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Proposition 13: what message for the church?
It is an established fact for many that Proposition 13, which 
substantially lowered Californians' property tax rate and limited 
local and state governments’ power to levy new taxes, is only a part 
of a larger tax reform movement in the United States. Several states 
(23 of the required 34) have called for a constitutional amendment 
requiring the federal government to spend no more than it 
collects. This is a particular goal of the National Tax-Limitation 
Committee. Very similar to this approach are those states con
sidering a ceiling on'their own spending. So far, these measures 
appear to be rather simplistic in that few policies beyond the 
limitation of taxes or spending have been developed.

It is clear that the taxpayers’ movement has many implications for 
churches. One of the main implications is that Christians are being 
forced to restudy the biblical concept of the treatment of the 
poof. Thus far, developments surrounding Proposition 13 indicate a 
lack of understanding that public services may be withdrawn
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My first acquaintance with LIGHT came more than 25 years 
ago. It was during the early 1950s and I was the 27- 
year-old pastor of the First Baptist Church of Gonzales, Tex. 
Fresh out of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, with a 
Christian ethics major, I was desperately hungry for the prophetic 
insights which Hugh Brimm, the first executive secretary of 
the Social Service Commission  ̂crammed into his monthly mailings 
of this little paper. Like many other Southern Baptist pastors 
receiving LIGHT in those days, I reveled in its relevancies, 
devouring every word. When A. C. Miller became the Christian Life 
Commission's director in 1953, he released an issue as he was 
financially able in those hard days; and since 1960 LIGHT has been 
an “occasional publication,” only very rarely seeing the light of day.

The Christian Life Commission members and staff strongly 
believe the time has now come to reactivate this publication. We do 
not perceive this to be a major publishing venture. We do perceive 
some needs which we think can be met through such an organ.

LIGHT, as it is now envisioned, is a Christian social ethics pub
lication for Southern Baptists with a special interest in applied 
Christianity.'It is designed to service state Baptist Christian Life 
Commission staffs and members as well as the members of standing 
Christian Life Committees in state conventions, associations; and 
churches. It is to inform interested pastors, church staff members, 
and denominational workers about current social issues; and it is to 
communicate Christian social concerns and ideas for Christian 
social action to Southern Baptist seminary teachers and students as 
well as interested pastors, church staff members, and laypersons.

As LIGHT was a wonderful oasis for some of us a quarter of a 
century ago, the Christian Life Commission members and staff hope 
it may be of similar value to you today. 

from many people who are already having a difficult time surviving. 
It should go without saying that the biblical message reveals that 
God does show a particular interest in the poor and oppressed—a 
point which many churches and individual Christians may need 
to rethink and apply.

The taxpayers’ movement has demonstrated the need for critical 
appraisal by churchmen of taxation in general. What is a good tax? 
What should taxes accomplish? Who should pay taxes? It is a matter 
of Christian citizenship to call on government—whether local, state, 
or federal—to be fiscally responsible and to provide efficient service 
in return for a just tax. Another likely implication is that as taxable 
properties decrease, through efforts similar to Proposition 13, 
tax-exempt properties such as those owned by churches will become 
the targets of political leaders for new sources of tax dollars.
In a recent article entitled “Southern Baptists and the Taxpayers’ 
Revolt," T. B. Maston said, “This is a logical time for Southern 
Baptists to take a fresh look at our doctrine of the separation of 
church and state. It could be that some of our churches, agencies, 
and institutions own tax-exempt property that should be taxed." The 
point is that Southern Baptists should begin preparing now for 
such a debate rather than waiting until it is too late.

In addition, the matter of inflation has a strong bearing on taxes. 
As inflation rises, more people are moved into higher income 
brackets which in turn raises their taxes. This also needs study so 
that corrective action can be taken.

Until Proposition 13 became a national media event, the tax reform 
movement was unnoticed by most people. The present 
state of affairs should get more than only passing attention. The 
entire tax reform issue is highly complex but one to which Christians 
must give their best thought and action. WMT

a

Hunger convocation
A Convocation on World Hunger, the first to be held in the 
Southern Baptist Convention, is being planned for November 20-21 
at Ridgecrest Baptist Conference Center near Asheville, N.C. 
According to W. David Sapp, director of organization for the 
Christian Life Commission, the meeting's objectives will be to 
stimulate interest in the problem of hunger, to provide information 
on the hunger-related activities of Southern Baptist agencies, to 
provide an opportunity for interested parties to exchange ideas, 
and to identify practical steps which can be taken by churches 
and other Baptist bodies. Agencies cosponsoring the meeting are 
the Foreign Mission Board, the Home Mission Board, the Baptist 
Sunday School Board, the Woman’s Missionary Union, the 
Brotherhood Commission, the Baptist Joint Committee on Public 
Affairs, the Baptist World Alliance, and the Christian Life 
Commission.

Registration for the Convocation is $15.00 for students and $25.00 
for all others. This registration fee should be sent to Ridgecrest 
Baptist Conference Center, Box 128, Ridgecrest, North Carolina 
28.770’ tXBMAJr.
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Declaration 
of
human rights

/ ■

PREAMBLE. Human rights is a major moral issue of our time. It 
has captured the attention of the world. Introduced into the political 
equation it has threatened world peace on the one hand and 
engendered new hope for the oppressed on the other. Widespread 
abuses of human rights have helped create a rising tide of concern 
for the poor, for ethnic minorities, for dissenters, and for political 
prisoners. Baptist churches have a stake in the issue of human 
rights for our own Baptist history and heritage have been formed in 
a crucible which has both demanded and^preduced human rights.

DEFINITION. Southern Baptists believe that humanity is created 
by God in God’s own image (Genesis 1:26;-27). We believe that 
in Jesus Christ, God “so loved the world, that he gave his only 
begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, 
but have everlasting life" (John 3:16). We believe, as our nation's 
founders said in the Declaration of Independence, that all persons 
“are created eq’ual, that, they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and 
the pursuit of Happiness.” And we belieVe with the framers of 
the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights that 
human rights include freedom from involuntary servitude, arbitrary 
arrest and imprisonment, torture, unfair trial, cruel and unusual 
punishment, apd invasion of privacy; rights to family life, property, 
work, aod-et^ual pay for equal work as well as food, shelter, health 
care, and education; and freedom of thought, speech, assembly, 
religion, movement, and participation in government.

BIBLICAL BASIS. Southern Baptists stand for the worth of the 
individual, the priesthood of the believer, freedom of conscience, 
and the sanctity of life. We hold that these human rights are the gift 
of God. We believe that they spring from the Bible’s revelation that 
all persons are made in “the likeness of God” (James 3:9, RSV). 
We believe that they are vitally related to Christ’s life and work 
and death and resurrection whereby, “having slain the enmity” 
(Ephesians 2:16) by bringing alienation and hostility to an end, He 
brought into being a new humanity oriented toward “new 
heavens and a new earth, wherein dwelleth righteousness” (2 Peter 
3:f3). We believe that they coincide with the Bible's teachings 
in support of justice, mercy, peace, and righteousness. We believe 
that every human being has basic human rights which may not 
rightly be relinquished, abridged, or denied, Moreover, we believe. 
that Jesus Christ revealed His own support for human rights • 
when He declared, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he 
has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to 
proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the 
blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the 
acceptable year of the Lord" (Luke 4:18-19, RSV).

SCOPE. Today we are confronted with abuses of human rights at 
home and abroad. As in the days of the prophets, God has looked 
for justice among the people of the earth and too often has 

found exploitation; He has looked for peace and too often has found 
bloodshed; He has looked for righteousness and too often has 
found the cry of the poor, the hungry, the orphaned, the widowed, 
and the oppressed (Psalm 10:18; Isaiah 1:23, 3:14-15; Amos 2:6-7; 
James 1:27-2:1-9). We are gravely concerned about the widespread 
denial of human rights at the hands of our political allies as well 
as our political adversaries. Our concern for tortured, unjustly 
imprisoned, and politically oppressed persons abroad is matched by 
our concern for the rights of women, blacks, ethnic minorities, 
the poor, the aging, the sick, and abused children in our midst. 
Christians are obligated not only to provide in Jesus’ name cups of 
cold.water for individuals whose human rights have been violated 
but also to deal in a forthright and corrective way with social 
structures which abuse and violate human;rights. We are deter
mined not to take our own rights and freedoms so lightly that we 
ignore the rights and freedoms of others no matter how far away or 
how small or weak they are; and we are determined to be coura
geous defenders of human rights who will not be deterred in 
the fight to make all people free.

CALL TO ACTION. We therefore issue this call to action on 
behalf of human rights.

Let Southern Baptist citizens be committed to political action on 
behalf of human rights at home and abroad, responsibly involving 
ourselves as God’s salt, God’s light, and God’s leaven in the whole 
political process.

Let Southern Baptist pastors, knowing that “where the Spirit of the 
Lord is, there is liberty” (Corinthians 3:17), preach the Word , 
of God without fear or favor as it .highlights human rights.

Let Southern Baptist churches be boldly involved in championing 
justice for the oppressed, providing food for the hungry, supporting 
Changes in those laws and systems which abuse the poor while 
providing loopholes for the rich, doing the things that make 
for peace, and effecting change where change is needed to support 
basic human rights. J

Let Southern Baptist agencies demonstrate by words and deeds an 
unswerving loyalty to Christ issuing in uncompromised and 
uncompromising commitment to human rights.

Let Southern Baptists not-be weighed and found wanting in 
commitment to God-given and Bible-based human rights. Let us 
heed Jesus who said, “I was hungry and you gave me food, I was 
thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed 
me, and I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited 
me, I was in prison and you came to me.... As you did it to one 
the least of these my brethren, you did it to me" (Matthew 25:35-36, 
40, RSV). ,

RECOMMENDATION. The Christian Life Commission recom
mends the adoption of this Declaration.
The declaration, drafted by the Christian Life Commission, was 
presented to the 1978 Southern Baptist Convention in Atlanta by 
the commission chairman, Forrest Siler of Oklahoma. It was ap
proved without amendments by Convention messengers.

LIGHT, an occasional bulletin for pastors, state and. national 
denominational workers, and other persons who have a 
special interest in applied Christianity, is published by the 
Christian Life Commission of the Southern Baptist Conven
tion, 460 James Robertson Parkway, Nashville, Tenn. 37219. 
Foy Valentine, executive secretary 
William M. Tillman, Jr., managing editor 
David R. Wilkinson, production editor
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Southern Baptists and Christian ethics
James M. Dun

It is a new day for Southern Baptists in this country. More people 
know about us than ever before. People know more about us 
than ever before. There are more of us for people to know about 
than ever before. ’ ■ \

Our very bigness saddles us with a fresh responsibility that is 
frightening. Beyond our sheer size, changes that have taken place 
among us and about us give us an ethical charge to keep.

One mark of that new day for Christian ethics is a new acceptance 
of the ethical aspect of our religion. Once the Southern Baptists 
who worked at applied Christianity and social concern had to fight 
for recognition of their message as valid. Now it seems at times 
that we are being accepted to death. If anything, we stand in greater 
danger today of being taken for granted than crucified. Oh, there 
are flashbacks to the good ole days when we deserve our paranoia; 
when everyone really is out to get us. But, most of the time the 
brothers and sisters who are our best friends are a bit bored with our 
persecution complex. Most Southern Baptist leaders now know that 
trying to decide between ethics and evangelism is like trying to 
decide whether to breathe out or breathe in.

Among us, then, we ethics-types had better admit that we are seen 
by many of our brethren as a part of the establishment. There may 
-be more liabilities than blessings in that account.

About us change is rapid. Even the immediate future is utterly 
unpredictable. The opinions and attitudes of Christians are 
confused and in flux.-This unpredictability makes it practically 
impossible to project the responses to a position statement or pro
gram or piece of literature.

We can’t assay "how it will fly in Peoria" or Waco. That may be a 
real blessing. We might as well go ahead and be bold. The situation 
in which we find ourselves today imposes a new freedom. Our 
conventional wisdom, measured responses, careful courage and neat 
euphemisms may be more dangerous than candor and forthrightness.

A recent article by Ken Briggs in the New York Times indicated 
that the social concerns of American denominations have become 
more global and less national. American Christians are more 
outward-looking and less preoccupied with themselves. Southern 
Baptists reflect that trend to some degree. We have discovered, 
I hope, that world hunger may be as important as deter
mining whether students will be allowed to dance at Carson- 
Newman.

It appears that Southern Baptists have also joined the human race 
in being more interested'in the future than in the past. The 
defense of Baptist traditions and formulas that worked once upon 
a time is nq longer a part of our program assignment. We can look 
forward rather than backward. The energy, ecological, and 
food crises demand a forward-looking posture. Our understanding 
of God's involvement in the world allows process, a vital approach. 
Heilbroner suggests that we’re all asking, “What has posterity 
ever done for me?” Happy Hubert H. Humphrey at the height of 
wisdom pointed out that “the future is before us.” It took a while, 
but we do accept that.

We could ramble on about the new day or debate the nature of its 
newness; but enough of that. What constitutes the current challenge 
to Southern Baptist ethics? Do we have a “born again” ethic 
that meets the challenge?

It seems to me that the challenge to Christian ethics (Southern
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Baptist style) is threefold. Fust, we must try to make honest our 
protestations that the Bible is our rule for faith and practice. Then, 
we need to see if we can derive some ethical corollaries from 
whatever basic Baptist belief holds us together. Finally, it appears 
that we should examine the ways in which we work out practically 
our social ethic.

The biblical nature of our ethic needs to be reemphasized and 
reinterpreted. T. B. Maston constantly reminds us of the 
importance of keeping a solidly biblical ethic. The high priority of 
teaching, writing, and speaking on biblical ethics cannot be 
overdone. To lay a biblical basis for Christian ethics is a job that 
will not stay done. It has to be repeated over and over. Just as each 
generation has to rewrite its theology, so the relationship of biblical 
principles to social issues has to be reestablished again and again.

It is not hollow lip service that Baptists offer the Bible. We honestly 
do see it as authoritative and many among us are willing to flock 
to almost anyone who will offer a string of answers from the.Bible. 
Look at Bill Gothard’s family ethic success, Bill Bright’s evan- ’ 
gelism, John Conlan’s call to Christian citizenship, and Hal 
Lindsey’s explanation of last things. It apparently doesn’t matter to 
many folks that they are buying a mutilated interpretation of 
the Bible.

"Though these extra-church, quasi-Christian move
ments have great faults, we are no less to blame if by 
default we permit Baptists to find biblical instruction 
only with the hucksters."

The four movements mentioned above have several common 
weaknesses. They are loosely liberal because they cavalierly refuse 
to take the whole Bible seriously. They are at the same time cheaply 
conservative because they pander to the lowest common denomina
tor for safely popular folk religion. They all offer “answers”; 
“solutions” that are so simple that they are downright dishonest. 
They prey on the ignorance of good folks who are hungry for a 
word from the Lord.

Though these extra-church, quasi-Christian movements have great 
faults, we are no less to blame if by default we permit Baptists 
to find biblical instruction only with the hucksters. The very success 
of these operations is, at least partially, an indictment of our 
ineffectiveness. The appeal of these salesmen lies in large measure 
in uncritical acceptance of biblical authority. The time is right 
for Baptists who say that they believe the Bible to act like it.

We also need to take a fresh look at Scripture and reinterpret it for 
our day. The church just might rediscover its biblical identity.

It is dangerous to accept certain biblical premises: that faith works; 
that love issues in service; that Jesus is Lord; that servanthood is the 
Christian way; that the Kingdom of God is primary; that the 
cross-life is for disciples. It’s not far to an ethic which makes radical 
demands if one begins with a conservative view of the Bible as 
“the sole rule for... practice.”

One’s life rather than one’s doctrine is the best test of faithfulness 
to Scripture. The call to faith and to discipleship are the same 
and cannot be separated. ,

Those who go back to biblical roots for their ethic and take it 
seriously are disturbingly radical. Jim Wallis in his Agendajpr 
Biblical People (Harper & Row, 1976) offers a perspective that is 
difficult to challenge. He reminds modem Christians that in 
(Continued on page 4)
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the early church

To say that Jesus is Lord was to register a public protest and 
declare that Caesar wasnot Lord. It was to make a political as 
well as a theological affirmation. Proper worship, in this context, 
had deep political consequences as it would in our context if 
worship were properly understood, (p. 76)

Few of us would fuss with the proposition that “a pipper under- 
' standing of the biblical witness in human affairs has deep political 

consequences." Yet, when it comes to making specific application of 
the biblical ethic to particular political issues, it is not easy to 
be brave enough to challenge the system that buys our big can.

"The Scriptures are uncompromising in their demand 
for economic justice. If we keep claiming to be biblical, 
we're going to have to stop our softheaded approval . 
of the economic status quo." ;

For instance, it is difficult to sanctify avarice. In the light of a 
biblical ethic clearly on the side of the poor and oppressed how can 
one justify a “trickle down” economic theory? The Scriptures are 
uncompromising in their demand for economic justice.

If we keep claiming to be biblical, we’re going to have to stop our 
softheaded approval of the economic states quo. We cannot call 
a marketplace Christian thatris fueled by greed. We can explain 
how it came to be. We can rationalize our acceptance of it among 
altematives.We can defend it pragmatically. We can accommodate 
to it. We can understand and sympathize with those who are 
trapped in it. But we cannot honestly call it Christian.

It seems> to me that the needed biblical ethic must possess enough 
specificity to challenge particular political positions. One reason that 
we are experiencing a.resurgence of right-wing extremism is that 
Christians of all sorts and stripes do not understand that their, 
basic ethical beliefs have clear and concrete political implications. 
And so, they are suckers for anyone quoting Scripture.

We have acted too often as if it didn’t matter wfiat Christians voted 
for, so long aS they Voted. We have preached political involvement as 
if it were-dh end in itself. »

At the risk of being clear enough that you’ll understand what 
I mean, here are some specific illustrations.

If love and justice mean anything they take on political inter- 
pretatioms.

If forgiveness has any substance it has something to do with 
amnesty.

If nonviolence and a nonretaliatory spirit smack of the Sermon 
on the Mount they also relate to gun control.

' If Jesus does take the form of the “other” as an exploited class 
then he cafe* more about persons than profits.

If the Bible evidences concern for economic justice then jobs for 
everyone is a high priority.

Baptist leaders in the past have not failed to be specific. It is 
difficult for me to imagine John Leland tinkering with the First 
Amendment to the Constitution. It is hard for me to conceive of 
Martin Luther King, Jr. supporting a blanket prohibition of busing 
to achieve racial balance. It is impossible for me to see any 
compassionate pastor ruling out all therapeutic abortion.

The point is simply that a biblical ethic does not have to be vague 
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and toothless. A biblical ethic will offer enough substance and 
direction in .political decisions to get us into trouble. It does matter 
what we believe if, as Wallis puts it, one wants “to be rooted in 
Christ and to judge one’s life and social environment in light of 
the reality of the Kingdom of God.” It is not easy to be radically 
Christian because, “It is to continually scrutinize all social and 
political ’givens’ and to challenge all that conflicts with obedience to 
Christ.” (p. 38)

/
A restatement of biblical ethics is one of the challenges of the new 
day for Southern Baptists. The need is apparent. The time is right.

4
If Baptists have a distinctive doctrinal contribution, it must be our 
belief in souLfreedom or the competence of the individual 
before God. It is a doctrine much displayed and much distorted. 
Blind individualism, selfish irresponsibility, destructive divisiveness 
and a wishy-washy, anything-goes attitude have all been unfairly 
attributed to the Baptist belief in individual responsibility 
before God. -

Soul freedom is a distinctive Baptist belief and it does offer certain 
challenges to a contemporary ethic. I think we need an update 
of E. Y. Mullins* The Axioms of Religion. In this outstanding book 
the author pursued some doctrinal and ecclesiological corollaries 
of the belief in soul freedom. I certainly haven’t thought through 
this at great length and don’t claim any systematic approach to 
the task, but some ethical implications are also clear.

If we really believed in soul freedom, our denomination would offer 
a far greater place of service to laypersons. Soul freedom is a 
universal Christian quality. One of. the great challenges to Southern 
Baptists in this new day comes at the point of a drastic upgrading 
of the place of laymen and laywomen in the denomination. Wo 
are far more clergy-dominated than most denominations that 
admit they have clergy. ■

I believe that there are many more laypersons than pastors among 
Southern Baptists with a keen social conscience and a willingness to 
give leadership on social issues. They continually appeal for 
meaningful involvement. They search for practical, specific oppor
tunities for ministry. They ask for concrete instructions on how to be 
effective citizens, better'parents, Christian employees. They 
hunger for more than we are giving them. Many of them have taken 
seriously the priesthood of the believer doctrine. Women actually 
believe that the concept includes them. When we fail to respond, 
many of the brightest and the best drop out or go to another 
denomination. They leave us not because they are less Christian, 
rather, because they are more Christian than we are prepared 
for them to be. \

If we really believed in soul freedom, our approach to ethics would 
be far more action oriented. Soul freedom allows great liberty 
for one whose relationship's directly with God. A deep belief in the 
priesthood of the believer lets one launch out on faith in spite of 
controversy, opposition, and certain defeat. Conscience by 
consensus is hardly the Baptist way. We are free to fail. We are not 
free to fail to act.

Education and clarification of the issues is high on the agenda of 
those who deal with social problems. Study and analysis must never 
be seen as an end. “Ha, we understand that better.” Speaking 
to the issues and studying them are not substitutes for engagement 
in the task of social change (though many who study issues 
think they have actually done something). Besides, the best learning 
(Continued on page 5)
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takes place inK®.laboratory of action.

Ours is a working ethic, not a philosophical discipline. Ours is a 
person-centered faith-ethic, pot a study topic.✓
We Southern Baptists are accused rightly of cowardice when we 
don’t back up our beliefs with action. We can’t preach and teach 
folks into effective discipleship without showing them the way. We 
are not going to fulfill the program assignments of our various 
Christian Life Commissions until we demonstrate how to those who 
engage the social problems of the day.' k‘
Education without action doesn’t teach. Action without education 
is not worth doing.• «•
If we really believed in soul freedom, we would be far more 
ecumenical in spirit and in practice. Soul freedom extends to all who 
trust Jesus Christ as Savior and focuses upon a relationship with 
God far more compelling than any denominational loyalty. Soul 
freedom makes soul brothers and sisters of all who know Him. The 
hymn reads, "Who serves my Father as a son is surely kin to me.”

Brooks Hays likes to say, “As Jesus said, and He was right....” 
Well, as the beloved Brooks Hays said in a speech to the Southern 

^Baptist Historical Commission, and he was right: “We should 
be willing to use such phrases as ‘Christian unity’ and 'the 
ecumenical spirit’ ”

But more than simply using such phrases we can see new coopera
tion developing in this new day. And the fastest way to realize that 
new brotherhood is by working side by side in common causes 
of Christian service.

If we really believed in soul freedom, we would be far more 
engaged in a Christian ethic that is all encompassing in the basic 
meaning of the word “ecumenical.” Soul freedom implies that the 
death of Jesus for me “as if I were the only one for whom He had to 
die" alters my relationship to every other person. G. K. Chesterton 
said, “We are ail in the same boat in a stormy sea, and we owe 
each other a terrible loyalty.”

We will begin to see the structures and systems of society more 
from the vantage point of the victim. We will realize the ethic of 
Jesus Christ only as we identify with those who suffer as He did.

As Jim Wallis puts it:
Only a white society can regard racism as merely a social problem. 
Only the affluent can view poverty simply as an economic 
question. Only a war-making nation can understand its destruc
tive policies as just a political issue. Biblically, hjiman suffering is 
a deeply spiritual issue and an urgent moral concern of the 
people of God regardless of the way the world may label and 
categorize its various “problems.”

The Baptist understanding of soul freedom or the competence of the 
individual before God has timely ethical implications. At our best 
we might bring insightful progress to a social ethic for this new day.

However dedicated we may be to biblical ethics and however 
sound our working theology, practical problems remain.
The application of the gospel to all of life faces multiple challenges 
in this new day. ,

Southern Baptists have had difficulty reconciling the tension 
between social and personal ethics. Two individuals that I know 
about symbolize it.

The first one was a fellow seminary student of mine. He was tuned 
in to our era. He was alert, sensitive, alive to the great moral 
issues of the day. He was in touch with the problems of race rela
tions, war, poverty, hunger. He understood something of inter
national affairs. In fact, he was not just talk; he was a doer. He’s 

been a part of the answer to these problems on the foreign mission 
field.

He was home oh furlough and sat in front of me at Southwestern 
Baptist Theological Seminary. 1 was quite impressed with him. 
That’s the reason I remember something else about him. On-every 
test he sat there and cheated. Even cheated on the Ten Com-' 
mandments.

I remember another guy. I didn't know him. I heard about him on 
the radio one afternoon. He was an upright citizen, good moral man. 
He didn’t drink, curse, smoke, chew, or any of those things. He 
was one of the community leaders, an outstanding citizen.

That afternoon I winced when NBC weekend news reported that 
this Baptist deacon—solid citizen, moral man—had wrapped a 
bullwhip around the face of one of his Baptist deacon brothers as he 
was trying to cross the Edmund G. Pettus Bridge in Selma.

"One cannot choose between personal ethics and so
cial concern. If either is genuine the other is implied. 
... We must give some real care and attention to 
maintaining both emphases."

The reconciliation of these dimensions of the Christian ethic may 
be one of the easier problems. The same love for persons—made in 
God’s image, bought with the blood of Jesus Christ—motivates 
personal morality and social concern.

One cannot choose between personal ethics and social concern.
If either is genuine the other is implied. The more authentic one’s 
personal morality, the more extensively he wants to engage in 
Christian social action. The more genuine one’s social ethic, 
the more deeply he is committed to living a personally moral life 
before God.

We must give some real care and attention to maintaining both 
emphases. Our more fundamentalistic and traditional brethren 
disdain “the social gospel.” Our more liberated friends look down 
on “petty morality.” These labels tend to minimize mutually 
important aspects of Christian ethics. Other tensions, however, 
cause even greater problems.

Many matters of social concern are sharply divisive. “Liberal” and 
"conservative” are labels for libel. Moral questions tend to become 
objects of great emotional heat and little light. Issues tend to 
polarize and politicize people into sharply divided camps.

More often than not these polarizations make it more difficult to 
find the truth. When one insists that “this is a clear-cut, black-and- 
white, 'yes’ or ‘no’ issue," it often means that he doesn’t understand 
the problem.

The issue of Vietnam so divided the American people. Now busing, 
abortion, school prayers, marijuana, and a dozen other issues tempt 
people to join one side or the other of a destructive, irrational 
debate.

A Southern Baptist ethic in this new day must include better ways 
to help Christians deal with controversy. Even though Christianity 
officially conquered Gnosticism in the fourth century, Southern 
Baptists along with most of the other people in our culture continue 
to believe in the duality of opposites. Gnosticism divided the 
cosmos into the forces of Light and Dark, Good and Evil, 
the Spiritual and Material.

Many of the problems we face come from thinking, feeling, 
speaking, and acting that has been conditioned by this outmoded 
duality. The duality of the Gnostic heresy was officially rejected by 
(Continued on page 6)
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the early church, but it still plagues us.
I

Though our new day is one of many paradoxes, we try to deal with 
it as the ancient Manichees did. In doing this we often get 
impaled on both horns of our dilemma.

We fail to recognize that two conflicting viewpoints may be contrary 
without being contradictory. We often assume a false dualism. 
Sidney Harris offers a well known illustration of this.

Both we and the Russians assume that we have contradictory 
systems and that if one is proved “right” the other is proved 
"wrong,” or vice versa. In actuality,,no such contradiction exists: 
we have contrary systems, or polarities, and it is entirely 
possible that some third system, combining the better elements of 
each, might be superior to either Communism or Capitalism.

The reason we get so confused on this question is that Dictator
ship and Democracy are true contradictories; you can have one 
or the other but not a combination of both.... Communism and 
Capitalism are polarities, or contraries, while Dictatorship and 
Democracy are genuine opposites, or dualities. (The Authentic 
Person, Argus Communications, pp. 25-26)

Harris goes on to make some other useful distinctions. His working 
definitions may be helpful in overcoming eith^r-or thinking. He 
suggests that "a duality is fundamentally a contradiction that cannot 
be brought.into alliance with its opposite.” ’

One cannot have peace while having only a “small war,” or be a 
“little pregnant” or be “nearly a virgin.”

Harris then uses freedom and security to illustrate polarity over 
against duality. The feeling of security gives us freedom. The ideas 
of freedom and security complement one another in a kind of 
creative tension. In a just social order, polarities of freedom and 
security arekept in balance. There is enough freedom to reward ’ 
exceptional enterprise but also enough security to give people free 
and rational choices.

On a personal level many of our constituency still tall about the 
Flesh and the Spirit as if they were opposites. A ‘holistic” view of 
persons doesnYallow for that division. Even Love and Hate, once 
seen as dualities, may be polarities.

Harris suggests that maintaining the tension between seeming 
"opposites" is the chief way to cope with most of our dilemmas in 
the rnodeyn world. “And this is just about the hardest attitude 
imaginable fori race of beings conditioned for a millenia to swing 
to one opposite or the other.” (p. 39)

To adopt a creative tension of Christian social ethics is not a cop-out, 
not an acceptance of "holy neutral” on social problems or the 
pursuit of the golden mean. It is not an attempt to take a 
safe middle-of-the-road position. That’s usually just tepidity and 
timidity. To grasp a paradox and hold it in tension requires courage 
and wisdom.

For a moral man to^ive in immoral society requires a social 
strategy. The maintenance of creative tension is an attempt to 
reconcile the biblical ideals with the realities of- life. This approach 
is, it seems to me, consistent with the transformation ethic of 
the New Testament.

Southern Baptists have an opportunity to contribpte significantly to 
the understanding of Christian social ethics. We must think well, 
be true todhe Bible, love people, dare to act, and work hard.
“Unto whomsover much is given, of him shall be much required.”

Dr. Dunn, director of the Christian Life Commission of the Baptist 
General Convention of Texas, delivered this address at the 1976 
annual meeting of the Christian Life Commission of the Southern 
Baptist Convention in Nashville.

6 < •

Have 
you read............. ?
One of the most frequently asked questions among ministers is: 
“Haveyou read—_ ________________ ’s book?” In this column,
denominational leaders, pastors, and teachers with expertise 
in Christian ethips will share a few of the books they have read 
most recently and will suggest books that haVe been most influential 
in their thinking. They will also relate how they maintain a 
program of reading to keep abreast of literature and issues in 
Christian ethics. Dr. Jimmy R. Allen, pastor First Baptist Church, 
San Antonio, Texas, and president of the Southern Baptist 
Convention, and Dr. Larry McSwain, associate professor of church 
and community at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 
are contributors for this issue of LIGHT.

Thinking in Future Tense, Edward B. Lindaman.
Dr. Lindaman is a space technologist and a church-related college 
president. His insights into both the process of creative thinking and 
the impact of the technological explosion of knowledge sets a 
framework for the pastor who is seeking to fashion the future 
through his preaching of the eternal Word of God.

The Meaning and Mystery of Being Human, Bruce Larson. 
Larson surveys and summarizes his insights on relational theology. 
... He has interviewed people of various disciplines seeking to 
get the essence of the new movings of the Spirit of God in bringing 
people to personal fulfillment.... Response of leading thinkers 
in the fields of other disciplines provides good thought material for 
sermonic response. The basic ethical tension is toward personal 
fulfillment. The difficulty with the perspective lies in some 
fuzziness as to biblical-ethical idealism.

Christ and the New Consciousness, John Newport.
Newport's able mind operates in its typical eclectic fashion as he 
surveys the various new consciousness movements and pulls from 
them their contributions and.their defects. No one who seeks 
to hammer out the demands of Christ can do so adequately without 
an understanding of this assault of Eastern religions on Judeo- 
Christian insights, the relationship of the Christian gospel to various 
world religions and their American manifestation, and the spiritual 
hunger which drives men to various experimentations.

Reading Periodicals
Much of the material for the contemporary preacher comes not 
through books but through periodicals. Information is available for 
the reading on various social and ethical issues that face us and 
that will be facing us. Among these periodicals, in addition to 
national news magazines, as milst reading are Sojourners, the 
periodical of the so-called new evangelical social conscience, and 
The Futurist, the compilation of thinking of those who dwell on 
the technological impact for the future.

* Jimmy R. Allen

Treasure in Earthen Vessels, James Gustafson.
Gustafson sets forth the thesis that the church is a social institution 
like other community institutions. It derives its uniqueness from 
its relationship with Christ, and not its dissimilarity with other social 
institutions. He categorizes the numerous ways in which the church 
as a human community shares likenesses with other human 
communities. This book has helped save me from the docetism of 
looking at the church only in its theological character.
(Continued on page 8)
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The church and homosexuality
In its 1977 annual meeting, the Christian Life Commission 
authorized the development of a special resource pamphlet, Homo
sexuality in Christian Perspective. Excerpts are presented here from 
the article “The Church and Homosexuality” by Harry N. Hollis, Jr., 
associate executive secretary and director of family and special 
moral concerns of the Christian Life Commission.

V
“Homosexuality is an issue that concerns many people in the 
American, society. School boards are debating the matter of homo
sexual teachers ifi the classroom. Gay liberationists are working ' 
to get people to accept homosexuality as a normal way of life.
Some communities have girded to fight ordinances that would 
eliminate restrictions against homosexual persons in employment 
and housing.

"What can the church do to be a healing agent in relation to these 
volatile issues? Homosexuality is not in the best interest of society. 
What, then, is the most morally responsible way to diminish homo
sexuality? How can the church resist homosexuality as an alternative 
life style and still express compassion for homosexual persons? 
Here are some practical suggestions for churches to consider.

“1. Educate people about what the Bible teaches about homo
sexuality. The church can provide biblical instructions about 
homosexuality in its teaching program. It can teach the clear 
biblical word in the Old and New Testaments that homosexuality is 
contrary to God’s intention for the sexual ordering of human 
life .... The church must teach the important biblical word that 
homosexual persons have the hope in Jesus Christ of being 
delivered from that which blocks them from the kingdom of God.

"2. Work to correct myths about homosexuality that hamper 
understanding and healing. The misleading stereotypes of the past 
must be rejected (such as the incorrect view that all homosexual 
males are effeminate). At the same time the new myths of the gay 
liberation propagandists must also be exploded (such as the 
erroneous claim, that homosexual promiscuity is mainly due to 
society’s rejection of homosexual persons). Myths and stereo
types keep people from getting at the truth necessary to deal with 
the problem of homosexuality.

“3. Minister to homosexual persons. Christians are called to have 
compassion for everyone. Many homosexual persons are desperately 
lonely and need friendship and help. Yet many fear these people 
because society has taught us so many false things about them.
We often fear what we do not understand. The power of the 
gospel enables us to replace fear with love, ignorance with under
standing, hostility with help. Christians can love homosexual 
persons without endorsing their homosexuality.

“4. Help the families of people who are homosexuals. Homo
sexuality is not simply a private matter between two consenting 
people; it nearly always, perhaps always, affects others as well.... 
Both adults and children in families touched by homosexuality 
need the church’s compassion and acceptance.

"5. Provide responsible family life and sex education in the 
church. Every church needs a strong program of ministry to families. 
Strengthened family relationships can help prevent the problem 
of homosexuality.

“Special attention needs to be given to sex education. The church 
has good news for a society in which many do not know how to | 
find sexual fulfillment. This good news is that through the power 
of the gospel responsible and joyful sexual expression is possible.

“6. Seek to change those structures in society that encourage 
homosexuality. As Christians are changed by the power of the 
gospel, they can be a means by which harmful social structure* can 
be changed.

“7. Support prison reform which leads to the rehabilitation of 
prisoners.... People in the Christian community need to work 
vigorously in support of prison reform. One benefit of this reform 
can be that homosexual behavior will be diminished.

“8. Work to diminish television's exploitation of homosexuality. 
Television has a profound influence on the way many people think 
and act. By making fun of people who are struggling with homo
sexuality, television does a disservice to the public in whose 
interests the stations are licensed to act.

“9. Work through the church to prevent homosexuality. It is the 
church's responsibility and opportunity not only to minister to 
homosexual persons but also to prevent homosexuality from being 
adopted by as many people as possible.”

Other articles in the pamphlet are: “The Bible and Homosexuality” 
by Dale Moody, professor of theology, Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary; “Christian Ethics and Homosexuality” by 
Henlee Barnette, clinical professor of psychiatry. School of 
Medicine, University of Louisville; “Counseling the Homosexual 
Person” by Wayne E. Oates, professor of psychiatry and behavioral 
sciences, School of Medicine, University of Louisville; “Homo
sexuality and the Law” by Phil Strickland, associate and lawyer, 
Christian Life Commission, Baptist General Convention of Texas.

Copies of the pamphlet may be obtained by writing the Christian 
Life Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention, 460 James 
Robertson Parkway, Nashville, Tenn. 37219. Costs are single 
copy—$ .25; 10 copies—$2.00; and 100 copies—$15.00. On 
cash orders, add the following amounts for handling and delivery: 
$2 or less, add 50$; $2.01 to $5, add 75$; $5.01 to $10, add $1; 
over $10, add $1.25. Minimum order, $1.00. On charge orders, 
postage or shipping costs will be added to the billing.

[ ] I am not interested in LIGHT. Please remove my name 
from your mailing list.

[ ] Someone I know would be interested in receiving 
LIGHT. They are:

Name
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City State Zip
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------------------------------------------------------------- —----------♦--------- 
Street

City . State ' . Zip
Cut out and mail to Christian Life Commission, 460 James 
Robertson Parkway, Nashville, Tenn. 37219. *
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Baptists—many but not much
Charles H. Ashcraft, executive secretary, 

Arkansas Baptist State Convention

However repulsive, the statement above contains truth. That we 
are many is not debatable, but how fnuch is something else. We are 
many because we are Bible believing, gospel preaching folk who 
have stayed with the priorities of evangelism and missions, never 
being sidetratked to lesser things. In this fashion we have come to 
be many and, in. this fashion, we can come to be much.

The gospel has not changed, nor has the Bible been abridged, but 
our perception, Understanding and discernment of it has improved. 
The goal of muchness is within our grasp today more so than 
ever before. The gospel is such that it produces quality as well as 
quantity. Many and much are twins in the same family and are not 
hostile factors. When the full counsel of the gospel is implemented, 
the full fruits are produced. /

We are doing a better job than before. The substance and the 
quality of our corporate existence are now being felt in our national 
as well as local life in that we are implementing the gospel message 
so it touches the whole of society. Our entry into the full arena of 
life with a fullness of redemptive services indicates our quest and 
consequent achievement of quality.

Our entry into the areas of the world’s great needs and our 
commitment to the Christian folfiiat of hurfian behavior assures us 
that we will cast aside forever the indictment we have rightfully 
earned in the past, many but not much. Such great world needs 
which introduce the subjects of world hunger, human rights, 
Christian citizenship, religious freedom, sexual morality and the 
worth of all human beings brings the gospel to its finest hour. The 
gospel addresses these challenging needs. i

Evangelism and missions as priorities are not best served when gross 
unjustices go unnoticed, unheard and unfelt. The same gospel 
which made us many will make us much. The same gospel which 
made us big can also make us great and there is a difference. The 
gospel is more than a recommended fire escape from hell. It is a 
message of total redemption for the totality of man as a person and 
as a corpqraje-entity and object of God’s consuming love. Don’t 
you forget it. God’s dreams for mortal man ascends far beyond 
staying out of hell. The full intent of the gospel is “God was 
in Christ, reconciling the world unto himself” (II Cor. 5:17-20). The 
gospel is not finished until reconciliation is finished. Quantity and 
quality comprise our future. We can be more than much.
-----------—--------------------------------------------------------------------------

Have you read......?
(Continued from page 6)
Christ in Culture, H. Richard Niebur.
Neibur's book has been helpful to me to see the diversity of styles 
which churches have utilized in their social relations and the focus 
upon the transformation type which he advocates.

Religion, Society, and the Individual, Milton Yinger.
This book was a foundational introduction for me into the 
sociological interaction between the church and the larger social 
setting. From this book, I have developed a deeper appreciation 
of the structural realities of community life and how the individual 
is related to those realities and dependent upon them. I also found 
it helpful in claritying the differences between religion and 
Christian faith in a sociological and theological way.

The Change Agent: The Strategy of Innovative Leadership, Lyle 
Schaller.
This has been a practical guide assisting in the understanding of 
how change occurs. Addressing the community dimensions of 
moral concerns requires an understanding of how people must be 
changed, how structures mug be changed, and what forms of 
leadership must be effective in that task. Schaller has been ex
tremely valuable to me in that process. •

Reading Program
z

I maintain my own program of reading in a variety of ways. First, 
I try to subscribe to a number of newsletter pieces that focus upon ’ 
certain areas of concern. These include JSAC Grapevine, Action, 
letters from a variety of Congressmen, Congressional Black Caucus, 
Focus, and several other related publications. I usually file these 
in topical order so that I may give singular attention to particular 
issues that may emerge from time to time. Second, I try to read 
at least one quality daily newspaper, one or two weekly news 
journals, and peruse a wide variety of other journals for selected 
articles on specific moral issues. Third, I try to read systematically 
a few quality journals. One of the best I have found is The Center 
Magazine. Fourth, I use the library to peruse a variety of profes

sional journals for selected articles of interest to me. I read book 
review sections of professional journals rather avidly and try to 
select rather carefully the particular books which I read. I try to 
read books that focus in depth upon particular issues to which I am 
giving attention either in writing or teaching.

Larry McSwain
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