
SOUTHERN BAPTISTS IN THE SEVENTIES

The further I got into this assignment the more amazed---d truer word would be "appdl|ed"-r 

1 was at my audacity in accepting it. As I realized the size, nature and implications of the task, 

and remembered who won Id be in attendance at this meeting, I became more dismayed. However, I 

have tried to do my homework and you will find evidence of it, if not in the paper, at least in the 

bibliography at the end. It is obvious that at every point in this discussion someone here is more 

knowledgeable than I can be. My only hope of making a contribution is that putting it together in 

my own way and interpreting it as one "outside", may serve as a catalyst to produce dialogical response 

in the search for answers. This is the group which I would judge most responsible for providing 

leadership for the Southern Baptist Convention in the 70's. The directions in which you decide to lead 

are, humanly speaking at least, about as important decisions as we are ever allowed tomake in this 

life. I know, therefore, that you Would join me in saying that we need to make such decisions not 

only with our eyes open to the facts but with our hearts open to the leadership of the Holy Spirit.

•What I propose to do is neither novel nor profound. First of all, I shall try to reflect what I 

see to be our situation vis-a-vis the world of today and tomorrow. Thereafter I hope to comment 

helpfully on how I think Southern Baptists can constructively respond to these challenges. The first 

part of this analysis is more or less factual, and therefore except for whatever omissions it may suffer 

from due to my inadequate knowledge or incomplete research, ^ should involve no controversial, 

although admittedly disturbing and perplexing, reports. In short, I simply propose to tell what is 

happening and what is predictable for the next few years. The second part of this presentation will 

certainly be liable to a larger degree of disagreement, inasmuch, as what I propose will reflect my 

personal conclusions, conclusions which I would freely admit to be partial and incomplete, although 

I would reluctantly dismiss them as unworthy of consideration.
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I. LIFE IN THE UNITED STATES IN THE 70's AND 80's

If one were to search for a single word to describe our condition that word would have to be

chosen from among such as these: change, flux, explosion, revolution, radicalism. It is the dismay

of stable and settled persons and institutions that th ngs won't stay nai led down in their proper places.

Our world has become the croquet game in Alice in Wonderland. The balls won't go where they are 

hit and the wickets move aside when the balls approach them. Nothing seems to be sacred or secure 

or dependable except change. There is not time enough to get cranked up and retooled for change if 

this is to be done at a deliberate pace. The fact is that the world is changing so rapidly that only' 

the most imaginative minds can even begin to keep up with what is happening.

A year or two ago the President of Duke Power Company, one of the most influential and 

important corporations on the eastern seaboard, announced his company's plans to construct a 700 

million dollar power project to produce nuclear energy in the Piedmont area of upstate South Carolina. 

In making the announcement he spoke of the power needs of the area in the 1980's and said this signifi­

cant thing: "We cannot wait until the 1980's to get ready for the 1980's. " Having been unti I recently 

the pastor of a Baptist church where leadership cannot move much faster than "follow- hip" is induced, 

I think I understand some of the differences between the position of a denominational leader and the 

head of a giant corporation who has io answer only to a board of directors. Nevertheless, I would say 

that the judgment of this corporation executive is a well nigh indispensible one for each of you. We 

certainly cannot get ready too soon for the 1970's and 1980's. And the fact that many of us seem 

reluctantly or mildly concerned about the future, and greatly concerned to pre'erve the past, says 

something about us that is not too hopeful.

The dimensions of change are seen in at least the following ten areas:

1. Population.



It is now almost trite and tiresome to cite the alarming statistics of projected population 

changes in the world by the year 2000. I shall not re-do that piece. However, I think it will help 

us to understand our own situation if population changes in the United States are interpreted.

The most striking factor in the population changes to be looked for in the next two decades 

is the lowering of the general age level. For instance, in the last two years alone almost 6 million 

young people celebrated their twenty-first birthday. Oyer the next 10 years the number of families 

under age 35 will increase by 40% while the number of families 35-55 will not increase at all. 

Growth of the age 65-and-over population in the next 20 years will be less than 7 million. Growth 

in the 35-64 population in the next 20 years will be less than 11 million, but growth of the 

20-34 population in the next 20 years will be over 25 million, and growth of the population 20 and 

under in the next 20 years wi 11 be over 35 mi Ilion. In other words, citizens over age 35 wi I I increase 

by less than 18 million, while citizens under 35 will increase by 61 million. It does not take a prophet 

or the son of a prophet to forecast what that single factor has to say to a Southern Baptist Church 

where the average age is between 45 and 50 and where the power structure is almost totally in the 

hands of people 50 years of age and above.

Historian-economist Peter Drucker is quoted in a Republican policy committee paper entitled 

"Where the Votes Are," and Issued in July 1966, as saying: "The center of our political stage is 

now being taken over by a new power group: a professional, technical, and managerial middle class- 

very young, affluent, used to great job security, and highly educated. It will soon displace the bld 

power centers--labor, the farm block, big business, in the old-fashioned sense of that term. Around 

this new power center tomorrow's majority and tomorrow's Consensus about neW issues will have to be 

built." Now, if that is true in politics, what does it have to say about religion?

The population changes may be dramatized by reflecting upon the highly publicized baby boom 

between 1945-55, which added 25 million to our population. Yet in the decade following, 1955-65, 
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without any publicity we added about 30 mi llion people to our population. And during the 1975-85 

decade it is predicted that 46 million people vyi 11 be added to our population. This is a young country 

and getting younger every year. By 1970 nearly 100 milliph people in this country Wil I; be under 25 , 

years of age. Obviously, the problems and issues which these people face and are going to face in 

the very near future are very different from the ones we were arguing about in the 30'5/ 40*5 and 50's. 

Less than 20 years from now we will have 63 million Americans 9 years of age and younger. In 1963 

the 18—24 age group numbered 18 million; by 1970 it will number almost 25 million; by 1975, 27 million; 

by 1985, 30 million. The older persons of working age, 45-64, will increase only slightly over the 

next 10 years, and will actually decline in numbers between 1975 and 1985\J The median age| of 

the popu lation has shown a sharp decline. In 1940 the median age of American men and women was 

the same, 29. 1 years. The median age of the population by 1955 was approaching 31 years before 

beginning its nose dive to the current median age of males, 27.4 and females, 29.7 and will continue 

to decline til at least 1968 and possibly thereafter, reaching a potential low of 25 years of age.

This is not merely a question of population growth, which in itself would be complex enough 

to furrow our brows, but if is a matter of the shift of population. Despite the tremendous growth in 

population in the last few decades, between 1950 and 1960 over half of our 3000 counties declined 

in population, as did many of our smaller cities. The growth is definitely in the metropolitan areas. 

Today over 58 mi Ilion Americans live in the suburbs, a gain of almost 50% in the last census decade. 

This compares to an 11% rise in the central cities and a drop in rural areas and small towns. The 

problems of the metropolitan area are well-known:^ traffic, taxes, water arid sewage problems, density 

of buildings, l|ck of adequate facilities for recreation, juvenile delinquency, disorientation of the 

family, etc. T|e American metropolitan areals beset with choking traffic, polluted air, crime, dirt, 

slums, short-sighed business groups, monopolistic unions, explosive racial conflict ahd sometimes 

deep-seated cgjtuption. By 1960 only 11 states,had more rural than urban population.
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Harpers Magazine of February , 1965, said: "Within a few years three-quarters of the American 

people will live in a fairly small number of metropolitan areas, fewer than 200. Nearly two-fifths 

of the population will live in or close by the three monstrous super-cities, one spreading from Boston 

to Norfolk, another from Milwaukee to Detroit if not to Cleveland, and the third from SanFrancisco 

to San Diego.” In the next 20 years we will add more people to our metropolitan areas than the entire 

metropolitan area population in the United States in 1940. Our growth in the next two decades is 

projected at roughly 70mi Ilion people, and all of this growth will occur in the main metropolitan 

areas of the country. The metropolitan issues will not disappear, they will only intensify. If they 

look impossibly complicated today and we faiI to do something about them, they will look far worse 

next year.

I need do no more than cite the comparable statistics for the decline in farming and rural 

population. For 30 years it has been apparent that farming has been rapidly declining ds a way of life 

in the United States. In 1940 the U. S. farm population represented 23.2% of the total U. S. population^ 

By 1963, it had dropped to 8.1% and last year, 1965, it represented barely 6% of the nation. Between 

1960 and 1965 there was a 25% decrease in the number of people living on farms. The decline wi II 

continue, so that if is predicted that by 1972 no more than 4% of America's population will be living 

on farms, and of this 4% probably no more than 60 out of 100 will be working solely or primarily in 

agricultural wo rk.

This ought to say something to a denomination which has been historically oriented to the simple, 

rural life of America. In whatever measure we have failed to do so, we must now retool and redirect 
our^mphases if we expect to remain a major force in American religious life. The days of the rural 

church with its homogeneous congregation and its uncomplicated theological response to social concerns 

is no longer viable.

7 Problems connected with population growth wiII surely be such as the following:



(1) Mobility of the population. One out of five Americans moves every year, and this rate 

of changing the place of one's residence will not decline but rise.

(2) The concentration of population in certain areas. The West Coast will continue to grow 

at a faster rate than the rest of the country, reaching an estimated population of 35 million by 1980. 

The Southwest will have about a 50% increase in population. The East Coast from Maine to Florida 

will have about 90 million people by 1980 and will be the nation's biggest population center.

(3) The problems of the inner-city. These blighted areas, inhabited by underprivileged groups, 

constitute one of the major social concerns of this nation and will continue to do so. Programs of 

urban renewal will be multiplied and intensified, but the inner-city will remain a major problem of 

American population growth.

2. Science and Education. y

Scientific breakthroughs in our tim^nqve been enumerated until they are common knowledge. At 

this point I intend only to cite the reality of the scientific orientation of our time. Later in this paper 

I shall have something to say about the theological implications of man's widened knowledge of the 

universe and of himself. In my judgment, this has a more profound effect upon the future of Southern 
t'

Baptists than most of us have been willing thus far to believe. The fantastic advances in the natural 

sciences; the emerging new disciplines which were unheard of 2 decades ago, the rather common 

dissemination of scientific knowledge, the insatiable quest of bright minds for understanding of the 

meaning of what man knows about the natural world, and the race for survival of a free society in a 

world where scientific knowledge is made the supreme good by a materialistic and totally secular 

society, have made our basically unscientific and often anti-scientific approach totally untenable* 

No church will be able to minister to the people of the nuclear age if it refuses to come to grips with 

the problems of man's learning concerning the nature of his physical world and of himself. We forget that 

half of the people now living in the United States have been born since Pearl Harbor, and it will not 
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be long until the vast majority of American citizens know nothing at all experientially of the pre- 

hUcleatage. A church which continues to preach and act on presuppositions which deny or ignore 

or only superficially deal with the realities of the nuclear age is obviously conducting a holding 

operation to preserve a kind of rest home for aged people who are soon to depart this nibrra.l scene.

The dimensions of the scientific revolution in our time are no more clearly evidenced than in 

the realm of education. An avalanche of school children like we have never experienced before is 

descending upon Us. By 1985, just 18 years away, there will be over 100 million people in this 

country between 5 and 24 years of age, and the occupation for most of them will be "student." 

It took 187 years after the founding of our republic for school enrolment to reach the peak of 53.9 

million in 1965. By 1985 it will have soared somewhere between 70 and 80 million* A few years from 

now over one-third of the people in this country will be students.

Consider the need for teachers. In 1940 there were 1,100,000 elementary, secondary, and 

college teachers. In 1966 there were 2,507,000 teachers. In 1974, seven years away, we will have 

3,083,000 teachers. In less than 10 years we will have more teachers voting than farmers. The 

growth industry of America is education. |n 1956-57 a total of 21.8 bi Ilion dollars was spent for 

education. The 1966-67 educational expenditures have doubled to 43. 1 billion. This figure wiII 

increase to over 60 billion by ^974-75.

Consider the cost of college education and apply this to the current perplexing problem of the 

Southern Baptist college. Just 10 years ago we were Spending an average of $1,426 per college 

student in our American colleges. By 1965 this had reached $2,148 per student and by 1975 it will 

- have risen to $2,648 per student. This does not include capital outlay, but only current expenditures. 

What does this say to a denomination which is continuing to extend itself to establish new colleges 

while in the face of rising costs, continues to talk unrealistically about support of these institutions?

A February 13, 1967, article from the Wall Street Journal reports the following disturbing in­
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formation from the Ford Foundation: "We are now founding colleges at the rate of 20 or more a year. 

It is estimated that in 10 years we will be founding them at the rate of one a week. " The community 

and junior college movement will continue to exjMnd until we shall likely reach a point at which 

two years of college education will be in the economic and geographicdr reach of every American? 

high school graduate. Denominational colleges which have been dependent upon the student of 

modest means and ability or of a rather limited background need®a small, controlled college

environment, wi ll have to seek for Other reasons for existence. That market will likely be largely 

exhausted by the community and tax-supported 2-year institutions. |t is obvious that graduate studies 

wi II increase and become more demanding, requiring better prepared teachers and a larger investment 

in library and related facilities. The greatest competition, however, between the tax-supported and 

the denominational college will be in the search for competent professors. The differential between 

salaries offered in public tax-supported institutions and those, which can be paid by the denominational 

colleges is already well nigh prohibitive. The gap will likely increase rather than diminish. This 

presents the denominational college with a real crisis in its efforts to do quality work which wiII permit 

it to stay in business as a first class institution of higher learning.

It is not alone in the area of student enrolment, costs, and related matters that the denominational 

college of the 70's will face a crisis, but also in the areg of the nature of instruction. The emphasis 

will be on flexibility. Students will likely move from lectures and demonstrations by gifted teachers 

in giant lecture halls to small seminars or to cubic les equipped with electronic teaching aids. Computers 

will be the key to this individualized education, as they will in many areas of American life. Teaching 

machines will be widely employed at all levels of education: Someone has called the computer "the 

greatest thing to hit education since Johann Gutenberg invented movable type. "

Educational content as well as methodology will change in the next decade. This is being 

forced upon us by unbelievable rapidity in technological development outmoding many of the specific
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skills learned in the classroom even today. Curricula will emphasize teaching, not whdt the facts 

are, but how students can gather the facts they need, ana lyze them and make decisions. The emphasis 

Will be on learning how to learn; Constant re-education will be the demand of the future. It is 

suggested, for example, that an engineer graduating from college toddy will have to be re-educated 

four times during his career in order to remain abreast of the developments in his field and be able 

thus to work effectively. ‘

The role of the federal government in this exploding field of education is not likely to diminish 

but to increase. Southern Baptists cannot continue to delay making some kind of judgment of the 

chances of survival in the field of higher education apart from the re-evaluation of our traditional 

pos§ with regard to separation of church and state. It seems inevitable that we have two gltei natives. 

One is to get out of the business of higher education except for the seminaries, and the other is to 

find some way of usihg tax dollars in our schools without compromising, or,<feeling that we are com- 
7- ' 7 /'■ 

promising, our religious freedom.

3. Technology.

The application of scientific breakthroughs to the production of tools and the provision of, 

services is/a familiar and thoroughly documented story. I doubt that it will serve any useful purpose 

to review it in detail here although I think it is important to recognize that technological developments 

profoundly affect bur lives and will continue to do so, and thus cannot be ignored by Southern 

Baptists, the Quarterly Review for the first quarter of 1965 contains a splendid summary of this aspect 

of our problem; It was done by W. Howard Bramlette, and 1 am sure that most of you are familiar with 

, it, andif you are not it is readily available to you. For whatever it is worth, we seem^ destined to 

have a shiny, chrome-plated, gadget-filled world of tomorrow. In the immediate future the computer 
7 ,. < ' : -v ■ <■ ■ ■■■:;-7 7- 7';

and microfilm will make it possible to compress a million pages of print into a stack of 3 x 5 cards four 
7 ■ I ■ fa — ' : 777 

The; unskilled person will haveincheshigh and thems
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a limited and minor place in the America of the 1970‘s. There will be a 100 million cars clogging 

the highways and streets of the nation/ an increase of 35 mi Ilion. That is a happy thought. The 

gross national product will have increased by 1975 to 1000 billion dollars from its present rate of 

600 billion^ Telephones will be commonly equipped with viewers so that one may not only hear but 

see the person at the other end of the line. Automation will make it possible to produce the same amount 

of goods now produced with one-tenth of the labor force. The implications of this fact alone are 

staggering. The whole area of leisure time and the creative use of hours not spent on one's job offer 

the church a challenge of<ateggmim proportions. As it has been said, the world of tomorrow may offer 

us an opportunity to concentrate on the pursuit of the good, the beautiful and the true. It is possible 

that the American citizen, at least, may be delivered from the age-old anxiety of having to labor 

most of his daylight hours in order to earri his breadj The work week will drop to 36 hours in 1976 and 

an estimated 30 hours by the year 2000. The effect which this may have upon the church and its program 

provokes the most serious thought. *

4. Secularization.

In the introduction to his now familiar book, The Secular City, Harvey Cox begins by saying, 

"The rise of urban civilization and the collapse of traditional religion are the two main hallmarks of 

our era and are closely related movements. Urbanization constitutes a massive change in the Way men 

live together.... Secularization, an equally epochal movement, marks a change in the way men grasp 

and understand their life together." Secularization is the process by which men accept a world view 

without reference to any ultimate and eternal dimension. It is, in short, the assumption that man's 

total life may be understood and sustained within time and by means of man's own efforts to produce the 

kind of world in which he wants to live.

The impact of secularization can scarcely be over-emphasized in the Christian community. 

Secularism does not trouble itself with questions about God. It simply^esupposes that such matters
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are totally irrelevant. Karl Heim in "Christian Faith and Natural Science," has put it plainly: 

"But today there is growing up fn ever increasing degree a generation of people who are separated 

from any kind of Church by a far deeper gulf than were the 'atheists' and 'anti-clericals' of early times. 

These genuine 'men of the world' can be recognized precisely by the fact that the fundamental 

questions—such questions as 'How can God allow it?' or 'Yet God says nothing?'—are no longer 

mentioned at all by these true secularists. "

Before we decide to fee I sorry for the secularist we need to be reminded that he does not feel 

that his horizon of life is shrouded in obscurity or that he has deprived himself of one of the comforts 

of this mortal order. He feels, rather, that he has been released from all of the superstitions which 

created fear, guilt, and anxiety in his weaker brother. He may be seriously concerned with ethical 

matters and feel the need to devote himself to the creation of a better earthly order. But he sees no 

eternal dimension to this effort.

The growth of secularism isz in my view, one of the major marks of this century. The Church 

dare not ignore its effects.

V ';7. 5. Politics.

There wi II be more government in the 70’s, not less. The c lamor for states' rights loses its 

point in the light of increased urbanization of the country. Both political and tax bases of the past will 

require re-examination as the process of urbanization continues. The mammoth problems of the great- 

urban centers will make untenable many of our current political structures. The Supreme Court's decision 

of "one man, one vote," is an indication of the reappraisa l of politica l divisions in the country. It has 

been pointed out, by way of example, that the state of New Jersey will shortly be reduced to being 

simply the meeting point near Princeton of two giant cities—New York and Phiiadelphia. Already 

the urban centers are the real hubs of the eastern seaboard.
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The Church's response to this type of challenge must be one of facing the genuine issues of the 

day and of helping people tp understand what is at stake.

6. Ecumenism.

The Ecumenical movement is one of the most lively signs in contemporary Christianity. Evidences 

of its practical implications abound on every hand. Vatican Council II was an event which may prove 

as crucial as Luther's nailing his Ninety-five Theses to the door of the church at Wittenberg. Everywhere 

in Christendom the fresh air of reappraisal of our separateness is blowing. Except among the^nost 

aggresive and among the most suspicious there is little talk of "onewworld church" in the sense of a 

structural - unity. But everywhere in Christendom there is yearning to sense the reality of the one 

body in Christ, a body which recognizes and respects its several members. Baptists can i Il-afford to 

remain aloof from the lively movement that is bringing the Church of Christ together. It is highly 

unlikely that a position of denominational isolationism can be regarded as viable by the 1970's.

Also, a yearnihg within to be renewed marks the life of the contemporary Church. This, too> 

may be c lassed as a form of ecumenism, inasmuch ds it knows no denominational lines or barriers. 

Throughout the Church there are efforts at renewal, toward making the Christian faith relevant and 

vital in the lives of its adherents, the literature on fhls subject is well nigh inexhaustible. The 

bibliography at the end of this paper carries a list of a number of helpful studies don® in this area. The 

amount and the seriousness of the literature produced is indicative of the significance of the movement 

toward renewal.

7. Theological emphases.

Baptists cannot ignore the implications of the theological developments in our day. Scientific 

achievements will no longer permit us to preach a doctrine of an earth-centered universe. The God 

we believe in must be great enough to be the Creator of a universe vaster than man's mind can imagine. 

Otherwise we shall have committed the error suggested in the title of J. B. Phillips' book, "Your 

God Is Too Small. Karl Heim cites an interesting calculation based upon scientific data which placed
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the history of man in proper perspective. Let us assume, he says, that the earth is 2,850 million years 

old. If we consider this a day of 24 hours, from midnight to midnight, then the end of the "stellar 

age," that is, the awakening of organic life on our planet does not occur until 10:51 P.M., the 

appearance of man at 22 seconds before midnight, and the whole of what is cal led "world history", 

including alf the establishments of states, the wars between nations, the ideological struggles, the 

conflicts of the faiths and the foundation of religions, takes place in the last three-tenths of a second. 

In these circumstances is it not incredibly presumptuous for us human beings to assert that only these 

last instances in the development of the mammals are "history" and that everything which preceded 

them was merely a "natural process"?

Heim goes on to talk about the nature of the universe. He points out that our solar system is 

only a part of that lens-shaped cosmic island which is represented by our galaxy, and this has a 

diameter of about 100 thousand light years (reckoning the velocity of light as 186,282 miles per second). 

Even within this one galaxy there are estimated to be about 100 thousand million light emitting stars of 

the same kind as our sun. Yet it is today supposed that this Milky Way is only one cosmic island amid 

hundreds of mi I lions of similar islands, some of them combined in still larger systems, the so-called 

"clusters," and some visible through our telescopes as spiral nebulae. And now man, this tiny ephemera, 

appearing for a few moments on a speck of dust in the cosmos and vanishing again, thinks that he is the 

crown of creation, the center around which everything revolves, and that the Creator of all the galaxies 

has come down to raise him above all the Stars!

One is reminded of the old story of the little old lady who having heard such a lecture on 

astronomy prayed: " Lord, we pray that what we have heard tonight may not be true, but if it is true, 

we pray that not many people will learn of it. " The fact is, however, that your grammar school 

chi Idren are learning of if every day. And the church which does not take this into account in its 

understanding of God as revealed in Jesus Christ Will soon be extinct.
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We can no longer ignore the radical theologian. While the "Gad Is Dead" movement is a 

fringe, a sort of passing fad, it nevertheless represents the feelings of contemporary man to a remarkable 

degree. The world of the 70's will be more than it is today d post-Christiqn world. It is a sad but 

Undeniable fact that for multitudes of people the reality of God is only a memory or a tradition. God 

no longer seems real and present in the life of multitudes of people although the influence of Jesus 

still inspires conscientious persons who are seeking to live the good life.

Traditional church programs based upon activities, meetings for the purpose of meeting, general 

camaraderie and fellowship/ are increasingly irrelevant and will have little influence on the life of 

America in the 70's . Such churches may continue to be places of refuge and comfort for those who 

want to avoid controversy, but the very fact that they are this kind of institution renders them incapable 

of having influence in the lives of those who are going to be making decisions in the next decade.

A declining influence of denominations is inevitable as religious pluralism and the desire to 

appreciate the values in other religious expressions will grow. Roman Cafholic-Protestant dialogue 

will continue to be an important aspect of Christian life in America. The days of isolationism are about

done.

Another significant change in the 70's will have to do with the understanding of Scripture. Insistence 

upon the literal meaning of all of the Bible is no longer a tenable position among people who are educated, 

and the education of the American people will be a general mark of the 70‘s. We can only hope to 

survive with this kind of biblical interpretation if we are able to maintain a kind of spiritual 

schizophrenia among our people. This is to say, they will live in one world of learning and then jump 

over into another world when they come to church, and the two cannot hope to meet. It is impossible 

to believe that this sort of condition would be either healthy or widely accepted.

8. World politics.

The evidence of a rapprochement between the United Stdes and Russia is impressive. Hopefully 

some kind of co-existence can be seen as a tenable position for both world powers.! The alternative 
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of world war is too frightfu I to contemplate. The 70‘s wi 11 be marked by increased pressures toward 

nationalism and self-determination on the part of the new, small and underdeveloped countries. 

Transportation, communication, world trade, and world politics wiII make isolationism even more 

untenable than it is today for the United States. The growing problems relating to the exploding 

population can be anticipated to become more acute. Whereas the world population today is somewhere 

in the neighborhood of 3.4bi Ilion; by 1980 it wi 11 be 4.3 bi Ilion and by the year 2000, 6.6 bi Ilion. 

Already approximately 2 billion of the people of the world are chronically hungry, and the prospect of the 

future in this regard is almost inconceivable. One cannot help but rabe questions as to the role of 

the Church in missions in such a world situation. The hope and prayer that we might one day have 

5000 Southern Baptist missionaries around the world is nowhere within the present range of achievement. 

Nevertheless, such a task force in the light of world population growth seems incredibly insignificant.

It will require a mature Church to deal with world problems in a realistic manner.

9. Decline of the Church's influence.

If is commonplace to remark that the younger generation is impatient with the status quo. It 

probably always has been. Nevertheless, there are ominous signs of the Church's decline in influence, 

not the least of which is the alarming decline in the number and quality of candidates for the pastoral 

ministry. Stephen C. Rose, in his book, The Grass-roots Church, declares that two-thirds of the 

current crop of theological students in the seminaries do not want to go into the pastoral ministry. That 

seems to me to be a rather high percentage, as I would have placed it nearer one-half, but either figure 

is alarming* The simple fact is that the Church no longer seems to many d conscientious young person 

a viable option for the investment of his life in ministry. There is little reason to suppose that the 

1970's will mark a reversal of this trend away from^he traditional church.

10. Social concerns.

The 70's will be characterized by increasing problems in the metropolitan areas, by the sickness 
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of the "(hner-city," and by all of its attendant evils of slums, crime, delinquency, illegitimacy, facial 

strife, alcoholism, drug addiction, etc.

. Of special concern to the church is the upheaval of value systems in our society. An example of 

this upheaval is the revolution in sex morality. Although a great deal of talk has gone on about this 

subject, some of it indicating that Sex morality is not basically changing but that we are talking about 

it more openly, it seems unlikely that this is the extent of the condition. Even within Christian 

circles the concept of "situation ethics" is being accepted as a proper basis for the expression of 

sexual behavior.

The problem of the acceptance of the Negro in American society will accelerate in the 70's. 

Undoubtedly the time will come in this decade when it wiII be impossible for the Church to continue 

to ignore this problem as q Christian social concern.

II THE RENEWAL OF OUR DENOMINATION

I come now to the second part of my effort and confess at the outset that this is the more difficult 

assignment, namely, to suggest what Southern Baptists may do in the 70's to revitalize their efforts. 

As my most ardent admirer and capable critic, my wife, often says, l am better at diagnosis than 

prescription. I suspect that this is a common aff lictioni i < 'Ins The Grass-roots Church, Stephen 

Rose talks about the first half of the 1960's as being a time of almost universal admission of the 

Church's failure. He remarks that Reinhold Niebuhr summed up his attitude toward American 

Protestantism in one devastating word. The church, he said, has become "trivial." Rose goes on 

to comment on the rash of books which hit the market calling for renewal of the church. "We were 

inundated with visions of solemn assemblies, suburban captivity, comfortable pews, and ecumenical 

scandals on Main Street." Scarcely a religious gathering was held, he said, "without the presence of 

an iconoclastic jet-age circuit rider who, for an honorarium, flagellated the audience with visions 

of Christian irrelevance in our time. " '
Inasfar as possible I do not wish to be another of the jef-Lge circuit riders and, as far as the
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honorarium goes, I feel like the familiar figure on the rail being ridden out of town: "If it weren't 

for the honor of the thing, I'd as soon walk." I do not approach this part of my assignment with 

either the attitude of "all is well," or. "all. is lost. " Somewhere in between these two lies my deep 

concern for the relevance and health of the Southern Baptist Convention;. I do believe that much of 

our present denominational organization isobsolete, that few local congregations are more than vaguely 

aware of why attendance, interest, and genuine conversions are declining. I do believe it is no longer 

possible for us to survive as a major religious force in this country without serious re-evaluation and 

re-direction. Whether or not I can suggest useful directions that are worth looking into with depth 

remains to be seen.

I. Greater Openness,

Southern Baptists, it seems to me, while giving the appearance of self-assurance to the point 

of cockiness, have concentrated On keeping the blinds drawn arid the doors locked against the possi­

bility of someone else in Christendom being able to influence us to consider ideas other than our own. 

This essentially unnecessary preoccupation with odrselves is a dead give-away of our lack of assurance. 

We have sometimes given the impression that we were afraid to hear what other people have to say. 

Under the guise of wanting to preserve the purity of pur doctrine we have really been telling everyone 

in Christendom that the only way we can be certain to remain undi kited is not to expose ourselves to 

what others are saying. The most absurd and self-defeating expression of this nearly paranoid 

mentality of ours has been our insistence that everyone who speaks to us be one of us at conventions, 
■ are: 

retreats, etc. Today there are Roman Catholic thrplogica I schools in this country who/wiIlirig to 

employ a Protestant theologian on the faculty, but we rarely trust ourselves to have a Methodist on 

the program at Ridgecrest.

I am encouraged by this kind of meeting. I am sure that a great deal more goes on than we 

outside realize, and that you are quite aware of the tides in Christendom, and not just the ripples of 
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our convention. Yet it is d regrettable fact that our image as Southern Baptists has been that of 

people satisfied with their own numerical growth and highly suspicious of other Christians.

A greater openness perhaps awaits a greater degree of maturity. Only the mature and secure 

can bear to be open. Only those who are unthredtened by difference of opinion can live in the 

freedom of disagreement in love. As yet, unfortunately we have not demonstrated a great degree of 

this maturity. Throughout our denomination and in most of our churches the prevailing philosophy 

is "don't rock the boat." It has not been many years since we sacrificed a seminary professor who Was , 

a devout Christian and a conservative scholar but who had to go because he wrote a book which was 

controversial and which was, therefore, a crime against the divine mission of the Southern Baptist 

Convention. It is as if to Say that Christ cannot be served except in ferms of the lowest common 

denominator in the group.

Nothing can so quickly dissipate a pastor's influence as the rumor that he has done or said 

something that is going to "split the church,11 or "create controversy and dissension." Thus we have 

stifled creativity in programming, dynamics in worship, and prophecy in preaching. We have shut 

off discussion of social concerns as divisive to the spirit of fellowship and injurious to the financial 

statement. A clean, fresh breath of air needs to blow through our Convention and through our local 

congregations. Until such openness can be achieved we can neither hope to, learn anything from other 

Christians nor influence other Christians to pay serious mind to our own insights concerning the nature 

of Christ's kingdom. Furthermore, and perhaps more tragically, without openness we are going io be 

more and more isolated from the real world where Christ must be preached if redemption is to take place.

JR. A Converted Church Membership.

We who have championed the doctrine of the baptised believer have crowded our church rolls 

with baptized unbelievers. It is as if the baptismal waters have spread a thin veneer of religiosity 

over many of us, formally identifying us as Christians, but having no real effect upon the things that 
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matter in our lives. I am quite aware that Southern Baptists are not unique in this affliction, but 1 

do not take any comfort in that realization.

We must do a better job of winning people to the Lord Jesus Christ, not being satisfied merely 

to get them baptized. There is certainly nothing startling about that suggestion. However, I think 

we could not go further without acknowledging our condition, Indeed, we Southern Baptists, who have so 

long criticized"culture religion" as seen in South America and other church-dominated regions, are 

perilously near to the development of a cultural religion ourselves. There are' churches in which the 

9-year-old who resists the baptismal waters is looked upon as some kind of freak. Indeed, some of 

us pastors have been so hard-pressed to keep the waters stirring thbt we have dipped down into the 

lower Primaries. This is not to say that we ought to set a mjnimum age limit on joining the church 

by profession of faith. After all, it is not ours to regulate the Holy Spirit. It is to say, however, that 

so long as we continue to baptize people who show no evidences of regeneration we may not look 

forward to a more consecrated church. As someone has written: "So many in our churches are busily 

continuing something they never anywhere decisively began. " One does not become a Christian by 

receiving second-hand the faith of his fathers; no one becomes a Christian in absentia, or by default, 

or by being baptized; one decides to follow Christ. Let us seek to make "deciding for Christ" more 

meaningful. The time may come when only those who have made genuine decisions can be counted 

upon at all.

In this connection, you may be fami liar with the experience of a Virginia Baptist pastor, 

Rev. Walker Stockburger, who a few years ago led his church to the decision to purge its rolls by 

requiring those who wished to remain as members of the church to indicate their desire to do so by 

signing a renewal of their Christian commitment. Approximately one half of the membership of the 

church refused to sign and were subsequently dropped from the church roll. You may disagree with 

that church's method of trying to determine who really took his Christian commitment seriously, 
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but I would guess that those who remained in the church made it a more viable institution of Jesus 

Christ than it was before. How many of us church leaders have the kind of maturity that can 

accept such an "ensmaHment campaign?"

3. The Revival of Church Discipline.

Related to the matter of a converted church membership is the urgent need to meet the rising 

indifference; willful neglect, and positive mischief-making which are indulged in by many church 

members, particularly when they are displeased with the sermons being preached from the pulpit, or 

the decisions being made by responsible bodies in the church. In addition to these common examples 

of the breach of Christian fellowship should be added cases where personal moral conduct is an open 

offense against Christ and his Church. Most churches have some disciplinary provision in their manuals 

of church order and their covenant, and the fact that such provisions are rarely ever invoked is a 

scandal upon us. As someone has said, the church is the easiest club in town to join and the hardest to 

get out of. A irWan may disrupt the fellowship of the church, assassinate the good name and the influence 

of his pastor, sow seeds of dissension and suspicion like tares in the field at night, harrass and badger 

and threaten, and deplete the spiritual resources of the entire church fellowship to the point of making 

it incapable of fulfilling its mission, and yet go on self-righteously confident that he is serving Jesus. 

He may withdraw his support in prayer, in attendance, and in financial contribution and no one is 

terribly concerned about the fellowship of the church, but only that someone has offended the dear 

brother and it would be nice to get him to come back into the fold.

In an increasingly secular society in which the church to save its soul will have to be more 

distinctively the body of Christ, it is doubtful thbt such flagrant abuses of Christian responsibility .can 

be supported. ISurely we need some leadership at the top levels in this matter. How long has 

it been since a serious effort was made to examine the church's responsibility to discipline? ■

John Wesley was in the habit of purging the Methodist societies of nominal members. All through 
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his Jouranl there are references to this practice. He was less impressed with numbers and more interested 

in quality and commitment than are many of us. One entry in the Journal reads: "The Society, which 

For the first year consisted of above 800 members, is now reduced to 400. But, according to the 

old proverb, the half is more than the wholi. We shall not be ashamed of any of these when we speak 

with our enemies in the gate." We believe that the quality of commitment must be deepened before the 

church can hope to be adequate for the latter third of the twentieth century. We are convinced that 

the hope of the church in dur time is the forging within each local body of a corps of persons who are 

awakened, committed to Christ, and growing in their Christian commitment.

4. Re-examination of our Success Symbols.

Although most of us have our consciences aroused at this point, it is still very difficult for us to 

overcome the tendency to measure our success in terms of secular materialistic standards. Does it 

really matter, however, if we have 1000 coming to Sunday school And bringing their Bibles unless those 

Bibles are being used for something more than show? Or if the only use made of them is to read some 

little snatch of Scripture unrelated to anything in particular and serving only as a sort of springboard for 

a lay sermon, have we really accomplished much?

Can we really defend the proudfuI manner in which we announce that we are the largest Baptist 

church in town, or the state, or in the world? In the light of Jesus Christ should we measure our 

success in terms of the size of our budget, or ourconti/bufion to the Cooperative Program? How long can 

we continue to base our judgment that God has visited his special favor on Sob them Baptists because 

of the remarkable growth we have evidenced in numbers? Is if not true, for one thing, that the growth 

argument has back-fired upon us? The traditional Southern Baptist states reported, for example, 

60,256 fewer baptisms in 1965 than they had in 1955, and 27,000 fewer additions by letter. Is it 

possible thbt when we run out of new territory, we may find that we are not growing as fast as we supposed? 

Moreover, I take small comfort in our growth when I remember that 50 years ago world communism had 
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a total of fewer than 50 adherents.

The fact is that as long as we insist on measuring our success in terms which the secular world 

accepts as valid that long we are probably going to be willing to use the world's methods in attaining 

these goals. UntiI the church is willing to lose its life, as its Lord commanded, it will not find if.

Even as I write this, I find myself disturbed by a sense ofx®pm contradiction. I find myself 

impatient, ds I suspect you are impatient, to get along with it, that is, to say something specific, to 

tell exactly how the wagon can be fixed . This is part of our affliction. We are so infiltrated by 

the world that it simply does not occur to us that Wrong things could not be set right if we only had a 

more efficient set of tools, a little ingenuity, and a large measure of energy. This is what I mean by 

the wrong success symbols.

5. Renewal Within the Church .

Responsible churchmen are saying that denominationalism is no longer tenable. Stephen Rose 

contends that in his The Grass-roots Church. Others share his view that denominational structures have 

served their day and that the church must exist now only at the grass roots, drawing guidance and 
'"7 ■ 7.; vS : 7- /■ 77 < A; '> \7
support from whatever Christian sources it may be able to call upon. Others, notably men like Gordon 
—' 7H7 < J '' 7 /' ■ ■ '
Cosby (who grew up in a Virginia Baptist home and married the daughter of a Virginia Baptist preacher 

and received his theological education at a Southern Baptist seminary and who found denominational 

structures incapable of expressing what he felt to be the lively word of God) are saying that not only is 

denominationalism outmoded but so is the local church. Not long ago Cosby told his congregation of the C 

Church of the Saviour in Washington, D.C. that "the present institutional structures of the church must 

give place to new structures that wi II be the church on mission... I am convinced that the institutional 

structures that we know are not renewable. "

I have begun thus about renewal in Order to make it plain that I do not share these views. It is 

my conviction that church renewal is an objective worth praying for, strivingjgsx for and planning for.
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C.—There are positive evidences of renewal both in our own denomination and in others. In this 
connection I commend to your close scrutiny Richard Raines1 New Life in the Church, and Wallace 

Fisher, From Tradition to Mission. Here are a Methodist and a Lutheran who have recorded their 

experiences with renewal.

The key to renewal in the church served by Raines has been intensive Bible study in small lay-led 

groups. Raines discovered that the principle of koinonia was a workable one inthe 20th bentury world. 

He found that people were wi Hing to consecrate themselves to an openness in searching for the meaning 

of God's word through Bible study and to give themselves in commitment 

to one another in such 'depth as to create genuine Christian fellowship. Out of the Bible study groups 

came shared concern for the life of the church, leadership of church organizations, and power to move 

the church to get out into the world and be the church.

Perhaps even more exciting is the report of the transformation of the Lutheran Church of Ithe 

Holy Trinity in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. This old down-town church, established two years before the 

birth of George Washington, was described by her pastor as the "stately dowager. " She was proud 

and dead. Wallace Fisher, a dynamic preacher, saw preaching as the lever with which to move the church. 

He turned the spotlight of the Word of God upon contemporary problems, which proved to be shocking 

and agonizingly difficult to bear for many of the more sedate and conservative members of thexshwpcKlx 

church. He talked about biblical criticism and the meaning of the Bible to contemporary life. His 

preaching was an irritant to many but was thrilling to many more who had never imagined Hiat a 

sermon could ever be otherwise than dull as dishwater.

He engaged in a series of dialogues with members of^his church in informal gatherings called 

"coffee and conversation with the clergy." Here he had an opportunity to explain to the satisfaction 

of those interested the meanings of his sermons and listened to their objections, questions and doubts. ! 
' >. ' ■ ' . ,’i

He took seriously the call to teaching in the Bible school of the church and designed a statement 
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of commitment which was submitted to each person who taught in the Bible school with the request that 

it be signed as a prerequisite for teaching. He varied the Bible teaching program/ offering numerous 

elective courses in addition to the organized, traditional Bible study classes. Eventually he was able 

to organize a task-force of committed lay MndKfWsbepbatxx under-shepherds who accepted responsibility 

in a given geographical area .for looking after the spiritual needs of families of the church in that area 

and for lay-witnessing to unchurched families. In short, here was a church which was transformed from 

a stale, dull, routine church program into a lively, committed and relevant body of Christ.



There are doubtless many.examples of renewal within|our own denomination 

Why do we not feature such "pilot’’ churches, encouraging experimentation 

and innovation, rather than looking with suspicion upon those who seek to 

do something different? The very nature of our autonomous polity ought 

to make such' experimentation and innovation common. Unfortunately, we 

.are not noted for our' commendation of the non-conformist.
/ 6. Worship '■

The enrichment of worship is one of the most acute needs of our 

churcttes. It is a commonplace that while we deplore "ritualism"in the 

more liturgical churches, our Own services are strictly ritualistic, thdt 

is, always beginning, proceeding and ending in set form. The only difference 

is that our ritual is barren and meaningless, made up by ourselves by whim 

or by custom, beginning at no logical place and ending at hone, and having 

nothing of the depth and variety of Christian tradition behind it. Often 

our services of worship resemble the meeting of the local fellowship club. 

We sing hymns subjectively oriented, directing attention to ourselves 

rather than to God whom we have come to worship in Christ.

From the leadership of this Convention is heeded, a renewal of appre­

ciation of worship as confrontation:of God by the believer,changing life ? 

and relationship. We need a renewal of the concept of corporate worship 

as being more than a group of individuals collected in order separately 

to worship God, as if they were a^g®®^ of assembled upturned bottles 

over which were■paired;the water of God’s grace, a little bit hopefully 

entering each bottle. Rather, people need to be taught that corporate 

worship is an experience in which our presence or absence, our participation 

or non-participation, our concern or unconcern, all contribute to 

subtract from the experience of the life of the church.

We need to teach people that worship is not optional, that church 

attendance is not an elective, that it is a witness, an active form of



evangelism. We must, abandon' the notion of "preaching attendance." While .

the sermon will remain a major part of worship,.it is evident that.the 

worshipper in the pew is being deprived of the full meaning of the ex­

perience unless he -is given active encouragement to participate in.praise- 

and adoration,■'•confession and. contrition, absolution and thanksgiving, . 
petition and commitment.

We have.an obligation not only to preserve, and make use of traditional 

forms of worship, but also to be'aware of new forms which are emerging. 

•Among the many .possible, innovations is the opportunity to worship during 

the week. . Leisure time activities are revolutionizing the week ends and 

suggest to the church providing other occasions for worship and study.
'7. Education ;

: I suggest in outline a number of possibilities for revision of our 

educational emphases.
.(1) Eliminate "worship services" in Sunday School departments. ThEse 

miniature services of worship not only tend to draw off the support 

of the corporate worship experience with the entire church body, but they 

also consume valuable time reeded for Bible study. Further, such services 
are frequently poorly don^and represent.a caricature.of worship.

(2)';Abandon assemblies and "cubby-hole" classrooms. A vast amount 

of space is being used in department assemblies which are vacant and 

useless most of the time. . Convert this space into teaching space, making 

Bible study the serious business of the church.;
’(3) Maintain small classes, mixing the sexes, placing the emphasis , 

upon open Bible study conducted in dialogue rather b&an by lecture. Such 
a method will require serious commitment on the part of both teacher and 

pupils, but will be exceedingly regarding.
(d-) Encourage ministers to devote a larger amount of their time to 

teaching, rather than consuming their energies in administration. In



every church there.are. people capable of being trained as competent teachers 

in the Bible school. No one is better able in the church to do such train­

ing than the pastor M
(5) Provide special training for parents. Tne church is often guilty 

of contributing to the splintering of the family, taking children out of 

the home.and allowing parents to shift the responsibility for religious 

training to the churchy This practice is contrary to biblical tradition, 

where the home was the center of such teaching. Let the church provide

. special materials and classes for the training of parents to give 
Religious instruction to their children.

(6) Provide multipleofferings and staggered schedules . Let the 

church offer a variety of opportunities for Christian education. The 

appropriate denominational agencies would do well to encourage much 

additional opportunities for Christian education. Also, our changing 

society compels a re-evaluation of the concept of the sacredness of . 

Sunday. We are going to have to restructure our church program to pro­

vide Bible study during the week at scarious times of the day and night 

and;also opportunities for corporate worship at various times in the 

week, being willing to reach small groups when they are able to attend.

.(7 ) Overhaul the concept of Training Union, The whole program of 

Training Union is subject to reappraisal, Its original intent is no ; 
longer valid. We.are not training in church membership by having people 

stand up and either read or give a '•part.'' Let Training Union become 

an extension of preparation of the Christian for his mission in the world. 
Provide opportunities for serious study, using the techniques of group 

dynamics, in such subjeets as: Christian theology, church history, 

Christian ethics, contemporary church movements, war and peace and world 
economics, Christian vocation, Christian marriage and the family. Here 

again we need to recognize the different levels of our Baptist constituency. 

Perhaps there remain those who are not ready for anything beyond the



traditional Sunday School and Training Union materials. However, the 

change, that is taking place in America; is so fantastically rapid that 

it is hard to imagine that we shall be able to keep up with the develop­

ments taking place in education in secular society,.

(8) Face the difficult problems. Too long we have avoided the 

crucial issues which might cause disagreement. Our emphasis has been on 

blandness and ihoffensiveness. Some of the areas in which we need to tackle 

the thorny problems are: Biblical criticism, the theological implications 

of :.our work, the social concerns of our time, the changes that are taking 

dace in the world, ■ the challenge of Communism,, the consequences of ; ■ 

.urbanization and /of increased government control, the planning of a ; 

Christian life planned., society. The power structure of th denomina­

tion should be put into contact with the local, church to encourage it to 

take .positive steps toward these .issues. ■

■: (9) Mission in the church.. ' We are to equip the saints for. the 

work of ministry. Mission is the church responding to its opportunities 

to give witness to Christ in the world. It includes all that the Christian 
does as a Christian in relation to other men. It is self-evident that the 

traditional ways of mission require re-appraisal. The traditional revival 

meeting, for example, is almost universally ineffective. So is the Sunday 

morning preaching service as a method of reaching the lost. Worship 

services on Sunday, may. be the means of collecting and inducting those who 

have been won, but such services rarely are the occasion of winning them. 

What ways are available to the. church to be in the world?

/ .Perhaps/the "house church" is the direction in which we should move. 

Here the individual family seeks to provide opportunities for witness in 

the confines of its own house, or apartment. Especially in high-rise 

apartment;/ houses this may be the only way of reaching the lost. Coffee 

houses, mass-media of communication, short-term missionary work, witness 

in organized groups such as the labor movement, the business world,..



government service, education, and other areas of honorable endeavor 

all represent ways of mission which the church should accept, as valid. . 

(10) Social Concern as a responsibility. Southern Baptists, the 

largest Christian body in the south, must assume major responsibility 

for the application of the. Gospel to the perplexities of the social issues 

of our day. We cannot go along much further without having come to grips 

with our responsibilities in the racial crisis. We cannot ignore the 

moral revolution in our day. We. need to .take into account the need for 

a compassinate\and intelligent ministry to those with special problems 

such as alcoholism, delinquency, job displacement, divorce or other 

family stress, etc.

I have, sought to outline some general and some specific things 

which seein tp me to be pointing in the directions of the future' for 
Southern Baptists. In closing, let me share the deep concern. I have as 

a minister, and presently Chaplain to a university and . therefore, directly . 

related to and responsible for young people. It has to do with the decline 

in the number and quality of young people responding to the call to a vo­

cation, within the church. Something must be done, and be done quickly, 

to reverse the downward trend or the church of the '70s dnd '80s will be 

in desperateplight. I do not wish to push the panic button, but it is 
. my impression that we are in greater peril of leader^ess churches than we 

. want to realize. .

Multitudes offine young people simply do not see church-related 

vocations as a challenging investment of their lives. Paying larger sal­

aries, conferring additional honor and other perquisities would not be 

likely to produce many more capable young people. It is more likely that 

the appearance of irrelevance, triviality, commitment to 

the past and lack of excitement about the future keep| young people

away from the church. Show them that we care and that we are willing to 

something dangerous and. perhaps unpopular, and they will wrice more 



respond with their lives. I see no chance of "calling out many of those 

whom God is calling" unless our churches can rise up out of their 

lethargy and be the church of Christ in our time.

L. D. Johnson .
Chaplain, Furman University 
Greenville, S. C.
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