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Keith’s Turn

Celebrating

Wells Past, Wells Future;
It’s Always Love, Always
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Schedule of Events
10 a.m.
Honoring Our History:
A Program
Celebrating 90 Years of
Loving, Caring, Sharing

11 a.m.
Mid-morning Worship
Service with Holy
Communion

12:15 p.m.
Fellowship and
Lunch on the Grounds

1:30 p.m.
Community Hymn Sing
with Special Guests

2 p.m.
Looking toward the Future
with Prayer

By Keith Tonkel
Pastor
We stopped at the red light on
Woodrow Wilson. To our left was the
Continental Restaurant, and to our
right a series of bulldozers preparing
land for the new Jackson Mall. It
would be the first major retail mall in
the area. It was being built on land
once occupied by The Baptist
Children’s Village.
We were in two small U-Haul vans
each being driven by one of the young
men from Guinn Memorial, the church
in Gulfport we had served for seven
years before being appointed to Wells
Memorial United Methodist Church.
We took a left turn, started up
Bailey Avenue, and took the second
right onto Glendale. Our new church
stood to the left, and our destination,
the parsonage at 331 Glendale Street,
awaited our arrival.
The house seemed clean and nice,
and the churchyard was neatly cut. A
fellow came up from the backyard and
asked, “You all the new preacher and
family?” We said yes to Mr. W.A.
Harrison, who was board chairman at
the time. Before long, others came to
help with the unloading.

Pat and I waved good-bye to the
two guys kind enough to help us
make the move. It was tearful,
because we had all come to love one
another at that little church on the
coast.
A lovely meal was brought in by
some of the ladies, who welcomed us
with sweet spirits and good food. That
evening Pat and I slept for the first
time in the room at our new
parsonage — the place where our
children would all be born to us.
It was a Thursday, and we weren’t
quite finished unloading when a
person I didn’t know came up to me
and said, “Some of the Shoestring
people wanted to meet with you a
little while this afternoon.” Operation
Shoestring was an organization in its
infancy, part of the vision of the pastor
we replaced, Russell Gilbert, and a
group of Jackson people wanting to
make a difference in what was
becoming a changing community.
We met Nancy Cooper Gilbert (not
related to Russell) and Barbara
Barnes (Dick Barnes and family’s
mother) and Barry and Barbara
Powell, I think, were also there.
See Keith’s Turn: Always Love, Page 14
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Connectional Ministries Center Name to
Honor Service of Keith and Pat Tonkel

  

The ministry of Wells Church has
remained fresh and vital for 90 years,
as the church has evolved to meet the
challenges and needs of its people
and the community. That includes the
church physical facilities.
At 90 years, it is time to continue
that evolution to serve the ministry
needs of Wells Church of the future.
The Wells Administrative Board, on
the recommendation of the Trustees
and Finance Committee, has
approved a preliminary plan that
would address Wells' most pressing
need — an updated kitchen and
renovation of the fellowship hall area.
This is not simply a building
renovation to modernize the kitchen; it
is a project to adapt the fellowship hall
space into an area to better serve the
ministries of the church.
That new space will be dedicated to
Keith, Pat and the Tonkel family.
“This work is more about looking
forward and creating a space and a
place where Keith and Pat's
connectional ministry can continue for
future generations,” said James
Mason.
Mason has headed up a special
committee made up of the Trustees
and Finance Committee, which is in
the process of creating a plan that will
ensure facilities accommodate the
needs of ministries. The board voted
unanimously on May 15 to authorize
the committee to proceed with
developing a specific renovation plan.
“For many visitors, the Fellowship
Hall area is their first introduction to
Wells,” said Mason. “Consequently,
this entry should not look and feel like
you are entering through the back
door of a beloved but well-worn and

  

  

Kit Field created this watercolor rendering of Keith and Pat Tonkel.

tired house. This space should be
inviting and vibrant. It should provide
a place that radiates community and
relationship building. For example, by
incorporating a coffee/beverage
center into this space, we can create
an accessible and welcoming place
for newcomers and visitors to come
and informally mingle.”
It also will provide an inviting
information center to let people know
“who we are, what we do and why we
are here.”
Wells has not had a major
renovation since 1984, when much of
the current kitchen cabinetry, tile and
appliances were installed. They are
now dated and some of the woodwork
in the cabinets is falling apart.
Appliances also need updating. The
renovation also will include the main
hall and downstairs bathroom, which
is in disrepair and is difficult to clean.
The cost estimates are still being
developed, but the trustees, finance

  

and board members are clear that the
project should be done without
borrowing, using savings or impacting
the general operating budget.
“We are only asking people to
support this project to the degree they
are willing and able to do so above
and beyond their normal tithes and
offerings,” said Bob Kersh, chairman
of the Finance Committee.
Proceeds from the sale of the
WellsFed cookbook have been
dedicated to the project ($7,000) and
the church has received its first
$1,000 donation.
The formal name has not been
developed, but the Tonkel ministry
center will be a functional area to
serve church ministries while giving
tribute to our beloved pastor.
Please carefully consider a special
contribution to this project to honor
the Tonkels and help prepare Wells
for the next 90 years of ministry.
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90 Years of Loving, Caring, Sharing:
A Brief History of Wells Church
By David Hampton
Pastoral Assistant
Loving, Caring, Sharing.
Those are the words on the sign in
front of Wells United Methodist
Church. Those are words that express
the essence of the church's mission,
but also sum up the history of Wells.
In 1926, a small group of
Methodists met at the home of Mr. and
Mrs. C.S. Weir on DeWitt Street off of
Bailey Avenue in Jackson to discuss
creation of a community church. Mr.
Weir was the uncle of Lou Ella Moore,
beloved church secretary and a
faithful charter member of Wells for 70
years until her death in 1996.
Mr. Weir
invited the Rev.
Charles E.
Downer, who
was now living in
Jackson, but had
been Mr. Weir’s
pastor in another
city. It was
Rev. Charles E. Downer
determined there
was the first pastor of
Glendale Methodist
was a need for a
Episcopal Church, South,
church in the
at the corner of Bailey
Ave. and Glendale St.
area.
There was Galloway Methodist
Episcopal Church downtown, founded
in 1836, and the historic black church,
Central AME, founded a few years
later. Jackson was growing north and

The original Galloway Elementary School
building was the first location of the worship
services held each Sunday by the congregation
that was to become Wells Church.
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The Wesleyan Service Guild presented their “Old Maid’s Convention” playlet at the Salvation Army
Home circa 1950. Charter member and future church secretary Lou Ella Moore is on the far left.

west. There was a trolley that went as
far as Woodrow Wilson Avenue. A
new elementary school had been built
on the corner of Idlewild and Bailey
Avenue.
According to newspaper records,
the Rev. Downer appealed to the
Methodist district superintendent, J.L.
Decell, and the church was organized
at 3 p.m. on Nov. 21, 1926 with 76

The original cornerstone of the church building is
located on the northeast corner of the church
(now behind bushes).

members. The church received
permission to use the new Galloway
Elementary School as a meeting place
and began worshipping there. (Church
materials at a 1947 dedication service
noted that Presiding Elder Decell “had
a peculiar love for the church until the
day of his death.”)
The Women's Missionary Society
was organized on Jan. 19, 1927.
According to an academic paper by
Gordon Harris, “A History of Wells
United Methodist Church,” the group

This detail of the stained glass window on the
southeast corner of the church (the present day
“cry room”) shows the inscription acknowledging
the contributions of Baptist donors.
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changed its name to be in line with the
official Methodist structure, becoming
"The Women's Society of Christian
Service." According to Harris, its sister
organization, the Wesleyan Service
Guild was organized at that time.
The congregation grew quickly and
members determined that they would
need a building.
According to a 1950 newspaper
account, groups within the church
began fundraising. The members
raised $1,250. Galloway Memorial
downtown gave assistance also with
the Methodist Conference Board of
Church Extension. A 1983 history of
the church by Lou Ella Moore said the
first donation for the church was $25,
given Mrs. Bertie Wright.

Wells Church circa 1949, the year its name changed from Glendale to Wells Memorial to honor its
beloved, longtime pastor, James A. Wells.

Warren A. Chandler and Collins Denny
— presiding.

The Bailey Avenue area, northwest
Jackson, was growing, as was the new
Land was secured across the street Glendale Methodist Church. Rev.
from the new school on the corner of
Downer served the church for four
Bailey Avenue and Glendale Street,
years. According to a 1960 church
which was a dirt and gravel road at the history, Rev. Downer was
time, and a groundbreaking was held
remembered for urging the
in the fall of 1927. Dr. H.W.
congregation to "unite more firmly in
Featherstun presided.
the Christ spirit of love with an earnest
desire to worship the same savior and
Construction began on the small
advance his kingdom."
brick veneer building. The cornerstone
was laid (located on the northeast
Rev. Downer was followed by the
corner of the church now behind
Rev. A.B. Barry, who served for two
bushes), and construction was
years.
“rushed forward,” according to The
In 1929, the stock market crashed,
Clarion-Ledger account.
and the Great Depression hit America.
“People gave donations to buy
Glendale Church, like many churches,
stained glass windows to honor their
struggled to survive. In 1932, the
families at the time,” said Bettye
financial situation was so dire, it was
Quinn, who has been at Wells for
thought the church might have to be
more than 70 years. “The little
sold. A local theatre company offered
children collected money to buy the
to buy it and make it a place for
windows. One man down the street
showing movies.
was Baptist and asked why he should
The pastor during this time was
give. The child said, ‘we will
Rev. James A. Wells, appointed in
remember you.’ Sure enough, we
1932.
remember our Baptist friends with one
According to Harris, Wells was “an
of our windows. It is probably the only
optimistic and faithful man” and did not
Methodist window in the world
agree with giving up and selling the
honoring another denomination.”
church. “You just give me a little time,
The first services of Glendale
and with the help of God, we will pull
Methodist Episcopal Church South
through this crisis,” he reportedly told
were held in the new church building
the group.
on Dec. 11, 1927, with two bishops —

  

  

  

Rev. James Wells was the third pastor of
Glendale Church. He served for 14 years.

The church did, and soon was
growing, although Harris reported
"there were some complaints that they
were not paying their conference
askings, etc."
The church faced another crisis
when the railroad office was moved
out of Jackson. Harris reported that a
charter member at the time said, “This
church was made up of carpenters
and railroad men, working people.”
The railroad office move took more
than a hundred members from the
church. Harris wrote: “The church did
not allow the disappointment to

  

Continued on page 6
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  dampen the evangelical zeal which
had been characteristic of their
number since the founding of the
church.”
In 1939, the Methodist Episcopal
Church, North and the Methodist
Episcopal Church, South united to
form the Methodist Church. The
Glendale congregation grew, even
though some members went to serve
in World War II. A period of prosperity
was anticipated as the war ended.
Harris wrote: “The reason for the
growth of this church must be largely
accredited to the nature of its ministry.
The elderly people who had founded
the church were soon dead and gone,
but they left with the church the
spiritualness which had been evident
in their generation. Rev. Wells himself
was a spiritual man, a great preacher
of the Gospel, holding very
fundamental convictions. Soon people
heard of the church, and people from
all around the Jackson area —
Madison, Clinton, Raymond, etc. —
started attending services at Glendale,
for this type of religious experience
appealed to them, and was rare. Many
passed several other Methodist
churches just to go to Glendale. Again,
there were those who have been
critical of this spirit, and claim that it
was emotionalism, and that the
emotional people were the first to give
up when the chips were down.
However, it is obvious that Glendale
Church did share a spiritual fellowship
and hungering for the Gospel needed
by all churches.”
In April 1946, Rev. Wells was killed
in a car accident. His funeral was
attended by so many people that the
sanctuary was filled and others stood
on the church yard, Harris noted.
Family reported later that there were
more than 200 ministers present who
credited him with their coming into the
ministry.
Wells had been known as a great
"prayer warrior.” The newspaper
Page 6

10-year-old Bettye Quinn (left), along with her brother, Leroy Quinn (center), and sister, Martha
Quinn Odom (right), came to Wells in 1945 when their family moved to Bailey Avenue.

reported that the local undertaker said
Rev. Wells was the only man he had
buried that had callouses on his
knees.
His son Clay Wells described his
father in a letter to the church: “He was
a superb preacher and wonderful
pastor. He arose about 5 every day
and spent 1-2 hours in prayer. He
always prayed on one knee, which
accounts for the large, thick callus
found on his knee (and reported by the
undertaker). He spent a few hours in
his study. The rest of the time he
visited. Walked when he didn’t have
the money for gasoline. He was nearly
always happy, with a great smile. He

Robert Case was the fourth pastor of Glendale,
and led the church when it was renamed to
honor J. A. Wells.
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Wells Methodist Church
wanted to get a new air conditioner,
and they were going to sell their old air
conditioner, which was enough to aircondition our sanctuary. It would be a
bargain to buy this air conditioner...It
was really hot in the summer time. We
had fans and we would have to open
all the windows. It was really so hot in
that building. A discussion was begun.
Some objected because of money.
Others objected saying people would
come to church just to get cool, and
that isn’t why you want them here. But
some said people would go to the
movies to get cool. Then they voted,
and it was unanimous. We wanted to
keep them away from the movies.
Brother Case preached against
movies and dancing.”

An early photo of Glendale Church shows the first addition of office and classroom space on the
back of the original church. Another update in the later 1950’s extended this back section even
further to create a fellowship hall and kitchen.

walked Capitol Street whistling. He
was known to the merchants as the
‘whistling preacher.’ Embarrassed
mother to death. She always said,
‘Hush a little, Dad.’ He never even
heard her.”
At the time, he had been the
longest serving minister of one
charge in the Mississippi Conference
— 14 years.

The Rev. Robert E. Case was
appointed by the conference after
Wells’ death in 1947.
Glendale Church was renamed in
1949 in honor of the beloved pastor,
becoming Wells Memorial Methodist
Church.
The end of World War II also saw
some decline as returning soldiers
moved to other cities, but the Rev.
Case provided leadership and the
church grew again.
The church was enlarged adding a
fellowship hall, a kitchen (one of the
few in the city), classrooms and
offices. A house was purchased for
Sunday school annex. One of the
major improvements, and a dramatic
one at the time, was air-conditioning
of the sanctuary.
Bettye Quinn recalled the air
conditioning controversy.

Commemorative plates were made to celebrate
th
the church’s 30 anniversary in the late 1950s.
The image on the plate shows the second
addition (fellowship hall and kitchen) on the
back end of the church.

“In town, there were two places
that were air conditioned: the movies
and 10-cent stores. And, as far as I
know, there were no other churches
air-conditioned. But Woolworth’s

Bettye Quinn said the other
controversy was over building a
kitchen. Only Central Presbyterian
Church had a kitchen at the time.
Wells became the second church in
the state to have a kitchen.
It was also during this period that
Wells experienced great revivals,
including one known as the
“Spontaneous Revival” that kept going
for the entire month of January 1950.
Harris wrote: “Early in the ministry of
Rev. Case at Wells, a group of young
Christians from Asbury College were
brought by plane to the church by a lay
member to lead revival services. It
happened that these young people
had participated in a very emotional
religious movement at Asbury, and
were brought to Wells to spread the
spirit. The revival caught on, and
attracted people from the local
community who were not members of
Wells, but mainly attended the socalled 'holiness' churches, which also
had strong elements of emotionalism.
The sanctuary was filled for every
service of the revival week with people
singing and shouting and praying and
carrying on into the early hours of the
morning at times. So enthused were
the people that the revival lasted an
Continued on page 8
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Linus P. Anders was appointed pastor in June of
1955 and served until June of 1957. He is fondly
remembered for his manner of comforting the ill.
Anders became a chaplain at the Sanatorium.

extra week, and has been known ever
since as the ‘Spontaneous Revival.’
Although most of the participants were
not members of Wells, a spiritual
renewal remained with the church for
quite a while.”
Rev. Case was known as one who
preached the word “instant in season
and out of season.”

Hollis T. “Hot” Landrum stands with his family in
front of the new parsonage built on the lot
behind the church at 331 Glendale in 1958. The
old parsonage was a brick house at 2102 Bailey
Ave. (across the street from the church).

Dissension in the church throughout
the early 50s revolved around tension
over the use of Methodist literature
that many in the white, middle-class
neighborhood found to be too “liberal.”
The national Methodist Church was
becoming more racially inclusive, to
which many white Mississippi
Methodists objected. At one point, the
church lost 200 members over the
literature dispute. There also was
growth in the city and suburbs, with
new Methodist churches, which
provided closer opportunities for
worship rather than driving to Wells.
Harris notes that the congregation’s
membership reached 811 in 1952, but
dropped to about 500.

Four and five-year-olds met Sundays at 9:45
a.m. for a fun time of Bible stories and singing
circa 1960 — laying the foundation for what is
now “Red Rug Time” in the children’s Sunday
school area.

Page 8

During this period, the church was
served by the Rev. L.P. Anders, who
remained for only two years. During
his tenure, the church created a
library, which opened on March 6,
1957. Anders was known for and for
saying he “loved people,” and was
known for his special manner in
comforting the sick. He went on to
serve as chaplain at the Mississippi
Sanatorium.
He was replaced by the Rev. H.T.
“Hot” Landrum in June of 1957. Harris

The church sign circa 1960 indicates a late
evening service focused on evangelism during
Rev. Landrum’s time at Wells Memorial
Methodist Church.

notes that there was “great evangelical
surge throughout the church” and
membership rose greatly.
The dispute over the use of
Methodist literature rose again as the
nation began confronting racial
injustices, and the civil rights
movement was beginning to take
shape. Harris reports that when the
Administrative Board suggested the
classes try the Methodist literature for
a period of three months, several
members in the Men's and Ladies'
Bible classes left, forming a new
Congregational Methodist Church on
Robinson Road.
The church continued to expand its
campus during Rev. Landrum's time,
including building a new parsonage
behind the church and expanding
Sunday school space.
Landrum, known as “Bro. Hot,”
served until the summer of 1961, and
was known for his cheery disposition.
Conference records show the Rev.
W.D. Waugh was appointed to Wells
in June of 1961 and served for four
years. The church grew, but according
to Harris, began to feel strains of
previous clashes and the move of
Jacksonians to the suburbs.
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Bill Waugh was appointed to Wells Memorial in
1961 and served until 1965.

R. E. Wesson, who considered closing the
church, left just months after his June 1965
appointment.

Russell J. Gilbert was appointed to pastor Wells
Memorial in 1966. He initiated “Operation
Shoestring” amid controversy.

Racial issues during the mid 60s
saw the creation of Independent and
Congregational Methodist churches.
Conservatives thought Methodist
money was being used to support the
National Council of Churches, which
supported integration.

to the fear of integration. However, the
membership has strived hard to
prevent such differences of opinion
from breaking down the church, for
they feel that the Community of God
has no place for ill will within it.”

Harris' account of church history
ended in April of 1969, prior to the
appointment of Keith Tonkel in June of
that year. Harris wrote that there was a
crisis in membership and finances, but
he concluded that recent meetings had
shown a “ray of light,” and the church
had a “much better chance of
surviving.”

In 1965, the Rev. Raymond E.
Wesson was appointed to Wells, but
did not stay his first year due to the
ongoing problems in the church.

In 1968, the Methodist Church
united with the Evangelical United
Brethren to form the United Methodist
Church.

Continued on page 10

He was followed in 1966 by the Rev.
Russell J. Gilbert. It was a critical time
in the church history. Harris wrote that
during this time, the same problems
over social issues continued to plague
the church with membership declines,
but those left became “a ‘faithful
remnant,’ dedicated to preserving the
life of the church and continuing work
for the Lord.”
It was during this time that Rev.
Gilbert initiated “Operation
Shoestring,” a community
improvement project using church
facilities and providing tutoring, a
library, meetings and health care.
Harris wrote: “When Rev. Gilbert
asked the official board for permission
to use the church building for these
purposes, there was some dissent due

Wells Memorial Methodist Church would become Wells Memorial United Methodist Church in 1968.

Page 9

1
0
2

Wells Methodist Church
Harris wrote: “The future is
uncertain, but as we find in the
scriptures and know from experience,
‘All things come to good for those who
love the Lord.’ If Wells Memorial can
truly fulfill its part in this saying, then
we can be sure and have faith that the
Lord will do his share.”
Decline continued with white flight
from school desegregation and as the
Bailey Avenue neighborhood began to
integrate and include African
Americans. The church reached its
lowest attendance.

Bettye Quinn, who taught at
Galloway Elementary School, said
Galloway was the first to integrate in
the state in 1964.
“Eight black children came to first
grade. They just put out the word if
you wanted to go to a white school,
just go enroll. The NAACP brought
them in cars. We had an inner
courtyard and let our children play in
the inner court. Some of the white
supremacists would circle the school
to see if we let the children play
together.…We had not one problem.

A 33-year-old Keith Tonkel was appointed to a
shrinking Wells Church in 1969.

We were all ready for it. We invited all
parents of the children to come eat
lunch two at a time, to see how the
children were doing together.”
Quinn said there were no major
integration problems in the community
until 1967, when all schools were
ordered to be integrated. Whites went
to private Citizens Council schools or
moved out of the neighborhood to
surrounding predominantly white
communities.
“By the middle 70s, no white people
were left at Galloway,” she said.
The Rev. Keith Tonkel was
assigned to Wells in 1969. The young
minister, a Millsaps graduate from the
Gulf Coast, found a mostly elderly,
small group.
Keith recalls his first sermon was to
a small group of less than 20. He said
he and Pat had just moved into the
parsonage, and Shoestring was
getting underway, which was
controversial. He spoke from 1
Corinthians 13, the “Love Chapter,”
and Ezekiel 37, the “Valley of the Dry
Bones Chapter.”

The Wells sign has changed throughout the years. In the 1970s, it read “Seeking, Finding, Sharing.”
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“From the love chapter to the dry
bones, sums it up,” said Tonkel. “It
was a small number spread out. It was
a little tense because of the newness
of it, and at the same time exciting
because I thought this was the place
we should be. I felt ‘I want you to
preach on the dry bones.’”
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His unique style of preaching began
to attract young people. He was known
to the community outside of the church
because of his radio and television
programs, later a newspaper column.
He spoke at revivals around the state
and on campuses, attracting more
young people to Wells.
Quinn said Keith was immediately
popular.
“We were real excited that he was
coming,” she said. “I had known him in
college. When he came here we knew
he was young and was an interesting
person. We had read his little book.
We were glad he was here. I think it
was his youthful enthusiasm for things
and being open to new ideas….His
sermons had everyday illustrations
that people related to.”
At Keith’s urging, the church started
paying conference askings at a time
when the church could hardly pay him
a salary, said Quinn.
In 1970, Keith urged continued
support of Operation Shoestring,
acknowledging differences. It was a
critical vote at a Charge Conference.
“There are persons who still
criticize this work,” he told the Charge
Conference on June 2, 1970. “Most of
them are outside the church and do
not understand that Shoestring simply
attempts to help people regardless of
race or creed…I believe that our love
for each other in Christ is larger than
any of our differences, and I only hope
and pray that we can grow in that love,
while at the same time we present a
more faithful and obedient church to
the day in which we find ourselves.
These are changing times, and we
must proclaim a gospel of the
sameness of God in Christ, even while
we attempt to find new avenues of
loyal service and effective devotion.”

Operation Shoestring provided services for children and adults in need. (photos circa 1975)

changes since 1969. Shoestring
continued to develop and moved to its
own facility down the street.
In 1985, the church underwent a
major renovation throughout, changing
the sanctuary front and redoing the
fellowship hall and kitchen. Wells has
obtained new buildings: Youth
Building, James Club Annex, the
Serendipity House. In addition, the
church purchased deteriorating and
derelict properties around the church
and created areas for parking and
green space, including the Garden of
the Cross on Glendale and the Jesse
Gates Edible Forest on Idlewild Street.

Keith and Pat with Tracy and Shelley are shown
here in this family photo circa 1975.

The Clarion-Ledger. “I say to them,
'What would you like to do?’”

In 1983, WellsFest began as a gift
During Tonkel’s lengthy ministry, the to the community, again the idea of
church has initiated various community one person, Malcolm White, a local
outreach programs that have helped
restaurateur and music promoter, who
define the church in Jackson and the
wanted to repay Tonkel because he
state. Ministries bubble up from the
wouldn't accept payment for
congregation, at times from the vision performing a wedding ceremony. It
The Wells Church Conference voted of one member, who gets support and provided music, food and children's
builds capacity for service.
games. The first WellsFest was held
to continue its support of Shoestring.
on the Millsaps Campus property on
“This is a place where people and
Wells Church has undergone
Woodrow Wilson and the money was
tremendous growth and many physical their gifts are welcome, Tonkel told

Continued on page 12
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on Bailey Avenue, all of which closed
or left. While other churches moved to
the suburbs, Wells remained.
“To stay meant to be an inclusive
church,” Tonkel told The ClarionLedger in 1987. “Our fundamental
ministry is a ministry of presence” — a
church that's available to meet
community needs.

WellsFest is held annually the last Saturday of September at Jamie Boyll Park on Lakeland Drive
and draws crowds from all over the state to listen to music and enjoy food and children’s games in a
family-friendly, drug-and-alcohol-free atmosphere. All money raised goes to local non-profits.

used to benefit the Wells building
program. Since that time, the festival
has moved and grown to a major fall
community event, held the last
Saturday of September. The festival
draws thousands of people for a day of
music and fun in an alcohol- and drugfree family atmosphere. The proceeds
of WellsFest are given to non-profit
agencies that serve the community.
More than $1 million has been given to
various causes.

vital center of commerce, closed, but
is now a thriving medical mall (Tonkel
serves on its board). Operation
Shoestring is now a multi-million dollar
social service agency (Tonkel and
other Wells members serve on its
board). The old Galloway School is
now a modern new school with a
sprawling campus green space. There
is neighborhood deterioration, but
there also is neighborhood
revitalization.

WellsFest continues, now in its 33rd
year. In 2012, it was awarded the
Governor's Arts Award, a state honor
that has recognized Mississippi artists
and educators. The ceremony was
held at Wells featuring nationally
known entertainers and state
celebrities and political leaders.

What has remained constant is
Wells. There were five other churches

Wells has grown through the past
four decades, adding associate
pastors and an additional service on
Sunday mornings. Associate pastors
included Daryl Johnston, Matt
Friedeman, Michelle Shrader, Todd
Watson and, currently, John Brashler.
Other ministries also have
flourished. Wells has built seven
Habitat for Humanity houses in the
neighborhood and has supported other
Habitat builds and projects. The
church also secured the old children's
home facility on Methodist Farm Road
and created a community for elderly
residents to live in and share.
Mission trips have taken WellsFolk
to Mexico, Haiti and Honduras. Many
trips were made to Talamac, Mexico,
where facilities were constructed and
health care was provided.
The Bailey Avenue Neighborhood
Foundation has helped repair homes

Wells Church helped establish St.
John’s Methodist Church in Clinton.
Tonkel and later, Todd Watson, a
Wells associate pastor, were ministers
there. St. John's disbanded in 2013.
The Bailey Avenue Georgetown
neighborhood evolved from a white
working-class neighborhood to a black
working-class neighborhood and has
undergone massive change, socially
and economically. The Jackson Mall,
the first mall in the state and once a
Page 12

Wells has built seven Habitat for Humanity houses in the Bailey Avenue area and currently works to
acquire and rehab area houses to provide homes and improve the neighborhood.
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in the area, and the Georgetown
Neighborhood Homes now purchases
and rehabs homes.
The Bailey Avenue Medical
Association has helped provide health
care aid to neighborhood residents
and a health ministry continues,
providing medicine to clients along
with basic health checkup procedures.
Currently, the Tuesday Morning
Neighborhood Ministries provides
food, medicine and devotional time to
about 100 clients weekly.
Wells has participated in the Adopta-School program with its partner,
Galloway Elementary School, for 29
years. The church provides tutoring for
reading and supports efforts to
advance academic achievement.
Many members of the Wells
congregation have entered full time
Christian service as pastors, as well as
missionaries. Missionaries have
included the late Geraldine Allen, who
served in Zaire and Bill Eddy and his
family, who currently serve in Spain.
Not to be forgotten are the basic
functions of Wells Church. The

preaching, teaching, children's and
music programs have remained vital
during Tonkel's tenure and continue to
evolve and adapt to the needs of the
congregation and the community.
What was once a neighborhood
church is now primarily a “commuter
church” serving the larger community
in the Jackson metropolitan area.
The membership of Wells is made
up of people of all demographics.
While other churches had disputes
over integration, Tonkel made it clear
that Wells was open to everyone. He
signed the then-controversial “Born of
Conviction” statement in 1963, in
which 28 white ministers stood up
publicly for equal rights and
integration.
African-American students attended
in the early 70s. Wells added its first
full-time, African-American member in
the early 1980s — Mrs. Gertie
Williams, who lived in the Bailey
Avenue neighborhood and attended
until her death in 2007. The
congregation now is one of the more
diverse in the Mississippi Conference.

Gertie Williams was the first African American to
join the Wells Church fellowship. “Miss Gertie”
lived in the Bailey Avenue neighborhood and
faithfully attended church.

Tonkel continues as senior pastor at
Wells, along with his ongoing ministry
at The Methodist Hour and various
speaking engagements throughout the
state. While he has experienced the
death of his beloved wife, Pat, in 2006,
and currently is being treated for throat
cancer, his peaching and leadership
remain vital and strong at Wells.
John Wesley, the founder of
Methodism, said the world was his
“parish.” The church sign in years past
read: “All Welcome.” The sign evolved
to “Everyone Very Welcome,” clearly
stating that the church is open and
available to all.
The mottos and signs in front of
Wells Church have reflected its
mission and character throughout the
years. In early evangelistic years, the
church used the motto, “The Church
that Uses the Altar.” Later, it became
“Seeking, Finding, Sharing.”
At the center of Wells’ existence has
always been the love of Christ and the
love of people, which has become its
slogan proclaimed on the sign at 2019
Bailey Avenue in the inner city of
Jackson, Miss.

The Wells Church children represent the best hope for the future. The Loving, Caring, Sharing
starts here, under the leadership of Children’s Ministry Director Ashley Hewitt, who follows in a
long line of dedicated teachers who help our children as they grow In the knowledge of God’s love.

“Loving, Caring, Sharing” has been
the heart of Wells Church. With God's
grace, God's guidance and God's help
may “Loving, Caring, Sharing”
continue all the more in years to come.
Page 13

3

Wells Methodist Church

Wells: Wayback When

Keith’s Turn: Always Love
(continued from page 2)

The church at large did not know
about Shoestring, and it was clear that
if we partnered with this group, a
number of changes in the life of Wells
would be required. We called a
meeting of our leaders after worship
on our first Sunday together, and
talked and prayed — and compared
passages of Scripture back and forth
— and decided by a narrow margin to
“go with Shoestring.”
Our neighborhood was changing
from a white, blue-collar area to a
poorer, mostly African-American one.
Our work with Shoestring meant we
would need to become “inclusive”
more quickly than some were ready to
be.

Charles & Doris Beauchamp ‘75

Anthony Puckett 1975

Carl & Emma Akers 1975

Bruce, Trenia & Moni Reynolds 1990
Jim & Michelle Young 1990

Maggie Bass 1990

That work began slowly, and for 12
years, Shoestring was supported by
the use of our buildings, grounds,
volunteers and staff until it grew to
need more space. The Shoestring
constitution called for a number of
Wells people to be on their board for
years. We had many good board
members during those years. One
was Thad Cochran.
Our first worship service was
memorable. I was uptight, wanted to
do well, and had prepared to preach
on I Corinthians 13, talking about our
shared life at Wells being a time of
increased and active, “faith, hope and
love.” I walked into the sanctuary just
before 11 that morning and there were
very few present. Some say there
were “11 at 11,” others say a few, but
not many, more.
Immediately I felt in my soul, “Keith,
I want you to preach on Ezekiel and
the Valley of the Dry Bones.” I actually
looked up and thought to myself, “Is
that you Lord, or the other side?”
Again, “Preach on the dry bones.” “I
don’t even know where it is.” “Use the
concordance of that big Bible on the
pulpit. Look for the word bones.”

Wells Adult Choir 1960
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Matt Dukes, church custodian 1960

And so my first sermon at Wells
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was how faith, hope, and love could
take a valley of dead, dry bones and
make it become a mighty army for the
Lord.
I was actually feeling pretty good
about it, when Mr. Carl Akers raised
his hand before the benediction. “Yes
sir?” I asked. “Just thought you’d like
to know this,” he said. “Our one
Sunday school class meets here, and
when we’re done, we take a little
restroom and coffee break before
worship. I told our class that if this was
the man God sent to serve our church
at this difficult time in our history, he
would preach on Ezekiel and the dry
bones.” That believe-it-or-not laid the
foundation for our ministry to come.
I was still preaching a number of
conferences and revivals around, and
before long, new and younger
members began to appear. Some
came because they had heard that we
wanted to be an open and welcoming
church, which at that time meant
including people of color. Others came
because we were developing a style
of worship that included traditional and
innovative aspects. More, we made it
clear that what you wore to church
wasn’t the most important thing. That
was big then.
Before long, the entire Mennonite
community in the neighborhood came
to worship with us since they had no
church building of their own. The first
Sunday they came, I thought a group
of priests had come with women! The
men wore black Nehru-collar suits,
and the women, long dresses, with
round eyeglasses and tall boots.
From that group, some excellent
musicians blessed us. Joe, the unit
leader, became our choir director.
This was a major move — preacher
out as choir director, and someone
who could read music and sing, in.
Free worship and music have
always been a strong part of our
offering to those who attend Wells.
The very distinct emphasis on Holy

The Wells / Galloway School partnership includes the Book Buddy program, which pairs Wells
reading tutors with students, such as Wes Truett, left, and his book buddy, Johnnie Thomas.

neighborhood by way of Shoestring,
but were now doing our own surveys
as to how we might more effectively
serve those who lived among us.
“Green space” was often suggested,
We grew. An active children’s area
but we didn’t act on that until a guy we
and children’s church was born. From
knew well in the neighborhood said,
the beginning, I had said we must
“Why have surveys, if you don’t do
serve others in an active and
anything we suggest?” Our green
measurable way. At our first board
campus with the Jesse Gates Garden
meeting, I asked which groups they
continues to answer those requests
would like to support in regard to our
and bless a lot of us, thanks to the
conference askings. Wells did not pay
calling and ministry of Loy Moncrief,
any of those askings. “We’re not going
our master gardener.
to support the National Council,” one
If you stood on the front porch of
person said, “And the people who
produce the Sunday school literature, our church building and looked across
Glendale Street, there once was a
we aren’t going to support them
two-story fourplex. Behind it were two
either.”
more shotgun houses. All were then
“Wait,” I said. “Let’s start again and
run-down with several being drug
decide whom we will support, not
houses. This is where our garden
whom we won’t.” Our ministries began
parking with the Easter Cross and
to develop more and more after that.
flowers now exists. Derelict houses
were removed and a better parking
We took on Galloway School, and
area was also built on Idlewild Street.
some of our crew actually went to a
town meeting when there was word
We had big, bad softball and
that the new school might not be built.
basketball teams, and large crowds on
Our presence helped cement that
Wednesday evenings and holiday
decision to build a new neighborhood
specials. We added more and more
school. The old school building was
ministries, had several small group
an eyesore, and out of date. There
gatherings, and enlisted many in
were too few classrooms and no air
Disciple Bible study programs. Even
conditioning. It was a mess. A new
our Council on Ministries couldn’t
school was needed.
keep up with all the stuff going on.
We were already very much into the
See Keith’s Turn: Always Love, Page 16
Communion was another. We
continue to offer the Sacrament at all
our services — rare in most Protestant
churches, even these days.
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Keith’s Turn: Always Love
(continued from page 15)

Then there was WellsFest, now in
its 33rd year, born when a couple I
married (Malcolm and Vivian White)
wanted to give something back to the
church and community.
We did more at home and abroad.
Mission support grew. We went to
Mexico, Honduras and Nicaragua. We
offer continuing love and support to
the Eddy family in their missionary
work in Spain.
Years have passed and we have
changed, but “always love, always”
was always our heart-theme.
Today we are older, need more
young families with children, but still
have a unique and special offering to
make to those seeking life in Christ.
We have extended the idea of being a
welcoming community to lots of others
  who have found refuge, home and

family with us. There is a warmth and
sense of God’s presence in our
church that we feel and others
mention.
We have given much, and still have
much to give.
It would be nice if one could sum up
our life at Wells since that Thursday in
1969 when we drove up to this place.
Never did we ever think that when the
church celebrated 90 years of faithful
existence, we would have been part of
it for more than half that time!
We’re looking now at where we’ve
been. Our 90 Years of Loving, Caring,
and Sharing takes a turn. Now the
question is how can we remain alive
and active in the moment while
working to introduce a future of Christlike, God and people-blessed ministry.
Only God and WellsFolk can make
that so.
I have several dreams for our

future. The main one is that we
continue to exist as a loving, caring,
sharing church in this area. Another is
that we continue to be a “lay-led”
people with the sense that it’s us and
not the pastor or staff that makes the
church happen.
My part in the life of Wells has been
a blessing and growing experience
beyond explanation. When my time
here is done, my prayer is for Wells to
be “better and better;” a church
“grounded to the Rock of Christ,” but
one willing to reach up and out to new
places, people and means of service.
This month we “scratch the
surface.” In times to come, may the
blessings and effectiveness of our
ministries increase.
Always love, always,
Keith and crew

