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MAJESTIC T. T. EATON 
of the 

GODWARD MIND and the DOCTRINAL HEART
Thomas Treadwell Eaton was a Tennesseean of 

noble lineage. His father, Joseph Haywood Eaton, 
was the founder and long time President of Union 
University, at Murfreesboro, Tenn., where his son 
Thomas was born on Nov. 16, 1845. In old Union 
that son both studied and, later, taught. He also 
studied in Madison (later Colgate) University, where 
his uncle, George W. Eaton, was President. Then 
came the War Between the States, interrupting his 
studies. He became a dashing cavalryman with three 
horses for his use, a scout in the forces of General 
Nathan B. Forrest. He was sent on a most dangerous 
mission, with a return dispatch from General Stone­
wall Jackson to General Forrest, with instructions 
to get through the Union troops at all costs. Eaton 
did get through by throwing himself over to the 
far side of his horse, opposite the side from which the 
bullets came, crouching with one foot in the stirrup 
as he held the body of the horse between himself and 
the shots, racing to safety and his destination. The 
War over, he studied at Washington and Lee Univer­
sity, received his A.B. degree, also a gold medal for 
eloquence, pinned on him by Gen. Robert E. Lee, and 
much later the D.D. degree from the same school. He 
taught in Union, after his conversion in Virginia 
and his baptism by J. William Jones, great chaplain 
of the Confederacy. He practiced law two years and 
then surrendered to the call of God to preach his 
Word, becoming pastor in Lebanon, Tenn., in 1870. 
From there he went to his three years pastorate in 
the First Church of Chattanooga, in 1872, where the 
church grew from 88 to 311 members under his 
leadership.

He traced his family from Wales through some 
of the earliest heroes of our nation’s life. Mary 
Parnell Eaton was murdered by the Indians in 1778 
and five of her children were captured by the Indians 
at Huntingdon, Pa. Thomas was six years old when 
captured and was sold in Montreal to the English 
and was starved and ill-treated by them till he died. 
An infant son was murdered with his mother. The 
Eatons left Wales in 1686, two years before a 
cruel persecution of Welsh Baptists ended and, 
among the sons of the emigrants, George and Joseph 
Eaton became preachers in those early days. Many

eminent and patriotic Americans came from the 
family.

The article on Dr. Eaton in “The Southern Bap­
tist Encyclopedia” is written by Dr. Leo T. Crismon 
and ends with this quotation: “Dr. Eaton, at the 
time of his death, was doubtless the most potent and 
influential personality among the Baptists of the 
South.” I heard Dr. W. O. Carver say, in an address 
on the pastors of the Walnut Street Church in cele­
bration of a memorable date in the church’s history: 
“Dr. Eaton was probably a member of more com­
mittees of the Southern Baptist Convention then any 
other man in its history.” That was because his 
brethren trusted in his wisdom and sought it. At 
his funeral I heard J. M. Weaver say: “He did the 
work of four men.” At the memorial service in Blue 
Mountain, Miss., the day of his death, my brother 
told of how Dr. Eaton quietly said to him, then a 
Seminary student, that the purpose of his life was 
that at his death it could be truthfully said of him:



“The law of truth was in his mouth, and iniquity was 
not found in his lips: he walked with me in peace and 
equity, and did turn many away from iniquity,” 
Mal. 2:6.

Every great man has his life work, maybe in 
triple form. Paul had his conversion and preparatory 
years, then his great missionary career, then his 
mighty literary witness and counsel to all Christ­
ianity from house captivity in some government 
building in Caesarea, for two years, and two more 
years in his own hired house in Rome. Eaton had 
another pastorate, in Petersburg, Virginia, where he 
won the esteem of the denomination. Then he came 
to a triple ministry of greatness: 1, as pastor of the 
Walnut Street Baptist Church, which he led to be 
the greatest Baptist church, at one time, in the 
Southern Convention forces; 2, then as editor of THE 
WESTERN RECORDER through crucial years, when 
he made that paper, not a local or mere state paper, 
but virtually the second state paper of nearly every 
state in the South and a voice in the nation far and 
wide; and 3, as both a moral leader and a doctrinal 
preacher and writer, he promoted heroically and 
sacrificially the whole cooperative life of the denom­
ination and all its organized effort, evangelistic, 
educational and institutional, along lines of deep 
fidelity to the New Testament. In all this trinity of 
Christian passion, he was brilliant, sure, spiritual, re­
sourceful and biblically wise.

Three men powerfully and spiritually influenced 
my life — Carroll, my great teacher of the Bible; 
W. C. James, who inspired me with wonderful 
preaching as I began my Christian life and helped me 
through my awful inner struggle against the call to 
preach; and, most of all, T. T. Eaton, who inspired 
and led on out my whole youth and permanent 
thought life, into major channels. I learned my 
letters on his WESTERN RECORDER and read it 
from early childhood, impelled and educated by its 
passion for truth.

Kentucky had a great plan for their educational 
institutions. I was a student in Bethel. Every year the 
educational committee of the General Association 
came, or sent chosen men, to each college, who spent 
a day with faculty and students. That was the 
greatest day in the year at Bethel. The Committee, 
as usually contituted, was T. T. Eaton, witty, wise, 
eloquent and great preacher in our church the night 
he was in town; and J. W. Loving, of Glasgow, an 
Old Virginia Gentleman of the flowing Southern 
type of oratory; and J. S. Dill, of Bowling Green, 
practical, with an emotional thrill in his voice and 
with an evangelistic turn that met students on a 
college level and kept their respect. Oh! What a 
trio. Brief, witty and winsome speeches captivated 
the boys and at night they would hear a sermon that 
was one of the major events of a lifetime.

Eaton, in all his varied activity, had the pastor 
heart. He remembered, thought of, visited, was a 
friend of all people known to him, little, great, 
and in between. He knew somehow that my father’s 
son and my brother’s brother was a student teacher 
of prep Greek and prep Latin, for men who came to 
college without having studied ancient languages, 
and helped get them ready for Prof. Farrar (Broa­
dus’s nephew) and his language courses. So one day, 
how amazed I was to see the tall form of T. T. Eaton 
enter the basement, where I taught, asking to attend 
my Cicero class. Teacher and class were stupefied. 
The great Eaton visiting us! I tremblingly called the 
roll and asked a boy to recite. Not a student could 
say a word, and I as little. He saw our embarrass­
ment, took the Latin book we had offered him, read 
the lesson to us, with learned but unassuming com­
ment, and gave us an idea of Cicero and what he was 
about and swiftly left us. But we never forgot. 
Three years later I was a young pastor. He appointed 
me on committees, first, of the General Association’s 
annual meetings, then as chairman of a committee 
each year. How I studied the denominational work! 
Deacon George Hays, Sr., tells me he came to Louis­
ville as a young man, worked for a Catholic, I be­
lieve, not in the center of town. One day brother 
Hays had been sent on some errand. When he re­
turned, his Catholic employer said with wide-eyed 
amazement: “Do you know? DR. EATON was here 
to see you, while you were gone”! That was the 
shepherd heart of the busiest man in Louisville.

And that great heart was every whit evange­
listic, passionately evangelistic. He knew why he was 
a preacher, a witness to the Savior. For example, he 
went with layman J. B. McFerran in his buggy over 
a vast section east of Louisville, out on the Browns­
boro Road, in evangelistic visitation from house to 
house. He writes of it: “He (McFerran) saw with sad­
ness the way many people spend their Sundays. 
He gave a lot on Brownsboro pike and, with some 
help, erected a neat and well-built chapel where 
worship has been maintained regularly. He took 
the writer in his buggy through all sorts of weather 
to almost every house for miles in all directions and 
we urged the people to attend worship. He even 
sent vehicles on Sundays for such as promised to 
attend but who had no conveyances.” This became 
Walnut Street’s Glenview Mission and later a church.

It fell to my lot recently to help investigate two 
names of those he baptized. They were Zachary 
Taylor and Virginia Taylor, fruits of this Glenview 
Mission, the story of whose founding is cited in the 
previous paragraph, from Dr. B. T. Kimbrough’s 
“History of the Walnut Street Baptist Church,” Ps. 
128, 129. Brother George Raleigh Jewell and I went 
out to the Zachary Taylor National Cemetery, to the 
old family burying ground of the former President 
of the United States. You can see the impressive 



three-story brick mansion of the Taylor family, 
from whose family burying ground has grown this 
national cemetery. On the vast federal monument and 
the mausoleum where rest the remains of the Presi­
dent and his wife, as well as the tombstones of others 
of the family, there is to be found only family data, 
with virtually no recognition of God or the hereafter. 
Then you come on an amazing difference. The mon­
uments to Zachary and Virginia Taylor are rich in 
Christian witness. Scripture and song, faith and hope, 
abound and are exultant. I discovered in the Louis­
ville Public Library a typed document that identifies 
every name on those tombstones in the family bury­
ing ground at the back of the National Cemetery. 
This Zachary was the grandson of the President’s 
brother and Miss Virginia, his sister, was for a long 
time in charge of the Seminary’s dining hall and 
boarding department. I used to see her when I visited 
my cousins, Chester and Cecil Stevens, there long 
ago, and the monument at her grave was erected 
by “her boys.” These were the fruit of T. T. Eaton’s 
evangelistic zeal. Do you know of any other man 
in history to whom it was given to change the tone 
of a National Cemetery by his evangelistic passion 
and witness? Today, in the beautiful homes in that 
area, you find some of the most devoted Christians 
on the face of the earth.

Letters from John A. Broadus and Basil Manly, 
Jr., persuaded Eaton to accept the Walnut Street 
pastorate ai once, without any previous visit. So he 
came, for the Seminary’s sake, and to avoid the 
summer slump, in May, 1881. Dr. Whitsitt was 
at one time a member and Dr. Eaton baptized 
Mrs. Whitsitt. He came to the RECORDER editorship 
in the Fall of 1887 and writes, as of Oct. 27, 1887, that 
in “ the four weeks of our administration” articles 
by Broadus, Manly, Whitsitt, J. William Jones and 
Sampey had been published and he had promises 
from Boyce, Lorimer, etc. The RECORDER continued 
to carry strong articles from Spurgeon, Theodore 
Cuyler and other great writers from various parts 
of the world. It was an educator.

Eaton both built and multiplied his church rap­
idly. He writes, according to Dr. Kimbrough’s book 
(P. 133): “It was on the twelfth of October, 1887 ... 
that the largest lettering on record took place: 711 
letters were granted to members to form Twenty- 
second and Walnut Street Baptist Church. So far 
as I am able to learn no such number of Baptists 
ever received letters at one time before. The church 
was organized four days later. The new building had 
been completed and was dedicated on the twenty­
fourth of the previous July.” This was the fruit of 
Walnut Street generosity. Fred Hale was pastor at 
one time. I have seen a joint church paper of the 
two churches, some paragraphs signed E. others H. 
For Eaton could work with people, on a vast or 
limited scale. The Walnut Street Church had 573 

members in August of the year he came; and eight­
een years later, at the Golden Jubilee of the church, 
there had been 1,444 baptisms and there were then 
1750 members, while six new churches had been 
sent out: Parkland, Twenty-second and Walnut, Me 
Ferran Memorial, Meadow Home, Third Avenue and 
Hopewell and 43 young men had been set apart for 
the ministry. Many of the earth’s greatest were 
members of this church under Dr. Eaton’s ministry. 
And it was classified as perhaps the largest Baptist 
church on earth except Spurgeon’s, at the time of its 
Jubilee (Kimbrough, P. 158).

Eaton gave his popular lectures in many churches 
of our own and other denominations. His vigorous 
Baptist faith did not keep him from Christian fellow­
ship with other denominations. I heard him tell how 
he was invited to some social function in the nearby 
Fourth Ave. Methodist Church, just a block from 
his own. He went, of course. A Methodist sister 
thought this was a grand opportunity for a doctrinal 
dig, so at a crucial monent she came up and served 
him some delicacy and then said: “Now Dr. Eaton, 
we Methodists are delighted for you to come here 
and eat our good Methodist grub. But when we go 
to your church on Sunday you won’t give us even a 
tiny crumb of the bread you serve in the Communion. 
How do you explain that”? His merry laugh rang 
out as he replied: “Well, well. My Master ate with 
publicans and sinners, and the servant is not above 
his Lord.”

Now and then he was swept by his intense and 
outspoken faith into controversy with men who de­
nied that faith. It became increasingly a passion of 
his soul to epiagonize, as he Anglicized the Greek 
verb of the apostolic ideal of contending earnestly, 
for the faith once for all delivered to the saints. But 
two things marked his controversy. First, he did not 
try to bring his church into it. He wrote a history of 
the church he loved and did not even mention these 
controversies in it. Second, he never let controversy 
mar, on his part, his personal Christian fellowship. He 
was as just and as socially fraternal as before. He 
exemplified, as no other man I ever knew, his Mas­
ter’s spirit and command: “If thy brother shall tres­
pass against thee, go and tell him his fault between 
thee and him alone.” He could not understand how 
men, themselves the offenders, would refuse to 
speak or write concerning issues which were biblical 
but which they construed as personal in their own 
instinctive feeling that they were wrong. He has 
on file various letters of inquiry why men refused to 
speak or write, as issues of controversy arose. What 
a mark of littleness!

He and other pastors calmly refused to be Land­
mark Baptists, though his dear and equally brave 
and steady friend, J. M. Pendleton, who preached 
to Eaton as a boy, wrote the original document of 



that contention. That contention was that no non­
Baptist minister should ever be invited into a Bap­
tist pulpit. There is a wilful perversion of the facts 
as to that issue today. But it was clear then, and Ea­
ton and other Walnut Street pastors firmly insisted 
that, when there is a reason, as on funeral occasions, 
in certain social functions, in moral combat on 
public community-issues, or when some minister of 
another, but an evangelical, faith, may have a mes­
sage profitable to our people for special reasons, it 
is not an endorsement of a man’s errors on other 
lines to invite him to speak on lines of the common 
faith. My brother was critized because every year 
he had the Methodist Secretary of the Anti-Saloon 
League speak in his pulpit. I have personally cam­
paigned with all the pastors in a town to put out 
the saloons. If I spoke in their pulpits, I did not 
think they were endorsing my doctrine of baptism 
or similar items of my faith. Eaton said he had in­
vited two Presbyterian preachers to preach in his 
pulpit in eleven years.

I heard him, in a Question and Answer Hour, 
in one of our West Kentucky Ministers Meetings, 
lament that some of his brethren did not believe in 
the Bible doctrine of the universal church. He 
showed the falsity of the Catholic and Protestant 
doctrines of “the universal INVISIBLE CHURCH” of 
the latter, or the ONE WORLD CHURCH, visibly 
organized, of the former. But he stood with J M. 
Pendleton, B. H. Carroll and most Baptist scholars 
in affirming that there are New Testament passages 
that teach that all the saved are conceived of, in a 
few Scriptures, as Christ’s general assembly and 
church of ihe firstborn (plural, in the Greek). That is 
a figure of speech, to be sure, but figures of speech 
teach great realities. A congregation does not have 
to be assembled to constitute a congregational fellow­
ship. When your own church, my brother, is unani­
mously asleep in their beds, at 2 A.M., they are just 
as much a church as when they are met in their 
monthly business meeting. Just so, all the redeemed 
are in this figurative congregational life and fellow­
ship, around Jesus their head, in spite of the fact 
that they can not congregate physically till they meet 
in heaven. As Dr. Eaton said, with grief, men who 
deny the Bible’s doctrine of the universal church, 
wilfully confusing it with Catholic or Protestant 
doctrines, are repudiating a Baptist doctrine, equally 
taught in the Bible and in Baptist Confessions of 
Faith. It grieved him, but he kept up his fellowship 

with them to the utmost, seeking to win them to 
this truth also.

His correspondence contains numerous letters, 
asking eminent men over the world: “Did you say 
so and so, and how can you believe such as that”? 
The replies are often equally frank and fraternal. As 
a watchman on the wall he now and then gave a con­
trary witness, but always as a gentleman and Christ­
ian. M. P. Hunt said of him in his pamphlet, “LONG 
RUN”: “In the minutes of 1881, Dr. T. T. Eaton ap­
pears as the pastor of Walnut Street Church. I think 
I may well say his coming was epochal. He was a 
great man considered from any angle. He was a 
Baptist of the Baptists, though he had no sympathy 
with the term ‘A-Baptist-and-a-half’ ... He passed 
through that which would have eclipsed the light 
of lesser men, but not his.” P. 33. Though men acted 
like barbarians to him, he was still fraternal and 
kind to them.

Controversies end, and when they ended in 
victory for the truth and removal of causes that 
produced them, then he led manfully and in brother­
ly fashion to leaving the past in oblivion and keeping 
on with the work, rather than with a fight that had 
already been won. Lesser souls have an unutterable 
yen to keep up a fight after it is over. In this spirit, 
after a controversy that was severe for a decade, he 
strove for peace. He urged the numerous young min­
isters who loved him: “ STAY IN AND FIGHT,” 
rather than be eternally splitting up the Baptist de­
nomination in “splinter” groups, impossible to build 
on or with. That was his soul. In the last decade of 
his life he wove into new unity the Kentucky Baptist 
fellowship. Mrs. Mullins records that in her life 
of Dr. Mullins. At his sudden death, journals all 
over the South witnessed to that achievement of his 
last decade of life. Dr. R. H. Pitt, for example, wrote 
of Eaton on the occasion of his sudden death: “He has 
been for many years a noble and commanding figure 
in the public meetings of Baptists all over the land. 
He was known and honored in every State in the 
Union.. .Years ago, in controversies which are now all 
forgotten, we had many a tilt with him. . .But 
really we have been more drawn to him in recent 
years, and for a long time the most cordial goodwill 
and fellowship have characterized our relation.” It 
was so that Christ’s man followed his Savior, who 
could call a noble apostle the very Devil, and then 
love him to the end.



It is hard for us to realize how Eaton was in the 
very heart of downtown Louisville for a generation. 
His church, which worshipped in a beautiful achieve­
ment of architecture, was on Fourth and Walnut, and 
right across the street was the Campbellite home 
of ‘‘The First Christian Church,” the two having 
been originally one organization, till the days of 
Alexander and his young British-born proselyte, 
Philip Fall, who managed to steal the First Baptist 
Churches of both Louisville and Nashville from their 
faith. THE WESTERN RECORDER, the other center 
of Eaton’s work, then had its offices at 505 Fourth 
Street in THE COURIER-JOURNAL building and 
Dr. Eaton’s Sunday sermons got a large publicity in 
that paper. He took Calvin M. Thompson from the 
Courier-Journal rooms as Pastor’s Assistant. Some 
times the account and extracts of his sermons run 
into a column or two.

In a sermon on gambling there is a stern repri­
mand of the Kentucky craze of that day, not dead 
yet. He says that in Louisville there were 17 regular 
faro banks, 8 poker rooms, 2 pool rooms, 8 bucket 
shops, 44 lottery offices, Kentucky and Louisiana 
being the only States in the Union which had lotter­
ies then, and 200 outside professional gamblers on our 
streets, and that the governor pardoned all gamblers 
who were arraigned. “If I break into a man’s house 
and rob him, I do not harm his character. But if I 
gamble with him I corrupt his soul in order to make 
money. Sin is in proportion to the evil inflicted. It is 
far worse to corrupt a soul than to maim a body. 
And to injure a soul in order to make money by it is 
the depts of baseness ... The more respectable a sin 
is, the more dangerous it becomes.” While we still 
have the betting on horses, which he also denounced, 
his calm protest freed our generation of some of those 
earlier evils.

There was a great sermon also on “Temperance,” 
against the liquor traffic. It was a broadside against 
evils similar to gambling and for the same reason. 
He could get great publicity for it then, but later, 
his church refused to permit membership to anyone 
who had an investment in this soul-destroying in­
dustry. Then the same paper attacked him, alleging 
it was merely a measure of vengeance against some 
partisans of false doctrine then at issue. The truth 
is, in the early years in Kentucky, our Baptist 
preachers received, sometimes, part of their meager 
salary in whiskey, and nearly everybody drank 
freely. Then the temperance movement arose and 
had advanced to where those who were partners in 
the nefarious traffic could no longer be members of 
our churches. Our churches still uphold that stand­
ard, raised by Eaton, and the majority of Kentucky 
counties are dry by local option, in spite of national 
wet victories. This sermon was in The Courier-Jour­
nal, Feb. 12, 1893.

On June 18, 1893, the same great daily carried 
a denunciation of a Chicago judge (Justice Fuller) 
because, while Congress had forbidden Sunday open­
ing of the Chicago World Fair, he authorized it. Some 
of our preachers today are insisting on a blind obed­
ience to judges that they themselves do not begin 
to give to God on high. Eaton did not share that 
folly. He rebuked a judge, when wrong, the same 
as any other sinner. No preacher, up till then, had 
consented to preach on Sunday in the Fair grounds, 
such preaching being a sham gesture toward religion 
to cover up the base betrayal of it, against real law, 
not mere judge-made law. Eaton said: “The educated 
people of Europe think we are only money-makers, 
possessing no culture or taste and merely a wild 
scramble for money. A few years ago in Berlin they 
had a great display and had on the streets large 
floats representing several nations. That from the 
United States had on it a big dollar around which 
men were bowing in worship and before which they 
were burning incense”!

He flayed with merited scorm a "New York 
Evening Post" article in which some nameless part­
isan Baptist writer had written the vile slander that 
the main body of Southern Baptists believe that im­
mersion is essential to salvation and that all who 
are not in a succesion of immersions down the ages 
are on their way to hell. A lot of victims of such 
idiotic propaganda are still found on all sides.

In "The New Orleans Picayune," March 14 (the 
year cut off from the clipping), he gave this inter­
view, as to labor monopolies, very timely in our 
day, but which few ministers would have the courage 
to say: “Tell me what you please about monopolies 
but the greatest monopoly I have ever heard of exists 
among the laboring people here. They want to 
monopolize all the labor on the levee, and they de­
serve no more sympathy than any other monopolists. 
I don’t believe in monopolies of any kind, but it is 
just as bad for laboring people to monopolize the 
work on the levee—that is, one class of them—as it is 
for the Standard Oil Co. to monopolize the oil 
business of the country.”

In the sermon on Gambling, mentioned above, 
he had said: “Though I am in no sense a politician, 
I am in every sense a citizen.” As such he also had 
a sermon in "The Courier-Journal" on “Adultery” in 
which he said: “How can we guard against impurity? 
Take care of your thoughts and your deeds will take 
care of themselves.”



These were like so many things I heard him 
preach. In one great sermon in Murray, he said: “If 
the Baptists are right, then everybody ought to be 
a Baptist, for everybody ought to be right. If the 
Baptists are wrong, then nobody ought to be a 
Baptist, for nobody ought to be wrong.” And with 
a burning passion for truth he appealed to us, par­
aphrasing Prov. 23:23 in this fashion: “Buy the truth 
—whatever the cost. Sell it not—whatever the price”!

Such preaching moulded the greatest preachers, 
pastors and evangelists in the Southern Baptist Con­
vention for a generation. Scores of them had this 
vital aid and supplementary influence—a major in­

fluence during the years they studied in the Semin­
ary here and other educational institutions in Louis­
ville. Len G. Broughton speaks for them all when 
he writes that, when he was a student of medicine 
in Louisville, he attended no other church and was 
blessed in all his ministry by what he heard Eaton 
preach. Add to these scores of our most eminent 
men in the homeland, the influence of his preaching 
and editorials and books on missionaries all over the 
world, and you see the depth and breadth of the 
reach of such a life and witness. God be praised for 
such a gift of his grace.

W. C. TAYLOR

a.


