
CHAPTER V.

1801 - 1835

Fourth Pastor of the Church

Correspondence with Robert Boyte C. Howell; his early life;'" 

his education; his pastorship in Norfolk, Virginia; his visit to 

Nashville; influences which induced his removal to Nashville; 

his departure from Norfolk; his voyage to Nashville; his en- 

-trance upon the pastorship. ----

The fourth pastor of the First Baptist Church in Nashville, 

was Robert Boyte C, Howell. He is a native of North Carolina. His 

father was a planter, and resided on Neuse river, two miles from 

West Point, the then county seat of Wayne County, where he was » 
born; the schools of the neighborhood he received his dudi- 

mental education, after which he entered the Columbian College,^, a,. 

at Washington City, then under the able Presidency of William StvM? 

D.D.}and enjoying the palmiest prosperity. Here he finished his 

literary, and Theological course, with which he also connected, 

not for practical, but purely educational purposes, most of the 

departments of the Medical science,4n 1826, and in due time 

received all the honors of the College,* and it may not be im

proper to add here that within a few years thereafter, he received 

from several other colleges and universities, the degrees of Master 

of Arts, ad eundum, and also of Doctor of Divinity. His Literary,



Scientific, and Theological preparation for the profession which 
■ i v

he contemplated, was therefore af a high order. Upon closing 

his studies at college he entered immediately;, and fully, upon 

the duties of the gospel ministry.

From a child Dr. Howell had been deeply impressed on the sub** 
'i

ject of religion. Residing however in a very sparsely settled 

region of country, his opportunities for religious instruction, 

except from books, were exceedingly circumscribed. Jour fifths 

of all the people were blacks. He sometimes heard a sermon, 

but it was generally from men poorly qualified to impart in- '

struction. His family, and ancestors were Episcopalians, and 

not very religious. His father and mother were his only in

structors. His mother especially was assiduous for his spiritual 
lived

welfare. The isolation in which he/gave him much time for read

ing,, and quiet thought, and which he most industriously improved. 

The Bibles and the "Book of Common Prayer,” he studied thoroughly* 

Comparing them together he arrived,and very unexpectedly, at several 

conclusions to him of very great importance. He determined to his own 

full satisfaction, that true religion is the work of the Holy 

Spirit in the heart of the sinner; that it is wholly spiritual; 

and that the sacraments are not the medium of its communication 

to the recipient, but that it is received by faith in our Lord 

Jesus Christ. He was convinced that infant baptism in any form, 

is unsupported by the Bible; and that the immersion of a believer 

is the ohly gospel baptism. He also arrived at the settled 

conviction that the entire fabric of Episcopacy in the sense of 



the English church in America and elsewhere, is wholly un

authorized by the word of God. He had read not a single 

Baptist book, and reached, reluctantly, his conclusions with 

no work before him but the Bible, and Prayer Book. He was 

not yet, nor for some two years afterwards, satisfied of 

his own personal interest in Christ, then the subject mainly 

of his anxieties. Painfully conscious, as he was, of his 

lost condition as a sinner; and fully convinced of the suf

ficiency of grace in Jesus Christ, for his salvation; yet he could 

not venture to apply to himself the promises of the divine 

word. He remained long without hope. He needed instruction, 

but there was no one to give it. Daily upon his knees, he 

read his Bible, and prayed for divine light, and guidance. 

Thus month after month, and year after year passed away, and
(His Conversion.

left him churchless as before. In the autumn of 1820;,. after 

several weeks of conflict, at home and alone, he was enabled to 

lay hold by faith upon the Redeemer, and to rejoice in the sal

vation wrought out by him. He knew little of the Baptists either 

as a people, or as a denomination, but he believed their views 

most consistent with his own. Providentially he had an inter

view of two days continuance, with Robert T. Daniel, then pastor 

of the Baptist church in the city of Raleigh. He was greatly 

encouraged, and strengthened. His purposes were fixed. The 

nearest Baptist church to the residence of his father, was 

Nanchunty, under the pastorship of John Thomas, fourteen miles 

distant. To this church he presented himself as a candidate 

for membership. He was accepted, and on the same day, Tuesday,



February 6 th, 1821, he was baptized by Mr* Daniel.

He was then a mere boy^.but not wholly unaccustomed to 

extempore addresses in public. On the next Lord’s day, 

which was the fifth day after his baptism, pressed by the 

pastor, Mr. Thomas, and by the brethren generally, he essayed 

his first religious discourse. He read Matt. 11:2-6; "Now when 

John had heard in the prison, the works of Christ, he sent two 

of his disciples, and said unto him, Art thou he .that should 

come, or do we look for another? And Jesus answered, and said 

unto them, Go, and show John again those things which ye do 

hear, and see. The blind receive their sight, and the lame 

walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are 

raised up, and the poor have the gospel preached unto them. And 

blessed is he whosever shall not be offended in me." From this 

text he constructed a discourse, on "The Infinite Grace Manifested 
t 
in the Gospel of Christ.” He considered, first, the confirmation 

of the Messiahship of Jesus, received from miracles; secondly, 

the benevolent character which attached itself to his miracles; 

and thirdly*~-the certainty that those who believe in him shall (His public 
(Addresses. 

obtain,salvation. From that time during several months, he held 

frequent religious meetings during the week, at the houses of 

his father, and uncles, and on every Sabbath addressed very large 

multitudes, with extraordinary effect. He did all this the 

more readily because it was not his design to be a minister; because 

he felt great anxiety for the conversion of his relatives^auid 

friends; and because he intended to continue his present course 



only for a short time. The first business meeting of the church 

after his union with it,*and which was three weeks after his 

baptism, a license was unanimously, and enthusiastically tendered 

to him to preach the gospel. This unexpected movement threw 

him into great perplexity. He had long before determined to 

devote himself to the practice of the law. All his relatives 

who were professional men, were lawyers, and some of them were 

distinguished at the bar, and also as statesmen. His ambition 

ran in that direction. He could not therefore readily consent 

to relinquish his purpose to enter that profession for any other 

pursuit. He permitted therefore this whole matter to remain in 

abeyance,, and decided only that until the time should arrive for 

him to set out for Washington City, he would devote himself 

assiduously to such labors as he thought would be most likely to 

result in the conversion to Christ of his relatives and friends. 

In the neighborhood in which he had passed his childhood there 

had never been much preaching, and very few of the people were 

professors of religion. A revival commenced simultaneously 

with his exertions, and in a few months nearly two hundred persons 

had embraced the Saviour J By his request, Dr. Mason, a min- (Revival in
(the neighbor- 

ister who then practiced medicine in the city of Raleigh, (hood.

came down at intervals$ and baptized the converts. Before 

his departure he had the gratification of seeing a large 

church organized there, which embraced in its membership,, very 

many of those loved ones, for whose salvation he had prayed, 

so often, and labored with so much zeal and earnestness.

His design to cease all further public religious exercises 



on leaving home, but especially on his arrival in Washington, 

he found himself wholly unable to carry into execution. He 

could not avoid becoming associated in college with about 

twenty young men who had formed themselves into a Practical 

Missionary Society* The members of this society went out, 

two together, every Lord’s day afternoon, and preached, some 

of them in the room of the Preparatory School dm the College 

Campus; some of them at Hoek Creek Church; some at Tenley town; 

spae at the Paper Mill in the suburbs of Georgetown; some at 

the Poor House; and others at several other places in and about 

Washington; and not unfrequently in the Baptist churches in 

that city and Alexandria. To some one or another of these 

places, he was detailed every Sabbath. This process was con** 

tinned during the whole period of studies at that school. He 

was also Superintendent of the Sunday school conducted at the 

College, for the children of the immediate neighborhood. "Works 

of faith, and labors of love,” such as these, he had not the 

heart to decline.

His College course terminated with the session of 1825t6, and 

he left Washington with the intention, after spending a few weeks 

at home on the Neuse, going directly to South Carolina. He was^ 

on his way, importunately urged by Robert B. Semple, B.D., of 

Bruington, Virginia, President of the Board of the General Asso-, 

elation of Virginia, to preach for a season, as a missionary, in 

the Portsmouth Association in that state. After much reflection 

he consented to accept this appointment, intending, as soon as



he had performed this duty to carry into effect his original 
/

purpose. That Association comprises a very interesting portion 

of the s&te including Petersburg, Smithfield, Suffolk, Portsmouth, 

and Norfolk, and especially does it embrace the seat of his 

ancestors, near South Quay, in Nansemond county^ and nearly all 
( 

his paternal relations. In this Association he preached regularly 

to twenty-two churches, each once a month. One of the days he 

preached three times in as many different places, and if the 

month had thirty one days, this left him one, and if thirty only, 

two days^for rest. This was hib regular labor during the whole 

period which he devoted to the missionary work. As a companion, 

and to render him such assistance as he was able, he obtained the 

services of Mr. Thomas B. Creath, a young minister of Sussex County, 

about his own age, and to whom he paid out of his own pocket, a . 

satisfactory salary. Mr. Creath continued with him until his 

missionary labors terminated.

Norfolk was the center of his district, and there usually he 

spent his days of rest. About the close of the year, the pastor 

of the church in Cumberland Street, Noah Davis, removed to 

Philadelphia, where he subsequently resided as Corresponding Secre

tary of the American Baptist Tract Society, now the American Baptist 

Publication Society, and where some years afterwards he died while 

the dew of youth was yet upon his cheek. The church earnestly so

licited Dr. Howell to fill his place until th#could procure the 

services of a successor. He consented to do so, and now confined 

his labors to that chureh^^and congregation. As in the country
(Preaching 

he had preached every day, so now he preached every night. Up to (in Norfolk, 
(Virginia, 



this time he had not relinquished his original purpose of 

devoting himself to the legal profession. He had therefore 

deelined ordination to the ministry! The church by a reso

lution unanimously adopted, solicited his compliance* He 

consented and was accordingly ordained in the presence of the 
(Ordination.

churchy, and congregation, on Wednesday evening, January.27th,

1827. The Presbytery officiating were William D.D.,

President of the Columbian College, and Samuel Waite, D.D., one 

of its Professors, both of whom had been his teachers in the 

Washington, and P. Lugg, and James Mitchell, ministers resident in 

Norfolk. A revival immediately commenced in the church. The 

next Lord’s day after his ordination he baptized ten personsr and 
•i 

within a few months he had baptized about two hundred.

annual-

number of each sex. By the blessings of God the cause which had 

long languished in Norfolk, was soon placed upon a footing of 

the happiest character, and has continued to prosper there up 

to the commencement of the present war^/y^

By an unanimous vote of the church at its meeting in April5 

IBS?, Dr. Howell was called to the pastorship. He declined to accept 

it. Such however was the blessing of God upon hiw ministry there 

that he did not feel himself at liberty to leave the city, and did 

not during the whole year, at the close of which,he was again 

elected pastor, by a unanimous and full vote of the church.

Meantime he had married Miss Mary Ann M. Toy, of Norfolk County, 

and now accepted the charge. The whole period of his labors in 

Norfolk was eight years and a half. During several of the earlier



V/

these years he devoted every other week to missionary exonrsinna 

through the surrounding country in all directions, which ex- 

trended generally about fifty miles, and sometimes much further. 

In these excursions he was very successful, having baptized in 

various places more than a hundred people. He also wrote, and 

published, allin pamphlet form, five or six small works, on 

important subjects. In his flarewell Sermon, which was preached on 

Lord’s day, July 6th, 1831, is found the following summary of his 

labors in that city:

"During my residence in Norfolk I have baptized five hundred 

and nineteen persons; of this number four hundred and three are 

residents here, and have been added to this church; thirty one are 

colored persons, and the remainder, three hundred and seventy 

two,1 are citizens of both sexes. Bae places in which I have ad

ministered baptism out of Norfolk are Hampton, Elizabeth City County, 

York County, Matthews County, Nansemond County, Norfolk County, and 

Elizabeth City in North Carolina. I have assisted in organizing
(Results of 

three churches, one at Tanner’s Creek, one in Suffolk, and the (his pastor-
(ship.

other at Deep Creek; in the ordination of eight deacons; and

of five ministers. Of the brethren baptized by me, six are now 

highly popular and useful preachers of the gospel of Christ.

Much interest was felt throughout the various states, during

Dr. Howell’s pastorship in Norfolk, and much was said, and published,about 

occupying the great Valley of the Mississippi with a suitably 

qualified ministry. It was believed to be the duty of pastors 

who had been successful on the Atlantic coast, to leave their 



churches, take missionary positions in the cities of the 

West, and with the blessing of God to build up the cause 

in this new and fertile field. Much had been before at

tempted in important and growing places, but unhappily not 

a few of the laborers sent forward were incompetent men, 

and the natural results were many mortifying failures. It is 

difficult now, and it was much more difficult then, to obtain 

such a service, vigorous, earnest, and devoted ministers. Their 

churches will not consent to give them up, or to separate 

from them, no matter what may be the object proposed. Those 

who are of feeble Character, and have already failed again, 

and again, readily remove. Many of this latter class, as men 

of piety, and learning, are really as estimable^ and lovely 
*

as any other men. Too many of there therefore assume positions 

which they are not able successfully to occupy. Tried men 

were needed to fill these important places. On these Subjects, 

Dr. Howell had frequently written for the press, and spoken 

in public meetings, and he held himself prepared to act upon 

them whenever it should be thought desirable, or important.

In such case however, he had fixed his heart upon New Orleans 

as his field of labors, and in regard to it, to a few clerical 

friends, had expressed himself freely.

About the close of Mayjl834, he was surprised to receive a (Interest in 
(the Wst. 

letter from a committee of the First Baptist Church in Nashville, \ 

Tennessee, pressing him to visit that city, with a view to its 

pastorship. Within a few days afterwards he received also a 

letter from Jonathan Going, D.D*, of New York, Corresponding



Secretary of the American Baptist Home Mission Society, 

enclosing to him a commission as a missionary to Nashville, 

offering in the name of the Board, as its part of his 

salary, five hundred dollars annually. To him all this was, 

at the time, a profound mystery, nor was it unravelled for 

some months afterwards, when on the ground he learned the 

nature of the communications which had passed between the 

church and the Home Mission Board. It seemed to him to be 

providential. He determined therefore to visit Nashville, 

and after a personal examination of the field, to decide as to (Directed to 
(Nashville.

what he might deem his duty.

He reached Nashville about the middle of July, and remained 

until September, preaching during his stayj five or six times 

every week. He found here a young and growing city, with about 

six thousand inhabitants, the seat of a flourishing university, 

and Female Academy, and many other excellent schools; a popu

lation remarkable for its wealth, intelligence, and refinement; 

and situated in the midst of a region of country of unsurpassed 

beauty, healthfulness, and fertility. As a centre of influence 

it had not then^and has not now, its equal in the whole South 

West. As a place of residence he found it in all these respects 

most inviting. The cause he found, as will be readily imagined, 

in a deplorable condition. The little church worshiped in a rented 

room, having no other place to assemble. Its pecuniary ability 

was exceedingly circumscribed. Some valuable accessions had, (Conclusions 

however, recently been made of brethren who had removed to the 
(as to the

city for business pusposes. These gave some vigor to the action 



of the church. Still the prospect was most dreary.

The people during the whole six weeks of his stay, crowded 

to hear his sermons; many professed religion; and sixteen 

persons were baptized. The moral, social, and pecuniary 

power of the church was by this visit more than doubled. At 

a full meeting held on the 19th day of August.1834, he was 

called unanimously to the pastorship- of the church. He promised 

to consider the proposition, and two weeks after departed on 

his return home.

As a centre of influence Dr. Howell believed Nashville a most 

important position. West of the mountains,>and South of the 

Ohio River, no Baptist newspaper then existed, and he conceived 

Nashville to be an admirable location for such a paper. "The Cross,” 

had. some years before been commenced at Lexington,Kentucky, by 

Rev. Uriel B. Chambers, but it was not sustained, and was soon 

united with the Baptist Journal of Ohio, which was now edited in 

Cincinnati, by John Stevens, Esq., under the name of "The Cross and 

Baptist Journal." It is proper here to state that about the time 

of Dr. Howell’s return to the West, in the subsequent January, 

William Wood, originated and edited for a while "The Western Baptist 

Monitor," at Madisonville, in East Tennessee. This paper however 

did not prosper, and within less than two years was removed with 

its editor, to North Western Georgia, and after a short time was 

discontinued. At the time, however, when he issued his prospectus 

"The Baptist," in September, 1834, Ke knew nothing of the purpose, 

if he then entertained such purpose, of Mr. Wood4 Influenced by

(A Baptist 
(Newspaper.

for



these and several other like considerations, after mature, and 

prayerful consideration, he decided to accept the pastorship, 

in a formal communication, so apprised the churchy and at 

once set about the necessary arrangements for his removal to (Accepts the 
(pastorship.

Nashville. He sold his property and effect^ in Norfolk, and 

engaged a passage for his whole family, including all of his 

servants, for New Orleans, on board the packet brig Ajax. 

His resignation previously tendered, had thrown the whole Norfolk 

church, so dear to him, and which had grown up under his hand, to 

great numbers and prosperity, into the utmost sorrow; in which 

he profoundly sympathized, for he loved them all as if they had 

been his own children. His Farewell Sermon was heard by as many 

as could crowd into the church. That was a day of bitter weeping, 

as crowds pressed towards the pulpit to take him.by the hand for the 

last time, many of Whom fell upon his neck, and embraced him. 

Hours passed before he could tear himself from the assembly. 'When 

.^ew-he, and his family were about to embark, they were accompanied 

by many dear friends and brethren, on board the Brig, which was 

towed by a steamer through Hampton Roads, and into the Chesapeake 

Bay, and who continued with them until the tug parted from the 

vessel.; Then they took their final leave, and returned home in the 

steamer. Such was the parting of Dr. Howell and his attached 

people of the church in Cumberland Street, Norfolk, Virginia.

That he might have full time to reach Nashville before the (Removal to 
(Nashville 

first of January, 1835, he set out from Norfolk early in ---———i

November. The passage to New Orleans was stormy, and therefore 



unpleasant, the vessel having on one occasion, blown seven 

hundred miles out of its course, and as far South as the 

twenty-third degree of North latitude, but it was made safely, 

and in about the usual time, the vessel havihg been at sea 

eighteen days. At New Orleans the family transferred itself, 

with its baggage on board a river steamer, and ascended the 

Mississippi to Cairo, the Ohio to Smithland, and the Cumberland 

to Nashville, on consequence of unexpected delays, arising from 

fogs on the Mississippi river, the family did not reach its 

destination until the 3rd day of January, 1835. The brethren 

and sisters of Nashville., crowded to the wharf to meet, and 

welcome them, and in a few hours they found themselves all 

safely domiciled in their new home. On the following Lord’s 

day he preached his Inaugural Discourse, and entered formally 

upon his office as pastor of the First Baptist Church in Nashville.


