


The pages are fading and torn, like an  
ancient treasure map. To Dr. Frank Farrell, though, they are 
a treasure indeed — a life source of valuable information to 
which he has referred for more than 60 years. When lectur-
ing at RTS-Atlanta, Dr. Farrell still uses class notes he took 
while attending seminary beginning in the late 1940s. As 
such, his students benefit from the spiritual legacy he passes 
down to them.

That legacy passes through the famed theologian Dr. Carl 
Henry, under whom Dr. Farrell studied at Fuller Theologi-
cal Seminary. In Dr. Henry’s Christian journalism class, Dr. 
Farrell made such an impact on Dr. Henry that in 1956, Dr. 
Henry asked him to become an assistant editor in a new en-
terprise called Christianity Today. Dr. Farrell and RTS pro-
fessor emeritus Dr. Roger Nicole both hold the distinction of 
being listed on that magazine’s original masthead.

Dr. Farrell’s move to Washington, D.C., to work for the 
fledgling CT launched a distinguished career of ministry 
service (prior to that move, for want of available jobs, he 
had sold encyclopedias door to door for two years). He spent 
seven years at the magazine, not only assisting Dr. Henry 
but also traveling on reporting assignments, editing articles 
and writing editorials.

In the late 1980s, as he approached retirement as a pro-
fessor of church history at Alliance Theological Seminary 
in Nyack, N.Y., Dr. Farrell assumed that his teaching career 
was over. Health issues prompted him to relocate to Florida 

with his wife, Marjorie (who had family members who had 
moved there as well), and he did so fully intending to retire 
from the classroom to concentrate on writing.

Upon their arrival in Florida, though, Dr. Farrell was al-
most immediately invited to teach theology at a college in 
Lake Wales, southwest of Orlando. He ended up only teach-
ing one class there — one of his students told him about 
a new seminary coming to the Orlando area. This led to 
a phone call between Dr. Farrell and Dr. Luder Whitlock, 
then president of RTS.

Besides their mutual friendship with Dr. Henry, the two 
men found quite a bit of common ground, and right there 
over the phone, Dr. Farrell received an invitation to teach 
at what in 1989 became RTS-Orlando. (As a postscript, the 
same student who clued Dr. Farrell into RTS-Orlando later 
enrolled there after receiving a call to ministry due to the 
theology class in Lake Wales.)

Dr. Farrell began his time in Orlando teaching a course in 
devotional classics. However, with the need for a professor 
in church history, he also took on that role for several years. 
This gave Dr. Farrell the opportunity to teach on the influ-
ence of the Puritans, who had been the focus of his doctoral 
studies at the University of Edinburgh in Scotland.

The delay in Dr. Farrell’s Florida retirement from teaching 
lasted 18 years. Marjorie, who holds three master’s degrees of 
her own, actively joined him in non-retirement. She helped be-
gin a program for wives of RTS-Orlando to help prepare them 

Dr. Frank Farrell’s life journey took a surprising turn  

toward RTS and Atlanta. 
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to work alongside their husbands in ministry.
In 2007, the Farrells tried to retire again — 

this time to Atlanta. Marjorie had health con-
cerns exacerbated by living in Florida, and 
like the situation when they first moved to the 
Sunshine State, they have family in the Atlan-
ta area. Dr. Farrell and RTS-Atlanta president 
John Sowell (see “Atlanta Gains Its Sowell” on 
page 18) began talking about the possibility of 
him teaching there. Upon moving, Dr. Farrell was invited 
to teach a summer class at RTS-Atlanta and has continued 
in a part-time teaching role (one class per semester) at the 
campus since, focusing again on courses in church history 
and devotional classics.

A distinctive feature of Dr. Farrell’s approach to teaching is 
his emphasis on the importance of the devotional life of the 
minister. “I stress to my students that if Satan can outsmart 
us about our daily devotional life,” he says, “it doesn’t matter 
how good we are in theology or Greek or Hebrew or church 
history — we’ve lost the battle. And with so many ministers 

having ethical problems, that goes out the win-
dow as well.”

The origins of the lessons Dr. Farrell has 
learned in this area hearken back to the influ-
ence of Dr. Carl Henry. “When I worked with 
him at CT,” Dr. Farrell recalls, “we heard about 
one of his former students — a fellow student 
of mine — who had committed suicide. I was 
about to expatiate on certain principles [as to 
why he had taken his own life], but he cut right 
to the devotional life [as the heart of the issue].”

Dr. Farrell also warns his students about 
the dangers of pride, referencing the apostle Paul’s admoni-
tion that “knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.” Accord-
ing to Dr. Farrell, “We are trying to give students all this 
knowledge as fast as we can, but pride can come with the 
knowledge. If they’re going to [go into vocational minis-
try], they’d better be reading the Bible uncommonly often 
to keep their perspective. Just because we’re getting all this 
spiritual food, it’s not a foolproof thing, and there are dan-
gers, and Satan can work even in that area.”

The June 6 service  
inaugurating John Sowell 
as the first RTS-Atlanta 
president also doubled as 
an additionally momen-
tous occasion in the life of 
the campus. As part of the 
combined inauguration 
and graduation ceremony, 
four RTS-Atlanta students received Master of Divinity de-
grees. This marks the campus’ formal accreditation to con-
fer such degrees.

Besides the M.Div. accreditation, RTS chancellor and 
chief executive officer Dr. Ric Cannada also noted during 
the ceremony that RTS-Atlanta has also been accredited to 
confer Doctor of Ministry degrees. In addition, certain de-
partments at RTS-Jackson have been relocated to Atlanta so 
as to better accommodate the Korean community that pro-
vides significant numbers of students for those programs.

Appropriately enough, 
on hand to help the RTS 
family celebrate these 
landmarks in the life of 
the Atlanta campus was 
Dr. Luder Whitlock, RTS 
president emeritus. “Two 
words describe him: 
‘leader’ and ‘visionary,’” 

Sowell told the audience during his introduction, referenc-
ing Dr. Whitlock’s original role in helping shape RTS into a 
multi-campus institution.

Dr. Whitlock then preached from 1 Timothy 4:11-16, re-
minding his listeners that leaders in the church must be 
marked by character, competence and gifting. “Be more 
concerned about who you help than about how you benefit,” 
he advised, later adding that “Paul’s admonition is to be sure 

Graduating to Greater Things

Dr. Farrell and his wife, Marjorie (opposite page), moved to  
Atlanta in 2007 after nearly 20 years at RTS-Orlando.
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Another aspect of Dr. Farrell’s teaching style incorpo-
rates ideas he learned at RTS-Orlando from Dr. Roger Ni-
cole, RTS professor emeritus. “I remember him saying that 
a pastor spends most of his seminary time communicating 
in written form,” Dr. Farrell says, “while most of his pastoral 
ministry is spent communicating orally.”

To better balance these elements, Dr. Farrell provides ex-
tended class time for students to give reports on their re-
search findings. He finds that three-hour classes best ac-
complish this goal, with two hours of lectures sandwiching 
an hour of student reports.

As his two unsuccessful retirements would indicate, Dr. 
Farrell’s passion for teaching burns brightly. “I don’t have any 
timetable on [retirement],” he declares, appropriately enough. 

“I remember Billy Graham once commenting that retirement 
isn’t mentioned in the Bible. I love to teach — as long as the 

health and the opportunity are there, I’m all for it.”
Being in Atlanta near family members has helped con-

tinue to energize him, noting in particular that his brother-
in-law has assisted him with building projects in his house, 
including a bookcase in his study room. “I find a very high 
caliber of students coming to these classes,” he also observes, 
identifying as well that “Atlanta is a very significant area for 
growth in the South and has a great impact on the whole 
[region]. It’s quite an academic center.”

It remains to be seen how much longer Dr. Farrell will con-
tinue to teach, but if his track record is any indication, those 
60-year-old class notes will need a little more mileage. ◆

Mark W. Hutchison is a part-time student at RTS-Atlan-
ta working toward a Master of Arts in Religion degree. The 
award-winning professional photographer also writes for var-
ious publications. Samples of his photography may be seen at 
www.lightimageinc.com.

Continued from Page 17

On June 6, RTS chancel- 
lor Dr. Ric Cannada intro-
duced the assembled mul-
titude at the Church of the 
Apostles in Atlanta to “a tall, 
lanky, slow-talking east Texan.”  
Dr. Cannada helped inaugurate 
that man, John Sowell, as the 
first president of RTS-Atlanta. 
Sowell (right) has been giving 
leadership to the campus for 
several years, but his new title 
marks the next step in expand-
ing RTS-Atlanta’s profile within 
the seminary’s multi-campus 
system.

“[John] has been just what we 
needed in terms of building 
relationships and getting this 
program going,” Dr. Cannada 
told the audience. “One of the things I said to the [RTS 
board of trustees] when we started this degree program 
in Atlanta, and I still believe it’s true, is that there is more 
potential for RTS-Atlanta than in all the rest of our cam-

puses put together.”
Sowell holds a Master of Di-

vinity degree from Westminster 
Theological Seminary in Escon-
dido, Calif., where he was vice 
president before RTS-Atlanta. He 
received congratulatory greet-
ings from Dr. William Davis, a 
Westminster classmate who is 
also an RTS-Atlanta adjunct  
professor as well as a professor 
at Covenant College in Look-
out Mountain, Tenn. Dr. Da-
vid Hall, pastor of Midway 
Pres. and head of the Calvin500  
emphasis, also congratulated 
him.

Jim Moore, chairman of the 
RTS board of trustees, gave the 
declaration of installation. He 

helped present Sowell with a medallion representing the 
transfer of RTS campus leadership — or in this case the 
establishment of said leadership. 

— Paul Schwarz

Atlanta Gains Its Sowell
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we give attention to developing competence in public wor-
ship, the preaching of the Word and the teaching of doctrine 
in such a way that people know what the truth is, know the 
difference it ought to make in their lives, and know how to 
follow it.”

Later in the service, Sowell gave his own charge to the 
graduates based on the calling of Samuel in 1 Samuel 3. “If 
RTS-Atlanta has only succeeded in making [you] into tech-
nicians of the Word, then we have been a great failure,” he 
declared. “But that isn’t what happened. That’s because you 
came here for two reasons: the sense of calling and because 
you recognize the holy — you want to be part of what God 
is doing.” Sowell concluded by quoting 1 Samuel 12:24, the 

“life verse” for RTS-Atlanta and the Sowell family: “Only 
fear the Lord, and serve Him faithfully with all your heart, 
for consider what great things He has done for you.”

In the echoes of that inauguration/graduation day, the 
RTS-Atlanta family eagerly anticipates what great things 
God will do next in their midst. 	 — Paul Schwarz

GRADUATING - Continued from Page 17

Dr. Luder Whitlock (below, behind pulpit), RTS president emeritus, preached at the inauguration of John Sowell, which doubled as an RTS-Atlanta graduation ceremony 
(above). 
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rekindle the fire
DOCTOR of MINISTRY 

Emphasis in Church Revitalization   ✝   Reformed Theological Seminary   ✝   Charlotte

If your church has plateaued or declined in recent years, 
or if you are dissatisfied with the effectiveness of your 
congregation’s prayer life and ministry in the community, 
then you may be a candidate for the RTS Doctor of 
Ministry with Emphasis in Church Revitalization program.

✝ Renewing the church’s ministry and corporate  
prayer life

✝ Building anew a healthy vision for the work  
needed in the community

✝ Bringing a lively commitment to evangelism,  
character development and godly leadership  
principles

In partnership with the Leadership for  
Revitalization ministry at Briarwood  
Presbyterian Church, Birmingham, Ala.

For more information, contact Dr. Donald Fortson at  
704-366-5066 or dfortson@rts.edu, or visit dmin.rts.edu. 

From Embers to a Flame Conference on Nurturing Church Vitality

September 25-26    Bristol, Tenn.    
www.emberstoaflame.org




