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 Arthur Garnes
           An Example to Follow 
    June 2012 marked the 100th anniversary of his birth, a milestone he almost reached.
  Submitted by the saints at Rockville Bible Fellowship, Maryland.

Hero of the faith

Dr. Arthur L. Garnes distinguished 
himself in the world’s eyes as a consum-
mate gentleman who excelled through-
out undergraduate and medical school, 
going on to become America’s first black 
plastic surgeon. But for those of us who 
knew him as believers, that was just the 
beginning of his greatness. The consen-
sus of those of us in fellowship in the 
same assembly is that he was the most 
gracious, capable, humble, courteous, 
steadfast, and encouraging brother we 
have had the blessing of knowing. 

Born in New York City on June 13, 
1912 (shortly after the sinking of the 
Titanic), Arthur Garnes was raised in a 
godly family where his father had a Bible 
reading after supper every night, and his 
mother taught he and his siblings hymns 
and Bible lessons at home. His parents 
also belonged to, and helped found, 
Grace Gospel Chapel in Harlem.

Brother Garnes was saved at age six 
and, as a child, listened to the Bible 
studies held in his home. “It sounded 
like those men were eating ice cream, 
they enjoyed the Scriptures so much.” 
In response, his childhood prayer was 
that God would give him that same joy 
and understanding of the Word. God an-
swered that prayer, as well as another, at 

age 10 when he asked that he would be 
enabled to be a teacher of God’s Word. 
He was asked to “give a word” at age 11, 
and, at 14, he had his first opportunity 
to speak in the open air. At 20, he recog-
nized that the Lord was answering his 
prayers, and, at 22, his brother William 
was saved in response to his preaching.

Garnes excelled academically as well. 
He was accepted into Townsend Harris 
High School, a public school for gifted 
students (attending with Jonas Salk, the 
developer of the first polio vaccine). He 
went on to shine at the City College of 
New York and Howard University. One 
brother revealed that Garnes had scored 
the second highest in the nation on a 
certain pharmacology exam. But Garnes 
kept the Lord first despite the academic 
pressures. He remembers attending 
all six weeks of Grace Gospel Chapel’s 
special meetings on Exodus, despite the 
strain of his advanced high school educa-
tion. During college and medical school, 
he kept a rule of studying his Bible until 
getting something from the Lord before 
studying his textbooks. As a result, God 
honored him in his studies and exams. 

He recounts, “Prof. McKinney taught 
us histology and was famous for exam-
ining the ‘fine print.’ The morning of 

his final exam, I got up at 5:00 am, 
read the Bible, prayed, and asked the 
Lord to guide me; the Lord led me to 
four different subjects. Do you know 
he gave five questions and four of 
them were the four I reviewed? Then 
two days later he came to me in the 
anatomy laboratory and said, ‘Garnes, 
I congratulate you. You got exactly 
100%.’ That was God—not my brain. I 
still say that He will do the same thing 
today as He did in Daniel chapter 1. I 
firmly believe that.” 

Garnes received one of 24 intern-
ships among 100 applicants. Again, 
the Lord had led him in independent 
study two weeks prior to the oral in-
terview, allowing him to answer medi-
cal questions he was asked which were 
beyond the material applicants should 
have known at that stage.

He had such confidence in the 
Lord’s faithfulness that he did not 
share the worries of his peers. Going 
through medical school during the 
Great Depression, he reported that 
many of the medical students would 
turn to gambling, drinking, and 
smoking to escape the pressures. “My 
relief was to get in my room and open 
the Book.” When he entered a room, 
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they would say, “Here comes Garnes; 
he only drinks water.”  If only they had 
known the Fountain from which he 
found his satisfaction.

As an undergraduate, he was asked 
about joining a fraternity in order to 
have “brothers” everywhere. “But I said, 
‘I have that already.’ Everything that 
they would present, every advantage, I 
had already in the Lord Jesus Christ.” 
His advice to any believer is, “You are 
already a member of the best. You are a 
child of God. That is the highest society 
in creation. The bride of the Lord Jesus 
Christ—you can’t beat that.”

Garnes’ internship was at Harlem 
Hospital, where he studied in the fields 
of pathology and, later, surgery. He real-
ized that the Lord was clearly leading 
him into plastic surgery—not cosmetic, 
but reconstructive surgery for the hand, 
with skin grafting, treating burns, inju-
ries, and tumors.

After turning down offers to join three 
doctors, since they were not believ-
ers, he started his own practice in New 
York City in 1943. About that time, he 
had also begun to perceive it was the 
Lord’s will for him to have a wife and 
he prayed for the Lord’s clear guidance. 
He had met his future wife, Vivian, at 

her assembly in Brooklyn, and she later 
worked as a nurse at Harlem Hospital 
while he was completing his internship. 
They were married in 1944 with the 
common goal that they were going to go 
into the Lord’s work “full time” after he 
finished his medical practice, but they 
did not wait to be active. They were tire-
less in youth work, gospel outreaches, 
and teaching and shepherding in the 
assembly. He said that he never thought 
the assembly took too much of his time.

During the time of his private prac-
tice, Garnes had an influence on both 
the physical and spiritual health of his 
patients. Almost all of his patients, he 
believed, knew of his faith, assembly, 
and values. He spoke to many of them 
openly about the gospel. Garnes treated 
one young man who had been blinded 
with lye by his own mother. Garnes’ 
loving treatment led to him having the 
thrill of leading that patient to the Lord.

His stories ranged from deliver-
ing twins in the chapel when a sister 
unexpectedly went into labor, to being 
called to treat a woman in urgent need 
at a seedy club with “five-watt bulbs.” 
He distinctly remembers his prayer that 
day in the club, “Lord, please don’t come 
until I get out of this place!”

After private practice (often pro bono), 
Garnes granted a request from Harlem 
Hospital to head the new burn unit 
that they were creating. In the hospital 
setting, speaking of religion was dis-
couraged, but Garnes’ testimony had a 
profound influence on patients nonethe-
less. Patients would ask him to pray with 
them before their surgeries, whether he 
was their doctor or not.

He followed his own repeatedly-given 
advice, “Don’t retire, refire!” In 1978, 
he was commended to the Lord’s work 

from Grace Gospel Chapel and retired 
to Maryland with his family. In the past 
he had refused an offer of a job with a 
very large church, complete with high 
salary, car, and housing. In contrast, he 
and Vivian understood the Lord’s lead-
ing to join themselves to Rockville Bible 
Fellowship—then consisting of a few 
families meeting in a home. Garnes be-
came involved in teaching and was soon 
recognized as an elder in the assembly. 
He was diligent during his 32 years of 
“retirement,” devoting himself to the 
teaching and study of the Bible and in 
caring for the assembly.

One of his recurring message themes 
would come out around election times. 
He would endorse “his Man,” looking 
to the time when the Lord Jesus would 
reign over the earth. His confidence 
was always in the Lord. He never 
sought men or movements to bring 
about changes in society—rather he 
steadfastly prayed and set his eye on his 
Lord and Savior, awaiting His return 
and His righteous reign.

Vivian suffered a stroke in 1998, but 
they both went home to glory in 2010. 
Well done!  


