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DEDICATION

Smyrna Baptist Church happily dedicates this
History to Bro. and Sister John F. Vaughn. Bro. John
became a member of Smyrna Church in 1907, was or-
dained a deacon in 1931, and has never been a
member of any other church. His father, W. T.
Vaughn, was a faithful deacon of the church before
him. Sister Helen has been a member of the church for
over sixty years, and has served faithfully alongside
her husband. Her grandfather, William M. Pruitt, was
the second pastor of Smyrna Church. Her father,
James A. Pruitt, was a faithful church member for
many years. They live to bless and inspire our lives as
Church and individuals. May the Lord God be praised
for their ministry!
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A History of Smyrna Baptist Church
By :
J. W. Griffith

There is fascination in looking into the past history of peo-
ple, places, and institutions. Such is true of the century plus
history of the Smyrna Baptist Church, of Oak Flat Community
in southern Rusk County. Long hours of research into the old
records of the church have shown the present church the trials,
hardships, joys, and victories of the church which have come to
them as a precious and valuable heritage of men and women like
them. They were human, they erred often, and the church dealt
with error then as the Word prescribed. They were honored when-
occasion justified it, as the Bible warranted. There is much to be
learned in these things and many examples, positive and
negative, to be followed. These pages are penned, not for mere
entertainment of the reader, but for the teaching and admonition
of those who remain today, to the honor and glory of the God and
Savior of all men in every century.

The Old Mt. Carmel Church

In a very real sense the Smyrna Baptist Church is the off-
spring of the Mt. Carmel Baptist Church. This old church which
was dissolved in 1871 furnished many of the members who
entered the membership of the Smyrna Baptist Church when it
was organized in 1873. The Smyrna Church came into possession
of the Mt. Carmel Church minutes for the years 1867-1871 (par-
tial). Though the originals have been lost the church has copies,
thanks to the handwritten copy made by Mrs. H. B. Woolverton
in 1947.
" From. examination of the Mt. Zion Baptist Association
minutes it has been found that Mt. Carmel Church was organiz-
ed before 1858. The Church’s letter to the Association reported
that Bro. N. Conner was the pastor (he was also the first clerk of
Mt. Zion Association); she sent as ‘““‘delegates” Brethren Joel
Elam, B. F. Stamps (second clerk of the Association), and
William Howerton. She met on fourth weekends of each month;
had baptized 7, received 6 by letter, accepted 2 by voucher, dis-
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missed by letter 8, excluded 1, lost 1 by death. They reported a
total of 65 members, gave $5.00 for Domestic Missions, $2.50 for
minutes. The 1859 session of the Association was to meet with
Mt. Carmel, “18 miles south of Henderson.”

At that time Mt. Carmel Church listed as her post office,
New Salem, and there is some evidence that it was located in the
area of the old Devereaux Plantation. However, there is no
Associational minute to indicate where it was meeting by 1867,
the date of the earliest extant minutes of the Church. It actually
appears that the Church had “no certain dwelling place.” The
records show that committees were constantly being set up to
secure building sites, make building plans, etc. At that time Bro.
John Sparkman was pastor of the Church, and his family were
members. He lived at Minden, and it is believed that attempts
were being made to re-establish the church in that area. At one
time the committee chose ‘“‘John Sparkman’s well”’ as a building
site, and the church approved it. A number of members withdrew
their letters at that time because there was another church
nearer to them. Plans to build here evidently never materialized.

By 1870 the Zion Hill Church had been organized under the
leadership of Bro. Sparkman, and his family had moved their
membership there. Bro. W. W. Albritton of Mt. Enterprise had
become pastor of Mt. Carmel, and the church still had only tem-
porary meeting places. For a time the church met at the Garland
Schoolhouse, the location of which is now unknown. Building
committees were still finding sites, seeking titles to the land, etc.,
but nothing seems to have come of it, and the membership must
have despaired. Many had withdrawn their membership, and the
remainder met on Saturday before the first Sunday of November,
1871, appointed Joseph Brandon moderator and R. P. Goldsberry
church clerk. The only business recorded was, “On motion the
church agreed to dissolve and granted letters to all who call (ed)
for them.”

Organization of Smyrna Church

Almost two years after the dissolution of Mt. Carmel
Church, on August 16, 1873, a group met at Chinquapin Spring,
about three miles east of Laneville, Texas, off Farm Road 1798.
Here was erected a small log church house, which seems to have
been shared with the Methodists. The Baptist Church con-
structed a baptistery in the spring, walling and flooring it with
heart lumber. This old framework has not rotted through the
decades and may still be seen on the DeWitt McCune Farm.

The organizational presbytery consisted of Brethren John

Sparkman, moderator, John Deason, and F. O. Galloway, clerk.
Seventeen persons, including six who were former members of
the Mt. Carmel Church, made up the charter membership. Bro.
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J. F. M. Reid was elected church clerk, and the church voted
to “protract” the meeting for several days. During the *
tracted meeting” ten more
members were received. Of
these were three more former
members of Mt. Carmel. The
two deacons of the church, Bro.
W. M. Pruitt and Bro. James
Chapman, were also among the
ten. A total of 34 persons were
members of Smyrna Church her
first year. During the next year
Bro. M. T. Wells was elected
as the third deacon.

At the end of the meeting
Bro. John Sparkman was elect-
ed pastor, and he agreed to =0 .
serve for the remainder of the 0ld baptistery at Chinquapin
year. In November he was called Springs, first location of Smyrna
again for the ensuing year and Church, as it appears today.
agreed to serve “for a time.” On August 31, 1873, the church
elected messengers and sent a petitionary letter to the meeting
of the Mt. Zion Association at New Prospect. Smyrna Church
has subsequently represented in this association for 105 years.

_ John Sparkman Pastorate

The church records seem to imply a reluctance on the part of
Bro. Sparkman to assume the pastorate in the beginning of
Smyrna’s history. However, it appears that the church was well
pleased with him, and they called him over and over, year by
year, as long as his health permitted him to pastor the church. In
1876, the minutes record that Bro. Sparkman was elected pastor
“by acclamation which resulted by one consenting voice”’; 1877,
“unanimously”; 1878, ‘“by unanimous vote’’; 1879, “chosen
pastor unanimous.y”’; 1880, “chose Bro. John Sparkman pastor
another year unanimously”. Bro. Sparkman was recalled in 1881,
but Bro. W. M. Pruitt was also chosen to preach one Sunday each
month. In the minute of March, 1882, is recorded, *“As our former
pastor, Bro. Sparkman, is afflicted and not able to serve us, mov-
ed and seconded that we choose another pastor, which resulted in
the choice of Bro. W. M. Pruitt unanimously.” Bro. Sparkman
died in October of that year and is buried in Zion Hill Cemetery.

Bro. W. M. Pruitt became a member of Smyrna Church
three days after its organization, and may have already been a
licensed preacher. He was ordained by the church, August 28,
2875. Bro. Pruitt often filled the pulpit during the years of Bro.
Sparkman’s pastorate, especially when Bro. Sparkman had

7.




fallen into ill health. Others who filled his pulpit during those
years, from sister churches, included Bro. John Deason, Zion
Hill; J. F. M. Reid, who was licensed by the church July 14, 1877;
Bro. A. A. King; E. W. H. Parker; E. S. Spivey; John Neely.

Different brethren were called from time to time to assist in
a ‘“protracted meeting”’. In the meeting of August, 1876, five
brethren were invited as co-laborers in the effort, in addition to
Bro. Sparkman; W. M. Gaddy, W. H. H. Hays, W. W. Albritton,
E. W. H. Parker, and W. M. Pruitt. Results of the meeting were
not recorded. '

Smyrna Church started off very co-operative with her sister
churches. In addition to faithful attendance at the local associa-
tion, district meetings, fifth Sunday meetings, state meetings,
the custom of inviting visiting brethren to their business meet-
ing each month, were regular things of the early days. Smyrna
regularly exchanged visiting brethren with sister churches, the
most often being the churches at Zion Hill, Shiloh, Holly
Springs, Cool Springs, Locklin, and Antioch.

Matters of inter-church fellowship were frequently the dis-
cussion in the district meetings and fifth Sunday meetings.
Messengers were consistently referred to as delegates in the early
minutes. These carried a query to the district meeting at Zion
Hill in April, 1879, as follows, “Is it scriptural to call a minister
without the consent of the church to which he belongs? And is it
scriptural to call a minister from another church when they have
a minister within their church?” Disposition of the question is
not recorded. However, it appears that the church believed the
first question should be answered negatively, for on several oc-
casions she voted to grant Bro. W. M. Pruitt the privilege of
pastoring the Antioch Church. On the other hand she continued
to call her pastor, though he was a member of another congrega-
tion. ,

Questions of boardism (which led to the Convention Baptist
churches of the area) were arising. In February, 1878, brethren
were elected to meet with others at the Holly Springs church “in
consultation whether the Mt. Zion Association and East Texas
General Association would co-operate together or not.” Again
records do not reveal the outcome. Delegates to the district
meeting at Harmony in May, or June, 1880, were instructed to
vote against a division of the Mt. Zion Association. In June
delegates were elected to a meeting of the General Association at
Ennis, Texas, in July.

Strict discipline of the membership was practiced by the
Smyrna Church during her early history. One of the orders of
business adopted in her organization was to call for
acknowledgments. Hardly a monthly business meeting passed
without a case of discipline being presented. Members made

-8-

acknowledgments for using profane language, being intoxicated,
misconduct, having a quarrel with a neighbor, nonattendance.
Committees were appointed to investigate such charges as “be-
ing intoxicated with ardion (sic) spirits”, “reasons for absence”,
“certain reports” of fellowshipping with those of other faiths,
“being in disorder,” which usually meant a man and wife were
having marital difficulties, “unchristian e nduct”, “dancing and
drinking”, “committing fornication”, “ ome complaint that is
against him”, which turned out to br ieaving another brother
security for his debt, “not giving sati-faction in regard to it.”
People were often excluded for these cl. rges upon the report of
the committee appointed.

The church had préblems with hardshellism. In the business
meeting of May 18, 1877, it was recorded, “The church agreed to
wash feet when it is convenient.” Evidently the foot-washing was
not done, and the case of one brother became the subject of dis-
cussion for several months’ business meetings until, finally, in
October, he was excluded “for departing from the faith by joining
the so called Primitive Baptist church.” Others were excluded for
“departing from the faith of the gospel”, ‘“departing from the
baptist faith and attaching herself to the so called Cambelite
church”, “departing from the faith by joining the Methodist
society.”

Financial matters did not occupy much space in the early
history of the church. Acts of benevolence occured from time to
time. One such interesting act occurred in May of 1878, when the
church voted to “‘give to Sister Francis Allen and Sister (Miner-
va?) Allen 50 lbs. bacon and 10 gallons syrup that is in her
treasure.” The pastor appears to have been on freewill offering,
receiving amounts as large as $10.00 from time to time. In these
days before formal organization of Baptist convention system in
Texas, the Smyrna Church responded to requests of the “ex-
ecutive board”, by making up offerings for missions. Such a re-
quest in November, 1879, netted $10.25. Some pledged certain
amounts for missions for the year. Offerings were also taken on
occasion for old and needy ministers of the gospel.

The Pruitt and Hays Years .

Bro. W. M. Pruitt served as Smyrna pastor from March,
1882 to November, 1883. He was recalled only once besides fin-
ishing out Bro. Sparkman’s year. Bro. Pruitt was ordained by
the Smyrna Church, and it may be that some thought it more
scriptural to call a man from their own midst. However, there
does not seem to be the unanimity in his call to the pastorate
which existed in the case of Bro. Sparkman. The Pruitt fam-
ily is still represented in the membership of Smyrna Church in
the person of Mrs. John Vaughn, who is his granddaughter.
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