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RELIGION SCHOLAR’S LIFE WAS A STUDY IN 
RESPECTFUL DISAGREEMENT 

 by Steve Wolfgang 

 
“If we fear our neighbors, perhaps we should get to know them better.’ 
 
That’s one of the many lessons taught to me by Ed Harrell Jr., my mentor and friend for more than a half-century, since we met in 
1969.   
 
Harrell, a widely respected historian and minister among Churches of Christ, died March 15 at age 91.   
 
He was known for his biographical writings on evangelical personalities Oral Roberts and Pat Roberson.  He was considered one of 
the world’s top scholars on Pentecostalism and American religion.   
 
We enjoyed animated conversations, even arguments, over meals at various meetings of professional societies – but also as fellow 
preachers.  Among the most important lessons is that it is possible to seriously disagree with someone over issues and ideas both 
consider important without treating each other with contempt.  He stressed the importance of understanding those with whom one 
may differ, while forthrightly stating uncomfortable and unpopular truths.   
 
Those important truths were not always appreciated by everyone.  Many academics (and even some fellow Christians) simply could 
not believe that someone of Harrell’s intellect and insight could be and “anti” – a member of a non-institutional Church of Christ –or 
that he could write objectively about Pentecostals and others whose views he did not share.  
 
Harrell attended Abilene Christian College (now University), The United States Navel Academy and David Lipscomb College (now 
Lipscomb University) before earning his master’s and doctorate degrees in history from Vanderbilt University. 
 
His long career included teaching appointments at the University of Oklahoma, the University of Georgia and the University of 
Alabama at Birmingham.  In 2005, he retired after 15 years as a Breeden Distinguished Scholar at Auburn University. 
 
Harrell lectured widely under the auspices of the U.S. State Department as a Fulbright fellow, engaging Islamic, Hindu, Buddhist and 
other religious scholars in exploring the dimensions of religious life in America. 
 
He also was extensively involved in the life of Christians in Churches of Christ, preaching at hundreds of meetings across the U.S. 
and speaking at lectureships and conferences at many of the colleges and universities associated with the fellowship.  He was a 
founding co-editor of Christianity Magazine and served the publication from 1984 to 2000.   
 
Harrell used his knowledge to educate churches and wider audiences about many previously unexplored aspects of their histories.  
He published path-breaking works about the Restoration Movement.  His three volumes on Churches of Christ revealed that social, 
sectional and class differences were underlying causes of many of the events in our shared history.   
 
Some of his better-known books – exploring race relations among Southern churches and 20th century healing and charismatic 
revivals – were published at a time when most historians studiously ignored them.   
 
He was most widely known as a historian of religion – especially of groups, individuals and events that most other historians over-
looked, ignored or deliberately marginalized.  He had the capacity to describe and explain religious movements – and their peoples 
and ideas – fair and accurately.  His fairness brought him the respect and admiration of many in those groups as well as other his-
torians.   It also brought the disdain or contempt of others whose self-constructed narratives did not fit the facts that Harrell des-
cribed. 
 
In 2012, he was honored with the publication of a Festschrift, presented at the Christian Scholars’ Conference, recognizing his 
persuasive explanations of restorationism and charismatic movements, integrating marginalized religious groups into the historical 
narratives of America and the world.    
 
Those who mourn his passing knew him not merely as an accomplished academician but as a steadfast friend and brother whose 
likeness is rarely seen and is sorely missed. “ 
 
Editors’ note:  The above material is presented exactly as it appeared in “The Christian Chronicle.”  This was in the May issue of 
2021.  I have tried to present it word for word, comma for comma – just as it appeared.  Some conclusions shall be drawn from  the 
material presented in future issues of my writings.       Caa ….. 
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