, and Patten Uni-
versity.

In 1924, the Assembly incorporated a 
youth service into the schedule when General 
Overseer F.J. Lee invited Reverend Let-
tie Cross to preach the sermon for young 
people. A youth program for the church 
was formally organized in 1929 as the 
Young People’s Endeavor (YPE), and in 

1931, a special YPE program was incorpo-
rated into the Assembly schedule. Youth 
services were planned to be relevant and 
encouraging, and many young people 

have surrendered their lives to Christ, 
received the Holy Spirit baptism, and 
accepted a call to ministry. These ser-
vices incorporated young people to read 
Scripture, pray, or offer testimonies. 
After 1962, Teen Talent winners were 
announced and some of their gifts and 
abilities showcased during the youth 
service. Often, hundreds of Teen Talent 
participants would march into the audito-
rium behind their respective state banners 
to the affirmative applause of Assembly 
delegates. This special emphasis contin-
ued until the Assembly of 2008.  In 2010, 
the number of days for the Assembly was 
decreased and Teen Talent moved to an 
alternative schedule.

Beginning in 1919, the Church of God’s 
black constituency offered testimonies, songs, 
prayers, and sermons in a designated service 
on the General Assembly schedule. This 
format continued through 1964, as the 
Church integrated our ministries in 1966. 
Presently, a Black Ministries luncheon pro-
vides a time of fellowship and special rec-
ognition for members of African descent.

“In making up the 
program	for	the	Assembly,	
I thought it would be well 

to have something 
concerning the young 

people…. The subject has 
come to my mind in the form 
of a question, ‘Should Young 
People	Be	Sober-minded?’	
My	thought	is	to	try	to	get	

Christian young people 
out of so much foolishness 

and frivolity.”  
—General Overseer F.J. Lee 

to Reverend Lettie Cross

Many Church of God 
children and youth have 
had significant spiritual 

experiences at the 
General Assembly.
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1943 
World War II 
limits G.A. 
to ministers

1944 
Columbus, Ohio, 
hosts G.A.

1944 
G.A. limits tenure of administrative 
offices, Executive Council, 
state overseers

1945 
G.A. establishes 
Youth Program 
Committee

1944 
G.A. elects 
John C. Jernigan 
general overseer

While today’s General Assembly 
includes a variety of events throughout 
the week, only a limited number of pro-
grams are conducted from the Assembly 
platform. In addition to the formal busi-
ness meetings, three emphases continue 
to be incorporated into the evening ser-
vices. Those include a sermon by the gen-
eral overseer (or general overseer-elect), a 
memorial service to honor deceased min-
isters, and a missions service.

Since 1925, a formal memorial service 
honors the memory of recently deceased 
ministers and provides an opportunity for 
the Church to praise God for their faithful-
ness. J.S. Llewellyn led the first memorial 
service. Before reading the names of those 
who had “fought the battles bravely, but 
crossed over and are now walking the 
streets of gold,” Llewellyn reminded the 
Assembly delegates: 

[T]hey have laid their armor down 
and joined the ranks of the redeemed. 
Life’s conflicts will soon be over, then 
we too will trail this Milky Way to 
meet those who have already gone 
on, and when we reach that won-
derful place called Heaven we will 
greatly rejoice because we remained 
true to the Lord and to His Church. 
Wonderful will it be when we meet 
our Master, and hear Him say, “Well 
done, thou good and faithful servant 
enter thou into the joy of thy Lord” 
(A. 1925, p. 12).

When the Church had fewer creden-
tialed ministers and met annually, des-
ignated individuals who knew them best 
made specific comments about recently 
deceased ministers. The programs often 
incorporated retired ministers into the ser-
vice, sometimes comprising a special choir. 
Today, a media tribute is on display as part 
of a “Wall of Remembrance” and is pre-
sented at the beginning of an evening ser-
vice, during which family members of the 
deceased are recognized and given a rose.

One of the most anticipated events of 
every Assembly is the World Missions Service. 
In 1911, the Assembly received a missions 
offering totaling $21.05 for the work in 
the Bahamas. The following year, the dele-
gates heard a letter read from R.M. Evans, 
missionary to the Bahamas. Assembly 
Minutes report: 

After the letter was read the assem-
bled saints kneeled down and prayed 
for the Bahama Islands. The Spirit 
manifested Himself in a mighty way, 

and on all sides through the groans 
and cries could be heard, “If it is Thy 
will, O God, send me.” When they 
arose from their knees the Spirit 
seemed to reveal to each one that 
prayer without works was useless, 
and without any request being made 
$22.55 was laid on the table for the 
Bahama Islands (A. 1912, p. 10). 

In 1915, the Assembly schedule gave 
greater attention to the Church’s mis-
sionary work, including a report of funds 

Missionaries carry flags representing 
nations where they serve during 

the 1998 World Missions Service.
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1945 
Home for Children 
in Sevierville, 
Tenn., hosts G.A. 

1946 
National Youth 
Congress precedes G.A.

1946 
G.A. decides to 
meet biennially

WORSHIP AND FELLOWSHIP

raised, a letter written to the Assembly by 
Lillian Trasher, missionary to Egypt, and 
prayers offered for Trasher and other mis-
sionaries serving in distant lands. 

By 1917, a missions program became 
a regular event, and eventually the 
Assembly devoted a full evening service 
to celebrate world missions. One high-
light of these services is the Parade of 
Nations, when missionaries and leaders 
from various countries march in bearing 
their countries’ flags and often attired in 
the clothing of the regions they serve. The 
program is inspiring with testimonies, 
multicultural music, and video presenta-
tions honoring ministries throughout the 
world. Services include a presentation 
encouraging delegates’ participation in 
world evangelism and an opportunity to 
support World Missions.

Worship in Giving
Frequently, Church of God members 

worship by giving generously as delegates 
respond to financial needs. Some of the 
earliest appeals focused on the 1918 
establishment of the Bible Training School 
(now Lee University) and the orphanage, 
which opened in 1920. In 1919, another 
appeal concerned building an Assembly 
auditorium in Cleveland. Attendance had 
outgrown the North Cleveland sanctuary 
and simultaneous services were being held 
in tents and other locations throughout 
the city. Once the measure to build an 
auditorium passed in 1919, delegates 
began to give spontaneously. Over the 
years, delegates responded to other urgent 
appeals, including efforts to alleviate 
the general church indebtedness. Many 
delegates attending the 1920 Assembly 

“Our hopes were revived 
as several thousand filled 
the large auditorium until 

every pew was crowded 
and standing room was a 
premium. Some one came 

in and announced that hun-
dreds were on the outside 
who could not get in. Yes, 
they came from the north, 
south, east, and west. They 

came happy and jubilant 
and shouts and praises rang 

until one knew they had 
been	with	Jesus.	Their	shin-

ing faces, God bless them, 
I see them now, expressed 
what	John	wrote	about.	He	
said, “These things write we 
unto you, that your joy may 
be	full,”	1	John	1:4.	They	
were so full of joy until it 
beamed out of their eyes. 

It shone out in the spirit of 
prayer, praise and song . . .”  

—R.P. Johnson (Evangel, 
October 24, 1931, p. 1)

shared the sentiment of W.R. Messer, a 
young minister from North Carolina, who 
offered to sell his coat to help ease the 
Church’s financial burden.

Many initiatives and ministries have 
benefited through General Assembly 
offerings. In the year 2000, Church lead-
ers John D. Nichols and Gene D. Rice 

THE DIVIDING CORD
ALTHOUGH BLACK MEMBERS and ministers of the Church of God were always welcome 

to attend all General Assembly services, Jim Crow laws demanded separate seating in public 
facilities, including the Church of God Assembly Auditorium in Cleveland, Tennessee. In order 

to accommodate this unjust law, a cord separated seats designat-
ed for “colored” attendees from the remaining seating. According 
to oral tradition, an event which likely took place in the 1930s illus-
trates the indignity of the situation.

According to Mother Evelyn Gooden, who related that her 
father witnessed and reported the episode, Bishop John Henry 
Curry was dancing in the Spirit during a General Assembly wor-
ship service. Curry was an immigrant from the Bahamas and a sig-
nificant leader in his time. During his ministry, he served as pastor 
of the prominent Fifth Avenue Church of God in Fort Lauderdale, 
Florida, was national overseer of the “Church of God (Colored 
Work)” from 1928 to 1939, and served on the Executive Council 
from 1932 to 1938.

“Overshadowed” by the power of the Holy Spirit, Curry was 
dancing and shouting as was common during Church of God wor-

ship. While he was dancing, his extended arm caught the dividing cord of segregation, and it 
fell to the floor. For many observers, this event signified the Spirit tearing down that tangible 
and symbolic barrier that separated the races. Yet, it would be another three decades before 
civil and ecclesial laws and structures caught up with the work God did that day.

The cord that divided the 
races was pulled to the 
floor while Bishop J.H. 
Curry danced in the Spirit.
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almost $750,000 in an offering desig-
nated for missionary care. As a result, 
the deficit accounts of 18 missionary 
families were eliminated, and the remain-
ing money was divided among other mis-
sionaries. Such benevolence was an act 
of worship to God and participation in 
Christ’s Great Commission.

1946 
G.A. appoints Ralph 
Williams first national 
youth director

1948 
G.A. adopts 
Declaration 
of Faith

1950 
G.A. authorizes 
state councils

1948 
G.A. elects 
H.L. Chesser 
general overseer

offered an appeal for assistance prior to 
the Assembly. The two were developing 
initiatives for global humanitarian aid 
and had founded Children of the World 
(now Serving Orphans Worldwide) to 
help orphaned children. Many Assembly 
delegates raised offerings in advance and 
responded generously with $2.7 million. 
A matching donation of $2.3 million came 
from John Gregory and the Lazarus Foun-
dation. Ten years later, another appeal 
was made at the Assembly in Orlando, 
Florida. Delegates again responded with 
a generous offering matched by the Laza-
rus Foundation. From offices in Bristol, 
Tennessee, the organization continues to 
rescue destitute children and youth and 
provide them with physical and spiritual 
care in orphanages throughout the world.

Delegates gave another significant 
offering during the 2012 Assembly’s 
World Missions service. A declining econ-
omy and changes in the funding process 
had created a shortfall of financial support 
for numerous missionaries. Once again 
Assembly delegates responded to the need 
in an overwhelming manner by giving 

As the 75th International General 
Assembly convenes, delegates gather 
from across the globe to celebrate the 
blessings of God and be renewed through 
kindred fellowship and the presence of 
the Holy Spirit. As J.D. Bright described 
in 1950, the Assembly continues to be a 
place where “thousands of the Church of 
God family [have] a grand home-coming, 
to feast upon the gracious blessings of 
the Lord Jesus after two years of honest, 
wholehearted efforts for God and His 
Church throughout the world” (Evangel, 
September 9, 1950, pp. 3, 15). Together, 
as in previous Assemblies, we worship 
God and fellowship together through our 
prayers, music, testimonies, sermons, 
generous giving, business meetings, 
and opportunities to break bread. Such 
moments remind us how our endeavors 
during the Assembly, as well as at our 
places of personal ministry, are acts of 
worship before God and for the purpose 
of expanding His kingdom. With assur-
ance of being led by God, we continually 
proclaim, “It seemeth good to the Holy 
Ghost and us.” n

A Korean choir leads worship at the 1976 
General Assembly in Dallas, Texas.

In 1968, Foreign 
Missions Field 

Representative 
James L. Slay 

preached a 
message on 

“The Nearness 
of His Coming.”
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1952 
Indianapolis 
hosts G.A.

1952 
G.A. introduces Pilot 
as a quarterly publication 
for youth workers

1954 
Memphis 
hosts G.A.

1952 
G.A. elects 
Zeno C. Tharp 
general overseer

W OMEN HAVE been a 
dynamic and integral part 
of the history of God’s 
people from the creation 

of the human race. The Bible records the 
significance of women in a wide range of 
roles, including mother, prophetess, apos-
tle, and even military leader. The history 
of Christianity reveals that women have 
been vital in fulfilling the Great Commis-
sion, from preaching to making disciples 
in homes, churches, and communities.

Likewise, women have been integral 
in the Church of God from our founding 

at Barney Creek to the 75th International 
General Assembly meeting in Orlando in 
2014. At this International General Assem-
bly, as in many others, women are involved 
in business, the ministry of the Word, and 
support of Assembly operations.

General Assembly Business
Six women were part of the 21 repre-

sentatives at the first General Assembly in 
Cherokee County, North Carolina. Along 
with their attendance, the Minutes of that 
first Assembly record that Melissa Shearer 
Murphy, who hosted the Assembly in her 

home, participated in the discussion at 
that Assembly. The Minutes state, “The 
Sunday School was briefly discussed by 
elder W.F. Bryant, Melissa Murphy and 
others” (A. 1906, Tract, pp. 7-8). The con-
clusions of the Assembly are noted, but 
without details of what each delegate said. 
It is possible that other women spoke on 
this topic or other topics as the minutes 
often note the names of one or two speak-
ers followed by “and others.”

Although we have little historical 
information as to how the agenda and 
speakers were determined at the early 

WOMEN AT THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY

WOMEN AT THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY

Women have always 
been an active part of 
the General Assembly.
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1956 
G.A. adopts 
Pathway Press 
as name of 
Publishing House

1956 
G.A. elects Houston 
R. Morehead 
general overseer

1960 
G.A. affirms 
resolution on 
holiness

Assemblies, there is some evidence that 
selected persons were designated to be 
prepared to speak on particular topics. 
Thus, in the case of Sunday schools, the 
Minutes may have specified both W.F. 
Bryant and Melissa Murphy because they 
were prepared to initiate the discussion 
on that particular topic. Which other 
women may have spoken is lost in time.

It is also clear that delegates to that 
first Assembly were intentional about 
women attending future Assemblies. 
Their final decision on Saturday, Janu-
ary 28, was to have an Assembly every 
year in order to facilitate “a closer union 
and fellowship of all the churches.” As to 
who should attend the Assembly, they 
agreed delegates should include “elders, 
chosen men, and the women, from each 
church….” Although we do not have a 
list of those who attended the second 
Assembly at the Union Grove Church in 
Bradley County in 1907, the record of that 
meeting shows their openness to women 
participating in the discussions, as the 
minutes record that “Sister N.J. Lawson 
spoke briefly on the ministry of prayer” 
(A. 1907, handwritten minutes., p. 25).

Although it is clear that women par-
ticipated in the discussions at the first 
two Assemblies, such participation did 
not continue for long. Minutes of sub-
sequent Assemblies do not reveal any 
specific action that led to the prohibition 
of women discussing the topics of impor-
tance. But other sources indicate that the 
Church of God began to follow the theo-
logical position of General Overseer A.J. 
Tomlinson, which was to prohibit women 
from speaking in business meetings at 
both the local and general levels.

Tomlinson’s ongoing emphasis on fol-
lowing the biblical or apostolic pattern of 
church government led him to a particular 
interpretation of Paul’s admonition for 
women to keep silent in the Church (1 

Cor. 14:34). Observing that the biblical 
text does not mention a woman being 
present at the Jerusalem Council in 
Acts 15, Tomlinson concluded that Paul 
understood “church” to mean “Christ’s 
government.” Thus, Paul’s prohibition for 
women to keep silent referred to those 
times when the general Church or a local 
congregation was in a business meeting 
(“Christ Our Lawgiver and King,” Evangel, 
Nov. 1, 1910, p. 2). Tomlinson’s exclu-
sion of women from business meetings 
was voiced by other leaders and became 
the practice of the Church of God. With-
out Assembly action, Tomlinson’s posi-
tion was included in an appendix to the 

Minutes, called “Advice to Members,” 
which developed into the “Supplement” 
to the Assembly Minutes that is now 
known as the Book of Discipline, Church 
Order, and Governance.

This exclusion of women from Gen-
eral Assembly business meetings was 
fully lifted at the 1992 General Assembly. 
Although some continue to believe that 
women cannot speak or vote at the Inter-
national General Assembly, this reflects 
an incomplete understanding of the 
Assembly. While women do not partici-
pate in the business of the International 
General Council of ordained bishops, this 
council is advisory to the International 

LOST, BUT NOW FOUND
ALTHOUGH THE Minutes of the first Assembly record the participation of Melissa Murphy 

in the discussion of Sunday school, her involvement was lost from our historical record for 
many years. A.J. and Mary Tomlinson printed the Minutes of the first Assembly in tract form, 
but it was not until the 6th Assembly in 1911 that the Church began to publish the Minutes of 
each General Assembly. Few of those printed copies survived, and the handwritten minutes of 
those earliest Assemblies seemed to disappear for a time as well.

In 1922, the Church of God Publishing House published a com-
pendium of Minutes to the first 13 Assemblies. Entitled Book of 
Minutes and reprinted numerous times, this compilation became 
the standard reference for those early Assemblies at the Church of 
God International Offices and in most ministerial libraries. Today’s 
Book of Discipline, Church Order, and Governance still cites this 1922 
publication as “Bk. M.” when referring to the decisions of the early 
Assemblies.

Upon the publication of Book of Minutes, Editor and Publisher 
J.S. Llewellyn noted, “While this book contains the most interesting 
features of the various minutes and records …it is not intended to 
express the full minutes as they appeared in pamphlet form” (Book 
of Minutes, p. 302).  Among the information omitted from the Book 

of Minutes were the names of those who spoke on various topics at the first Assembly. As a 
result, the knowledge that Melissa Murphy spoke at the first Assembly was lost to those who 
depended on the Book of Minutes as the historical record.

Today, the Dixon Pentecostal Research Center has recovered and preserves the origi-
nal handwritten minutes of the first Assembly, as well as the printed tract. The Church of 
God’s investment in preserving these and other early records informs us of the true legacy of 
women in the Church of God. 

Artist’s drawing 
of Melissa Murphy 

about 1906

1958 
G.A. elects 
James A. Cross 
general overseer
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1962 
Teen Talent 
begins with 
Music and Bible

1962 
G.A. elects 
Wade H. Horton 
general overseer

1964 
First meeting 
of G.A. west of 
Mississippi River 
is in Dallas

WOMEN AT THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY

General Assembly. Women who are age 
16 and older have full voice and vote in 
the business of the International General 
Assembly, which is the final and most 
authoritative governing body of the 
Church of God.

Through the years, the Assembly has 
excluded women from participation in 
other boards and bodies of the Church, 
but many of these exclusions have now 
been eliminated. For example, the 2010 
International General Assembly lifted  
the restriction of Church and Pastor’s 

Councils to men only, opening the door for 
local congregations to elect women to that 
body of government at the local level.

Ministry at the General Assembly
Women have been involved in min-

istry of the Word from the earliest years 
of the Church of God. As early as 1897, 
R.G. Spurling credentialed Dorcas Louiza 
Freeman to preach the gospel. The 1908 
Assembly recognized women as deacon-
esses, and the 1909 Assembly agreed that 
“women who engage in the ministry of 

the Word” should be acknowledged and 
provided a ministerial license (A. 1909, 
handwritten minutes, p. 40). Other 
Assemblies have discussed various rights, 
responsibilities, and titles of women in 
ministry. Although Tomlinson limited 
women’s participation in business, he was 
quick to encourage them in the preaching 
ministry and recognized that the Great 
Commission can never be fulfilled without 
their inclusion in ministry. 

Women have been featured promi-
nently since the earliest Assemblies by 
offering prayers, welcome speeches, ser-
mons, testimonies, and music. Evangelist 
Sallie O. Lee is the first woman recorded 
preaching at the General Assembly. At 
the 8th Assembly in January 1913, she 
“brought the message” at the Wednesday 
evening evangelistic service and, as a 
result, “several received the Holy Ghost” 
(A. Jan. 1913, p. 44). A few of the women 
who have been called to preach at the 
Assembly through the years include Lettie 
Cross, Loida Camacho, Jacqueline Smith, 
and Joycelyn Barnett.

On many occasions, women have 
led special Assembly services such as the 
orphanage, youth, and women’s services. 
Following the establishment of a women’s 
ministries program in 1929, which first 
was called “Ladies Willing Workers Band” 
(LWWB), a women’s service was eventu-
ally added to the Assembly program. This 
service frequently included women who 
had planned the service, the wife of the 
general overseer, who served as president 
of the international LWWB, and later the 
executive secretary of women’s ministries, 
who was first appointed in 1964. These 
services often culminated with a sermon 
by a female minister. These programs 
gave cause for rejoicing upon hearing the 
testimonies of the significant contribu-
tions of women in the overall ministries 
of the Church. At the Assembly of 1954 in 

ANNIE HEATH: ASSEMBLY PIANIST
THE ASSEMBLY Minutes are filled with references to women who participated in musi-

cal ministry at the Assemblies. Among these is Annie Heath, who played the piano for many 
years. Although she was not the only pianist for the Assembly, she evidently was one of the 
favorites. She also addressed Assembly delegates on numerous occasions regarding support 

for evangelism, orphans, and missions.
Annie and her husband, Samuel Jackson Heath, unit-

ed with the Church in 1917 as charter members of what is 
now Mount Paran Central in Atlanta, Georgia, and were 
licensed as ministers. In addition to preaching, Annie 
was a gifted musician and songwriter. By her example, 
she led her father, D.N. Baldwin, into the Church of God. 
Baldwin, an esteemed band leader and music teacher 
in Atlanta, soon organized the first band at what is now 
Mount Paran Central.

In 1931, Annie became Mississippi’s first state youth 
director, known then as the state superintendent of 
the Sunday School and Young People’s Endeavor. She 
also organized the first statewide women’s ministry and 
youth activities in Mississippi, pastored two local church-
es, mentored young female ministers, and evangelized 
throughout the Southeast.

Annie Heath was selected to teach piano at the  
Bible Training School (now Lee University) in 1933. On her way to BTS, she died unexpectedly 
while conducting a camp meeting in Montgomery, Alabama. At the 1933 General Assembly, 
R.R. Walker, whom she had helped lead into the Church, noted: 

I know you who have been here before must miss [Sister Heath] greatly this year. I have 
seen her sitting at the piano so many times, making music that I am sure Heaven is filled 
with. Now, even as the mantle of Elijah fell on Elisha so must Sister Heath’s mantle fall 
on someone. If it falls your lot to take up the banner she laid down, please don’t shirk, 
but let us all be faithful. . . . (A. 1933, p. 31).

Annie Heath, here 
with her husband 

Samuel, was pianist 
for many Assemblies.
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1964 
G.A. creates 
office of 
third assistant 
general overseer

1964 
G.A. creates 
National 
Laymen’s Board

1964 
G.A. adopts 
Resolution on 
Human Rights

1966 
G.A. elects 
Charles W. Conn 
general overseer

1964 
G.A. creates 
National 
Ladies Willing 
Workers Band

Memphis, Tennessee, delegates rejoiced 
upon learning that women’s ministries 
had raised $1,321,168 for various proj-
ects, both locally and internationally, since 
the previous Assembly.

Although an abbreviated Assembly 
schedule includes fewer special services, 
the 75th International General Assembly 
once again features a women’s service. 
Hosted by Mrs. Sandra Kay Williams, the 
Reverend Deven Wallace, founder of the 
Zion Project and copastor of Redemption 
Point Church, with campuses in Ooltewah 
and Chattanooga, Tennessee, is preaching 
on Tuesday evening.

Supporting the Assembly
Along with participation in Assembly 

business, preaching, music, and special 
services, many women have served in sup-
port roles. Although Pastor Tomlinson 
served as clerk of the first Assembly and 
recorded the minutes with his own hand, 
the historical record reveals that his wife, 

Mary Jane Tomlinson, was instrumental 
in printing those minutes.

In his “Prefatory Notes” to the January 
1913 Assembly, Tomlinson acknowledged 
others involved in making the Minutes 
available. He noted, “The faithful service 

rendered by E.J. Boehmer, M.T. Whidden, 
Mrs. Flora E. Trim, and Mrs. Nora Cham-
bers has made it possible to give to the pub-
lic this brief account of the Assembly just 
closed, and we feel sure that many will fully 
appreciate their untiring efforts as they 
labored day and night” (A. Jan. 1913, p. 3). 
At the 75th International General Assem-
bly, many men and women are providing 
support. This is especially true of the staff 
in the Offices of Communications and the 
International General Assembly Cabinet.

Among those providing support are 
the executive assistants of the Interna-
tional Executive Committee and other 
divisional leaders. Some of these are seen 
on the platform assisting the secretary 
general. Others are behind the scenes 
typing minutes, assisting in vote count-
ing, working with vendors, and numerous 
other activities. They too are working day 
and night so that Assembly delegates may 
once again conclude, “It seemeth good to 
the Holy Ghost and us.” n

General Overseer F.J. Lee invited Evangelist Lettie 
Cross to preach to youth at the 1925 Assembly.

Since at least 1913, 
women have been vital to 

the record keeping and 
operation of the Assembly.
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1966 
G.A. officially 
integrates 
Church of God

1968 
G.A. creates 
General Board 
of Education

1970 
St. Louis 
hosts G.A.

1970 
G.A. authorizes 
study leading 
to establishing 
seminary

IN MAY 1909, Bahamian-born 
Edmond Barr and his American-
born wife, Rebecca, joined the 
Church of God during A. J. Tom-

linson’s ministry at the Pleasant Grove 
Camp Meeting in Durant, Florida. Since 
that providential encounter, individuals 
of African descent have participated in the 
global ministry of the Church of God. Our 
nearly 7 million members include racial 
and ethnic diversity among adherents 
residing around the world.

General Overseer Tomlinson often 
encouraged the development and inclu-
sion of people of color in the Church of 
God. His grandparents and father had 
helped slaves escape bondage by way of 
the Underground Railroad in Indiana and 

were staunch abolitionists. Tomlinson rec-
ognized the significance of the ministry of 
African-American William J. Seymour, who 
was pastor of the famous Azusa Street Mis-
sion in Los Angeles, and Tomlinson likely 
interacted with Charles H. Mason, founder 
of the Church Of God In Christ. 

Many details concerning our earliest 
black congregations have not yet been 
recovered. The Barrs traveled to the Baha-
mas in 1909 and were instrumental in 
establishing several congregations. Then 
in 1911, they organized a congregation in 
Miami where there was a large population 
of Bahamian immigrants. One of their 
companions, Sampson Ellis Everett, may 
have begun ministering in Jacksonville as 
early as 1909, which led to establishing a 

congregation in Florida’s largest city. By 
the end of 1912, there were also black con-
gregations in Coconut Grove and Webster, 
Florida, according to the Minutes of the 
January 1913 General Assembly.

On June 4, 1912, Tomlinson recorded 
in his journal: “Held a conference meet-
ing yesterday to consider the question of 
ordaining Edmond Barr (colored) and set-
ting the colored people off to work among 
themselves on account of the race prejudice 
in the South.” Ordination allowed Barr to 
establish churches and grant ministerial 
credentials. In 1915, Tomlinson appointed 
Barr as overseer of the black churches in 
Florida. The next two years saw an increase 
from seven to thirteen black churches and 
from 111 to 200 members. For several 

THE BLACK ASSEMBLY

THE BLACK ASSEMBLY

The Church of God Auditorium in Jacksonville, Florida, became the 
headquarters for Black Ministries and home of the Black Assembly. 
Pictured here are delegates to the 17th Black Assembly in 1941.
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1970 
G.A. elects 
R. Leonard Carroll 
general overseer

1972 
Already in office due to 
death of Carroll, G.A. 
elects Ray H. Hughes 
general overseer

1974 
G.A. reelects 
Wade H. Horton 
general overseer

reasons, Tomlinson did not reappoint Barr 
as an overseer in 1917, and from then until 
1922, black churches served under the 
same jurisdiction as white churches.

Tomlinson’s 1912 journal entry 
regarding “race prejudice in the South” 
acknowledged the deep racial divide that 
existed into the second half of the twenti-
eth century. During a time of tremendous 
hardship for Black Americans, the evils 
of segregation led to separate and very 
unequal opportunities. Jim Crow laws 
excluded Black Americans from using 
many public businesses and facilities, and 
made it difficult to function in general 
society. Their being denied access to many 
motels, restaurants, and restrooms cre-
ated ministry challenges, especially when 
black bivocational pastors often had to 
drive long distances to serve their congre-
gations. To add to the injustice, ignoring 
these laws could result in beatings, incar-
ceration, and even lynching.

Church of God members were not 
exempt from these harsh laws and cus-
toms, which remained in effect until the 
1960s. Although black members were 
welcome at all Church of God General 
Assemblies, civil law required them to sit 
in sections designated for “colored” attend-
ees. This was even true when the General 
Assembly met in the Assembly Auditorium 
in Cleveland, Tennessee. Although these 
laws and customs often made it more 
practical for people of African descent to 
join predominantly black denominations, 
many remained in the Church of God 
because of their commitment to our gov-
ernment and theology, as well as the rela-
tionships and fellowship they experienced.

“Church of God (Colored Work)”
Even with their loyalty to the Church   

of God, because of the challenges of inter- 
racial meetings, black members requested a 
separate overseer and structure. Tomlinson 

acknowledged the request at the 1922 
General Assembly:

I feel that the time has come that 
some mention should be made 
about our colored people. There is a 
problem confronting us that is yet to 
be solved. South of the Mason and 
Dixon line it is difficult to show them 
all the courtesy that we would like 
to. It is our purpose to make them 
feel at home with us and they do in a 
sense, but on account of conditions 
that seem to be unalterable a num-
ber of them are going away from us 
each year. They are joining with an 
organization of colored people. They 
say they love the Church of God and 
would love to remain, but under the 
circumstances they feel better to be 
in a church to themselves where they 
can be perfectly free in every respect 
(A. 1922, p. 25).

In an effort to make it more condu-
cive for black members to remain in the 
Church of God, the General Assembly 
agreed to appoint a black overseer over 
all the black churches. The Executive 
Committee then appointed Thomas J. 

1972 
Financial plan halves 
percentage of tithes 
churches send to state 
and general offices

Richardson as overseer of black churches. 
By this time, there were black churches in 
Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, North Caro-
lina, Virginia, and West Virginia.

Challenges remained for the advance-
ment of black ministries in the Church, 
however. In 1926, black ministers made a 
recommendation for the Assembly to find 
a way to “better take care of our affairs 
among the colored work.” In response, the 
General Assembly agreed that . . . 

The colored people be allowed to have 
a colored Assembly and they still are 
and shall be recognized as the Church 
of God, and that we all belong to the 
body of Jesus (the Church of God). 
Neither shall it be construed that 
they are a body separate and apart 
from the General Annual Assembly 
of the Churches of God, therefore the 
General Secretary and Treasurer shall 
have charge of their tithes to be used 
exclusively for them (A. 1926, p. 38).

Over the next four decades, black 
churches developed a separate structure 
referred to as the “Church of God (Colored 
Work).” These congregations created a 

Bishop W. L. Ford (center) presides over the Black Bishops Council about 1950. Ford served as 
National Overseer of the “Church of God (Colored Work)” from 1946 to 1950 and from 1954 to 1958.
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1976 
G.A. elects 
Cecil B. Knight 
general overseer

1978 
G.A. reelects 
Ray H. Hughes 
general overseer

1978 
Kansas City, 
Mo., hosts G.A. 

1980 
G.A. approves 
building of 
Pentecostal 
Resource Center

THE BLACK ASSEMBLY

RESOLUTION ON 
HUMAN RIGHTS
Minutes of the 50th General Assembly of the 
Church of God (1964)

WHEREAS, The gospel of our Lord Jesus 
Christ is relevant to the problem of human 
rights; and,

WHEREAS, The issue of human rights 
focuses upon the integrity of our democ-
racy; and,

WHEREAS, That Christian obedience to the 
Law of Love requires a concern for one’s 
neighbor is plainly enjoined in Scripture; and,

WHEREAS, No Christian can manifest a 
passive attitude when the rights of others 
are jeopardized;

BE IT RESOLVED, That the Church of God 
continue to create a climate of informed 
and spiritual opinion; and, 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, That we identi-
fy a basic premise on which concerned opin-
ion must rest. That premise, undergirded 
by the dignity and worth of every individual, 
assures all Americans the right to full citizen-
ship. In particular this means that no Ameri-
can should, because of his race, or religion, 
be deprived of his right to worship, vote, rest, 
eat, sleep, be educated, live, and work on the 
same basis as other citizens; and,

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, That Christian 
love and tolerance are incompatible with 
race prejudice and hatred; and, 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, That the 
Church of God—recognizing that moral 
problems are ultimately solved by chang-
ing the heart of the individual by the power 
of the Holy Ghost, resulting in a love for 
all men—supports that which assures all 
people those freedoms guaranteed in our 
Constitution; and,

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, That the 
Church be urged to continue to practice the 
love and brotherhood it preached.

national office in Jacksonville, Florida, 
where they built the Church of God Audi-
torium for Annual Assemblies, as well as a 
place of worship for a local congregation. 
The “Church of God (Colored Work)” 
encouraged the emergence and ministry 
of black leadership, provided opportuni-
ties for support and fellowship at a time 
when Southern laws excluded Black 
Americans from many of the public social 
events of the day, and fostered a sense of 
common identity among black members 
and ministers. Through the work of their 
Annual Assembly, black churches estab-
lished a Bishops Council, Board of General 
Trustees, Sunday School and Young Peo-
ple’s Missionary Board, Burial Auxiliary, 
Disabled Ministers Fund, National Youth 
Congress, and quarterly Union Meetings. 
They appointed state overseers, evange-
lists, and missionaries to various states, 

adopted a funding strategy for developing 
new field works, and established a publi-
cation known as the Church of God Gospel 
Herald.

Following Thomas Richardson, 
national overseers included David LaFleur 
(1923–1928), J.H. Curry (1928–1939), 
N.S. Marcelle (1939–1946), W.L. Ford 
(1946–1950 and 1954–1958), and George 
A. Wallace (1950–1954). Beginning in 
1958, the Church of God appointed white 
overseers to supervise the “Church of God 
(Colored Work).” J.T. Roberts served as 
national overseer from 1958 to 1965, and 
David Lemons served from 1965 to 1966.

In 1926 the Black Assembly purchased 
property in Eustis, Florida, for an indus-
trial school and orphanage. Women were 
placed in administration over the school 
and orphanage in 1927. Jessie L. Hayward 
served as the general president from 1929 

Delegates giving 
an offering at a 
Black Assembly in 
Jacksonville
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1982 
G.A. creates 
improved Ministers 
Retirement Plan

1982 
G.A. elects 
E.C. Thomas 
general overseer

1986 
Church of God 
celebrates 
centennial in Atlanta

1984 
Fort Worth 
hosts G.A. 

SHOUTING IN THE SECOND STORY
“On entering the auditorium Sister Emma Barr was the first to dance upstairs. . . .”

 SUNDAY, APRIL 12, 1936, was no ordinary day for the “saints” gathering in Jacksonville, 
Florida. It was the first day of the Annual Assembly of the Church of God’s black constituency.  
And it was a day of celebration as members and ministers dedicated the second floor of the 
Church of God Auditorium located at the corner of Steele and Blue Streets. Their celebration 
included marching, singing, preaching, shouting, and dancing.
 Although the basement of the Church of God Auditorium had been available since their 
1932 Assembly, the sanctuary on the second level was not ready for use until 1936. Erected in 
the middle of the Great Depression with the love and sacrifice of many people, the building was 
constructed for $18,000 and valued at $25,000. C. F. Bright, who was an experienced builder and 
served as both the local pastor and state overseer of black churches in Georgia and North Caro-
lina, oversaw the construction. Not surprisingly, women’s groups were recruited to help raise 
construction money.
 Fund-raising efforts included pledges, special offerings, and coupon redemption. Each 
member was asked to donate not less than one dollar, and there was an ongoing campaign to 
redeem Octagon soap coupons. Colgate produced Octagon soap for the laundry, but many 
people used it as an all-purpose soap. In order to promote the sale of individual bars, the soap’s 
wrapper included a coupon that could be redeemed for cash or merchandise. Between June 1931 
and December 1935, members redeemed 205,862 coupons for $886.81.
 Such sacrifice and hard work was quickly forgotten on dedication day, however. The record 
of events that day includes singing and preaching, as well as a baptismal service. Assembly dele-
gates circled both the old and new buildings and read Psalm 121. They then marched to the new 
auditorium singing “Moving Higher.” Joy and praise filled the air as they entered and worshiped 
in the new facilities. Past and present church leaders, as well as community representatives, 
participated. W. L. Ford later reported to the Church of God Evangel, “Our dedicatory service was 
very impressive, after which we felt that the second story was God’s house. We were happy to 
shout in the second story this year.”

to 1938 and raised funds by visiting black 
congregations. The first two-story build-
ing served as the girls dormitory and a 
classroom. Later a second building was 
built to house the dining room and kitch-
en. The boys dormitory was constructed 
under Melissa Marcelle’s administration 
(1940–1946), and included an auditorium 
on the first floor. Mrs. Shirley Wallace 
organized the National Black Ladies Min-
istries in 1952 and served as teacher and 
principal of the school and orphanage.

Integration
The 1960s brought changes in race 

relations and civil rights throughout 
the United States. The Church of God 
responded with a move toward integra-
tion. The General Assembly passed a 
resolution on Human Rights in 1964 and 
dissolved the separate “Church of God 
(Colored Work)” in 1966. Because of the 
large number of black churches in Florida, 
ministers there asked the Executive Com-
mittee to appoint a black overseer for 
black churches in that state—in effect, 
returning to the days of Edmond Barr 
with both white and black overseers.

Although the national meetings 
ended with racial integration in 1966, 
the Church of God Auditorium in Jack-
sonville served as the Florida State Office 
for black churches until they purchased 
a new office in Cocoa in 1978. The local 
congregation continued to worship in the 
Church of God Auditorium. Surrounded 
by an aging neighborhood, there was no 
room to expand, however. Bishop Thomas 
Chenault led the congregation to locate 
property at 5755 Soutle Drive, and Bishop 
Percell Sanders organized fund-raising 
and broke ground at the new property in 
1986. Known today as the Church of God 
Sanctuary of Praise, Bishop Wallace J.  
Sibley Jr. dedicated their current facilities 
on June 13, 1991. n

Worship at a 
Black Assembly 
in Jacksonville
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1986 
G.A. expands 
Council of 12 
to 18

1986 
G.A. elects 
Raymond E. Crowley 
general overseer

1990 
San Antonio 
hosts G.A.

1988 
G.A. begins 
General Assembly 
TODAY

A LTHOUGH THE International 
General Assembly exists to 
conduct the official business of 
the Church of God, the large 

gathering of people creates opportuni-
ties for unique happenings and making 
memories. Everyone has a story to tell as 
the human dimension of joys, sorrows, 
and personal experiences become inter-
twined with Assembly travel and activi-
ties. The Assembly becomes a place where 
members from across the globe share life 
experiences together.

In the early days, individuals trav-
eled to the Assembly by train and found 
housing with local church members in the 
area, often sleeping on the floor under 
homemade quilts and bedding. Many 
slept in the bed of trucks or wagons, 
arranged hay bales to create makeshift 
rooms, or set up tents around the North 
Cleveland Church and later at the Assem-
bly Auditorium across the street, where 
the early Assemblies met. Delegates gath-
ered around fires to cook their meals and 
share their food with others.

Bonnie Jones Brannen, now 93 years 
of age, has attended the General Assem-
bly since she was a child. She remembers 
when the spring behind the North Cleve-
land Church dried up during an Assembly. 
Delegates camping there relied on that 
spring water to drink and use for cooking. 
Brannen’s mother—the pioneering evan-
gelist and pastor, Lula Jones—gathered 
some delegates together and prayed for 
God to open the springs. Brannen remem-
bers her mother instructing her to remove 
some small twigs and branches from the 

IT HAPPENED AT THE  
GENERAL ASSEMBLY

IT HAPPENED AT THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY

Lee College at the General 
Assembly Exhibit Hall in 1962



IT SEEMETH GOOD   31

1990 
G.A. elects 
R. Lamar Vest 
general overseer

1992 
New Orleans 
hosts G.A.

1994 
G.A. elects 
Robert White 
general overseer

dry creek bed as the group began to pray. 
By the next morning, the previously dusty 
ditch was flowing with fresh spring water.

Through the years, and especially in 
days of meager income, church members 
made great sacrifices to attend the Assem-
bly. Laity and ministers alike set aside 
money each month specifically so they 
could attend the next General Assembly 
because of the spiritual refreshing and 
fellowship they experienced with their 
extended Church of God family. One of 
many examples is Reverend A.W. Brum-
mett, who saved money to attend his first 
Assembly in 1938 and arrived with only 
$5 for the whole week. Yet, that allowed 
him to stay at the Chattanooga YMCA 
and eat all he needed during the week.

World Events
Societal crises have impacted Assem-

blies from time to time. In 1918, an influ-
enza pandemic afflicted 25 percent of the 
United States population and claimed the 
life of more than 30 million worldwide. 
Many Church of God members died from 
the illness, including Mrs. Bennie Terrell, 
a Georgia student enrolled at Bible Train-
ing School, and Reverend Howard Juille-
rat, also of Georgia and a young leader of 
great potential. Because of the danger due 
to the influenza outbreak, the Church of 
God was forced to cancel the Assembly of 
1918—the only year a scheduled Assem-
bly has not been able to convene.

Similarly, a polio outbreak in 1941 
altered the normal Assembly schedule. 
Although the meeting was not canceled, 
delegates gathered for only two days 
to conduct the business of the Church. 
Then, in 1944 and 1945, governmental 
restrictions on travel because of World 
War II limited the Assembly. In 1945, 
only ordained bishops were invited to 
attend originally. However, with the 
announcement of the end of the war only 

a few weeks prior to the Assembly, travel 
restrictions were lifted. Almost 2,000 del-
egates attended that meeting, which was 
held at the Church’s Bible Training School 
in Sevierville, Tennessee.

1992 
G.A. grants 
women right to 
vote in Assembly

Personal Milestones
With so many people attending the 

General Assembly, it is not surprising that 
it has provided an occasion for milestone 
events in the lives of many delegates. 

VACATION AT THE ASSEMBLY
DELEGATES ANTICIPATE gathering together from one Assembly to the next, and the 

Assembly often serves as a vacation opportunity for ministerial families and other delegates. 
As such, local attractions provide incentive and entertainment for those not engaged in the 
business discussions or for those who want to spend a few extra days in the host city.

Beginning with the third Assembly in 1908, Cleveland, Tennessee, served as host for del-
egates 24 times. In 1934, the Assembly was moved to Chattanooga, and by the early 1940s 
it had moved to other major cities located predominantly in the South. However, even when 
the Assembly was held in Cleveland, delegates often stopped in Chattanooga to enjoy its 
numerous parks offering panoramic views of the Tennessee River. Picnics and photographs 
atop Umbrella Rock at Lookout Mountain were popular attractions for Assembly delegates. 

In 1954, the first of six Assemblies met in Memphis, Tennessee. There delegates enjoyed 
walks along the Mississippi River, the famous local barbeque, and observing the legendary 
“duck march” to the fountain at The Peabody Hotel.

In the last 20 years, one of the most anticipated locations for the Assembly was San 
Antonio, Texas. Despite the heat, delegates enjoyed scenic boat rides on the waters forming 
the San Antonio River, strolling along the River Walk, and sampling Mexican cuisine. Most 
recently, the Assembly has convened in Orlando, Florida, since 2010. Local amusement parks 
and other attractions are available to entertain delegates and families.

Like many delegates, Julia Beard Hammond 
visited Umbrella Rock on Lookout Mountain 
in Chattanooga while attending the 1919 
Assembly in Cleveland.

1996 
G.A. elects 
Paul L. Walker 
general overseer
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1998 
G.A. adds 
statement on 
“The Church”
to Doctrinal 
Commitments

2000 
G.A. renames ministerial 
offices from licensed minister 
to ordained minister and 
from ordained minister to 
ordained bishop

2000 
G.A. creates 
International 
Council

2000 
G.A. authorizes 
expansion of 
International 
Offices facilities

IT HAPPENED AT THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY

For instance, some couples have met and 
even made marriage proposals during the 
Assembly, and countless ministers spent 
their honeymoon there.  

The 1940 General Assembly included 
two weddings. First was the wedding of 
James Ernest McCullough and Jimmie 
Lou McClure, parents of longtime Lee 
University librarian Barbara McCullough. 
Assistant General Overseer R.P. Johnson 
officiated their ceremony backstage of 
the Assembly platform just prior to the 
evening service on October 3. Two days 
later General Overseer J. Herbert Walker 
Sr., married James Slay Jr. and Ruby 
Reynolds during the Friday evening youth 
service. The Minutes chronicle their wed-
ding ceremony, beginning with Eva Mae 
LeFevre singing “I Love You Truly” before 
their exchange of vows. 

Venna Ray and Alonzo Justice were 
married during the 1946 Assembly in Bir-
mingham at the famous statue of Vulcan, 
located on the summit overlooking down-
town and near the auditorium where the 
Assembly was held. Although numerous 
marriage proposals had occurred at the 
statue, Birmingham locals believed it was 
the first wedding to take place there, and 
a local shop owner even picked flowers for 
Venna to hold during the wedding. 

Oklahoma native Edmond Stark and 
his new bride Pearl Pickel are among 
many who spent their honeymoon at 
the Assembly. She previously had served 
as a missionary, and Edmond also felt 
God calling him to Africa. While on their 
honeymoon at the 1937 Assembly, the 
couple sensed the Holy Spirit prompt-
ing them, so they presented themselves 
to the Missions Board. They set sail for 
Angola, West Africa, as Church of God 
missionaries six months later. Less than 
a year into their missionary ministry, 
Edmond became ill with malaria and 
died. Among some of his last words to 

Pearl were, “We are here for Jesus’ sake 
and I am glad.”

Others who spent their honeymoon at 
the General Assembly include G. Dennis 
McGuire, former general overseer, and 
his wife, DeRosa Hodges. They married 
on August 6, 1966, and honeymooned in 
Memphis while participating in Assembly 
events. Getting to the Assembly, however, 
proved challenging. According to DeRosa, 
“While driving to Memphis, the windshield 

ARRIVING FOR 
THE ASSEMBLY

ON MY WAY to Cleveland, I met soldiers 
from off the battlefield, making their way to 
the Assembly. The further we went towards 
Cleveland, the greater the joy. Finally the 
flagman came through the car and called 
out, Cleveland. Our hearts began to leap and 
bound. When we got off the train, the Home 
Mission Gospel Car, and several others were 
ready to carry us to the Evangel office. Peo-
ple began to shake hands, shout and talk in 
tongues. We went directly to the Evangel 
office. After registering and leaving an 
offering for the Evangel building, we stood 
and listened at Brother Llewellyn give an 
introductory address concerning the Evan-
gel, how it started and how it had increased. 
As we listened in awe-struck silence, the 
tears of joy began to steal down our cheeks. 
Thank God for the white winged messenger 
and for the untiring efforts of our General 
Overseer, Brother A.J. Tomlinson. 

After this we went upstairs (to the 
upper room) and had songs of praise and 
shouts of triumph. I am sure our visit to the 
Evangel office has created a greater love in 
our hearts for the Evangel, and causes us to 
appreciate the great workings of the church 
more than ever before. Thank God for our 
visit to the home of the Evangel. 

When service closed in the upper 
room, we went to the church where the 
introductory address was given by Brother 
McLain. As he stood there and defended 
the great Church of God, the people could 
hardly hold themselves. Shouts and cries 
and amens were heard from almost every 
man and woman in the audience. The glad 
faces, sunny smiles and shouts that I saw 
and heard that first night will ever live in my 
heart as a sweet benediction shedding its 
hallowed influences over me. Oh, glory! I 
imagine myself there now.  

    —C.A. Churchill  (A. 1919, pp. 50-51)
While on their honeymoon at the General Assem-
bly, Edmond and Pearl Stark met with the World 
Missions Board for an appointment to Angola.

2000 
G.A. reelects 
R. Lamar Vest 
general overseer
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2000 
G.A. approves use 
of presiding bishop, 
executive bishop, 
and administrative 
bishop as titles

2002 
G.A. commits to 
divisional structure 
of ministries

2006 
G.A. implements 
electronic voting

2004 
G.A. elects 
G. Dennis McGuire 
general overseer

wipers stopped working, and our brakes 
on the car quit working. We called the 
hotel to let them know we would be late 
arriving, but after we got there we dis-
covered they had given away our room.” 
Undeterred, DeRosa convinced the desk 
clerk at the Hotel King Cotton to give 
them a room, which was a suite and more 
spacious than their original reservation. 
“But Dennis was on the Teller Commit-
tee that year, which meant he was busy 
for three days and nights counting votes 
by hand. Then, most evenings, we had 
friends and family stop by to see our huge 
room at the hotel. That’s how we spent 
our honeymoon,” she joked. Yet, through 
the years, the McGuires have found it 
special to spend many anniversaries at 
the General Assembly with their extended 
Church of God family.

Even death has impacted individuals 
during the Assembly. At least two funerals 
have been included as part of the Assem-
bly—the funeral for the infant child of J.B. 
and Mertie Ellis at the 1921 Assembly and 
the funeral for 23-year-old Mamie Varnell 
Lee in 1920. Mamie, who lived near Cleve-
land, Tennessee, had been married to Roy 
Lee for less than six months and baptized 
with the Holy Spirit for two months. Gen-
eral Overseer A.J. Tomlinson conducted 
her funeral in the new Assembly Auditori-
um constructed near the North Cleveland 
Church. Of Mamie’s death, F.J. Lee wrote, 
“Her request was for Brother Tomlinson 
to preach her funeral. Her greatest desire 
to live was that she might be a light to her 
relatives, that they might be brought to 
the Lord, those who knew not God” (Evan-
gel, November 20, 1920, p. 3).

The passing of General Overseer F.J. 
Lee in 1928 is one of the most notable 
deaths to have occurred during an Assem-
bly. As the Assembly convened, Lee lay 
on his deathbed unable to participate. 
Despite his desperate situation, Assembly 
delegates continued to have faith in a 
possible recovery and created the office 
of assistant general overseer, with S.W. 
Latimer elected to fill the position. The 
Assembly then reelected Lee as general 
overseer, which historian Charles W. 
Conn later noted as “the greatest tribute 
the church could offer him and an elo-
quent testimony to its utter confidence in 
him” (Like a Mighty Army, 1996, p. 243). 
Nonetheless, just before the Assembly 
adjourned on Saturday, October 28, J.P. 
Hughes rushed to the stage to announce 
the general overseer had passed away, 

Food vendors outside the Assembly 
Auditorium in Cleveland

2008 
G.A. reallocates 
finances from 
local churches
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2008 
G.A. elects 
Raymond F. Culpepper 
general overseer

2008 
G.A. elects Wallace J. 
Sibley secretary general—
first person of African 
descent on Executive 
Committee

2010 
G.A. votes to 
allow women to 
serve on Church and 
Pastor’s Council

2010 
Orlando 
hosts G.A.

IT HAPPENED AT THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY

which elevated Latimer to the office of 
general overseer.

The esteemed church leader J.B. Ellis 
Sr. died during the 1946 Assembly in Bir-
mingham, Alabama. Ellis had been a min-
ister for 48 years and served in numerous 
administrative positions, including state 
overseer, member of the Executive Coun-
cil, and superintendent of education. Dur-
ing the Assembly’s Friday evening youth 
service, he offered a prayer. The following 
evening Ellis died peacefully in his sleep 
as his son, A.L., was driving him from 
the Assembly to his home in Alabama 
City, Alabama. The Minutes reported the 
Assembly’s mourning of his passing:

To attend our General Assemblies 
has to some seemed next to heaven, 
so it is exceedingly fit for one of our 
oldest ministers to take his leave 
from here to go to heaven. Since God 
has seen fit, during the days of this 
Assembly, to remove our precious 
Brother J.B. Ellis, Sr., to the other 
land we hereby resolve that it will be 
fitting and proper for this Assembly 

body to stand in a moment of medi-
tation in his memory, and by this 
resolution extend to the members of 
the Ellis family our deepest sympa-
thies (A. 1946, p. 42).

Food and Entertainment
No matter where the Assembly is held, 

an anticipated highlight is the opportu-
nity to eat and shop—whether at local 
restaurants and stores near the meeting 
venues or within the conference facili-
ties. In the early days, it was common for 
vendors to set up booths outside the 
auditorium to sell food and other goods 
to delegates. When the first Assemblies 
convened in Cleveland, local merchants 
and church members could be seen selling 
items, particularly food, from automobiles 
and tables set up under canopy umbrellas. 
Today’s conference centers have their own 
food service, and other vendors purchase 
booth space from the Church in which to 
sell their items, most of which are materi-
als to help equip individuals and congrega-
tions with their spiritual development and 
ministry. In recent years, the merchandise 
has become more diverse. Many now 
enjoy perusing booths selling purses, 
shoes, and jewelry—quite the contrast 
from earlier days in our movement.

Through the years, many life experi-
ences and happy memories have been 
made by our fellowship together. It is 
one of the aspects that makes the Church 
of God special. We are more than Chris-
tians who share a common faith; we are 
a global family who enjoys celebrating 
life together. Between Assemblies, as we 
minister in our respective locations, we 
often are made glad when remembering 
happenings at the Assembly.  As those 
delegates to the first Assembly in 1906, 
we await with anticipation the next 
Assembly for an opportunity to make 
new memories. n

TEEN TALENT
ENVISION A high-energy atmosphere 

with bright lights, loud music, and thou-
sands of youth participants and other 
guests singing and cheering. This is Teen 
Talent. For more than 50 years, the Church 
of God has sponsored Teen Talent to affirm 
the talents and abilities of youth and pro-
vide them with opportunities to develop 
and utilize their gifts within the Church and 
for the glory of God.

Teen Talent began in 1962 as a program 
of the National Sunday School and Youth 
Department (now Youth and Discipleship) 
when Cecil B. Knight was director and 
Donald S. Aultman was assistant director. 
Previously, the department had sponsored 
a National Bible Quiz competition, won in 
1958 by Jack Scarborough of Florida and 
Sharon Browning of West Virginia in 1960. 
The first Teen Talent competition included 
Bible and music, and the winners were 
Reginald Daniel of Florida (Bible Quiz), Billie 
Roberts of Florida (Song Leading), Charles 
Novell of Virginia (Instrumental), Mary Ann 
Orndorff of Arizona (Vocal), and the Soddy 
Youth Choir of Tennessee (Choir).

In the formative days of Teen Talent, 
youth from local churches participated in 
competitions at the district level, with win-
ners advancing to their state or regional 
competitions. From there, winners of the 
state/regional competitions participated in 
the national competition, held consecutively 
with the biennial General Assembly. While 
the General Council met in business ses-
sions, state and regional Teen Talent win-
ners engaged in competitions before panels 
of judges in meeting rooms throughout the 
conference facilities.

At the end of the week’s competition, 
participants were recognized during the 
Assembly’s youth service. They entered the 
auditorium marching behind their respective 

General Overseer 
F.J. Lee died before 

the close of the 
1928 Assembly.
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2010 
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2014 
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service leads 
G.A. worship

2012 
G.A. elects 
Mark L. Williams 
general overseer 

state/regional banners as delegates clapped 
and cheered. Winners were announced from 
the stage, and some winners in the music divi-
sion performed their winning selections during 
the service.

Beginning in 1982, the awards ceremony 
was conducted after, instead of during, the 
youth service. This increased the enthusiastic, 
high-energy atmosphere. Winners raced to 
the stage where, accompanied by their state/
regional youth director, they received a trophy 
and exuberant cheers and applause.

In 1986, the first winner outside the U.S.A. 
was announced—Joel Steve Gokool of Canada 
winning the Bible Reading competition that 
year. Between 1988 and 1992, a separate His-
panic Teen Talent was conducted to include 
Hispanic youth from the United States and 
other countries. The first winners for this com-
petition were Enrique Ortiz of the North Central 

Spanish Region (Vocal Solo Male), Lucy De la 
Garza of the South Central Region (Vocal Solo 
Female), and Augustine Morena of the South 
Central Region (Instrumental Brass). However, 
in 1994, the competition was united to become 
fully international in scope, with Irina Kamenska 
of Bulgaria winning the Mixed Media section of 
the Art division that year.

Teen Talent has expanded beyond the 
Bible and Music divisions to include divisions 
for Art (since 1972), Creative Writing (since 
1974), Drama (since 1984), and Multimedia 
(since 2008). 

Beginning in 2011, Teen Talent has been 
held independently from the Assembly. The 
week-long competition and awards ceremony 
attracts more than 4,000 participants and 
guests internationally and is hosted at Lee Uni-
versity, which also provides a block party and 
worship rally.

At the 2013 Teen Talent competition, 
judges’ remarks and scores were managed 
completely wirelessly and digitally for the 
first time. Outdoor sporting competitions, 
including Cross Games and Battle of the 
States, also were incorporated. Many of the 
award recipients were youth from outside 
the continental United States. Along with 
trophies and bragging rights, the thrill of 
winning Lee University awards scholarships 
went to many of the winners. 

Teen Talent is more than a competi-
tion. It is a strategic effort of the Church to 
affirm youth and their abilities, challenge 
them to develop their potential, and pro-
vide them with an opportunity to express 
their creativity. It also offers an occasion 
to meet and fellowship with other Church 
of God youth, connecting them with their 
global Church family.

Bible Quizzing 
at the 1982 

General Assembly
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