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on the centrality of preaching and worship but the style and
form of those observances have varied significantly. No two
congregations stress the same doctrines, ministries, programs
or witness in exactly the same way.

That diversity was reflected in SBC institutions. James
P. Boyce spoke to this issue as related to the Abstract of
Principles, that doctrinal statement utilized at the Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary, the first confessional statement
approved by the SBC.

An editorial published in The Baptist (Memphis, Tenn.)
in 1874 objected, among other things, to the fact that certain
doctrines taught at the seminary were in contradiction to those
views held by "four or five state conventions." The writer
commented that it was strange to think that Southern Baptists
should be asked to support persons who advocated doctrines con-
trary to those held in the churches. The objections made the
Seminary "too far removed from the people to ever recover from
its embarrassment." 4

Boyce's response to these and other objections took the
form of a five-part series dealing with the life of the Semin-
ary. The final article dealt with doctrinal differences and
the Abstract of Principles. When the seminary was constituted,
Boyce noted, many in the SBC hesitated to approve what they
feared would be a creed as a doctrinal statement for the
institution.

As the convention sought to develop such a doctrinal

statement for the seminary, three basic principles were

fallowed. First, the statement was to give clear expression

{® the "fundamental doctrines of grace." Second, the Abstract
whould describe those distinct Baptist principles which were
"Universally prevalent." Third, "upon no point, upon which

{he denomination is divided, should the Convention, and through
It the Seminary, take a position."

Thus such doctrines as the way of salvation or the ordin-
ances of baptismal immersion and the Lord's Supper were care-
fully delineated. Where differences of opinion prevailed among
19th century Baptists in matters such as Landmarkism and "Alien
immersion”, the seminary was not bound to a position. The
wohool might have professors who differed in their views from
wome Southern Baptists in certain regions of the Convention,

)it those views might also be considered orthodox by other
members in other regions. These principles permitted the insti-
W ion to reflect a basic doctrinal unity while retaining an
wiually basic doctrinal diversity, so characteristic of

Houthern Baptist life.

Diversity means that Southern Baptist churches have main-

i#ined a vast appeal to a wide variety of constituents. Persons
with different gifts, concerns and preferences in church life
find congregations with reasonably compatible commitments for

i lutian service. Within the same denominational tradition,
#flen within the same geographical region, are churches whose
Approach to "doing the gospel" is extremely diverse, thereby
t#ahing a greater number of individuals.

These diverse congregations are bound by a number of common

(Mhterns, among them a common experience, a common imperative,
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and a common method for action. The common experience is found
in the evangelical heart religion of personal encounter with
Jesus Christ. The means to such an experience may vary --
dramatic event, quiet assurance, thoughtful decision -- but the
need of each individual to experience saving grace is a primary
emphasis among Southern Baptists.

Several scholars have pointed to the divergent theological
and practical traditions which formed Baptist churches in the
South. The so called "Charleston tradition" of the Regular
Baptists, brought to the carolinas in the 1690s, was Calvinist
in-its theology, with a concern for dignity in worship, an edu-
cated clergy and order in church life. This tradition spread
through the population centers of the deep South -- Georgia,
Alabama, parts of Mississippi, and the Carolinas, and was
reflected in the theology of those who founded the Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary in 1859.

Another important influence which shaped Baptist churches
in the South was that of the "Sandy Creek tradition" of the
Separate Baptists. Brought from New England by Shubal Stearns
and Daniel Marshall in the 1740s, it reflected a strong reviv-
alistic approach to evangelism. Spreading through Kentucky,
Tennessee, Arkansas, and Texas, the Separate Baptist tradition
was given to great spontaneity in worship, a more Arminian
approach to theology, some mistrust of education,and stress on
dramatic conversion experience often within the context of
revival method. It characterizes much of the Baptist life in
the Southwestern region of the U.S. and is probably reflected

in the founding of Southern Baptist' second seminary,

Houthwestern Baptist Theological Seminary.

Both these traditions, however, have been profoundly
gommitted to a common concern for personal conversion, heart-
warmed, pietistic experience with God in Christ. Their
methods for securing that conversion might vary significantly,
hut their stress on the centrality of evangelism was a common
hond around which the SBC itself was formed. (Here you will
permit me to generalize, recognizing that local churches prob-
ably reflect these qualities less concisely than I have des-
aribed here.) .

With the common experience has come a common imperative:
mission. Those who receive the grace of God are compelled to
dWhare that good news personally and collectively. Thus, this
diverse body of churches united to present the gospel to the
agommunity, the nation and the world. You will recall that the
gonptitution adopted in 1845 described the purpose of the new
hody in terms of the evangelical-missionary enterprise. It
yeads "carrying into effect the benevolent intentions of our
donstituents, by organizing a plan for eliciting, combining,
and directing the energies of the whole denomination in one
waored effort for the propagation of the Gospel." One must
awk iLf our contemporary squabbles often tend to drain the
fgnergies of the whole denomination" away from the propagation
@f the Gospel, not toward it.

It was in seeking to implement the missionary imperative
that Southern Baptists seized upon a common method, the Cooper-
in 1925.

! lve Program, It represents a tangible institutional

it hod for carrying out the tasks of the church beyond the local
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congregation. In the beginning, few Southern Baptist churches
possessed the resources to fulfill national or world wide
vision alone. Gradually they developed a cooperative venture
in stewardship whereby mission, educational agencies, publish-
ing and other programs could be undertaken. In order to express
what they felt to be the essential aspects of the Gospel --
evangelism and mission -- Baptists of diverse background and
practice were willing to unite around a common institutional
method and trust each other in cooperative endeavor. The
Cooperative Program was not easily instituted, however. It was
not without strong opposition from those individuals who feared
that it undermined local church autonomy and smacked of over
centralization. This approach to unified giving has long been
a factor which distinguished Southern Baptists from so called
"independent" Baptist churches. When controversies threatened
to move the Convention from its conservative middle ground or
divert it from the missionary task, Southern Baptists worked
hard to retain their common basis for unity.

The SBC has again reached a crossroads in its institutional
life due to the growing influence of groups which threaten both
unity and diversity. Diversity is threatened because there is
little toleration of it in some circles. Both implicitly and
explicitly, the pressure for conformity to a particular method
of preaching, worship, evangelism, mission and ministry has
already begun. Efforts toward eliminating diversity from boards
and agencies are being carefully coordinated. Complete conform-
ity to particular formulas for describing scripture, church,

conversion and other issues is increasingly demanded. The
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yrowing list of doctrinal definitions seems to become more and

more minute with each new crisis. Diversity is no longer cele-

hiated among many Southern Baptists, it is condemned.

The unity of Baptist life is likewise threatened. Perhaps
Ihe greatest danger is to the preaching of heart religion. While
uding the language of conversion, some factions within the SBC
Ilnk faith in Christ to an ever increasing list of doctrines
ahout Christ. Personal faith very subtly becomes equated with
rational propositions regarding Jesus.

Other evangelical groups have confronted similar problems
In the past. The contemporary generation fears that the faith

will be lost if certain doctrines are obscured. In their zeal

td insure orthodoxy they unite elaborate doctrinal formulas with
wimple faith in Christ. With time, succeeding generations are
Wiable to separate saving faith from dogmas about faith and the
vary thing the fathers feared the most happens to their child-
t@n and grandchildren -- not because liberalism made them
lmlleve too little but because orthodoxy made them believe too
ueh, Faith loses its personal dimension as church members
vling to dogmas as a substitute for faith, mistaking doctrines
ahlbut

Jesus for faith in him. One need only look at segments

tF Lutheranism after Luther, hyper-Calvinism after Calvin and
AMer ican Congregationalism after Jonathan Edwards for but a few
iimturbing historical parallels.

In fact, this tendency to preserve faith by encasing it
i Increasingly obtuse doctrinal definitions seems to occur in
Mt major religious movements from time to time.

The "New

ivinity men" who considered themselves the descendents and
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protectors of the theology of Jonathan Edwards are a case in
point. The awakening which swept the colonies in the 1730s

and 40s had produced innumerable conversions, quickened churches
and, in the minds of many, restored religion to its rightful
and necessary place in American society. In the generation
after this First Great Awakening, however, the followers of
Edwards sought to carry his theology and practice to their
ultimate intellectual conclusions. They were also concerned
to address the rising influence of those Enlightenment ideas
which reflected optimism about human nature, a concern for
individual free will and a "supernatural rationalist" view
of revelation.

This produced, among other things, a tendency to intel-
lectualize faith into a series of propositions. As William
McLoughlin writes, "The doctrines that had brought such fervor
and had inspired such hope in Edwards' generation had hardened
into a discordant, unbelievable formula." While the New
Divinity men made some important contributions to American
theology, their fatal flaw, as Sydney Ahlstrom says of Samuel
Hopkins, their most ardent spokesman, was a tendency to become
"overly concerned with detail and acrimonious theological con-

6

troversy." Others add that "In Hopkins, Calvinism was suffer-

ing from focusing attention on its enemies instead of on its

7

God." The same thing could easily apply to many in the

Southern Baptist camp today. Since this process does not occur
immediately, the well meaning protectors of orthodoxy often do

not live to see the possible and dangerous fruits of their

acrimonious labors.
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Southern Baptist unity in the missionary task is also in
Jdanger. As attention is focused from mission to doctrinal
labates, from world vision to localized squabbles, the mission-
Aly activity of Southern Baptists suffers. As denominational
unity is threatened, mission funds, programs and philosophy are
Ilkewise weakened. Permit me to digress briefly to note that
pfesent accusations of "liberalism" in SBC agencies are nothing
new, In fact, in the early part of this century such an accu-
Wation was made against numerous Baptist foreign missionaries.
A group of Georgia Baptists accused one missionary in China of
ot teaching the scriptures according to "fundaméntal" Southern
Haptist doctrines. The missionary responded: "I have never
taught contrary to the usual views of the Southern Baptists.
| am trying in a very poor way, as I am aware, to lead the
thinese to the Lord Jesus. Deeply conscious of weakness and

fallure, I yield to none in devotion to the Lord." The accused

heretic's name was Lottie Moon. Heresy hunts continue to
idlvert Southern Baptist attention from efforts to lead persons
around the world to the Lord Jesus.

That threat is also related to a third strike against
Maptist unity, the weakening of the Cooperative Program. Insti-
tut lonally this may be the most serious threat of all. The last
Iwenty years have witnessed the increase of "mega-churches"
within the SBC. With great numbers and large budgets they
iwvelop programs on the local level which in the past have often
liwen left to the denomination. Instead of pooling resources for
#Whools, missions, publications and media endeavors, the trend

i many of these churches has been to use church funds to build
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their own schools, send their own missionaries, develop their
own publications and media ministries, thereby reducing Cooper-
ative Program funds significantly. While this has been
characteristic of independent Baptist churches, it has not
represented the basic approach of Cooperative Program churches
in the SBC.

Some churches have also withheld monies from the Cooperative
Program in general, designating funds for specific activities of
which they specifically approve. Certainly that is the right of

all churches in the SBC. The danger, however, is that it repre-
sents a lack of trust in denominational diversity which was basic
to the earliest cooperative ventures among Southern Baptists.
Southern Baptist unity is founded explicitly upon Christian trust.
Although some might disagree on certain approaches, they were
willing to join hands and funds for the sake of a greater good
and a broader ministry throughout the world.

Unity and diversity as well as basic trust is now threa-
tened and may already have been dealt a death blow. If we do
not reassert unity in missions and cooperative programs, if we
do not affirm the benefits of diversity, we may well go the way
It is not that

of numerous American denominations: schism.

any faction desires schism, but that the basic institutional

framework of the Convention is being undermined. Should schism

begin it will not be a neat division resulting in only two
cleanly separated, ideologically pure groups. There will be

no way to stop the proliferation of multiple groups from what
was once the Southern Baptist Convention. The American Baptist

Churches (ABC) experienced doctrinal divisions following the

— ——
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fundamentalist controversy of the 1920s and continuing through

the 1950s.

They experienced not one split but many. Today the
ABC numbers some 1-2 million while the SBC claims over 13
mlllion. Given our local autonomy, regional differences and
Increasing doctrinal delineations, we can expect that divisions
In the SBC would lead to multiple Baptist groups, court suits
aver property and loss of funds for missionary programs, sem-—
Inaries and other ministries. Each individual Baptist would
wltimately be forced to decide which of the new Baptist denom-
Inations to follow while each congregation would confront legal
problems over property, assets and other corporate programs.
If we believe that this can never happen to Southern Baptists
w# need only study the history of American Congregationalists,
Presnbyterians and other Baptist groups.

Division in these denominations over fundamentalism indi-
Uates that once fundamentalist tenets are followed, the next

quention becomes, "which of the fundamentals is most fundamen-

tal?" One faction produces another led by those who believe
that the earlier schism was not fundamental enough. In the
I 10s J. Gresham Machen led a fundamentalist group from the

Pyoubyterian Church, USA to found the Orthodox Presbyterian

hurch and its educational arm, Westminster Seminary. But
thin group did not go far enough to suit some more right wing
theologians so Carl McIntyre broke away to form the Bible
M¥pubyterian Church and its institution, Faith Seminary. But
thlu group could not agree on orthodox doctrine and a faction
Whoke away to found Covenant College and Seminary in St. Louis,

l#nding one scholar to write that "the continual splintering of
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