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May 1957
VIRGINIA BAPTISTS IN SELF SCRUTINY

The Religious Herald of Richmond, 
Virginia, April 18, 1957, carried the 
report of a special committee named to 
study the operations of Oak Hill Acad­
emy. The report included close analy­
sis of several church-state problems 
and called for careful observance of 
Baptist principles. The report was 
heard and approved by the Virginia Bap­
tist Board of Missions and Education.

The Oak Hill Academy, dating back 
to I878, represents a Baptist effort 
to supplement the inadequate education­
al opportunities of boys and girls in 
that mountain area. In this coopera­
tive effort several relationships had 
developed which drew the critical eyes 
of the special committee.

The committee found that some of 
the students "have their expenses paid 
In part or in full by public tax monies 
forwarded through welfare departments 
or other government agencies." The 
committee's legal counsel advised that 
the arrangement is in violation of 
Virginia law as expressed in Section 
1^1 of the state Constitution.

The "reciprocal agreement" between 
the Oak Hill Academy and Grayson County 
for bus transportation of each other's 
pupils, thereby reducing the total 
mileage covered, was also criticized. 
While the committee found that the Bap­
tist buses transported more public 
school pupils than the public buses 
carried Baptist students, they none­
theless found themselves “.. .in the un­
enviable and untenable position of par­
ticipating in an arrangement which 

results in the transportation of 2k 
pupils to our Baptist parochial school 
by public school buses. That arrange­
ment also makes us parties to an ar­
rangement which makes it necessary for 
children of various faiths to ride a 
parochial school bus in order to 
attend a public school."

In spite of the mutual advantage of 
interests, the committee recommended 
the dissolution of the arrangements on 
the basis of principles.

The rental of rooms by Oak Hill 
Academy to Grayson County for public 
school use was also viewed as subject 
to misunderstanding. Although the 
rente paid by the county were only 
about one-third of the costs Involved 
In other situations, and were therefore 
more beneficial to the county than to 
the Baptist school, the committee said 
■as long as a public school is operated 
in Baptist buildings on the Oak Hill 
campus, there will be misunderstandings 
concerning the relationship." They 
urged the county to purchase or con­
struct their own buildings as soon as 
possible.

The committee also recommended dis­
solving the Joint hot luncheon system. 
The Academy's facilities had relieved 
the county of facing Its needs In this 
matter, but In the process the Academy 
Is Involved In the use of surplus foods 
received from the government. They 
found the acceptance of the surplus 
foods to be out of line with other 
Baptist schools, and termed the present 
arrangement "unwise."
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During the past two, years Virginia 

Baptists have been engaged in a restudy 
of the tradition and the practice of 
religious liberty. They hpve focused 
their lenses on their own practices 
and have decided to stand on principles 
even at the expense of some advantages 
to their Institutions.

VIRGINIA LAW
In November, 1956, the Religious 

Liberty Study Commission submitted to 
the Baptist General Association of Vir­
ginia a review of the status of reli­
gious liberty In the state. Apparently 
the recent analysis of the Oak Hill 
Academy relationships Is a sequel to 
the 1956 study.

The Study Commission pointed up the 
vocabulary of the Virginia Constitution 
on the subject of religious liberty. 
These provisions are remarkably clear 
aa to Intent. The purpose Is to pre­
vent coercion of any kind with refer­
ence to religious participation either 
by attendance or by support. The 
statements make no denials of the 
realities of Institutional contacts.

Section 16 of the Virginia Consti­
tution reads as follows:

"That religion or the duty which we 
owe to our Creator, and the manner of 
discharging It, can be directed only 
by reason and conviction, not by force 
or violence and, therefore, all men 
are .equally entitled to the free exer­
cise of religion, according to the 
dictates of conscience and that It Is 
the mutual duty of all to practice 
Christian forbearance, love and charity 
towards each other."

Section 58 further clarifies the 
concern in these words:

"No man shall be compelled to fre­
quent or support any religious worship, 
place, or ministry, whatsoever, nor 
shall be enforced, restrained, molest­
ed, or otherwise suffer on account of 
his religious opinions or belief; but 
all men shall be free to profess and 
by argument to maintain their opinions 
in matters of religion, and the same 
shall in no wise diminish, enlarge, or 
affect, their civil capacities. And
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the General Assembly shall not pre­
scribe any religious test whatever, or 
confer any peculiar privileges or ad­
vantages on any sect or denomination, or pass any law requiring or authoris­
ing any religious society, or tor 
people of any district withln/thle 
State, to levy on themsrlv*a< or 
others any tax for the^erectlon or re­
pair of any house oy public worship, 
or for the support of any church or 
ministry; but It shal/1 be left free to 
every person to select his religious 
Instructor, and to make for his sup­
port such,private contract as he shall 
please.*

The report pointe to several cases 
Involving religious liberty which have 
come to the State Supreme Court of 
Appeals in recent years. In 19^6 that 
Court ruled (Jones and Patrick vs. 
Commonwealth, 185 Va. 335) that attend­
ance at Sunday School and church may 
not be Imposed as a penalty or restric­
tion by a court handing down a sentence. 
Such imposition was held to be a viola­
tion of the person's constitutional 
right of religious liberty.

In Almond vs. Day (197 Va. 1»19, de­
cided Nov. 7, 1955) the Court ruled 
that funds voted to aid certain per­
sons with payments for school tuition, 
instructional fees, room rent, books, 
etc., could not be paid to those per­
sons If the funds were used to defray 
the child's expenses In any private or 
church-supported school since such 
payments would be in violation of the 
Constitution.

REAFFIRMATION
In concluding their report the Com­

mission made four recommendations.
"We are all proud of the prominent 

part Baptists played in bringing to 
fruition religious freedom In Virginia 
and , the United States. In recent 
years, Virginia Baptists have not been 
alert to violations of the Constitution 
and laws regarding religious freedom, 
but unfortunately, have participated 
In the violations. Your commission 
makes the following recommendations:

•1. That Virginia Baptists, col­
lectively and Individually, reaffirm 
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our time-honored position with refer­
ence to religious freedom by zealously 
practicing those things to which we 
subscribe.

“2. In view of our findings end 
the court decisions referred to in 
this report, we recommend that the 
Baptist General Association of Virginia 
record itself as opposed to religious 
instruction in the public schools.

113. We recommend that the study of 
taxation of church-owned property be 
continue^.

*U, Inasmuch as this whole matter 
requires more vigilance than we have 
given in the past, and since further 
study needs to be made in several 
fields, we recommend that a standing 
committee be appointed to continue the 
study of the important matter of reli­
gious liberty; and, that the complete 
records of the present Commiseion 
(from which the condensed report was 
made) be filed with the Virginia Bap­
tist Historical Society for the benefit 
of those making any future study in 
this area.*

RELIGIOUS LOG-ROLLING
How Inadequately legislators, even 

from states with strong Baptist con­
stituencies, understand the Baptist 
concern with reference to separation 
of church and state is well illustrat­
ed by 3. 1681.

Senators Hill (Alabama) and Kerr 
(Oklahoma) have teamed up to offer 
3. 1681 to amend the Public Health 
Service Act. The proposed amendment 
provides that if Hill-Burton funds are 
available from the allocations to a 
given state those funds may be extend­
ed as loans to applicants who are eli­
gible under the Hill-Burton formula. 
The conditions of the Hill-Burton Act 
apply; and the interest rate is to be 
equal to the average Interest paid by 
the government on its long term loans 
plus | of 1%.

Most Baptists have been willing to 
see the government extend loans to 
private or church agencies providing 
the interest rate is such that there 

la no coat to the taxpayer. A number 
of Baptist colleges have accepted such 
loans for the building of dormitories, 
benefiting by the longer time provided 
for amortization and by a closer ap­
proach to the *pure interest* rate. 
They have felt that such loans do not 
involve the use of the government's 
tax-power to compel contributions to­
ward a religious institution, a prin­
ciple which is clearly violated in the 
case of grants.

This Hill-Kerr proposal in 3. 1681 
attempts to merge the hospital insti­
tutional interests of Baptists with 
those of the Roman Catholics in an 
■omnibus* piece of legislation that is 
built simply on ’interests.* Baptists 
are invited to accept loans if in so 
doing they will consent to others get­
ting grants. So the bill proposes a 
five year extension of the appropria­
tions to the Public Health Service Act 
(Hill-Burton), tacking on a provision 
for loans if the pending applications 
for grants do not use up the funds.

The action of the Southern Baptist 
Convention Executive Committee, which 
raised the question of loans, began 
with a clear statement of opposition 
to grants based on principles. The 
secondary suggestion In favor of loans 
was In response to Baptist Institution­
al Interests seeking to render the max­
imum of service In the field of hospi­
tal work within the framework of our 
spiritual principles. Apparently Sen­
ators Hill and Kerr do not understand 
the principles, only the Interests.

The Hill-Kerr proposal stands In 
contrast to the bill by Rep. Poage 
(Texes), H.R. 1979, which proposes a 
loan arrangement completely Independent 
of the old Hill-Burton formula. Rep. 
Slier (Kentucky) has offered In H.R. 
3103 proposed amendments to the Public 
Health Service Act which would strike 
out the *and other non-profit* cate­
gories. Mr. Poage and Mr. Slier seem 
to understand the principles Involved.

TAX EXEMPTIONS
Where do tax exemptions for churches 

properly begin and end? That Is a 
question which Is arising with Increas­
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ing frequency. Does the principle of 
separation of church and state call 
for taxation or for exemption from 
taxation of church properties?

The old legal maxim, "The power to 
tax is the power to kill*, is an under­
standable argument in defense of exemp­
tion for properties which are vital to 
the life and work of the churches. It 
is more difficult to follow the Valid­
ity of that maxim in defense of exemp­
tions for properties which are owned 
simply for their income producing power 
but are in themselves unrelated to the 
work of the churches.

Tax exemptions do not effect any 
gross savings for the economy. When 
one source of revenue dries up a gov­
ernment normally shifts the load to 
another source, and in the end the 
people pay it. The advantage of ex­
emption, then, is to the institution 
rather than to the taxpayer. The ques­
tion is how privileged should churches 
and their agencies be in the economy?

When the real properties of the 
churches used for worship are not taxed 
it means that such community services 
as roads, streets, police and fire pro­
tection are received gratis, being paid 
for by the citizenry under tax laws. 
Perhaps this is a necessary arrangement 
in order to keep the churches free 
from possible interference by the gov­
ernments. This, however, seems to be 
something quite different from the 
economic entrenchment of institutions 
which enables them to be independent 
of popular support. The spiritual 
significance of the latter situation 
has not received the philosophic and 
historical study which the problem 
merits.

The current practices in the United 
States vary greatly from state to 
state, and from city to city. The 
only limitations now extant are those 
limitations arising out of the church­
es 1 abilities to acquire property 
and/or to influence local and state 
authority in favor of exemption. Un­
less the churches and their leaders 
can find a principle which constitutes 
a stopping place, that line will ulti-
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mately be drawn by economic resistance 
Involving more or less anti-church or 
anti-clerical attitudes. Fact finding 
studies and discussions aimed at find­
ing a rational line of separation 
would be desirable and worthWh|te.

SUNDAY FOR 
ARMED SERVICES RECOGNITION

The President's proclamation of 
Armed Forces Day, dated March 5» 1957, 
says:

•NOW, THEREFORE, I, DWIGHT D. EIS­
ENHOWER, President of the United States 
of America and Commander in Chief of 
the armed forces of the United States, 
do hereby proclaim the third Saturday 
of May in 1957 and the third Sunday of 
May in each succeeding year as Armed 
Forces Day; and I direct the Secretary 
of Defense on behalf of the Army, the 
Navy, and the Air Force, and the Sec­
retary of the Treasury on behalf of 
the Coast Guard, to mark the day each 
year with appropriate ceremonies, to 
arrange for demonstrations and displays 
at armed*forces installations, to in­
vite participation by representatives 
of all religious faiths In such cere­
monies, in order that the interdepend­
ence of the deep and abiding religious 
faith of Americans and our security 
may be recognized, end to work hand in 
hand with civil authorities in arrang­
ing other supporting activities. I 
further direct the Secretary of De­
fense, as my personal representative, 
to assume the responsibility for initi­
ating, formulating, and supervising 
policies and procedures in keeping with 
this proclamation.*

The shift from Saturday to Sunday 
may not have great significance. Those 
who think of Sunday as a day for fish­
ing and golf will probably find that 
the addition of a military celebration 
add* some welcomed color to that par­
ticular Sunday. Those, on the other 
hand, who have seriously endeavored to 
use Sunday for spiritual edification 
may have more trouble placing the 
celebration Im their customary frame. 
An "Armed Forces Day Prayer" is sup­
plied by the Armed Forces Chaplains 
Board.


