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Although not reaching the same prevalence as it has in and around Florence (home of
T.B. Larimore’s Mars Hill College, the current Mars Hill Bible School, and Heritage Christian
University) or Montgomery (Alabama Christian Academy, Faulkner University, and Amridge
University), the Stone-Campbell Movement has nevertheless done much to shape the religious
and educational landscapes of the Tuscaloosa, Alabama, area. From its local origins in the 1830s
work of abolitionist James A. Butler to an ongoing wave of church plantings among the
Churches of Christ, this paper overviews the numerous impacts of the Stone-Campbell
Movement in and around Tuscaloosa during the last two centuries.
Today, the area is home to congregations from three SCM fellowships—the Churches of
Christ, the Disciples of Christ, and the “General Assembly”—representing a broad array of
theological and cultural orientations. The relative strength of the SCM in the area has allowed
these fellowships to defy, or at least dampen, broader demographic declines which have
challenged the movement across the United States and even elsewhere in Alabama. During the
twentieth century, local members of SCM fellowships were also involved in two school projects
in and around the Tuscaloosa area: the Disciples’ ill-fated University of Alabama School of
Religion in the 1920s, and the involvement of local Churches of Christ in UA’s midcentury
“Bible Chair” program. Though neither of these institutions exists today, each made important
contributions to Tuscaloosa’s, and Alabama’s, educational histories.

Disciples of Christ and the “General Assembly”
The history of the Stone-Campbell Movement in Tuscaloosa County is best understood as
a series of waves or generations, sometimes spaced out by years or even decades, rather than as a
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single sustained effort. The earliest stirrings of the movement in the area came with the
publication of a religious periodical known as The Disciple, which began circulating from the
city in 1830. Contributors to the paper included movement-affiliated authors like W.H. Hooker,
Alexander Graham, and the abolitionist James A. Butler,1 whose evangelistic work in the area
was publicly commended by Alexander Campbell.2 Yet in 1843 the paper was relocated to
Columbus, Mississippi,3 and according to preacher and historian Asa Plyler, “it seems that the
efforts of the pioneers died out, and for many, many years there was no Church of Christ in the
city of Tuscaloosa.”4
A second major wave of activity, leading to the establishment of the area’s two Disciples
of Christ congregations, was spurred on in 1881 by a “Brother Beasley,” who established (or
rather, reestablished) a congregation in Tuscaloosa that year.5 Another important milestone in the
history of Tuscaloosa Disciples was O.P. Spiegel’s 1899 tent meeting on Greensboro Avenue,
which helped crystallize the area’s members, including a “faithful remnant of the then extinct
Church of Christ of Northport,” into what is now First Christian Church of Tuscaloosa.6 (Spiegel
would later seek to establish a Disciples-affiliated “School of Religion” in Tuscaloosa in the
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1920s, though the project would ultimately fail for lack of funding.)7 The Cottondale Christian
Church was also formed during this era, owing a great deal to the efforts of R.W. VanHook. The
congregation’s current sign dates its founding to 1883, though the standard reference on the
state’s Christian Churches places its origin two years later in 1885.8
One other Disciples-connected congregation merits mention here: the Saint Joseph
Church of Christ, Disciples of Christ,9 located on Elm Street in West End. This church is part of
a small, primarily African American SCM group known as the Church of Christ, Disciples of
Christ, or alternately as the “General Assembly.” This fellowship has its roots in eastern North
Carolina, where in 1886 two small associations of Disciples congregations united in a “General
Assembly” which would have the responsibilities of “overseeing the ministry, advancing the
establishment of new churches, and strengthening existing congregations.”10

Churches of Christ
The start of the modern era, which led to the establishment of Tuscaloosa’s first Churches
of Christ, came somewhat later; after all, as late as the 1940s, Asa Plyler could write that “In this
fine city we have only one congregation”11 and that “we only have about three congregations in
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this county.”12 The sole Church of Christ in the city of Tuscaloosa proper at the time of Plyler’s
writing, the Central congregation, began in 1928 as a small group of believers who temporarily
rented space in the Tuscaloosa County Courthouse, the First Christian Church,13 and the Ritz
Theatre before settling into a more permanent facility in 1937.14 A key figure in Central’s
establishment and growth was H.A. Dixon, who worked as the congregation’s minister and
taught at the University of Alabama before moving to Henderson, Tennessee, to serve as
president of Freed-Hardeman College.15
Although Central was Tuscaloosa’s lone congregation of the Churches of Christ for about
two decades, there were two other congregations in the county, both located to the north of the
city. The first was the Mt. Pleasant congregation, which began around 1930, not long after
Central. The noted evangelist W.R. Wilcutt held a gospel meeting in the area, where he had lived
previously, and through that meeting “gathered up a few members that were already there and
baptized several others and established a church there.”16 The other congregation, Rock Springs,
is the forebear of the current Whitson Place congregation, which is one of the oldest (albeit not
continuously meeting) congregations in the state. The congregation originally dates to the midnineteenth century, though its existence has been interrupted at times owing to a lack of local
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leadership, the destruction of its facility, and a couple of relocations—first, north of Yellow
Creek, then back to the general vicinity of its original location around 1935.17
The next major wave of expansion for the Churches of Christ in and around the city
started in 1947 when a Black woman, Joanna Shackelford of Montgomery, Alabama, visited
Tuscaloosa and worshiped with the all-white Central congregation. After the service,
Shackelford, “a long time member of the Church of Christ, an active Bible class teacher, and… a
dedicated worshiper,”18 encouraged the elders to establish a congregation in town for Black
Christians. The elders responded by holding a tent meeting, led by Central’s minister, bringing
about seventeen conversions. Shortly thereafter, a new congregation, known as the Church of
Christ (colored) of Tuscaloosa, began meeting at the intersection of 32nd Avenue and 18th Street
but soon moved one road over to 19th Street in 1950.19 In 1979, the congregation again moved a
short distance away (this time, to 17th Street) and took on the name of the Westside Church of
Christ.20
A separate tent meeting led to the establishment of the Cottondale congregation around
1950.21 This effort built on H.A. Dixon’s ongoing radio ministry, which had led to the
conversion of Cottondale resident Manie Englebert in 1947; because Englebert was unable to
physically attend services, a small group of Christians had been meeting at her home weekly for
several years prior to Dixon’s tent meeting.22 Continuing the work of expansion, the current
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Northport congregation was established in 1951 when seventy-five members from Central
moved into a new facility located at the intersection of Main Avenue and 22nd Street.23 Only
three years later, this congregation in Northport would oversee its own church planting,
establishing the University congregation with a group of around fifty members in 1954.24 The
former Alberta congregation, which later merged with University, grew out of a small Bible
study group in 1958 and moved into a permanent building in 1960; the congregation in
Moundville, just over the Tuscaloosa County-Hale County line, likewise dates to the same
general era.25 Additionally, the South Tuscaloosa Church of Christ, the city’s oldest
noninstitutional congregation, was formed in 1961.26
The rapid pace of expansion slowed somewhat in the decades following, though a few
congregations past and present originated during that span. The area’s largest noninstitutional
congregation, the Northport-based Northwood Church of Christ, was formed in 1983.27 1991
brought about the establishment of the East Pointe Church of Christ, which worshiped for the
first time in its current building in May 1995.28 Too, the High Forest congregation, which
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merged with Central in 1996,29 appears in a few newspaper and other sources from this general
era, most of which date to the late 1970s or early 1980s.30 Another former congregation, the
Oakdale Church of Christ, appears to have been meeting on the Northington Campus in
Tuscaloosa as of 1979.31
The most recent wave (perhaps still ongoing) of new congregations started in 2007 with
the establishment of the Mercedes Drive congregation.32 Hillcrest followed in 2014,33 trailed
closely by North Tuscaloosa in 2015.34 Most recently, the Oak City congregation began meeting
at the Phelps Activity Center in 2019.35
One other institution meriting brief mention here is the Churches of Christ “Bible Chair,”
no longer in existence, which allowed students to take courses taught by local ministers for UA
credit. The “Bible Chair” format was developed by the Disciples of Christ at the University of
Michigan in 1893, and the arrangement quickly spread to many state university campuses and
expanded to include participants from a wide variety of Christian groups. UA’s Bible Chair
dated back to the 1920s,36 but the Churches of Christ were not represented in the program until
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1946, when H.A. Dixon briefly taught Bible at UA. When he left Tuscaloosa in 1948, the
program fell by the wayside, but in 1950, Oran Miller restarted the work, and Kenneth Reed of
the University congregation later took charge.37

The Movement in Context Today
Today, Alabama Churches of Christ, including those in the Tuscaloosa area, are
numerically strong compared to their counterparts in most states. According to the most recent
statistical data compiled by Carl H. Royster, Alabama Churches of Christ constitute 838
congregations composed of 105,093 adherents, including 82,523 baptized members, and totaling
an average combined Sunday morning attendance of 83,987. This places Alabama third, behind
only the slightly more populous Tennessee and the much larger Texas, in all four categories. 38
At the same time, even the comparatively strong position of Churches of Christ in
Alabama finds them in numerical decline39 and lagging behind several other Christian groups in
the state. The 2014 U.S. Religious Landscape Study, conducted by the Pew Research Center,
found that approximately 3% of adult Alabamians were associated most closely with the
Churches of Christ. Groups with larger shares of the adult population included the United
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Methodist Church and the National Baptist Convention with 5% apiece, Catholicism with 7%,
and the Southern Baptist Convention, the clear leader, with 25%. The religiously unaffiliated
“nones” also account for 12% of Alabama adults.40 The Disciples of Christ have fared even
worse demographically than Churches of Christ, with Pew assigning less than 1% of adult
Alabamians to the group, and the Institute on Religion & Democracy argued in 2019 that the
group could lose as much as half of its total membership within a decade if its decline continues
at the current trajectory.41
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