
The Austin’s Chapel church of Christ 
 

 The plan for the Austin’s Chapel church was, like all other churches of Christ, made 
“before the foundation of the world” (Eph. 1:4). The original promise of the plan was given as a 
prophecy to Adam and Eve in the garden when God pledged to put “put enmity between you and 
the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you 
shall bruise his heel" (Gen. 3:15). We believe that God proved the completion of this promise 
when Jesus was “crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men” and the Jews (Acts 2:23). 
Revelation 12 illustrates this “eneminess” and the fulfillment of the original promise as the 
dragon and the “man child” war against each other.  
 The foundation for the Austin’s Chapel branch of the promised church of Christ was not 
laid until August, 1872 when Benjamin Franklin Austin and his wife, Lucinda Scott Austin 
(Cindy), obeyed the call of the Gospel. Following is a description from the book written by a 
decedent of Ben and Cindy Austin, Jeanne Crews Taylor. 

  
“Being serious Bible students, the Austins had been pondering the question of 

baptism and how it related to their lives; was it essential? Must one be immersed for 
salvation? Already confused on the subject, and sincerely seeking answers, they were 
extremely happy when news came of a meeting underway at Beech River community, 
approximately two miles northwest of Lexington. The group holding the meeting called 
themselves ‘The New Light’, and they were preaching baptism for the remission of sins. 

The news must have traveled like wildfire! Within a few hours, Ben and Cindy, as 
well as Jesse and Cynthia Holmes (Ben’s older sister), were preparing to go to the area to 
hear sermons presented by Sanders Wood, a man of strong faith, and a student who 
possibly studied under Alexander Campbell at Bethany College in Virginia. 

 It was August and the days were hot and humid when the four, each riding a 
mule, began the long trek. Arrangements had been made for the children to stay with 
relatives. The long journey would take them all day. Probably stopping a time or two in 
the shade of a large tree or near a stream to cool themselves, they watered their mules 
and perhaps ate a small lunch packed by the women. Determined to reach their 
destination, these good people kept going, and by sunset, had reached the place. Just in 
time, they quickly freshened themselves, tied up their mules, and hurried to the service. It 
isn’t known what the topic of the sermon was that night, but after hearing it, Ben and his 
small caravan realized that this was the way [that] they, too, interpreted the Bible, and 
when the appropriate time came, the four of them stepped forward to make the good 
confession of Christ as Savior. Not only did the angels of Heaven rejoice, [but also] the 
old brothers and sisters in Christ, who were assembled under the roughly constructed 
“brush arbor”, rejoiced as well. Many rushed up to the four to extend a friendly hand and 
to direct them to the nearby river where their baptism would take place. 

The summer night sky was never lovelier, with a full moon’s rays casting soft 
shadows on fields of lush grass and wildflowers, while the river, though narrow, sparkled 
like a million dancing diamonds as the light fell on the rippling water. In the background 
only the sounds of insects and birds could be heard harmonizing in nature’s own way, 
and after a few minutes, a tiny band of people had assembled. The lines of an old familiar 
song began: 

 



‘On Jordan’s stormy banks I stand, 
And cast a wishful eye. 
To Canaan’s fair and happy land,  
Where my possessions lie. 
I am bound for the promised land. 
I am bound for the promised land. 
Oh, who will come and go with me,  
I am bound for the promised land.’ 

 
Ben and Cindy, Jesse and Cynthia slowly edged out into the water where they 

were buried in baptism so happy in what they were doing. At last they had found the 
way! 

After services the new Christians were taken in and made to feel welcome with 
food and lodging. Happy these newcomers had come their way, provisions for feed and 
shelter was also made for their animals. Truly, these good people felt content and 
satisfied in their decision and returned home the next day, resolving to carry out the new 
faith they had just embraced. 

At first, the Lord’s Day worship was conducted alternately between the Ben 
Austin home and the Jesse Holmeses’ [sic] in Scotts Hill. The small group consisted 
mostly of relatives and family, but as time passed, the crowd grew. After a while, new 
members were added as more and more and more people heard the ‘goodnews’ [sic] 
(from Austin’s Chapel: the tribe of Benjamin, pp.7 - 9).”  

 
 To the union of Ben and Cindy, seven children were born—William (Alfred), Margaret, 
Elias, Frances, Adeline and Charles Smith. Tragedy struck the Austin family in September of 

1890 when Cindy, Ben’s devoted 
wife, contracted Typhoid fever and 
died after a relatively short illness. 
By this time, Alfred and Elias had 
made satisfactory scores on the 
“teacher’s examination” after 
passing the eighth grade which 
allowed them to begin teaching. 
Alfred began teaching at Prospect; 
Elias began his teaching career at 
Piney near Lexington, TN. Both Alf 
and Elias, having been taught by 
their family to read and to study 
Scriptures, began to help their father 
with the services. Since Alf 
commuted daily on horseback from 
his father’s home to Prospect and 
back, he helped in teaching, leading 

prayer and singing as did Elias when he was home. By 1891, both Alf and Elias had married. 
Alfred married Julia Holloway of the Swallow Bluff community, and Elias had married 
Saphronia Scott (Fronie as she was known by her family) of the Piney community. Both families 



took up residence on land that was given them from the original Austin section. In 1892, their 
father, Ben, remarried. His new wife was Mary Farnsworth. 
 Sometime in 1906, the church which met in the Ben and Mary Austin home decided to 
merge with another group of church-goers which met in the Old Fellowship Schoolhouse 
building. The decision was made because the Fellowship community was more centrally located 
on a rather well-established road where access to the meeting place would be easier. Within three 
or four years, around 1910, the Adventist doctrine began to move into the area. Some within the 
Fellowship group began to accept this belief making worship with the group difficult. Ben and 
his group realized that this doctrine was totally different from what the Bible instructed. Without 
hard feelings, the Ben Austin group moved back to Ben’s home.  
 Elias and Fronie when married moved into the old log cabin that was “Samp” and Fannie 
(Francis, daughter of Ben) Turner’s. Samp and Fannie had moved to Scotts Hill where they 
acquired and managed the Central Hotel. Ben who was born to Charles and Phoebe Austin on 
August 13, 1838 was beginning to age (72) so Elias began to take a more active role in the public 
services on Sunday mornings. Elias moved the services to a house that he built not long after 
being married. This house was destroyed by a 1910 tornado so services were held with the Scotts 
Hill church for a period of four months until Elias’ and Fronie’s new house could be built. The 
following families were a part of the regular Sunday worship of the Austin’s Chapel church of 
Christ in 1910: Maness, Jones, Austin, Lockhart, Clenney and Davenport. Also of importance is 
the fact that sometime around 1908 – 1910 Elias began the Sunday evening service in addition to 
Sunday morning worship. 
 The old patriarch, Ben, Uncle Ben as he was now called, continued to actively meet and 
participate with the church. Jeanne Taylor relates this story that was told by her mother, Lottie 
Austin Crews. 

“I remember about a week before Grandpa (Ben) died, that he walked through the 
wood’s path to spend the night with us. ‘Aunt Mary’ [Ben’s second wife] had just been 
buried and he was lonesome and sickly. Papa (Elias) made a big fire in the fireplace in 
our north bedroom to make sure he would keep warm. Just before he went to sleep he 
called me to the edge of his bed and asked me to sing a gospel song, which I did. When I 
had finished I kissed him goodnight and left the room (Taylor 23).” 

 
 Jeanne continues the following account illustrating the last days of Ben F. Austin. 
 

“It was about the first week in December of 1914 that Uncle Ben began to ail. It 
wasn’t known what the problem was—perhaps pneumonia or the on-set of the flu, but 
Gordon Turner [Samp’s son] and Jesse B. both sixteen that year, happened to be over at 
‘Grandpa’s’ that day to hunt, and Gordon gives this account of the day. 

 
Jesse B. and I, his grandsons, went rabbit hunting with him, at his request, 

about December 1m 1914, though it was drizzling rain and cold. Grandpa said he 
was ‘rabbit hungry’ and we wanted to please him. As it happened, I (Gordon) 
soon jumped one and killed it. We were all cold and wet by this time, and I 
suggested that we return at once to Grandpa’s house to warm and dry. 

Grandpa had seemed not as well as usual. We were all concerned that the 
hunt might cause him to get worse and it did, seemingly. A few days later ‘Aunt 
Mary’ died suddenly (December 6, 1914) at their home. After the funeral … 



Grandpa got worse and we moved him a mile and a half east to the home of his 
daughter, Margaret Davenport. This was about December 10, 1914.  

His sons William Alfred and Elias who lived near by and his youngest 
son, Charles Smith who was called home from Mississippi where he was teaching, 
were with him. My father (Samp Turner) and Dr. Wylie added their help for the 
ailing old gentleman, but nothing helped. 

On December 14, 1914, the night of his death, he remarked that he was 
cold, so my father and Uncle Smith and Ellis Maness, his grandson, sat him up in 
his favorite old rocker and moved him in front of the fire. After a few minutes he 
seemed better and revived a little and, at his request, was put back to bed. But he 
was dead in just a few minutes, seemingly without pain (Taylor 23-4).’” 

 
 What was started by Ben now fell on the shoulders of Elias. He zealously saw that the 

church continued its service “upon the first day of the week (Acts 20:7)”. 
As the members steadfastly met in the home of Elias and Fronie, the 
church continued to add new members. It was sometime during the 1940’s 
that John C. Graham began to preach once a month at the Austin home. By 
this time, the Fred Joneses, the Amber and Wilson Millers, the Lester 
Crewses, and many other families had begun meeting with the Austin 
group. Most of these proved steadfast in their worship and service to the 
Lord and to the community. Brother Graham began to deliver messages on 
church leadership which introduced the idea of elder appointments within 
the Elias Austin group. After some consideration and prayerful thought, it 
was decided that Lester Crews and Amber Miller would be appointed as 
the first eldership with the following men being appointed as deacons: 
Fred Jones, Earl and Harding Austin and Wilson Miller. The appointment 

of elders and deacons provided new optimism and direction; the congregation was growing! 
 By the early fifties, Ms. Taylor writes that  
 

“Elias Austin realized that his life on this earth was drawing near its end. 
More than anything 
else, he wanted to 
provide a place for the 
congregation to 
continue. Talk began 
on building a small 
building directly 
across the road from 
his home. With the 
help of God, he would 
see it constructed. 

The lot on 
which the church was 
to be built was the 
area of the Austin’s best orchard …this choice plot which had grown delicious 
fruit for the family was now becoming a place of spiritual fruit for the 



neighborhood… [I]n their small, humble way the Elias Austins’ lives touched 
thousands” (Taylor 65 -6). 

 
 The Austins, like so many southern families, had been touched by hardships and 
numerous other challenges in life. In 1953, the year that the first church building was 
constructed, the families that met in the Austin home were not wealthy by worldly standards. 
The contribution was not sufficient to erect or to buy the materials for the building’s 
construction. In order to lessen the expense and to expedite its construction, logs were cut from 
timber donated by Lester Crews, Wilson Miller, Earl and Harding Austin, Fred Jones, and Arbon 
and Hubert Swift. “The entire community became a part of the project and everybody ‘pitched 
in’ to help” (Taylor 66). 
 Elias was now beginning to suffer from bouts of gout and eczema. Often he was seen 
wearing only socks on his swollen, bleeding feet and legs. While the church was constructing its 
new meeting place, Elias would sit on his front porch in his stocking feet and watch the crew as 
it worked on the building. It was April, 1953. 
 Elias, who was now 87 years old and becoming very feeble, looked forward to that first 
reunion with his beloved brethren in the newly constructed structure. Discussion took place as to 
what name was to be given to the group. Elias wanted the name to be the Miller church of Christ; 
Wilson (Miller) suggested that it be called the Austin’s Chapel church. As is noted, the church 
was so named and has been called by that name since 1953. 
 The first meeting in the new building was a delightful gathering. Elias, as was his custom 
in meeting on the first day of the week, made the journey, clunking along the “across the road” 
with walking stick in hand. He sat on the front pew. As the silence fell on the crowd, for Elias 
had been asked to lead the opening prayer, the old patriarch, now too feeble to kneel in prayer as 
he traditionally did, thanked God for the blessings and care that had been bestowed upon the 
church.  
 It is said that Elias never missed a service in fifty-five years. He, however, was able to 
meet with the church three additional times before his death. In May, 1953, Elias became ill. The 
family knew, somehow, that his time was growing near. They took turns caring for their loved 
one and being assisted by members of the church and the community. It was said of Elias on 
May 27, 1953, as he looked into the eyes of his children and smiled, that his life ended because 
he was “just worn out” (Taylor 68). The last of the great patriarchs of the Austin clan went home 
to see his blessed Lord. 
 Throughout the years the congregation has continued to increase in number and in 
spirituality. Almost from the beginning, there have been opportunities to study the Bible. A few 
short years after the construction of the original building, rooms were added so Bible classes 
could be offered to members. 
 Austin’s Chapel has never had a “full-time” minister but there have been several men 
who have occupied the pulpit. These are men like John C. Graham, Thomas Derryberry, Kelly 
Doyle, Robert Witt, E. Claude Gardner, John Kachelman, Howard Oliver, J. Walker Whittle, 
Harvey Floyd, Tom Warren, Danny Hall, Doug Brown, Clarence Lavender, Ted Rush, Jim Bar, 
Terry Wheeler, Thomas Eason, and countless student preachers from Freed-Hardeman 
University. Currently, the congregation is being served by Gary Roeder, Brian Holtin, Arjon 
Manwanni, and Clint Rider. Each man serves in some part as minister. 



 The congregation has had a few years in which it was without elders or deacons. As 
noted earlier, Lester Crews and Amber Miller were the first appointed elders of the church which 
met in the Elias Austin Home.  
 It would have been a tragedy indeed if the church that meets at 585 Austin’s Chapel Road 
no longer existed. It would have been disastrous if the Christians that were led by such men as 
Ben and Elias Austin were not founded in the Bible and the death, burial and resurrection of their 
Lord. However, the leadership qualities demonstrated by these men as well as the countless 
others that have served and do serve today insure the continuous existence of such churches of 
Christ by pointing their followers to a risen Savior who has promised to return again. It should be 
mentioned that the church at Austin’s Chapel has a continued existence since August, 1872. 
   


