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A Theology for 
Stewardship Education
LEE E. DAVIS

There is reason for optimism; interest 
in biblical stewardship among South
ern Baptists has greatly increased in 
the last twelve years. The first major 
work of this period was Resource Un
limited, published by the SBC Steward
ship Commission in 1972.1 The first 
chapter in Resource Unlimited is "A 
Theological Rationale for Christian 
Stewardship.” The doctrines of cre
ation and redemption are the basic doc
trines for understanding Christian 
stewardship. Morris Ashcraft wrote: 
"The concept of Christian stewardship 
grows out of the belief in God as Crea
tor. . . . True Christian stewardship is 
based on a personal commitment to 
God through Christ.”2 In fact, all Chris
tian doctrines are applicable in under
standing and applying Christian 
stewardship in an educational pro
gram.

Expressing his concern for theologi
cally sound stewardship education, 
Ashcraft wrote about the churches’ re
sponsibility and illustrated how the ab
sence of doctrinal soundness distorts 
stewardship practices. "Great harm 
can result... if churches follow lines of 
expediency to achieve immediate goals 
at the risk of overlooking the context 
and foundation of Christian steward
ship. For instance, it is possible to em
ploy Malachi 3:10 as a legalistic 
requirement and secure funds while de
stroying the idea of stewardship.”3

Southern Baptists have stewardship 
materials which are theologically 
sound, and the challenge is to see that 

they are used in the preaching and the 
educational program of the churches. A 
book on stewardship administration 
has just been released by Convention 
Press. Christian Stewardship in Action 
is a comprehensive guide to year-round 
stewardship development. Theology, 
Christian history, and philosophy of 
education are used to develop a founda
tion for stewardship activities in 
churches. Numerous activities and re
sources are suggested to help churches 
plan, calendar, and conduct an ongoing 
stewardship education program.

The theology for stewardship educa
tion to be discussed in this article is 
based on the biblical meaning of the 
word steward: a "manager of some
thing that belongs to another. Steward
ship means management. In the New 
Testament, steward and stewardship 
refer to responsibility and responsible 
actions. Stewardship includes giving 
money through one’s church, but its 
implications go much deeper. For the 
Christian, to be a steward, is to manage 
responsibly all of one’s life, influence, 
and resources.”4 This understanding of 
steward and stewardship is fundamen
tal in the development of an adequate 
theology of stewardship and steward
ship education.

Since theology validates Christian 
education in the church and since stew
ardship generally is among the weakest 
characteristics of Christians in Ameri
ca, particularly Southern Baptists, the 
necessary conclusion is the absence of 
an adequate theological basis. "The 
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wrong approach has been all too preva
lent. The activity is first organized and 
the most effective methods for carrying 
it out are developed. Then, as a kind of 
afterthought, Scripture and theology 
are consulted to give it support.”5 Ade
quate stewardship education without 
biblically sound theology is impossible.

Doctrine and Stewardship Education
More than ever, there is now a need for 
stewardship preaching and teaching to 
be grounded in sound theology. Never 
before has Christian stewardship been 
as severely challenged by secularism. 
Further, stewardship education needs 
sound theological moorings because 
Christians and the church do not prac
tice stewardship in isolation. Steward
ship relates to every significant 
doctrine of our faith and to the every
day life of all Christians. But in many 
ways, stewardship practices in church
es have become secularized; promoting 
stewardship as though there is no God 
obviously lacks the validation of a 
sound theology. Too often, the promo
tion of stewardship is reduced to cliches 
to motivate giving of money and is sup
ported by religious semantics.

Creation and Stewardship
When relating major doctrines to stew
ardship, the first to consider chronolog
ically is the doctrine of creation, 
specifically the creation of man. "God 
relates everything he does to man. Man 
is God’s first concern. Man is the climax 
of all creation.”6 Stewardship educa
tion must reach back to this point 
where God first involved himself in 
man’s life. It is here that a unique rela
tionship was established which has de
termined God’s stewardship response 
to man and man’s intended steward
ship response to God. Stewardship as it 
should be today emerged from this ini
tial precovenant relationship.

Noteworthy for understanding the 
doctrine of stewardship is man’s God
likeness. Genesis refers to this unique
ness of man as being created in the 
image of God (see Gen. 1:26-27; 5:1; 9:6). 
"More fanfare is made over the cre
ation of man than over the rest of cre
ation preceding man. Set apart from all 
other creation, man is given a greater 
sanctity with the descriptive phrase Tn 
the image of God.’ ”7

Man in the image of God implies pur
pose. "It indicates that man has a 
unique relationship and responsibility 
to God. Man is made for fellowship with 
God and obedience to his will. . . . Man 
also represents God on the face of the 
earth. He is God’s . . . responsible crea
ture who in communion and coopera
tion with God shares in God’s work in 
the world. And as steward, man bears a 
unique responsibility and accountabil
ity to God in the created order.”8

Man’s responsibility and account
ability to God is inherent in the assign
ment God gave to man in creation. 
"God blessed them; and God said to 
them, 'Be fruitful and multiply, and fill 
the earth, and subdue it; and rule over 
the fish of the sea . . . , and over every 
living thing that moves on the earth’ ” 
(Gen. 1:28, NASB).9 "To 'subdue’ and 
'rule over’ in God’s place and as God 
would do it is a management assign
ment.”10 "The earth is the Lord’s, and 
all it contains” (Ps. 24:1, NASB), and 
God put man in charge of it. It is a uni
versal assignment given to every per
son. Man’s assigned responsibility 
cannot be forfeited, and accountability 
for one’s management (stewardship) ac
tions is always first to God and then to 
the rest of God’s creation.

"The fact that God trusted man and 
assigned him to manage his world is 
evident throughout the Old Testament. 
Accountability to God, a major thrust 
in the Old Testament, presupposes good 
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management of life, powers, influence, 
and resources”11 for the purpose of 
imaging God in the world. But because 
man sinned, he is unable to reflect God 
in decisions and actions. Even in sin, 
however, man cannot eradicate God’s 
image, just as he cannot forfeit his 
management responsibility. Because of 
man’s sin and as a part of God’s stew
ardship to man, he initiated a plan for 
recreation. He sent his Son to make 
possible the elimination of chaos and to 
reestablish God’s purpose for man, cre
ation, and other people.

Writing about this, Paul explained 
that "He [God] made known to us the 
mystery of His will, according to His 
kind intention which He purposed in 
Him with a view to an administration 
[stewardship, management] suitable to 
the fulness of the times, that is, the 
summing up of all things in Christ” 
(Eph. 1:9-10, NASB). Referring again to 
what God did in Christ, Paul wrote that 
"He [Christ] is the image of the invisi
ble God, the first-born of all creation. 
For in Him all things were created, 
both in the heavens and on earth. 
. . . And He is before all things, and in 
Him all things hold together” (Col. 
1:15-17, NASB).

The purpose for man in the doctrine 
of creation is magnified in the New Tes
tament. God’s purpose for man is cen
tered in Christ. "As God’s perfect 
steward, 'he has made him [God] 
known’ (John 1:18, RSV) to us in the 
most personal way. When God sent his 
Son into the world, he reaffirmed the 
boundless possibilities of a human life. 
With the freedom and creativity God 
gave to man, the potential for creative 
management of life and resources is al
most without limit.”12 As an agent in 
the creative process (John 1:1-3), Christ 
interpreted God to man (John 1:18) and 
showed man how to fulfill his purpose 
of imaging God through the manage

ment of life and resources.

Redemption and Stewardship
Stewardship in the New Testament is 
Christ centered. Christ is God incar
nate, "the radiance of His glory and the 
exact representation of His nature, and 
upholds all things by the word of His 
power” (Heb. 1:3, NASB). Since a per
son who is alienated from God by sin 
cannot be a steward which images God, 
God’s mission in Christ is man’s re
demption. Through Christ, man can be 
recreated to join with God as a colabor
er in the recreative process of both peo
ple and nature (John 3:3; Rom. 8:18-23). 
T. A. Kantonen wrote that "the part
nership with God signified by steward
ship is based upon the restoration of a 
filial relation to God through the for
giveness of sins, and its deepest motiva
tion is the joy of redemption.”13

From the creation relationship of 
God to man and man to all other cre
ated things, man’s ability to respond 
and his responsibility are evident. Ac
tualizing these two characteristics is 
man’s stewardship in the most compre
hensive sense. But Christian faith 
added a greater dimension to steward
ship. Every person is a steward by cre
ation. There are no exceptions. A 
redeemed person is a steward by cre
ation and redemption. In redemption, 
stewardship by assignment (as in the 
Old Testament account of creation) 
becomes stewardship by voluntary 
commitment. Law (you must) is re
placed by grace (you may). Under the 
lordship of Christ, a Christian is more 
able to respond through the enabling 
presence of the Holy Spirit. To accept 
Christ’s lordship in one’s life is to 
choose a higher level of responsibility. 
In this spirit, Cecil Ray defined Chris
tian stewardship as "the highest form 
of the responsible life.”14 In Christ, the 
way a person lives everyday—every 
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thought, attitude, choice, and action— 
is his stewardship in action.

Teaching Christians how to live re- 
sponbile lives is the thrust of much of 
Christ’s teachings and much of the 
other New Testament material. In fact, 
"the application of all biblical truths to 
the living of one’s life is a stewardship 
application.”15 Given the fact that 
more of the New Testament material is 
on how to live the Christian life than on 
how to enter the kingdom, there are 
more passages on stewardship than on 
evangelism. This is true when Chris
tian stewardship is viewed in its literal 
sense. It is at this point that the Greek 
word used in the New Testament for 
steward becomes important in under
standing the theology of stewardship.

Oikonomos is the primary word. . . . 
When this compound word is divided, the 
root meanings can be seen. Oikos is a 
noun for '’house.” Nomos is a noun for 
"law”; but when used as a verb, it means 
"to divide” or "to distribute” (nemein). 
When both parts of oikonomos are used 
as nouns, the root meaning is "the law of 
the house.” As a noun and verb combina
tion, the root meaning is "to divide or 
distribute the house.” Both meanings re
flect a management concept.

As it is used in the New Testament, 
oikonomos means primarily "manager 
or administrator of something that be
longs to someone else.” Understood from 
the noun root, "law of the house,” this 
person would be in charge of the house. 
In Greek culture, this could be the most 
trusted slave or a freeman who was the 
chief servant.... The verb root usage, "to 
divide or distribute,” refers to "the ap
portionment of the owner’s material 
possessions.” It necessitates the presence 
of a manager and describes his actions.16
A look at some of Jesus’ teachings 

reveals how stewardship is related to 
living the Christian life. Such Scrip
tures as Luke 12:41-48, the parable of 

the faithful and unfaithful stewards; 
and Luke 16:1-13, the parable of the un
righteous steward, use the word oikono
mos repeatedly. These parables 
provide guidance for the management 
of one’s life, powers, influence, and re
sources as a citizen of the kingdom. 
Christian stewardship is using the 
world to image God and to enlarge his 
kingdom. "When management (stew
ardship) of all of God’s world which has 
been entrusted to man is compared to 
’money giving’ stewardship, the latter 
is embryonic.”17 In fact, when one ac
cepts the comprehensive nature of 
Christian stewardship, experience indi
cates that money giving will increase 
along with a deeper level of commit
ment to the Christian life.

Among redeemed people, this should 
be what church leaders expect of mem
bers. "A man hears the Word of God, 
under the convicting power of the Holy 
Spirit, and in the context of a communi
ty of Christian believers. He comes 
through repentance toward God and 
faith in the Lord Jesus Christ to a new 
kind of life. With his sins forgiven, he 
now lives under the sovereignty of God 
and the lordship of Christ and in fellow
ship with the Holy Spirit. The ’world’ is 
God’s creation again; man is God’s 
steward again. One may get ’funds’ on 
some other basis, but Christian stew
ardship must begin in this experience 
of salvation.”18 Following the salvation 
experience, a person can then under
stand Jesus’ teaching about living the 
responsible life in the world as a mem
ber of the kingdom (Matt. 5-7; 28:19-20).

Other Doctrines and Stewardship
Creation and redemption are cardinal 
doctrines in developing a theology for 
Christian stewardship education. To 
say this is not to subordinate other 
major Christian doctrines. For exam
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pie, the doctrines of God, Christ, and 
man are just as important; but in dis
cussing creation and redemption these 
basically have been assumed. God is 
first, in prominence and chronology; 
and he initiated creation and redemp
tion. Everything God does is in relation 
to man, and every action man makes is 
in response to what God has done and 
is doing, especially in sending Christ 
into the world to redeem man. In this, 
God is steward: "In the dispensation 
[oikonomia, stewardship/management] 
of the fulness of times he might gather 
together in one all things in Christ” 
(Eph. 1:10). It follows, since man is cre
ated with a God-likeness "a little lower 
than God” (Ps. 8:5, NASB), that man’s 
stewardship is to image God.

The doctrine of the church and its 
mission is also vital to an understand
ing of stewardship. This doctrine re
lates closely to creation and 
redemption. In the continuing creative 
process, Christ inaugurated recreation 
(redemption). In partnership with God 
for continuing redemption, Christ es
tablished the church. Individual mem
bers, in gratitude to Christ for their 
redemption, accept personal witness
ing as a stewardship responsibility. 
Also inherent in salvation is the com
mitment to make available one’s life, 
powers, influence, and resources to 
image God and to enlarge his kingdom. 
Active fellowship and participation in 
the church compounds the impact of 
personal stewardship. The corporate 
stewardship of the church is to fulfill 
the mission of the church (Matt. 28:19- 
20). Second only to a Christian’s daily 
management (life-style, standard of liv
ing, relationships), helping the church 
accomplish its mission is one of the 
more visible ways a Christian expresses 
his stewardship.

Stewardship Education in the Church
One doctrine compliments other doc
trines, and together they shape Chris
tian stewardship. Stewardship 
education in the church shapes mem
bers’ lives because it is based on doc
trine. If doctrine is absent, two results 
are inevitable. First, members are 
dwarfed. They do not experience Chris
tian growth, a primary benefit of stew
ardship education. Second, if 
stewardship is only promoting giving 
apart from doctrine, many members 
will come to resent both the promotion 
and the concept of stewardship. Both 
results negate God’s purpose for man 
and the mission Christ assigned to the 
church.

Evidence of a lack of biblically sound 
stewardship education in Southern 
Baptist churches is disturbing. From 
observation and the avenues available 
to actually measure stewardship educa
tion activities, it appears that less than 
1 percent of the churches have a year- 
round stewardship education program. 
This estimate is supported by available 
statistics. In 1981, 19.4 percent of 
Southern Baptist churches reported 
conducting some kind of a budget pro
gram.19 If a church does anything in 
stewardship, it will usually do a budget 
program. Of the seven thousand 
churches who conducted a budget pro
gram, some were probably only inter
ested in raising money to operate the 
church. Perhaps 10 percent of South
ern Baptist churches are receiving 
minimal stewardship education with 
doctrinal support.

Biblical Basis
"The basis for stewardship education 
comes from the same foundation as 
that of Christian education in general. 
The fact that God created man free, re
sponsible, and with creative abilities 
assumes an educational process.”20 But 
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for Christian education, there is a 
much stronger basis than an assump
tion. The Great Commission, which is 
often limited to an evangelistic/mis- 
sions emphasis, also contains a man
date for Christian education. "Go 
therefore and make disciples of all na
tions, baptising them in the name of 
the Father and the Son and the Holy 
Spirit, teaching them to observe all 
that I commanded you” (Matt. 28:19-20, 
NASB). The three phases of the com
mission are distinct: make disciples, 
baptize them (incorporate them into 
the fellowship of the church), and teach 
them Jesus’ teachings (how to live the 
Christian life).

The word teaching in verse 20 is a 
present participle. It implies "that 
Christian instruction is to be a continu
ous process . . . continuing after bap
tism with a view to enabling disciples to 
walk worthily of their vocation.”21 The 
subject matter to be taught is "all that 
I [Jesus] commanded you” (v. 20). The 
instruction to teach is important, but 
just as important is what to teach. "The 
force of the verse comes down on teach
ing obedience to Jesus’ commands. 
. . . Teaching disciples to practice right 
living is more important than teaching 
them facts and orthodox opinion. Chris
tian education has the potential of pro
ducing more Christlike living.”22

To this point, little has been said 
about Christian giving and nothing 
about tithing. That is because steward
ship is so much more. If giving or tith
ing is equated with stewardship in the 
educational process, Christians miss 
the major thrust of the biblical doctrine 
of stewardship. William Hendricks 
wrote that "tithing is only one small 
specie (and in the New Testament ex
ceedingly small) of the larger genus, 
stewardship.”23

A biblically based stewardship edu
cation program in a church teaches 

Christians how to live in a secular soci
ety and to be great givers. It should 
speak to Christians’ responsibility for 
the natural resources God has pro
vided. This involves ownership, ecologi
cal concerns, overconsumption, greed, 
and exploitation of things and people. 
The great tragedy evident among many 
church members is that their life-style 
and standard of living are shaped more 
by secular values than Christian val
ues. Look at any community or suburb, 
based on life-style choices and standard 
of living, and try to identify the Chris
tian and non-Christian families. Few 
distinctly Christian families are iden
tifiable. This situation coexists with 
church educational programs whose in
structional content, the New Testa
ment, is weighted heavily toward 
teaching Christians how to image God 
and Christ in the midst of secularism.

Further, when stewardship educa
tion adequately addresses Christian 
growth, the natural result will be more 
evangelism and mission outreach and 
giving. "One of the most tangible ways 
the early Christians and churches 
demonstrated their understanding of 
the mission imperative was their stew
ardship response. Understanding stew
ardship as management,... those early 
Christians accepted the full implica
tions the gospel brought to bear upon 
their lives. They organized their lives 
around God and Christ and one anoth
er” (the opposite of secularism).24 Stew
ardship education which teaches 
Christians how to live has the potential 
for accomplishing the same results 
now.

"Stewardship education which is iso
lated from an adequate theology 
becomes a strange doctrine. In isolation 
it loses its authority to expect a re
sponse. The need is great for churches 
to share a concise word about the 
theology of stewardship instead of only 
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promoting giving. To teach giving with
out teaching stewardship (manage
ment of one’s life, powers, influence, 
and resources) is a distortion of the bib
lical revelation.”25 Neither tradition 
nor expediency should shape a church’s 
stewardship program. The easiest 
method of obtaining enough money to 
operate a church may be robbing Chris
tians of their birthright of Christian 
growth.

The Philosophy
Since a Christian’s stewardship is how 
he lives his life daily, he should be con
fronted regularly with the biblical chal
lenge of stewardship. This philosophy 
of stewardship education is identified 
as a year-round program. In Christian 
Stewardship in Action following each 
biblical/historical chapter is a practi
cal chapter to help churches develop a 
year-round program. A suggested sup
plementary booklet is The Church 
Stewardship Committee Plan Book. 
The stated objective of the suggested 
organization in the plan book is "to de
velop an understanding of and commit
ment to the biblical concepts of 
individual and corporate stewardship, 
... develop and recommend methods of 
using the appropriate channels of the 
church to introduce biblical steward
ship concepts to church members.”26

For a year-round, stewardship educa
tion program, The Church Stewardship 
Committee Plan Book identifies four 
sections: stewardship education, mis
sions support education, budgeting, 
and accounting. (In Christian Steward
ship in Action, two chapters are devot
ed to each of these sections—one 
background and one practical. Leader
ship is dealt with in a separate chap
ter.) Based on the stated objective, goals 
are established for each section and ac
tivities planned year-round to accom
plish the goals. However, the 

stewardship education and missions 
support education sections carry the 
weight of the year-round program.

Activities are suggested for weekly, 
monthly, quarterly, semiannually, and 
annually. These activities can be 
categorized to ensure a balanced pro
gram. The stewardship/missions sup
port education Bible study category 
suggests activities ranging from a 
thirty-second stewardship/missions 
support statement during weekly wor
ship services to an extended Bible study 
of several hours. Another category, spe
cialized stewardship/missions support 
education, could include such activities 
as Christian money management con
ferences, will and estate planning con
ferences, Cooperative Program Day or 
Month emphasis, and a visiting mis
sionary speaker. In the general educa
tion category, posters, leaflets, tracts, 
films, and filmstrips can be inter
spersed in the program throughout the 
year as a continual support to the more 
specific activities.

The budget section functions 
throughout the year, but its work is 
more visible during the annual budget 
emphasis which is an ideal time to 
highlight the ministry involvement of a 
church. When budget development and 
promotion are approached by planning 
the church’s ministries for the coming 
year, a climate of ministry support is 
created rather than just raising more 
money. The annual budget emphasis 
provides an educational opportunity 
not as apparent at other times of the 
year.

As invisible and unrelated to educa
tion as the accounting sections seems, 
it, too, has an educating opportunity. 
Much of the integrity of a church’s wit
ness is determined by how it handles its 
money. The approach of the accounting 
section in receiving, counting, deposit
ing, recording, disbursing, and report
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ing on the church’s money influences 
both the members’ and the com
munity’s attitude toward the church. 
Especially in the reporting phase, em
phasis can be placed on the amount of 
ministry accomplished as a result of 
members’ giving. From an educational 
perspective, this is instant feedback 
which validates members’ stewardship 
of giving.

Adequate stewardship education 
without biblically sound theology is im
possible. "The key to effective steward
ship education is the pastor. . . . When 
stewardship education and theology 
are weak,... it is the pastor’s responsi
bility first. But he may have inherited 
the weakness. Members, too, must 
share the responsibility, especially 
those in teaching positions.”27 If weak
nesses exist because of the absence of 
stewardship education, the urgent 
challenge is to begin a comprehensive 
program. If traditional stewardship 
ideas are theologically inadequate, 
progress in reeducating will be slow; 
but it is just as urgent.

Stewardship education is the founda
tion for everything a church attempts 
to do—evangelism, missions support, 
and Christian growth. "Education 
must be continuous throughout the life 
of a Christian. It is Christian education 
that nourishes a Christian for kingdom 
service. The education of Christians is 
the church’s responsibility. Christians 
cannot live without thinking, making 
decisions, and acting upon those 
thoughts and decisions. Their thoughts 
and decisions must be enlightened if 

they are to fulfill God’s purpose for 
their lives and ultimately God’s mis
sion for the church.”28 A theology for 
stewardship education which is more 
concerned about how much money 
Christians give than how they manage 
their lives will never challenge them to 
be all God expects them to become.
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It Is a New World!
LYLE E. SCHALLER

"I’ve been teaching in this same semi
nary since 1952,” declared a professor 
at a luncheon meeting with a group of 
pastors, "and I’ve never seen such a 
self-centered group as the students 
we’re getting today! What are you 
preachers teaching these young people 
out there?”

"The world is changing,” agreed one 
of the ministers. "I’ve been serving 
rural and small-town churches for 
thirty years, and I’ve never seen so 
many marriages on the rocks or people 
wanting someone to listen to their trou
bles as I’m seeing now. I could spend all 
my time as a pastoral counselor, and at 
least a third of the people who want to 
see me are not members of my church.”

"The biggest change I’ve seen since I 
entered the pastorate,” added another 
minister, "is the increase in the num
ber of former Catholics joining Baptist 
churches. About one fifth of my new 
adult members are former Catholics, 
and other pastors tell me they’re ex
periencing the same thing. Are you 
other pastors seeing this same trend?”

"That’s consistent with what I’m ex
periencing,” affirmed another minister. 
"It used to be that most of my new adult 
members came either from other Bap
tist churches or from the Methodists. 
Now we’re getting former Lutherans, 
Episcopalians, Catholics, Presbyteri
ans, and adults who have never attend
ed church. Denominational loyalty 
doesn’t seem to mean much anymore.”

"Our problem is that we can’t find 
people willing to give of their time and 
energy to help others,” complained an
other minister. "Today people are more 

concerned about their own needs and 
less concerned about others than they 
used to be.”

These and similar comments by lead
ers in the churches are being heard 
with increasing frequency all across 
the nation today. A context for under
standing these changes can be gleaned 
from five books and studies published 
recently. Together they suggest that 
America has entered a new era in its 
history.

The Catholic-to-Protestant Migration
The book that may be of greatest inter
est to Southern Baptists was sponsored 
by the National Conference of Catholic 
Bishops, directed by a United Pres
byterian minister, and published by a 
United Church of Christ agency.1 After 
interviewing 590 Catholics and former 
Catholics in seven dioceses, the re
search team identified the common 
characteristics of persons who had con
verted to Roman Catholicism; of those 
who had dropped out; and of the per
sons who had been reared Catholic, 
dropped out, and subsequently re
turned to the fold. Perhaps the discov
ery that has the greatest relevance to 
Protestant ministers relates to inter
faith marriages. This study reports 
that approximately 40 percent of all 
Catholics who married in the seventies 
chose a non-Catholic. In the fifties ap
proximately three fourths of these mar
riages resulted in the non-Catholic’s 
joining the Catholic Church. By 1980, 
that proportion had dropped to 25 per
cent. In one fourth of today’s interfaith 
marriages, the non-Catholic converts to 
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the Catholic Church; in another fourth 
the Catholic joins the non-Catholic’s 
church; and in the other half the mar
riage remains mixed with no conver
sion either way.

Among the major variables in deter
mining which spouse does convert are: 
(1) The less devout usually converts to 
the more devout spouse’s church. (2) 
The higher the level of dissatisfac
tion with the Catholic Church’s teach
ings on birth control the more likely 
the couple will leave the Catholic 
Church. (3) The spouse from the lower 
social-class background tends to con
vert to the church of the spouse with 
the higher social-class background. (4) 
The less Americanized spouse converts 
to the more Americanized spouse’s 
church. (5) Persons in second marriages 
are more likely to leave the Catholic 
Church.

When this trend is combined with (1) 
the rapid increase in the number of 
Southern Baptist churches in the 
northcentral and northeastern states, 
(2) the migration to the Sun Belt of 
Roman Catholics reared in the frost 
belt, (3) the recent upward social mobil
ity of Southern Baptists, (4) the in
crease in the number of young adults 
who meet their future spouse while at
tending a public college or university, 
and (5) the fact that interfaith mar
riages tend to be less stable than in
trafaith marriages, three implications 
float to the surface.

First, Southern Baptist congrega
tions will continue to see a significant 
proportion of their adult new members 
coming from a Roman Catholic back
ground. Which Baptist ministers will 
respond and see this as an opportunity 
for a redemptive specialized ministry?

Second, the pastoral counseling load 
on Baptist ministers will increase as 
they minister to (1) Baptist parents who 
learn that their son or daughter is not 

only marrying a Catholic but also in
tends to convert to Catholicism, (2) the 
Baptist-Catholic couple who choose a 
Baptist church, and (3) an increasing 
number of couples in unstable mar
riages.

Finally, the increasing number of 
former Catholics (and Lutherans and 
Episcopalians) is certain to have an im
pact on a denomination in which most 
of today’s adult members grew up in 
either a Baptist or a Methodist home.

A Different Generation
The most profound, as well as the most 
thoroughly researched of these five 
studies comes from the Institute of So
cial Research at the University of 
Michigan.2 In this research a 1957 sur
vey involving a random sample of over 
two thousand Americans was replicat
ed in 1976 with a carefully matched 
sample of approximately the same size. 
The results enable us to compare the 
attitudes, self-images, hopes, and fears 
of Americans of 1976 with a similar 
cross section of the population nineteen 
years earlier.

What did the researchers discover?
One of the threads running through 

the book is the emergence of what the 
authors identify as the new "psycholog
ical orientation” of our culture or a 
shift toward a greater psychological 
orientation of the population. This new 
"therapeutic age” is reflected in all 
facets of American life from child rear
ing with its greater concern about the 
socialization of the child to the genera
tion gap of the sixties that was high
lighted by the antagonism between 
parents and their adult children, to the 
decline of religious authority that has 
become most visible in the Roman 
Catholic church, to the decline of mean
ing derived from work, to the radical 
change in family roles with the increas
ing emphasis on self-fulfillment.
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There are scores of observations and 
comments that merit the attention of 
church leaders, but five stand out for 
discussion here.

First, in 1957, 42 percent of the re
spondents turned to prayer as a means 
of coping with unhappiness; but this 
proportion dropped to 31 percent in 
1976. In 1957, unhappy adults were 
more likely to turn to prayer for solace 
than to other people for counsel and 
advice by a forty-two to thirty-seven 
margin. In 1976, that pattern was re
versed as 50 percent turned to others 
for support and only 31 percent resort
ed to prayer. The authors speculate this 
shift may be due in part to (1) a de
crease in the number of moderately 
religious people in the American popu
lation (The proportion of the popula
tion who are deeply religious has 
remained about the same.), (2) the shift 
to a psychological orientation in the 
churches and among the clergy that en
courages a therapeutic response to un
happiness, and (3) the rise in the 
general level of educational attainment 
—the higher the level of education, the 
freer the individual to interact with 
others.

The persons interviewed in 1976 
were more likely than their counter
parts in 1957 to turn to a mental health 
specialist or others for counsel, while 
the 1957 sample was more likely to 
turn to a pastor or a physician. Does 
this help explain why many pastors 
today spend more time in psychological 
counseling with church members and 
less time in intercessory prayer?

Second, and perhaps more signifi
cant, the people studied in 1957 tended 
to be more concerned about how they fit 
into the social structures of American 
culture. They found considerable 
meaning and fulfillment in their role as 
a wife or husband, in their job, in their 
responsibilities as a parent, in their 

efforts as a member of a voluntary asso
ciation such as a church, and in visiting 
kinfolk. The 1976 respondents tended 
to seek fulfillment and personal satis
factions from intimate personal rela
tionships rather than from a 
structured social role. The authors de
scribe this "new investment in self-ex
pression” as replacing the traditional 
social roles. One obvious example of 
that trend is the increasing number of 
younger women who are dissatisfied 
with being a full-time homemaker and 
seek personal fulfillment through paid 
work. Does this also help explain the 
characteristics of today’s seminary stu
dents? Perhaps the students of the 
fifties represented the values of that 
cultural era and today’s seminarians 
bring with them the values of a differ
ent era?

One facet of this increasing emphasis 
on one’s self is the greater willingness 
of the persons in the 1976 sample to 
turn to others to discuss intimate per
sonal problems. This new value on self
enrichment also appears to be a factor 
in the sharp increase in the divorce 
rate since 1960. This search for self-en
richment also has resulted in a higher 
level of dissatisfaction with one’s work 
and the work environment. Is it any 
wonder pastors complain about the in
crease in their counseling responsibili
ties?

The third finding from The Inner 
American that has great significance 
for church leaders has been document
ed repeatedly in other studies. People 
are less interested in contributing their 
time and energy to voluntary associa
tions in general, and especially to those 
that exist for the benefit of others.

The National Opinion Research Cor
poration, for example, reported that be
tween 1967 and 1978 there was a 
decline from 38 to 24 percent in the 
proportion of well-educated adults who 
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were members of the PTA and a drop 
from 17 to 8 percent in those belonging 
to political organizations. Service 
clubs, scouting, churches, social wel
fare organizations, lodges, and hospi
tals report a similar decline in their 
supply of volunteers. The big increase 
in how adults spend their discretionary 
time has been in jogging, boating, shop
ping, and in membership in health 
clubs, professional societies, sports 
groups, literary societies, night-school 
classes, and care of the home. Adults 
now prefer to allocate their free time 
for self-improvement and personal 
satisfactions rather than to help others.

The Inner American study reported 
that the people in every income group 
and in every region of the country 
showed a sharp decrease in their mem
bership in organizations. In 1957, 58 
percent of all Baptists said they did not 
belong to any formal organization 
other than their local church. By 1976, 
that percentage, despite the upward 
mobility of Baptists in the intervening 
two decades, had climbed to 63 percent. 
For Methodists and Lutherans the 
change was from 44 percent who did 
not belong to any other formal organi
zation in 1957 to 48 percent in 1976. For 
Catholics the change was from 50 to 58 
percent, and for "fundamentalists” the 
change was from 53 to 64 percent. It 
also should be added that in 1976 "join
ers,” persons belonging to two or more 
organizations, came most often from 
those who attend church once a week 
and least often from those who never 
attend.

Southerners stood out, in contrast to 
residents of other regions, as being 
more likely to spend considerable time 
visiting with friends and relatives and 
as being low in membership in formal 
organizations.

The basic focus of The Inner Ameri
can, and of its predecessor and compan

ion studies, is on mental health. The 
research design emphasized the catego
ries of gender, age, and education in the 
effort to identify differences in mental 
well-being. The researchers discovered 
a fourth important variable. This is 
church attendance, and that is the 
fourth finding of special interest to 
church leaders. They found vast differ
ences in the quality of their lives be
tween the people who are regular 
church attenders and those who do not 
attend. Regular churchgoers are much 
more likely to (1) think their lives are 
going well, (2) have a stronger "bond
ing” to their community, (3) report a 
feeling of happiness, (4) be more sa
tisfied with their marriage and their 
spouse, (5) have a more positive view of 
parenthood, and (6) derive greater 
satisfaction from their work. The au
thors raise a question as to whether 
these characteristics of the regular 
churchgoers are a product of their 
religiosity or a reflection of a stronger 
general social integration and identifi
cation with a group. The nonattenders 
are less well integrated into society, 
and that may be a factor in their nega
tive feelings about their well-being.

This study also found that in 1957,46 
percent of the respondents in the 
twenty-one to thirty-four age bracket 
said that they attended church at least 
once a week. In 1976, only 27 percent of 
the persons in this age group replied 
they attended at least once a week, and 
the proportion of these young adults 
who said they "never” attended church 
tripled from 7 percent in 1957 to 23 per
cent nineteen years later. In both 1957 
and 1976, nearly one half (47 percent) 
of the mature adults, age fifty-five and 
over, reported that they attended 
church at least once a week. There was 
a significant decline in the proportion 
of those in the thirty-five to fifty-four 
age bracket who attended weekly from 
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47 percent in 1957 to 37 percent in 
1976, and the proportion who said they 
"never” attended doubled from 8 per
cent in 1957 to 15 percent in 1976.

Finally, this carefully researched 
study identified two parallel trends 
that help us understand much of what 
is happening in both the churches and 
the total culture. One of these is the 
increased acceptance of deviations 
from traditional role requirements and 
patterns of behavior. This is what the 
Moral Majority is opposing, and the 
data in this book suggests that will turn 
out to be a losing battle. Twenty years 
ago it was widely assumed that when 
Nelson Rockefeller divorced his first 
wife, that act ended his political career. 
Subsequently, he became vice-presi
dent of the United States. In 1980, the 
voters elected as president a man who 
was divorced from his first wife and 
married to a divorced woman; and with 
the support of the Moral Majority, he 
carried the "Solid South.” Twenty 
years has brought a radical change in 
what is defined as acceptable behavior!

The parallel trend is the shift from a 
future orientation to an emphasis on 
the immediate gratification of today’s 
desires. The existence of the "me gener
ation” is documented by this research. 
People today are more pessimistic 
about the future than were their coun
terparts in 1957; they have less confi
dence in big institutions; they express a 
stronger laissez-faire orientation; and 
they are more concerned with their in
dividual self-fulfillment and less will
ing to fulfill the expectations placed on 
them by traditions, by role, and by oth
ers. This conflict is reflected in the cur
rent ferment over the direction of the 
Southern Baptist Convention, about 
the role and priorities of the United 
Methodist Church as well as in Pres
byterian, Lutheran, Catholic, and Epis
copal circles.

That Religious Minority
Another snapshot of the contemporary 
religious scene can be found in a study 
commissioned by the Connecticut 
Mutual Life Insurance Company.3 
While it does not display the impecca
ble research and academic credentials 
of The Inner American, this study was 
designed to identify why people feel 
and act as they do in an increasingly 
complex society. Approximately one 
hundred questions on values, attitudes, 
and behavior were asked of more than 
two thousand respondents, represent
ing a cross section of the American 
population age fourteen and over. 
These ranged from a question on 
whether the way people vote is the 
main factor in deciding how things are 
run in this country to how frequently 
the respondent volunteers to work in a 
local organization, to attendance at 
community meetings, to a willingness 
to move to another place of residence, 
to that person’s position on abortion, to 
feelings about strengthening the mili
tary forces, to their stance on women’s 
rights, to relations with one’s spouse, to 
attitudes about the person’s job.

The responses were tabulated by age, 
gender, race, income, education, occu
pational status, and "level of religious 
commitment.” On nearly every ques
tion the most useful predictor on how 
people would respond to that question 
was their level of religious commit
ment. Age, marital status, and level of 
educational attainment were in distant 
second, third, and fourth places as reli
able predictors of how Americans 
would respond to these questions.

Eight factors were used to determine 
the level of a respondent’s religious 
commitment, and the study found that 
10 percent ranked in the category of 
"highest” religious commitment, 16 
percent as "high,” 24 percent placed on 
a "moderate” level of religious commit
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ment, 32 percent in a low level, and 18 
percent in the "lowest” level. The high
ly religiously committed are a minority 
but an active minority.

As might be expected, the younger 
the respondents the more likely they 
would be in the low or lowest level of 
religious commitment. Approximately 
40 percent of the persons age fifty-five 
and over were placed in the highest or 
high levels. Women were more likely 
than men to be in one of these two high 
levels by a thirty-four to nineteen mar
gin. In general, the persons with a high 
level of religious commitment tended to 
come in disproportionately large num
bers from among residents of rural 
areas and small towns, from low in
come families, from among the elderly, 
from the South, from those who had not 
completed high school, and from those 
who were black or female.

The 26 percent of the respondents in 
the two highest levels of religious com
mitment are equivalent to forty-five 
million Americans age fourteen and 
over. These respondents are more like
ly than the less religiously committed 
to (1) belong to community organiza
tions, (2) vote in local and national elec
tions, (3) volunteer their time and 
energy to community organizations, (4) 
suggest how their friends and neigh
bors should vote, (5) believe they can 
influence how their community and the 
nation are run, (6) be content not to 
move, (7) visit their neighbors, (8) trust 
elected leaders, (9) play with their chil
dren, (10) believe it is important to help 
a friend, (11) frequently visit with their 
relatives, (12) be willing to try to recon
cile an unhappy marriage, (13) derive 
satisfactions from family relationships, 
(14) believe their work contributes to 
society, and (15) be happy in their work.

Those with a relatively high level of 
religious commitment also tend to be 
more conservative on social, moral, eco

nomic, and political issues.
A parallel survey of nearly eighteen 

hundred leaders from nine segments of 
American society revealed that when 
compared to the general public, leaders 
tend to (1) be twice as likely as the gen
eral public to serve as a volunteer in a 
local organization, (2) be happier and 
find more satisfaction in their work, (3) 
be much more supportive of the mother 
with young children being employed 
outside the home, (4) be more opposed 
to making a divorce more difficult to 
obtain, (5) be more liberal on social and 
moral issues, (6) be less likely to engage 
in prayer, (7) be less sure that God loves 
them, (8) believe it is not important to 
make new friends, (9) be more likely to 
vote in local elections, and (10) be less 
likely to say it is important for parents 
to play with their children. On a 
majority of the questions there was a 
significant difference between the re
sponses from the general public and 
those from leaders. On several ques
tions military and religious leaders or 
business and religious leaders reflected 
similar opinions.

There is a remarkably high degree of 
consistency between the results of the 
research and the findings reported in 
The Inner American.

The End of the Puritan Ethic?
A more popular study is a new book by 
Daniel Yankelovich, a respected ana
lyst of social trends.4 Yankelovich re
ported that about four out of five 
Americans are committed to the search 
for self-fulfillment described in more 
extensive terms in The Inner American.

Leaders seeking to enlist volunteers 
will find one of Yankelovich’s central 
points shedding considerable light on 
their frustrations. The author de
scribed the traditional "giving-getting 
contract” as built on a foundation of 
sacrifice and self-denial. A person was 
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expected to give hard work, the post
ponement of many satisfactions, loyal
ty, commitment, patriotism, and a 
willingness to place the needs of others 
first. In return the giver could expect to 
enjoy the ever-rising standard of living 
of the 1945-70 era, a secure job, a nice 
home, a devoted spouse, the respect and 
love of his children, opportunities for 
self-advancement, a satisfying church 
relationship, a sense of accomplish
ment out of one’s life, an ability to be 
proud of country, the respect of neigh
bors, the promise that someone will 
care for him in his old age and will 
mourn his death.

The author contended that the giv
ing-getting contract is now being 
modified. The rules are being rewritten 
in family life, in educational institu
tions, in career planning and expecta
tions, in the definition of success, in 
one’s relationships with other people, 
in the churches, in the military, and in 
the business world.

The credit card means that it no long
er is necessary to save to buy what one 
wants now. The mothers of young chil
dren no longer are willing to take turns 
tending the church nursery on Sunday 
morning. The Sunday School teacher 
resigns for no apparent reason halfway 
through the year. Schoolteachers talk 
more about rights than about obliga
tions. Except for a few months in early 
1981, patriotism has largely disap
peared from the American scene.

Yankelovich, however, is optimistic 
about the future. He sees the excesses 
of the "me decade” of the seventies 
being replaced by a new set of rules 
that foster self-fulfillment in a manner 
that is compatible with a world of limit
ed resources. His surveys suggest a 50 
percent increase between 1973 and 
1980 in the proportion of Americans 
who share a belief in the need for a 
deeper sense of community.

The author argues, somewhat weak
ly perhaps, that this new ethic of com
mitment will both preserve certain 
traditional American values and rein
force many of the emerging new values 
including autonomy for both men and 
women, a more caring attitude, a pri
ority on self-expression over self-denial, 
and new opportunities for self-expres
sion and creativity.

The Nurturing Congregation
A couple of years before either The 
Inner American or New Rules reached 
the book stores, a little noticed but ex
traordinarily significant study was 
published by the Lutheran Church in 
America.5 As a part of a larger concern 
with congregational nurture, a search 
was undertaken for parishes that were 
reputed to be strong nurturing congre
gations. Nine, representing a broad 
range in size, regional location, age, 
liturgical stance, community setting, 
and income of the members, were se
lected for an intensive analysis during 
1976. Out of that research came this 
report.

The researchers identified three cen
tral sources of nurture. The first was 
the caring pastor who both fulfilled a 
nurturing role and also modeled it for 
others to follow. The second was that 
community of believers who were bond
ed together by strong ties and who 
behave more like a closely knit family 
with a long, shared history of together
ness than like a collection of acquaint
ances and strangers who gather 
together regularly for the corporate 
worship of God. The third source was 
the mutual support of the members for 
one another.

They also found that churches per
ceived as nurturing congregations are 
the ones most attractive to new mem
bers. (This finding is consistent with the 
study of membership trends conducted 

Fall 1983 21



by the United Presbyterian Church a 
year earlier.)

They also found that (1) The stronger 
the nurturing quality of congregational 
life was the lower was the sense of 
denominational loyalty. (2) The preach
ing in these congregations tended to be 
strong on the gospel but weak on the 
law. (3) There were impressive evi
dences of a strong attachment to a 
behavioral form of faith in contrast to 
an ideological expression of their reli
gious commitment. (4) There was a no
table absence of what was described as 
"God talk.” In the course of over three 
hundred interviews the interviewers 
heard few direct references to "God,” 
"Christ,” "grace,” or other religious 
terms. (5) Nurturing congregations 
tend to be involved in social outreach 
but not in the nurture of nonmembers. 
(6) The pastor who is willing to surren
der control may be the more effective 
nurturing pastor. (7) Nurturing congre
gations tend to display a high degree of 
socioeconomic homogeneity. (C. Peter 
Wagner probably would respond, 
"Naturally!” to that finding.) (8) Nur
turing congregations tend to be strong

ly pastor-centered churches.
This study of nurturing congrega

tions reinforces what The Inner Ameri
can and New Rules report about the 
general society. It is a new world. Rela
tionships are now more important than 
functions. Identity has replaced surviv
al as the most important question in 
the minds of a majority of today’s 
Americans. Loyalty to institutions and 
traditional roles has been superseded 
by the search for self-fulfillment and 
immediate satisfactions.

These five books can furnish valuable 
insights into this new world for mem
bers of congregational and denomina
tional planning committees.

’Dean R. Hoge, et al. Converts, Dropouts, Returnees: a Study of 
Religious Changes Among Catholics (New York: Pilgrim Press, 
1981).

’Joseph Veroff, Elizabeth Douvan, and Richard A. Kulka, The 
Inner American: a Self-Portrait from 1957-1976 (New York: 
Basic Books, 1981).

3 The Connecticut Mutual Life Report on American Values in 
the ’80s: the Impact of Belief (Hartford: Connecticut Mutual Life 
Insurance Company, 1981).

4 Daniel Yankelovich, New Rules: Searching for Self-Fulfill
ment in a World Turned Upside Down (New York: Random 
House, 1981).

’Roger A. Johnson, Congregations as Nurturing Communities 
(Philadelphia: The Office of Research and Planning of the Divi
sion for Parish Services, Lutheran Church in America, 1979).
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The Minister as 
Theologian
warren McWilliams

Every minister is a theologian. Notice 
that I did not say that every minister 
ought to be a theologian. Every minis
ter is already a theologian. By virtue of 
being a Christian minister, you have 
thought about the major truths of the 
Christian faith. Whether you have 
taken theology courses in college or 
seminary, you have daily reflected on 
the nature of God, the many facets of 
human sin, Jesus’ death and resurrec
tion, the purpose of the church, and 
many other theological issues.

Unless you teach theology in a col
lege or seminary, you may not have 
thought of yourself as a theologian. No 
matter what type of ministry you per
form, you are probably more likely to 
see yourself as a preacher, teacher, ad
ministrator, counselor, youth minister, 
or editor of church newsletters rather 
than as a theologian. Indeed, you quite 
likely could paraphrase Amos 7:14, "I 
am no theologian nor the son of a 
theologian.” Your professional or 
ministerial self-concept is probably 
based on specific tasks or roles you 
have.

For the purposes of this essay, I am 
defining theology in a broad sense. 
Theology is God-talk, coming from the 
Greek words for God (theos) and talk 
(logos). It is the study of or thinking 
about God in his relations with all real
ity. Also, theology has traditionally 
been understood as "faith seeking un
derstanding.” A theologian is anyone 
who tries to understand the Christian 

faith. A Christian may express his or 
her faith through action (witnessing, 
service), worship (prayer, adoration), or 
thinking (theology). Any thoughtful 
Christian is a theologian.

In this brief essay I hope to accom
plish three goals. First, I want to help 
you become more aware of the value of 
seeing yourself as a theologian. Second, 
I want to show you the major features 
of a solid theology for a minister. Third, 
I will suggest some practical ways you 
can be a better theologian.

The Minister as Theologian
Few ministers will ever want to be 
professional theologians. Except for 
college or seminary teachers, few of us 
have the motivation or time to read 
widely in academic theology. Yet we 
need to remember that every type of 
ministry involves theology. A few ex
amples must suffice. Pastors sometimes 
preach on explicitly theological 
themes; but in every sermon they im
plicitly deal with God, sin, salvation, 
the future, and other central truths of 
the faith. A minister of education may 
deal directly with doctrines when he or 
she teaches a Church Training series 
on Baptist beliefs or organizes a Doc
trinal Emphasis Week program. 
Beyond this, however, the minister of 
education often responds to questions 
about the Christian faith that require 
theological answers. For example, 
some of the toughest theological ques
tions I have ever heard came from chil
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dren in a Vacation Bible School class 
rather than a college class. A youth 
minister may have studied the doctrine 
of creation in college, but his young 
people may be more interested in gain
ing a Christian perspective on their 
sexuality. Having dealt adequately 
with the doctrine of creation should 
have helped the youth minister develop 
his or her own view of the created 
world, including the human body. A 
minister of music may frequently 
worry about the size of his or her adult 
choir or the quality of the sound sys
tem. Every time he or she chooses an 
anthem or a hymn for congregational 
singing, a theological decision is in
volved. Indeed, the words to our music 
often teach us more theology than any 
sermon or lecture. These examples 
could be multiplied. I hope you are be
ginning to see that you are a theologian 
or at least that your ministry is in
formed by your theological reflection.

A Solid Theology for Ministers
I want to sketch the major features of 
a solid theology for a minister. My con
cern will not be with specific doctrines 
or schools of theology such as 
liberalism, fundamentalism, or neoor
thodoxy. Rather, I want to list six quali
ties of a basic theological stance for 
ministers.1

Your theology should be Christian. 
—This aspect of your theology is obvi
ous and basic, but sometimes we need 
to remind ourselves of the basics. For a 
theology to be Christian, it needs to be 
biblical. There are other sources of in
formation and relative authorities for a 
Christian minister, but the highest au
thority must be the Bible. Our theology 
must be rooted in a careful, disciplined 
study of the Bible. Baptists may dis
agree on the interpretation of some bib
lical passages, but we can all agree on 
the primary authority of the Bible.

Besides the Bible, some other things 
influence our theology. Our theology 
should also be rational. Human reason 
is a gift from God. Our minds should be 
used to the fullest in developing our 
theology. In fact, theology is one way to 
love God with your mind. A truly ratio
nal theology will acknowledge the im
portance of mystery and paradox in the 
Christian faith. If all truth is God’s 
truth, then a biblical theology will also 
be a rational theology. In addition, our 
personal experience and culture may 
influence our theology. Our theology 
will always be autobiographical and 
contextual. Personal experiences such 
as conversion and call to the ministry 
are usually vivid to us; but day-to-day, 
spiritual experiences also inform our 
theology. Our cultural heritage may 
also function to futher influence our 
theology. A middle-class white, for ex
ample, probably would not notice the 
liberation theme in the Bible as much 
as a minority group member would. 
Working together, Scripture, reason, 
experience, and culture can contribute 
to a truly Christian theology.

Your theology should be both classi
cal and contemporary.2—By "classical” 
I mean that your theology should be 
informed by the larger history of Chris
tian theology in general and the history 
of Baptist thought in particular. Much 
concern has been expressed in recent 
years about the historic Baptist posi
tion on key doctrines, but few of us 
have seriously considered what leading 
Baptist theologians have said over the 
years or how earlier Baptist confes
sions of faith have articulated our 
shared beliefs.3 As Southern Baptist 
ministers we need to be aware of our 
Southern Baptist heritage. Although 
we steadfastly affirm the priesthood of 
the believer, our theology must not 
become too individualistic. Our theolo
gy should be community or denomina
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tion oriented if we are to avoid theologi
cal tangents. Every minister needs to 
"contend for the faith which was once 
for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3, 
RSV)4 if his or her theology is to be 
truly classical.

Our theology also needs to be con
temporary in the sense that we con
stantly strive to find new, fresh ways of 
expressing the faith. If we commit our
selves to only one way of expressing our 
theology, we may not be able to present 
the gospel effectively to an ever-chang
ing, pluralistic world. James Michener, 
in his novel Centennial, told of a minis
ter’s preaching a trial sermon to a con
gregation of cattlemen. He chose Jesus’ 
dialogue with Peter in John 21 as his 
text. His sermon on feeding the sheep 
did not make a favorable impression on 
the cattlemen.5 Perhaps the preacher 
could have made the same emphasis 
with a different text. Sometimes the 
situation will necessitate a new lan
guage or form for our theology. Peter’s 
advice still applies: "Always be pre
pared to make a defense to any one who 
calls you to account for the hope that is 
in you” (1 Pet. 3:15, RSV). Depending 
on the context where this defense is 
made, the traidtional language of Zion 
may not be appropriate. Personally, I 
have found reading some of the better 
Christian apologists, such as C. S. 
Lewis, to be helpful in developing new 
modes of expression for my faith.

Although our theology needs to be 
contemporary in its expression, there 
are at least two dangers present in this 
endeavor. First, a minister who tries to 
be innovative in his or her theological 
expression always runs the risk of get
ting too far ahead of the people. Some 
congregations would feel alienated if 
the minister of music always chose con
temporary songs or the pastor never 
used the familiar jargon. Second, a min
ister who consciously works at improv

ing his or her theology may incorporate 
new terminology that simply does not 
communicate to the people. A minister 
who becomes enamored of a theological 
trend will need to be careful to trans
late the scholar’s terminology into ev
eryday language.

Your theology should be comprehen
sive.—A minister who is concerned 
about improving his or her theology 
should strive to develop a balanced 
theology. Ministers sometimes fail to 
heed the "whole counsel of God” (Acts 
20:27, RSV). Granted that some biblical 
truths are more central to the faith, at 
least in terms of salvation or daily life, 
we should not neglect the full range of 
Christian truths. I am not proposing 
that we develop our theology on the 
basis of statistics, but it might be en
lightening for us to realize that some of 
our favorite doctrines are explicitly 
mentioned in only a few passages. 
Other important doctrines are cited nu
merous times yet are rarely mentioned 
in sermons or hymns. For example, our 
attitude toward the physical world is a 
frequent concern of the biblical writers, 
yet we only occasionally introduce it 
into our ministries. In traditional 
terms, the issue we are discussing is 
"the canon within the canon.” Al
though we hold to all sixty-six books of 
the Bible as inspired, we often let fewer 
than that guide our ministry. In a simi
lar way we may have a "theology with
in a theology.” That is, we affirm the 
sweep of Baptist thought, encapsulated 
in The Baptist Faith and Message; but 
we actually highlight only some of the 
doctrines.

Your theology should be critical.—A 
well-developed theology should be dis
criminating rather than naive. In our 
age ministers are often tempted to 
adopt the theological system of some 
leading preacher, Bible scholar, or aca
demic theologian. The ever-present 
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danger is that the minister will be 
blown about by "every wind of doc
trine” (Eph. 4:14, RSV). Having taught 
a course on contemporary theology for 
several years, I realize that theology 
can be as faddish as women’s clothes. 
Every minister needs to remember 
John’s advice to "test the spirits to see 
whether they are of God” (1 John 4:1, 
RSV). Helmut Thielicke warned theolo
gy students in seminary of the dangers 
of "theological puberty.”6 Even when 
we have been in the ministry for sev
eral years we need to discern what au
thors and ideas are worthy of our 
acceptance. Across the years most of us 
have found some favorite authors 
whose writings resonate with us. We 
must, however, be discriminating even 
when reading our favorite authors. I re
member my surprise when I discovered 
that one of my favorite biblical com
mentators was a universalist. I still 
read him regularly; but I am more con
scious of the need to evaluate all au
thors, not just the unfamiliar ones.

Although we should be critical in de
veloping our theology, I am not suggest
ing that we read only "safe” authors. 
We should be just as critical of our own 
beliefs as we are of the beliefs of others. 
It may be that engaging new ideas will 
challenge us to reexamine our beliefs 
and improve them. As a teacher, I am 
firmly convinced that learning does not 
end with the conclusion of our formal 
education. Indeed, a minister today 
needs to be aware of many ideas that 
conflict with his or her own. Every min
ister needs to be widely read and in
formed about the issues of our day.

You should be personally committed 
to your theology.—By now you can see 
that every minister should develop a 
theology he or she personally believes. 
For several years I have required my 
theology students to write a brief per
sonal confession of faith. Like most stu

dents, they agonize all semester about 
the assignment. For many the assign
ment is harder than an ordinary re
search paper, for I expect them to 
reflect seriously on what they believe. I 
do not want my notes or the textbook 
author’s opinions given back to me.

Many ministers thought through 
their personal theology when they pre
pared for an ordination interrogation, 
but that ordination may have been 
years ago. Perhaps we need to rethink 
our theology today. The transition from 
an inherited theology, learned perhaps 
from a pastor or a seminary teacher, to 
a personal theology is sometimes trau
matic. Many of my students do not 
really know what they believe. Jesus 
undoubtedly was attempting to guide 
his disciples to a deeper, personal level 
when he asked them, "But who do you 
say that I am?” (Matt. 16:15, RSV).

Too many ministers see theology as a 
dull, academic subject; but I am con
vinced that theology deals with some of 
the most profound issues of life. To be 
a theologian does not require living in 
an ivory tower. Rather, to be a theolo
gian is to be personally committed to 
the deepest truths of the Christian 
faith. J. L. Dagg, an early Baptist 
theologian, argued:

To study theology, for the purpose of 
gratifying curiosity, or preparing for a 
profession, is an abuse and profanation 
of what ought to be regarded as most 
holy. To learn things pertaining to God, 
merely for the sake of amusement, or 
secular advantage, or to gratify the mere 
love of knowledge, is to treat the Most 
High with contempt.7

In our time James Cone, a leading 
black theologian, has argued that 
theology, at least for blacks, must be 
passionate.8 I agree with Cone’s point 
but would add that all theology should 
be passionate and personal. No minis
ter should espouse a theology that is 
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abstract and surely academic.
Your theology should have conse

quences for your ministry.—In other 
words, your theology should be practi
cal. For many ministers theology seems 
totally impractical and irrelevant to 
their ministry. To me ideas and actions 
are closely interrelated, and a minis
ter’s theology should make a significant 
difference in his ministry. Some exam
ples may help. Some preaching minis
ters, for example, proclaim a doctrine 
but practice a life-style totally opposed 
to the proclamation. "How ironic, then, 
that some would defend emotionally 
their doctrine of God as Creator in a 
pulpit harangue delivered in a waste- 
fully air-conditioned auditorium to an 
over-stuffed people who will drive their 
gas-guzzling cars to a restaurant for 
big, juicy steaks after the sermon.”9 If 
a minister really believes the physical 
world is God’s creation, then that belief 
should have some practical conse
quences for the way he treats his or her 
own body, the energy systems of his 
church’s physical plant, and the kind of 
car he or she owns. A minister who 
affirms the authority of the Bible 
should not cheat on income taxes or 
have affairs. A minister who has firm 
convictions about the mission of the 
local church should let those convic
tions guide decisions about the church’s 
budget, building programs, and sala
ries.

Practical Ways to Be a Better Theologian 
When we realize that we are theolo
gians, we should want to be better 
theologians. Here I want to suggest 
three practical ways you can improve 
your theology.

We can learn a lot about theology by 
reading theological writings.—Inde
pendent study or a reading program in 
theology might take two directions: 
self-improvement or improvement for 

your ministry. If your primary concern 
is self-improvement, then your reading 
could focus on significant works by Bap
tist theologians from the past or 
present (J. L. Dagg, Manual of Theolo
gy; E. Y. Mullins, The Christian Reli
gion in Its Doctrinal Expression; W. T. 
Conner, Revelation and God; Herschel 
Hobbs, Fundamentals of Our Faith; 
Fisher Humphreys, Thinking about 
God; C. W. Christian, Shaping Your 
Faith; Dale Moody, The Word of 
Truth}.10 At some point every minister 
should study a collection such as Wil
liam Lumpkin’s Baptist Confessions of 
Faith in order to understand the 
shared beliefs of Baptists. Although 
confessions of faith do not normally 
give a detailed statement on any doc
trine, they often avoid the eccentrici
ties of individual theologians. Indeed, 
we need to be reminded that Baptists 
have often agreed on theology rather 
than fight about it! A good source of 
information about current theological 
trends is journals. Baptist journals 
such as Review and Expositor, South
western Journal of Theology, and The 
Theological Educator often have arti
cles on theology. Academic journals 
such as Journal of Religion, Religion in 
Life, Journal of the American Academy 
of Religion, and Interpretation are also 
helpful.

Some reading in theology might be 
directed to your specific form of minis
try, although there may be fewer re
sources. Bill Hendricks’ A Theology for 
Children is for people who work with 
children, but he gives some help in ex
pressing theology in a child’s level. Re
sources for a youth minister are often 
included in curriculum materials and 
popular books for youth.11 Baptist Book 
Stores often stock books on theology ap
propriate for other types of ministry.

Another way to improve your theology 
is through attending classes on theolo
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gy.—These classes may be regular 
courses at a nearby college or semi
nary, a seminary extension course, or a 
short-term workshop or conference. 
Some of our seminaries, for example, 
have frequent, continuing education 
courses. Some seminaries have three- 
or four-week miniterms which attract 
ministers who have study leaves from 
their churches.

A final way you can develop your 
theology as a minister is through a 
study group composed of fellow minis
ters.—Many ministers find reading 
books or taking courses less than ap
pealing. Discussions of theological is
sues in a local ministerial group add 
the dimensions of dialogue and inter
personal interaction. These study 
groups can easily degenerate unless 
someone has the responsibility for 
planning and coordinating the discus
sions. A group might start by discuss
ing one of the hot issues, such as 
biblical authority or spiritual gifts and 
then move on to topics such as miracles 
or prayer.

Every minister is a theologian, but 
not every minister is a good theologian. 
Several years ago in the "Peanuts” 
comic strip Sally said that selfish stu
dents took courses in theology because 

"there is nothing better than being in a 
class where no one knows the answer.” 
Southern Baptists need ministers who 
know the answers because they have 
consciously developed solid, biblically 
based theologies. Southern Baptist 
ministers will be able to perform all 
their roles better when they have a 
strong theological base.

‘Fisher Humphreys, Thinking About God (New Orleans: In
sight, 1974), pp. 19-29, gives a different list of characteristics of 
his theology.

2Cf. Clark H. Pinnock, "An Evangelical Theology: Conserva
tive and Contemporary,” Christianity Today, January 5, 1979, 
pp. 23-29.
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and Expositor 71 (Spring 1974): 179-95; James Leo Garrett, "The 
Concept of Biblical Authority in Historic Baptist Confessions of 
Faith,” Review and Expositor 76 (Winter 1979): 43-54; James Leo 
Garrett, "Biblical Infallibility and Inerrancy According to Bap
tist Confessions,” Search 3 (Fall 1972): 42-45; L. Russ Bush and 
Tom J. Nettles, Baptists and the Bible (Chicago: Moody, 1980).
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1946, 1952, 1971, 1973. Subsequent quotations are marked RSV.

’James A. Michener, Centennial (Greenwich, Conn.: Fawcett, 
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tist Publication Society, 1871), p. 13.
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Lippincott, 1970), pp. 45-49.
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A Church’s Responsibility 
to Develop Believers
NOLAN P. HOWINGTON

"As my Father hath sent me, even so 
send I you” (John 20:21). Christ’s com
mission to his followers is to participate 
in and to continue the work he began in 
the world. Christian believers are per
sons who are committed to Christ and 
to sharing his message and mission in 
the world. To share that message and to 
participate in that mission with the 
greatest possible effectiveness is every 
Christian’s ministry. Paul spoke of this 
ministry when he wrote that the believ
er "will be used for special purposes, 
because he is dedicated and useful to 
his Master, ready to be used for every 
good deed” (2 Tim. 2:21, GNB).1

However, Christian believers do not 
enter the Christian life completely pre
pared and equipped for everything 
Christ intends for them to be and to do. 
The life of the believer is a continual 
process of growing and becoming. The 
New Testament speaks clearly of every 
Christian’s need to be engaged in the 
process of growing and developing: "We 
are not meant to remain as children. 
... But we are meant to speak the truth 
in love, and to grow up in every way 
into Christ” (Eph. 4:14-15, Phillips).2

Believers who are committed to 
sharing Christ’s message and mission 
in the world realize their need to devel
op the qualities and skills that make it 
possible for them to do so with max
imum effectiveness. At least three fac
tors are essential if this growing, 
developing process is to take place in 
the lives of believers: (1) qualities that 

prepare the believer for growth and de
velopment to take place, (2) an environ
ment or context where growth and 
development can take place, and (3) a 
catalyst that begins and sustains the 
growing and developing process.

Characteristics That
Prepare the Christian for Growth
Every Christian believer should be 
growing and developing, but not all 
Christians are. Growth and develop
ment are experienced by only those 
Christians whose lives are shaped and 
directed by certain qualities: (1) a dis
tinctive direction in life, (2) a dynamic 
commitment to Jesus Christ, (3) a con
stant striving toward Christlikeness, 
(4) a compelling awareness of Christ’s 
mandate, (5) a constant faithfulness to 
the Word of God, (6) a life implanted in 
the church, and (7) a life lived within 
the world.

A distinctive direction in life.—Each 
believer has been saved by grace 
through faith and has been linked in
separably with Christ. In that union 
with Christ, the believer is called to live 
a redirected life. Growing, developing 
believers must remain sensitive to 
their call to a life that continually 
grows and deepens, reflecting more and 
more the life of God and the fruit of the 
Spirit (1 Pet. 1:23; Gal. 5:22-23).

A dynamic commitment to Jesus 
Christ.—The kind of life that is capable 
of development maintains a dynamic 
commitment to Christ. This commit

Fall 1983 29



ment is far more than a slavish follow
ing of tradition or orthodoxy, and it is 
far more than an intellectual assent de
void of vitality. This commitment redi
rects the believer’s life and expresses 
itself in learning and discipline and in 
ministry in his name and spirit (Matt. 
11:28-30; 10:42).

A constant striving toward Christ- 
likeness.—The call to follow Christ is 
also a call to be like Christ. The believer 
who is developing realizes that Christ’s 
call is to be as well as to do (Eph. 4:13- 
15). The Christian who is striving to
ward Christlikeness actually is striving 
to duplicate in his own life the qualities 
of Christ’s life: obedience to God’s will 
(Matt. 7:21); moral goodness (Acts 
10:38); servanthood, self-giving, and 
sacrificial love (Phil. 2:5-8); correct use 
of power (Mark 10:42-45); and insis
tence on justice, mercy, and faithful
ness (Matt. 23:23).

A compelling awareness of Christ's 
mandate.—A growing believer cannot 
escape the insistent urgency of Christ’s 
Commission recorded in Matthew 
28:18-20. The lives of committed follow
ers are influenced continually by an 
inescapable awareness of the need to 
give witness, to lead others to Christ, 
and to make disciples—all in the power 
of God.

A consistent faithfulness to the Word 
of God.—There is no substitute for the 
permeating presence of the Word in the 
life of the believer, because the Word 
nourishes the soul and causes growth (1 
Pet. 2:2). The developing believer comes 
to rely more and more on the Bible as 
an unparalleled source for training in 
righteousness, for admonition, for in
sight, and for guidance (2 Tim. 3:14-17).

A life implanted in the church.— 
Growing believers realize that to be "in 
Christ” is to be in the body. The Bible 
is clear in its statement that believers 
cannot grow and develop in isolation 

from other believers (1 Cor. 12:12-27). 
The fellowship within the body is essen
tial because within the body believers 
are members one of another; and with
in the body gifts are discerned, 
affirmed, and directed toward appropri
ate ministries.

A life lived within the world.—Au
thentic followers of Christ do not seek 
to escape the world but to share 
Christ’s identity with human need 
(Matt. 25:35-40). Believers are sensitive 
to the joys, needs, and hurts of people. 
They know that they must live within 
the world because that is where they 
are able to witness and to minister to 
those for whom Christ died (1 Cor. 5:9- 
10). But, while authentic followers of 
Christ live within the world, their lives 
are different from the world in spirit, 
life-style, attitude, and ultimate loyalty 
(John 17:14-16).

A Context That Promotes Growth
The believer must be placed in the kind 
of environment or context where 
growth and development take place. 
Your church’s responsibility is to pro
vide that context for every believer who 
is a part of the fellowship. Your church 
should also be sensitive to two areas of 
growth that are related but distinct: (1) 
growth of the inner life, and (2) growth 
in ministry or service. If your church is 
to provide the best possible context for 
developing believers, you must help 
each person in the fellowship to look 
within and to reach out.

Helping believers develop the inner 
life.—Your church has responsibility 
for developing each believer’s total life, 
especially and initially the inner life. 
Authentic Christian ministry can come 
from no source other than an inner life 
that is growing and developing. The fol
lowing is a list of ways your church can 
minister to persons in the fellowship by 
providing a context that fosters the de
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velopment of the inner person.
• Help each person to become 

grounded in the essentials of the faith. 
This ministry should include instruc
tion in basic doctrines and patterns of 
moral behavior.

• Help believers to shape their lives 
by the discipline of prayer. Developing 
believers need help to understand and 
to practice communion with God and 
intercession on behalf of others.

• By its own example your church 
should teach believers to act upon the 
authority of the Scriptures. Help each 
person to accept the Bible as the Word 
of God, the creation of the Spirit (2 Tim. 
3:16), and the vehicle of divine revela
tion (Heb. 1:1-2). Provide developing be
lievers a solid biblical foundation and 
keep them aware of the Bible’s God-giv
en authority.

• Assume responsibility for leading 
believers to develop attitudes of caring, 
compassion, and concern. Ministering 
and witnessing are authentic only 
when they proceed naturally from an 
inner disposition that is characterized 
by these attitudes (Acts 2:42-47). When 
these attitudes are developed, the logi
cal result is an informed, committed 
group of believers who are developed 
and equipped for ministry in the 
church and in the world.

Equipping believers for ministry or 
service.—Christians fulfill their mis
sion by doing as well as by being (Jas. 
1:22). A dynamic Christian faith ex
presses itself in ministry actions and in 
positive influence in every area of life. 
Your church should strive to grasp 
Jesus’ concept of servanthood (Mark 
10:45) and ministry to persons (Luke 
4:18) and to equip believers to share 
this ministry. Ministries include wit
nessing, healing, teaching, interces
sion, reconciliation, and a firm 
resistance to all forms of evil.

The church should accept responsi

bility for developing each believer’s 
ability to witness, to minister to one 
another within the body, and to live re- 
demptively within society.

• Each believer has a responsibility 
to spread the good news of God’s re
demptive love toward persons (Jude 3). 
However, the skill to witness effectively 
is one that must be developed; and it is 
your church’s responsibility to help be
lievers develop those skills.

• Believers minister to one another 
within the body. Because believers are 
"members one of another” (Rom. 12:5), 
they care for one another (1 Cor. 12:25). 
As members of your fellowship exercise 
agape love, the body of Christ is built 
up (Eph. 4:12,16). Your church should 
impress on each person in the fellow
ship the meaning of the priesthood of 
believers. It should equip and lead be
lievers to minister in Christ’s name to 
the weak, the erring, the burdened, and 
the crisis ridden (Rom. 15:1-3; Gal. 6:1- 
2; Eph. 4:32; 1 Cor. 9:22; Jas. 5:19-20).

• Believers live redemptively within 
society. A committed follower of Christ 
should be ever conscious of a citizen
ship in heaven but should be concerned 
to do God’s will on earth (Col. 1:3-14). 
God sets us apart, chooses us, and calls 
us into service to the world. Your 
church should keep believers aware of 
this biblical truth and lead them to ac
cept and to implement it. It is your 
church’s responsibility to help mem
bers develop the ability to live freely 
and to participate responsibly within 
society. An essential part of the Chris
tian’s ministry is to penetrate the 
world as salt and light, bearing God’s 
message of love and reconciliation. It is 
the church’s responsibility to equip and 
to lead them to do so.

The Catalyst
That Initiates and Sustains Growth
The developing process is a continuing 
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occurrence in the life of the believer. As 
such, the process must be set in motion 
and sustained. It is the church’s respon
sibility to provide that catalyst. Your 
church can do this by setting specific 
directions and by engaging in definite 
actions that initiate and sustain the 
growing, developing process in the lives 
of its members.

Accept the biblical mandate concern
ing developing believers,—Your church 
must begin by accepting and by com
municating to believers the fact that 
authentic evangelism both introduces 
persons to Jesus Christ and accepts re
sponsibility for their development as 
followers of Christ.

Instruct new believers.—Your church 
must accept a threefold responsibility 
for new believers in the fellowship: You 
should ground them in the essentials of 
the Christian faith. You should sur
round them with love and a supportive 
fellowship. You should acquaint them 
with skills needed for growth and min
istry.

Involve believers in worship.—Your 
church must involve believers in en
riching, celebrative worship that exalts 
God’s greatness, goodness, and love. 
Dynamic worship is God centered and 
Spirit directed. Worship experiences 
should magnify both the written word 
(Scripture) and the personal word 
(Christ) and should include earnest 
prayers, hymns, and spiritual songs, 
confession, giving, and proclamation of 
the gospel. Such worship involves disci
plined participation and leads to active 
obedience.

Focus on marriage and family. 
—Your church should emphasize bibli
cal teachings on marriage and family 
life and encourage worship and Chris
tian living within the home. Lead par
ents to talk about and to model the 
faith for their children. Always be sen
sitive to the peculiar needs of persons 

who face the crises of marriage and par
enthood, the disruptions of divorce and 
death, and the varied problems of daily 
life.

Call forth spiritual gifts.—The 
church should enable members to dis
cover their spiritual gifts, then develop 
and use them for ministry. To fulfill 
this responsibility the church must 
have leaders who can equip the saints, 
facilitate their growth, and serve as 
worthy models. Help believers realize 
that the focus of their ministry is not on 
discussing their gifts but on discovering 
and using their gifts.

Emphasize the biblical concept of 
ministry.—The church must recover 
the biblical concept of ministry as the 
work of all believers. Your church is a 
servant church because it receives its 
mission and ministry from Jesus 
Christ, the head of the church. Accord
ingly, all members are called to share 
the ministering task. This is the priest
hood of believers, and it includes vari
ous ministries both within and without 
the church.

In the context of all that the church 
does to initiate and sustain the grow
ing, developing process in the lives of 
believers, the pastor stands in a unique 
position. He is charged with the God
given responsibility of guiding the 
church in the development of believers. 
While he is the shepherd who guides 
the process, he is also a participant who 
is involved in the process that is taking 
place. The pastor’s responsibility is to 
give loving leadership. The church it
self is charged with the responsibility 
to value, to minister to, and to develop 
each member for ministry.

1This quotation is from the Good News Bible, the Bible in 
Today’s English Version. Old Testament: Copyright © American 
Bible Society 1976; New Testament: Copyright © American Bible 
Society 1966, 1971, 1976. Used by permission.

2 Reprinted with permission of Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc. 
from J. P. Phillips: The New Testament in Modern English, Re
vised Edition. © J. B. Phillips 1958, 1960, 1972.
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Devotional Smorgasbord
ED HANDKINS

Picture yourself in line at a smorgas
bord. All day you have looked forward 
to this blessed event. First are the crisp 
salads, then the colorful vegetables, fol
lowed by the fish, chicken, and beef. It’s 
enough to cause your palate to perspire 
and make your taste buds spin their 
wheels at the starting line.

There is a smorgasbord that is bigger 
than any food line available anywhere. 
I’m talking about the abundance of de
votional material available to those 
who desire to be spiritually fed. So 
much exciting devotional material is 
available that there is no need for any
one to get bogged down in his devotion
al life because of boredom.

The devotional life of every Christian 
is vital to his spiritual well-being. A 
balanced devotional life is as vital to 
the spiritual life as a balanced diet is to 
the physical well-being.

The devotional life is of special con
cern to Christians involved in full-time 
ministry. A Christian worker who does 
not daily seek a spiritual filling will 
eventually find his life and ministry a 
great spiritual drudgery. Trying to 
spiritually minister to other people 
without an active devotional life is like 
trying to pour from an empty pitcher.

The purpose of a devotional time is to 
commune with God. Prayer is a vital 
part of devotion. We talk with God and 
then pause to listen to him. At times, 
God speaks with a still, small voice 
within us. At other times, he speaks 
through the writings of others. Of 
course, the Bible is the basic devotional 
reading. It is the Word of God. God in
spired these words, and he can inspire 

us through his Word.
Even though the Bible is basic, God 

has, and often does, speak to us through 
the lives and writings of others. The 
wealth of written material available to 
us for devotional reading is the subject 
of this article. These writings, laid out 
before us, make up the vast, almost 
endless, devotional smorgasbord.

The Bible is the meat of a vital devo
tional life, but these other writings can 
serve as the spice. Through devotional 
reading, the lives of other people can 
minister to us. Even though these peo
ple may be separated from us in dis
tance and time, they can enrich and 
strengthen our spiritual lives.

Though devotional reading is impor
tant in a well-rounded spiritual life, de
votional literature is not easy to define. 
Some people may feel that religious 
journals are not devotional at all, while 
others feel that they are.

The purpose of devotional literature 
is to help the reader experience God in 
his life more fully. The more a piece of 
literature meets the general expecta
tion of the Christian community, the 
more it is considered devotional.

Since every person has a unique 
background, special drives and motiva
tions, and varying interests, different 
reading material will help different 
people experience the presence of God 
in different ways. That is the reason the 
smorgasbord serves as a helpful model. 
Not everyone likes fish, but it is avail
able for those who do. Others may leave 
the fish alone but still have their hun
ger satisfied.

Findley Edge pointed out three objec
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tives of devotional literature. A piece of 
writing is devotional, if it: (1) enables 
the individual to meet God in a deeply 
personal way and to have a continuing 
and meaningful relationship with him; 
(2) enables an individual to see himself 
more clearly, to understand himself 
more adequately, and to deal with him
self more positively; and (3) enables the 
individual to minister more effectively 
to the world.1

Kinds of Devotional Literature
The division of devotional literature 
into different types is not an easy task. 
Some pieces will fit easily into two or 
three different divisions. However, 
there are different types of literature; 
and a division can be helpful even 
though it may be somewhat arbitrary.

The following ten divisions of devo
tional literature are used to divide our 
smorgasbord into helpful, manageable 
areas. The first four are general Chris
tian materials; the following three are 
historical; and the rest are theological 
in nature.

1. Short devotions and prayers
2. Aids for developing the devotion

al life
3. Aids for practical Christian liv

ing
4. Fiction, allergories, and drama
5. History
6. Journals
7. Autobiographies and biographies
8. Sermons
9. Theology

10. Scriptural exposition
To help you in your selection at the 

smorgasbord, we will take a closer look 
at each of these ten areas. A brief anno
tation of some books in each category 
will help you as you plan your devotion
al reading.

Of course, this selection of literature 
is only representative. An exhaustive 
list is impossible. Your book store or 

library can help you with full publica
tion information. Some of the books 
may have been printed by more than 
one publisher, but only one is listed 
here.

Short Devotionals and Prayers
Short devotionals are brief and easy to 
read. They usually deal with one cen
tral point which may be used to trigger 
the reader’s own thoughts. Time should 
be allowed to meditate on each idea. 
Vivian Clingenpeel said, "When they 
stimulate some deep thinking and 
prayer on the part of the reader they 
are quite valuable, but they may often 
prove shallow and may fail to challenge 
the reader’s thoughts.”2

In addition to the short devotionals, 
books of prayer can be a helpful aid. 
The best biblical example of this is 
found in the Psalms. Prayers can some
times express feelings the reader has 
previously found to be unexpressable. 
Sometimes the prayers of others can 
help us see a matter from a little differ
ent perspective.

Individual devotionals.—This group 
of devotional material is broad indeed. 
The purpose of your devotional time 
should be considered as you select from 
this group. Some aids are best used in 
your private devotional time. Others 
are written to be read in family or 
group devotions. Books of prayers are 
listed separately. Here we will only 
look at four that are representative.

Open Windows and encounter! are 
published quarterly by the Sunday 
School Board of the Southern Baptist 
Convention. Open Windows is for 
adults, and encounter! is for youth. 
Both have a suggested Bible passage 
and a focal verse followed by a short 
story or expounded thought. Each day 
closes with a prayer suggestion. The se
quence is calendar dated.

Home Life (Sunday School Board) is 
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a monthly family magazine. Every 
issue contains devotional suggestions 
for each day of the month. These may 
be used by individuals or by a family. 
Each day’s devotion is designed for a 
five- to fifteen-minute devotional time.

Abundant Living (Nashville: Abing
don, 1976) by E. Stanley Jones is a 
thought-provoking book designed to be 
read in 368, fifteen-minute devotional 
periods; or it can be read through as a 
book. It is designed to take someone 
new in the faith to a deeper level of 
maturity. Individuals or groups can use 
this aid. It has become something of a 
classic since being published in 1942.

Imitation of Christ (Chicago: Moody 
Press, 1980) by Thomas A Kempis has 
for five hundred years been the most 
widely read book of Christian devotions 
in the world. The main point is the 
unyielding demand for self-denial in 
following the pattern of Christ. Its 
short chapters make good reading for 
daily devotions.

Family devotionals.—The aids listed 
as individual devotionals can also serve 
as family aids, but some materials are 
designed specifically for the family.

Whom God Hath Joined (Phila
delphia: Westminster Press, 1973) by 
David R. Mace is a good example of a 
devotional aid dealing with a mature 
subject. It is designed for newlyweds 
but can be helpful to any couple want
ing to review together the meaning of 
marriage from a Christian perspective.

Prayers.—Prayers have been a help
ful devotional aid because they often 
express that which is difficult to say to 
God. Different forms express the feel
ings and thoughts of different people.

A Diary of Private Prayer (New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1979) by John 
Baillie is a traditional, high-church 
form of prayers, offering both morning 
and evening prayers for twenty-two 
days.

Prayers (Midway, Kansas: Andrews 
and McMeel, 1974) by Michel Quoist 
offers contemporary, fresh forms of 
prayer. Simple objects and situations 
are brought to God in prayer. Everyday 
events become an object of meditation.

I’ve Got to Talk to Somebody, God 
(Old Tappan: Fleming H. Revell, 1971) 
by Marjorie Holmes offers a contempo
rary, fresh look at life from a woman’s 
perspective. The prayers are brief but 
something all women, and usually 
men, can identify with. Common events 
are used to make the reader aware of 
God’s presence.

Aids for
Developing the Devotional Life
Learning to develop a more meaningful 
devotional life can, in itself, be a devo
tional experience. This type of litera
ture is not usually written for a 
devotional time, yet it can be used effec
tively in this capacity. The books and 
other types of material vary. Some offer 
motivation and theology. Others offer 
practical helps in the devotional life. 
Only a select group of books will be sug
gested in this area.

A Serious Call to a Contemplative 
Life-Style (Philadelphia: Westminster 
Press, 1974) by E. Glenn Hinson is one 
of the finest present-day challenges for 
a more devotional life-style. The appeal 
is mostly to those with academic train
ing, but all inquisitive minds will find it 
challenging. While the accent is on 
motivation, some practical helps are 
offered.

Discovering How toPray (Grand Rap
ids: Zondervan, 1976) by Hope Mac
Donald is one of the most practical 
guides for laymen I have found. The 
place and method of private prayer 
times are discussed in an easy-to-read 
manner.

The Journey into Discipleship (Mem
phis: Brotherhood Commission, South
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ern Baptist Convention, 1974) by Ralph 
Neighbor and The Journey into Life 
(Memphis: Brotherhood Commission, 
1974) by David Haney are group study 
guides to the journey into life-style 
evangelism and ministry concept sug
gested by the Brotherhood Commis
sion. These are excellent guides, aimed 
at developing an overall walk with God. 
They are not just guides to learning 
how to pray.

Spiritual Journey Notebook (Nash
ville: Sunday School Board, 1974,1978) 
by Milt Hughes is a fine example of the 
loose-leaf notebooks that are available. 
Practical helps to a more meaningful 
devotional life are given, and space is 
provided for keeping a written record of 
the devotional life. Though it is 
primarily for college students, it could 
be useful to anyone serious about grow
ing in discipleship.

Praying Together (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1980) and Prayer: Convers
ing with God (Grand Rapids: Zonder
van, 1973) both by Rosalind Rinker 
introduce the concept of conversational 
prayer. This exciting concept of group 
prayer can help a scheduled prayer 
time come alive with participation. 
These books offer some helpful guide
lines to conversational prayer.

The Taste of New Wine (Waco: Word 
Books, 1965) and A Second Touch 
(Waco: Word Books, 1976) by Keith 
Miller call for renewal on a personal 
level. He tells about his personal, spiri
tual growth and his involvement in a 
group of strugglers. In the first book the 
church has an uncertain place in 
renewal. In the second he sees hope for 
the church in the renewal process.

The Exciting Church: Where People 
Really Pray (Waco: Word Books, 1974) 
by Charlie W. Shedd introduces an ex
citing approach to helping the mem
bers of a church pray regularly and 
meaningfully. He tells of a prayer part

ner arrangement where every member 
of a particular church is prayed for 
every day by another member of the 
church.

Aids for Practical Christian Living
If a life of devotion involves every as
pect of life, then the scope of devotional 
literature should include every facet of 
the Christian life. Most discussions on 
devotional literature do not include 
this type of literature, yet it seems that 
many Christians consider it important 
to their Christian maturity.

Included in this category of litera
ture would be any aid for practical 
Christian living. In this category the 
literature is as varied as the Christian 
life. If a deacon wishes to be better 
equipped to do his task, The Ministry of 
the Deacon (Nashville: Convention 
Press, 1969) by Howard Foshee may 
well serve as part of his devotional 
reading. If church renewal is the con
cern, The Greening of the Church 
(Waco: Word Books, 1976) by Findley B. 
Edge could serve as part of the devo
tional exercise. Or, if a person wants to 
learn to share the gospel, Evangelism 
Explosion (Wheaton: Tyndale House, 
1971) by James Kennedy may fit the 
bill.

Other areas of growth and interest 
may be in personal or professional 
areas. The Act of Marriage (Grand Rap
ids: Zondervan, 1976) by Tim and Bev
erly LaHaye gives a practical, 
informative guide to the understanding 
of sexual love in a Christian marriage. 
Lord, Make My Life a Miracle! (Glen
dale: Regal Books, 1974) by Raymond C. 
Ortlund may be a great help in estab
lishing goals and priorities in a Chris
tian life. How to Grow a Church, 
(Glendale: Regal Books, 1973) by Don
ald A. McGavran and Winfield C. Arn 
may help a pastor evaluate the growth 
patterns and potentials in the church 
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he serves.
James A. Dobson’s books, The Strong- 

Willed Child (Wheaton: Tyndale 
House Publishers, 1978), Dare to Disci
pline (Wheaton: Tyndale House, 1970), 
and Hide or Seek (Old Tappan: Fleming 
H. Revell, 1974), give some of the most 
helpful, biblically based aids to parents 
that I have found. Hide or Seek deals 
with helping a child build a positive 
self-image before God and would be 
helpful to every Sunday School teacher 
or anyone else who works with chil
dren. His book What Wives Wish Their 
Husbands Knew About Women (Whea
ton: Tyndale House Publishers, 1977) is 
helpful in the husband-and-wife rela
tionship.

How to Win Over Depression (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1974) by Tim 
LaHaye is an example of self-help from 
a Christian perspective. The problems 
of depression and worry are among the 
most difficult emotional problems in 
the Christian life. This book offers a 
spiritual solution. Everyone will not 
agree with the conclusion, but it is a 
caring offer of help.

Concentric Circles of Concern (Nash
ville: Broadman Press, 1971) by W. 
Oscar Thompson, Jr. and Carolyn 
Thompson is one of the most outstand
ing, helpful books I have found in the 
area of interpersonal relationships and 
evangelism. The definition of love and 
the application are instructive and 
practical.

Priorities in Ministry (Nashville: 
Convention Press, 1978) by Ernest E. 
Mosley is a practical book for ministers 
of the gospel and involved laymen who 
want to sort through their priorities. It 
is a thoughtful, compassionate aid.

These are examples of the diverse, 
open-ended nature of this kind of litera
ture. If Christian devotions really en
compass all of life, then the Christian 
who is seeking to learn how God can be 

more fully involved in every aspect of 
life, is growing in his devotional life.

Different kinds of literature will be 
devotional to different persons at differ
ent points in their spiritual growth.

Fiction, Allegories, and Drama
This can be a delightful form of devo
tional reading. "However,” as Vivian 
Clingenpeel said, "it is hard to find 
fiction which is rich in devotional 
thought and yet not didactic in na
ture.”3 Good devotional literature of 
this type is hard to find. Often stories 
are just to entertain, or they are de
signed for teaching. In order to be truly 
devotional, the literature needs to 
bring man and God to a closer walk.

Pilgrim ’s Progress by John Bunyan is 
a classic example of this form of litera
ture. Bunyan used the pilgrimage as 
the vehicle for his truth. It has become 
a classic, not because of its literary 
style but because of its ability to relate 
to the experiences of the common man.

In His Steps (Grand Rapids: Zonder
van, 1977) by Charles Sheldon is anoth
er classic example of devotional fiction. 
Some have questioned the idea of a per
son trying to think of himself as Jesus; 
yet Sheldon’s main point, that every 
Christian needs to seek out God’s will 
in his life, is a powerful one.

The Screwtape Letters (New York: 
Macmillan, 1967) by C. S. Lewis is a 
powerful literary vehicle for truth. The 
author assumes the position of a chief, 
tempting devil in hell instructing a 
young, tempting devil on earth in the 
art of leading Christians astray. The 
book stimulates the thinking of those 
who are willing to look at spiritual 
things from a different perspective.

The trilogy of The Singer, The Song, 
and The Finale (Downers Grove: Inter
Varsity Press) by Calvin Miller are 
unique interpretation aids to the Scrip
ture. The first is a poetic interpretation 
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of the life of Christ. The second is an 
interpretation of the Book of Acts, and 
The Finale deals with the Book of Reve
lation. Their unique perspective and 
poetic emphasis give fresh insight to 
familiar material.

In the area of fantasy from a Chris
tian viewpoint, none stand out more 
than C. S. Lewis. His space trilogy is 
among the finest for adults. In Out of 
the Silent Planet (New York: Macmil
lan, 1965), the hero, Ranson, visits a 
planet where the created beings have 
never rebelled against their Creator. In 
Perelandra (New York: Macmillan, 
1968), Ranson is sent on a mission to a 
young planet where he is to serve as 
God’s spokesman to the newly created 
human race. The third in the series, 
That Hideous Strength (New York: 
Macmillan, 1968), deals with evil in 
this world and its eventual overthrow.

None of the C. S. Lewis works is bet
ter loved than his Chronicles of Narnia. 
This set of seven books (New York: 
Macmillan, 1970) deals with the adven
tures of children in the land of Narnia. 
In the mind of Lewis, our world and 
Narnia are held together by a common 
creator. The lovable characters and the 
spiritual insight make this series a de
lightful, growing experience for chil
dren of all ages.

C. S. Lewis said that he regarded 
George McDonald as his master in this 
area. McDonald’s stories, found in The 
Wise Woman, The Gray Wolf The Gold
en Key, and The Light Princess (Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s, 1980), 
are all delightful, provocative chil
dren’s stories. The fiction is not explic
itly Christian, but Christian moral 
principles are held high.

I have received a lot of insight by 
reading some fantasy that is not con
nected directly to the Christian tradi
tion. I found Star Wars (Mankato, 
Minn.: Creative Education, 1979) by 

James A. Lely, and especially The Lord 
of the Rings (Los Angeles: Fotonovel, 
1979) by J. R. Tolkien to be helpful. 
They deal with the ultimate struggle 
between good and evil.

History
Church history is seldom thought of as 
devotional literature, yet in a very real 
sense it is. Religious journals and bi
ographies are only two specific catego
ries of history. There are other types of 
history that can be used in a devotional 
setting that do not fit easily into these 
two categories.

General church history is usually 
written to be educational rather than 
devotional, but for some pastors and 
laymen this type of reading can be de
votional in nature.

A History of the Baptists (Valley 
Forge: Judson Press, 1973) by Robert G. 
Torbet is a general educational text
book on Baptist history. In a day when 
many people are searching for their 
historical roots, this type of history can 
be helpful in self-understanding.

Not a Silent People: Controversies 
That Have Shaped Southern Baptists 
(Nashville: Broadman Press, 1972) by 
Walter B. Shurden is a more popu
larized book that deals with controver
sies that have been significant in shap
ing Southern Baptists. It does a good 
job of sorting out important elements 
and putting them in a readable format. 
It can help laymen and pastors alike 
better appreciate Baptist heritage.

Journals
There are at least three categories of 
journals. The first category consists of 
diaries which recount the events of a 
day with consideration to the spiritual 
impact and significance of those events. 
The second category emphasizes the 
spiritual evaluation while minimizing 
the account of daily events. The mate
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rial in the third category could be con
sidered as either journals or autobio
graphies. The contents may be far 
removed from any particular event and 
may be more general than the contents 
of the other two types of journals. Sev
eral of the works considered as devo
tional classics fall easily into this 
division.4

The Journal of John Woolman 
(Secaucus, NJ: Citadel Press, 1972) is a 
classic. John Wesley wrote a true diary, 
but it takes up eight volumes. John 
Woolman’s journal was written over a 
short period of time. It stands out, be
cause it is one of a few spiritual writ
ings from America with an 
international reputation.5

Journey with David Brainerd (Down
ers Grove, Ill.: Inter-Varsity Press, 
1975) by Richard Hasler, is really au
tobiographical in nature, but most of 
the book consists of excerpts from 
David Brainerd himself. It is collected 
into the format of forty daily devotions, 
a helpful format for using a journal in 
devotional reading.

Confessions of St. Augustine (New 
York: Macmillan, 1961) stands as one of 
the great devotional classics. As Augus
tine talks to God, he reveals his inner 
self. It is a remarkable record of one 
who seeks after God. His aim always is 
to praise God.

Purity of Heart (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1956) by Soren Kierkegaard, is 
another devotional classic revealing 
the inner thoughts of one destined for 
martyrdom. From this foundation he 
shook Danish Christendom to its roots. 
He lived and taught the need for abso
lute commitment to God. He felt that 
the love of God compelled him to take 
an unpopular stand.

Autobiographies and Biographies
Biographies, and especially autobiogra
phies, can help the reader be fore

warned of dangers in the spiritual pil
grimage. They may also inspire the 
reader to follow a good example. One of 
the major weaknesses of this type of 
literature is the tendency to be more 
historical than devotional. In addition, 
they tend to be longer than other forms 
of devotional reading but can often let 
the reader see himself more clearly.

The Practice of the Presence of God 
(Nashville: Nelson, 1982) by Brother 
Lawrence (John J. Delaney) is truly one 
of the great devotional classics. In four 
conversations and fifteen short letters 
his simple, dedicated devotion to God is 
captured. He saw God present in every
day matters and learned to experience 
God’s fullness as much while working 
in the kitchen in the monastery as he 
could while taking the Eucharist in the 
church.

Surprised by Joy: The Shape of My 
Early Life (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace, Jovanovich, 1966) by C. S. Lewis 
tells how one man passed from atheism 
to Christianity. This writer/philoso
pher shared in a remarkable way his 
change of ideas and finally his conver
sion.

Billy Graham Biography (Minneapo
lis: World Wide Publications, 1966) by 
John Pollock is a fine example of a biog
raphy of a modern-day hero of the faith. 
The author obviously has inside infor
mation and uses it to give an insightful 
portrait of the man.

The Hiding Place (New York: Ban
tam, 1974) by Corrie Ten Boom gives a 
helpful look at faith under trial. When 
Corrie Ten Boom and her family were 
placed in a concentration camp during 
World War II, their faith was tested to 
the maximum. God did not fail.

Why Not the Best? (Nashville: Broad
man Press, 1975) by Jimmy Carter re
veals the background and thinking of a 
President of the United States. Though, 
at that time, he was seeking the highest 
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office in the land, he did not fail to stand 
firm on his religious convictions and 
faithfulness to Christ.

Sermons
Published sermons can be a good source 
of devotional reading. They are usually 
based on a Scripture passage and are, 
most often, brief enough to be read in 
one sitting. The reading of sermons is 
sometimes difficult because they were 
originally prepared for the ear rather 
than the eye. The variety of sermons 
available is as varied as history and cul
ture.

Twenty Centuries of Great Preaching 
(Waco: Word Books, 1971) by Clyde 
Fant and William Pinson is a thirteen- 
volume collection of sermons from Ori
gen to the present day. Each collection 
of five or six sermons is introduced by 
giving an overview of the life and times 
of the author followed by an analysis of 
his preaching and sermons. The thir
teenth volume is a helpful index of ser
mons, subjects, texts, and illustrations. 
The variety and balance of sermons is 
excellent for this type of work.

Shaking of the Foundations (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1948) by 
Paul Tillich is an excellent example of 
a book of sermons by one author. The 
influence of living in Nazi Germany 
comes through as he shares about the 
problems of mankind.

Tracks of a Fellow Struggler (Waco: 
Word Books, 1976) by John R. Claypool 
uses four sermons to help the reader 
learn to handle grief. Claypool shared 
from his own experience of grief in the 
death of his nine-year-old daughter. 
The first sermon was written shortly 
after they learned of the acute leu
kemia. The second was readied after a 
second remission. The third was shared 
a month after her death, and the fourth 
was preached three years later. It is a 
helpful, inspired aid to those in grief.

Theology
Theology has an unjustified reputation 
for dryness. Since theology is the study 
of God, dryness is only in the eye of the 
beholder. God is beyond our under
standing, and theology is an attempt to 
describe the indescribable. He cannot 
be contained in the printed page, yet 
the printed page can add to our under
standing. Most people may not think of 
theology as devotional reading, but it 
can be stimulating.

C. S. Lewis has been able to express 
great theological truths in understand
able terms. Mere Christianity (New 
York: Macmillan, 1981) is a fascinating 
record of his own intellectual pilgrim
age from atheism to being a committed 
Christian. It has been instrumental in 
leading a number of persons to Christ, 
including Charles Colson of Watergate 
fame.

Lewis’ book Miracles: A Preliminary 
Study (New York: Macmillan, 1963), 
deals with difficult questions in an in
teresting manner. His logic is without 
flaw. His viewpoint helps establish a 
firm intellectual basis for Christianity.

God in the Dock (Grand Rapids: Wil
liam B. Eerdman’s, 1970) by C. S. Lewis 
is one of the most useful books for devo
tions, in the area of theology, that I 
have found. His viewpoint on a variety 
of subjects is always helpful and fresh. 
His short essays stimulate thought and 
have been a great inspiration to me.

Your God Is Too Small (New York: 
Macmillan, 1972) by John B. Phillips is 
a challenge to the reader to examine 
his basic beliefs about God. He exposes 
the unreal gods that exist in the minds 
of many people and then seeks to build 
an adequate concept of God. It is a chal
lenging popularization of theology.

There are a large number of theologi
cal books available by professional 
theologians. Those mentioned here ex
press great truths in popular terms.
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Scriptural Exposition
Aids to understanding the Scripture 
can be excellent devotional reading. 
The extent of usefulness for devotional 
purposes is dependent on the training 
and interest of the reader. The profes
sionally trained worker needs to take 
care that some of this devotional read
ing is done for personal spiritual 
growth and not done only as a matter of 
sermon preparation. As in other areas, 
the reader needs to read more than one 
author. This will help keep a fresh ap
proach to the Scriptures in the mind of 
the reader.

Since the helps available are legion, 
only a few will be suggested to show 
some of the different approaches avail
able.

Broadman Bible Commentary (Nash
ville: Broadman Press, 1969) is one of 
the finest commentary sets available 
today. The twelve-volume set has a 
strong academic base but is readable by 
the layman. It is conservative and posi
tive.

The Daily Study Bible (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1977) by William 
Barclay is an eighteen-volume study of 
the New Testament. It is written in 
such a manner that it can be used by 
the trained pastor and layman alike. 
The approach is readable and practical. 
Any one section of the scriptural expo
sition can be read in a short time, mak
ing it ideal devotional reading.

Halley's Bible Handbook (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1976) by Henry H. 
Halley has been a favorite one-volume 
Bible aid for many years. Its treatment 
is brief and often shallow, but the back
ground and historical information, 
along with its popular style, make it a 
useful tool.

Cost of Discipleship (New York: Mac
millan, 1963) by Dietrich Bonhoeffer is 
a one-volume study of the Sermon on 
the Mount. As with any author, the 
reader may disagree with some of the 
conclusions; but the concept of "costly 
grace” makes this a valuable aid in un
derstanding God’s revelation of him
self.

Exodus: Called for Redemptive Mis
sion (Nashville: Convention Press, 
1977) by Page Kelley is an excellent ex
ample of the economical, one-volume 
study available today.

From this brief survey of devotional 
literature it is obvious that devotional 
literature is as varied as life. No one 
type of literature will meet the needs of 
everyone. The beginner should, of 
course, start with the simpler, more ac
cepted, devotional literature. From 
there, the seeker after God should 
deliberately choose a new area of inter
est and continually widen the scope of 
reading and interest in his or her devo
tional experience. This will help keep 
devotional life from going stale.

Above all else, discipline is needed in 
the lifelong task of placing God in every 
daily experience. The devotional life is 
not found in seeking a new technique or 
looking for a new form of reading. The 
devotional life grows when it is rooted 
in an undying desire to continually ex
perience the presence of God. All the 
literature and other aids can only feed 
and water that desire. They cannot cre
ate it.

‘Findley B. Edge, "The Devotional Life in Group Settings,” 
Review and Expositor, 71 (1974), 345.

2 Vivian Clingenpeel, "Devotional Literature,” ibid., pp. 355-56. 
’Ibid., p. 356.
4 Aleshire, "Keeping a Religious Journal,” ibid., pp. 359-60.
5E. Glenn Hinson, Seekers After a Mature Faith (Nashville: 

Broadman Press, 1968), p. 192.
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A Theoretical Approach 
to Volunteerism
ROBERT E. WILLIAMS

The manifold task of the church’s man
date is, in part, effectively performed by 
a host of volunteers who find fulfill
ment in the servant role. Dependence, 
in large measure, is placed on the 
volunteer for accomplishment of minis
try to various needs within a congrega
tion. Today a recapturing of the idea of 
the priesthood of the believer is evi
dent. That idea has undergone refine
ment many times, and in this latter 
part of the twentieth century its 
strength is paramount in many church
es. Without the priesting function on 
the part of every Christian, the minis
ter’s task becomes increasingly diffi
cult. The means of the volunteer’s 
preparation is a functional necessity if 
the church is to have a meaningful min
istry.

Volunteerism’s enrichment and 
renewal is not without bases from 
which it operates. Three of these bases 
are the biblical, the theological, and the 
historical.

The Biblical Basis
The biblical plan for the church’s mis
sion involves all Christians as minis
ters of the gospel of Christ. Although 
the professional minister plays an im
portant role in relating the gospel, the 
work of sharing Christ with the world 
is so large that it never can be accom
plished by the career minister alone. 
The volunteer worker is an integral 
part of the continuous process of propa
gating the gospel. There are biblical ex

amples which show that a voluntary 
and free response is the only basis on 
which God desires man to worship, 
serve, and relate to him (see Lev. 1:1-3; 
19:5; 22:19-29; 1 Sam. 15:22; 1 Chron. 
28:9).

There are biblical evidences in both 
the Old Testament and the New Testa
ment that enrichment, renewal, and 
learning are essential for those who 
work as volunteers in the areas of 
church leadership. The psalmist had an 
insight into the renewal of his own soul: 
"He restoreth my soul” (Ps. 23:3). For 
his personal needs, the psalmist prayed 
that God would "renew a right spirit 
within me. . . . Restore unto me the joy 
of thy salvation” (Ps. 51:10,12).

The major emphasis of the Bible is on 
God and his relationship to his people. 
In the calling of his servants, God does 
not leave his people alone to provide for 
themselves. Frequently, he promises 
the aid of his Spirit to be with those 
who follow his biblical mandate to 
volunteer for leadership roles (see 
Matt. 28:19-20; Acts 1:8). Unlike the 
Old Testament limitation of priestly 
duties to the tribe of Levi, the New Tes
tament insists that the priestly func
tions are the responsibility of the entire 
church (see 1 Pet. 2:9). Every Christian 
is endowed with certain gifts for the 
building of the kingdom of God on earth 
(see Eph. 4:11-16). This reference advo
cates that every Christian talent 
should be used for the life and work of 
the church.
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Enrichment and renewal are neces
sary for the Christian worker who 
needs new insights and new relation
ships. Old Testament evidence is re
corded that Moses spent forty years in 
the wilderness of Midian which helped 
prepare him for the Exodus of the chil
dren of Israel from Egypt (see Ex. 2:15 
to 4:20). The prophet Ezekiel saw that 
dry, human bones, not arranged in 
human form, could be transformed into 
live human beings (see Ezek. 37:1-14). 
The New Testament relates that Jesus, 
after spending forty days in the wilder
ness and sustaining the temptation ex
periences, returned to Galilee to teach 
with the power of the Spirit of God (see 
Luke 4:1-15). There are continual refer
ences to Jesus’ drawing apart with his 
disciples (see Mark 3:7). When Jesus 
was looking ahead to his probable 
death on the cross, he retired to the top 
of a mountain and took Peter, James, 
and John with him for personal reflec
tion and renewal (see Mark 9:2-13). The 
apostle Paul, after his conversion (see 
Acts 9:3-16), spent three years in 
Arabia preparing himself for the mis
sionary task of the New Testament 
church (see Gal. 1:17-18). Paul also en
couraged Timothy to train others to be 
ministers so that they might help with 
the spreading of the gospel of Christ 
(see 2 Tim. 2:2).

There are numerous examples of bib
lical support for the need of training 
and refreshment of persons who have 
volunteered their talents as an invest
ment in the work of the church. Con
stantly, there is the need for training; 
and volunteers need to follow Paul’s ad
monition to "be not weary in well-do
ing” (see Gal. 6:9; 2 Thess. 3:13). To be 
an effective worker, the volunteer must 
be willing to be a good steward of the 
talents God gives. Christian steward
ship of life involves the biblical man
dates of enrichment and renewal.

The Theological Basis
Volunteerism has its roots in receiving 
Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord as a 
matter of free will and choice, a volun
tary act in itself. People are not forced 
into becoming Christian persons. Rath
er, people must freely choose to receive 
Jesus Christ into their lives. This free 
will always operates within the sover
eignty and the will of God. Not only is 
the initial response of the Christian a 
voluntary one, but the continuous way 
a Christian lives is a voluntary life
style which seeks the will of God and is 
dependent on the grace of God. An inte
gral part of what the Lord would have 
his children to do is found in the Great 
Commission (see Matt. 28:19-20). The 
use of volunteers is a necessary part of 
the gospel if the mission of Christ is to 
be accomplished.

In the calling of Christian workers, 
God has promised that he would not 
leave or forsake his people. Therefore, 
he is in a covenant relationship with 
those who follow him. In God’s cove
nant relationship, his people respond 
not only to experience personal growth 
but also to lead others. The Christian 
service of helping others in a growth 
experience is a valid part of this cove
nant relationship.

God’s basic call is to be his people 
with a mission to accomplish. This call 
to mission is at least twofold in nature, 
to lead people to have a relationship 
with God and to help those who respond 
to that relationship to grow and devel
op in their Christian pilgrimage. En
richment and renewal are necessary 
for growth on the part of every Chris
tian. For volunteers to be effective lead
ers, they must desire growth in their 
areas of leadership so that their person
al response will help to accomplish the 
mission to which they have been called.

As individual persons voluntarily 
submit themselves to the call of God 
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(the lordship of Christ), they express 
their ministry in various ways. Such 
self-expression is the recognition that 
no two Christian volunteers will minis
ter in exactly the same way. There is 
a variety of gifts with which the Chris
tian is endowed (see 1 Cor. 12), yet all 
volunteers have the same Lord. There 
is different ways in which Christian 
volunteers will use these gifts, yet it is 
the same Lord who works his mani
festations in all persons. The call of God 
to the volunteer is not the submission 
to do a particular thing in a particular 
way for the rest of his life; rather it is 
a progressive relationship with Christ 
which has an initial experience that 
continually grows. This growth process 
causes one to open himself freely to 
whatever God will do with him 
throughout his life. With such confi
dence the volunteer can accomplish the 
full purpose for a life in Christ.

The growth and learning process for 
the volunteer is multiple in nature. 
God has provided many means where
by new learning can take place. The 
church has the responsibility to provide 
enrichment and teacher-training min
istries for its volunteers. How the 
volunteer responds to these opportuni
ties relates directly to the empowering 
of the Holy Spirit. One of the important 
tasks of such training sessions is to help 
the volunteer recognize his spiritual 
gifts and to develop these gifts through 
an equipping ministry. When these 
gifts are freely recognized and volun
tarily exercised, the Christian volun
teer will increasingly express his 
ministry and will grow toward being 
the person whom the Father intended 
him to be.

The Historical Basis
Throughout its history the Christian 
church has depended on volunteer 
leadership to help with the accomplish

ment of its task. This was evidenced as 
the early church stressed biblical stan
dards for areas such as family relation
ships, work, and personal morals. The 
leaders of the early church were men 
and women who worked at various 
professions to provide a personal in
come. Their involvement with the 
Christian movement was a voluntary 
one. This concept of ministry was al
tered through the years as an organized 
ministry was developed and performed 
by the professional clergy. The early 
church fathers made their contribu
tion, especially through their writings. 
The writings of Justin Martyr, Origen, 
Tertullian, Chrysostom, and Augustine 
attest to the church’s involvement with 
many aspects of life such as war, slav
ery, church-state relations, divorce, de
linquency, daily work, materialism, 
and recreation.

In the fourth century the church was 
the established state religion of the 
Roman Empire. There was an influence 
of society upon the church and the 
church upon society. As a result of 
these influences, one upon the other, a 
spiritual poverty of the church 
emerged. During the Middle Ages, 
church leaders developed elaborate 
schemes of government, economics, 
family life, and war. In spite of these 
schemes and because of deplorable 
practices, a spiritual dearth was evi
dent in the church as it related to the 
populace.

Despite the writings of the early 
church fathers and the attempts of the 
church to relate to society, the church 
failed during that time in its efforts to 
meet the needs of the people. En
thusiasm was lacking and the concept 
of volunteer leadership roles was given 
over to the professional clergy.

The Protestant Reformation leaders 
were responsible for bringing about 
many changes within the church.
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These leaders were concerned not only 
with the preaching and the spreading 
of the gospel but also with the applica
tion of the gospel as it related to men 
and women in their daily lives. One of 
the most evident changes was the con
cept of the priesthood of all believers. 
This renewed concept of the worth of 
all believers gave a rightful emphasis 
to the use of volunteer leadership with
in the church. Reformers such as Mar
tin Luther, John Calvin, John Knox, 
Ulrich Zwingli, and John Wesley 
stressed the renewal of the laity as such 
a renewal related to an equipping min
istry. (For example, John Wesley pro
vided training sessions for those 
volunteers who led the Methodist socie
ties, and he was in direct contact with 
those volunteer leaders of the laity.)

Throughout the history of the Chris
tian church to the present day, there 
has been a progression toward a renew
al of the volunteer who is committed to 
the task of mission. Currently, many 
questions are being asked which con
cern the nature of the church and the 
renewal of church members.

"What does it mean to be the church? 
What is the mission of the church? Is 
the church mission or does the church 
have a mission? What does it mean to 
be a 'witnessing community’? What is 
the relationship of the church to the 
world?”1

As these questions are asked continu
ously, theoretical and practical an
swers are being given because of the 
need for renewal in the church. A posi
tive and genuine approach of religious 
education is directed toward training 
lay persons as they volunteer to minis
ter in the name of Christ.

In the twentieth century the church 
finds itself in the position of laity pitted 
against the clergy. In this decade there 
is a movement within the laity which is 
deeply concerned with ministering and 
serving in the name of Christ. This is 
found in areas of the church such as 
visitation, witnessing, Christian social 
ministries, and counseling. With 
proper guidance, volunteers prove 
themselves to be valuable aids to the 
minister. The church has the responsi
bility to train properly, enrich, and 
renew the Christian volunteer for spe
cific tasks. The role of the minister can
not be sacrificed or substituted by men 
and women who are not properly 
trained and prepared for ministry. 
Such training and enrichment must re
late to social reforms, the community, 
economic order, the church and poli
tics, ethnic differences, as well as in
novative techniques which can be used 
for an effective ministry.

'Findley B. Edge, The Greening of the Church (Waco: Word 
Books, 1971), p. 13.

Fall 1983 45



The Problem of Aging
CARL A. CLARK

For centuries older people were hon
ored, respected, and sought after for ad
vice and wisdom. The older a man was, 
the more likely he was to be considered 
the wise man of the community.

In recent years to be old has come to 
be considered a handicap. To be old 
means one is to be placed on a shelf, to 
be removed from circulation in the 
business world. An older person is often 
treated patronizingly.

In older times, even in my youth, the 
old were taken care of by their adult 
children. Now they are provided for by 
the government through such pro
grams as Social Security, Medicare, 
and Medicaid.

In the literature of the ages old age 
was never treated as a problem. On the 
contrary it was often praised and ad
mired, even sought after. Long life was 
a blessing of God.

Today the problem of aging is con
stantly before us. The media are full of 
articles dealing with aging. Scientific 
researchers are studying old age from 
many angles. The medical profession 
has developed a specialization called 
"geriatrics” where the doctor studies 
and treats older people. The field of so
cial gerontology is a new discipline of 
study. Many institutes have sprung up 
all over the nation for the purpose of 
researching and treating the problems 
of aging.

Books and magazine articles have 
multiplied. All sorts of organizations 
are being established on both local and 
national levels to identify and promote 
solutions of these "problems.”

When I was young, we knew that 

older persons had problems. We took 
my maternal grandmother into our 
home before I entered the first grade 
and kept her the rest of her life. An 
aunt and uncle did the same for my 
paternal grandfather and grandmoth
er. But old age was never classified as a 
social problem. Why is it so now?

Older people are often categorized as 
a group constituting a need for special 
attention along with juvenile delin
quents, aliens, and alcoholics. When 
did this happen?

Historical Patterns
Peter Lee was reared in interior China. 
His grandparents lived in a small vil
lage and farmed for a living. They had 
a few acres on two sides of town. In the 
village they had a compound of about 
two city blocks. The grandparents oc
cupied a house on the north of the com
pound, facing south. This was 
considered the most favored position. 
The eldest son occupied the second 
most favored position, on the west fac
ing east. Peter’s parents, the second 
son, lived in the next most favored 
place, on the east facing west. The 
daughter and her family had the least 
favored place, on the south facing 
north. The compound also included a 
small orchard with a variety of fruit 
trees and a stable and storage area for 
feed for the ox which plowed the fields.

The grandfather was the head of the 
family until his death when the eldest 
son became the head. The attitudes and 
social relations of this kind of arrange
ment probably are representative of 
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people in most of the nations of the 
earth throughout most of human his
tory.

The Bible gives excellent witness to 
the respect shown older persons. The 
Fifth of the Ten Commandments calls 
on people to "honour thy father and thy 
mother: that thy days may be long upon 
the land which the Lord thy God giveth 
thee” (Ex. 20:12). This is the only com
mandment with a promise, a promise of 
long life (see Eph. 6:2).

A prayer in the Psalms (71:9) en
treats, "Cast me not off in the time of 
old age; forsake me not when my 
strength faileth.”

Zechariah (8:4) prophesied that there 
shall be no violence in Jerusalem. 
"There shall yet old men and old 
women dwell in the streets of Jerusa
lem, and every man with his staff in his 
hand for very age.”

And in Joel 2:28, we read, "And it 
shall come to pass afterward, that I will 
pour out my spirit upon all flesh; and 
your sons and your daughters shall 
prophesy, your old men shall dream 
dreams, your young men shall see vi
sions.”

Isaiah prophesied that in the new 
heaven and new earth "there shall be 
no more thence an infant of days, nor 
an old man that hath not filled his days: 
for the child shall die an hundred years 
old” (Isa. 65:20).

Old people in Old Testament days 
constituted a linkage between the past 
and future generations. They per
petuated traditions. In other words, 
they were a part of three generations. 
There was an interdependence of the 
generations in the process of life, 
whereas in today’s society there is more 
separation of the generations.1

Joseph in Egypt sent for his father, 
Jacob, to come to Egypt, "and there will 
I nourish thee” (Gen. 45:11). He prom
ised to take care of his father’s material 

needs.
"Thou shaft rise up before the hoary 

head, and honour the face of the old 
man” (Lev. 19:32). "The hoary head is a 
crown of glory, if it be found in the way 
of righteousness” (Prov. 16:31). "With 
the ancient is wisdom; and in length of 
days understanding” (Job 12:12). As a 
result of such attitudes and teachings, 
Jewish people have cared for their old 
in a remarkable way.

American Cultural Influences
When the extended family was frac
tured into the nuclear family, senior 
adults became a problem in American 
culture. We cannot put a chronological 
date on this transition, but we can see 
the results of it in the social structure 
of society.

It seems evident that the shift from 
extended to nuclear families occurred 
when American society became mobile.

The term extended family means a 
situation where three or even four gen
erations live together or in close prox
imity to one another. This has been the 
pattern throughout most of the history 
in most nations. The children grew up 
and carried on the business of the fa
ther. There was a noticeable unity 
among the family. The grandparents, 
the adult children, the grandchildren, 
and sometimes the great-grandchil
dren were often together and had mul
tiple contacts with one another in all 
areas of life.

Grandparents had time to spend with 
their grandchildren, and grandchil
dren seemed to enjoy their contacts 
with their grandparents. The older per
sons were the wise ones, giving advice 
and counsel in all kinds of situations.

As the older ones became incapable 
of carrying on the family business, the 
responsibility and control passed on to 
the adult children. In turn, the adult 
children provided for the older ones in 
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both financial and social support. 
Health needs were supplied by the fam
ily including aunts and uncles.

In the extended family senior adults 
are still loved and respected and even 
looked up to with admiration. What 
child does not rejoice at the privilege of 
being with grandpa and grandma? And 
what grandparent does not spoil the 
grandchildren?

The extended family, where it still 
exists, means the aged have a place in 
the structure of society. They are not 
shuffled off to an institution or forced to 
struggle to get by alone. They are usu
ally expected to pass traditions down 
from former generations. In other 
words, they are still important. This 
goes a long way in sustaining the aged’s 
self-esteem and self-respect. They still 
have a contribution to make. They have 
some purpose left for living. They can 
maintain dignity.

It is probably true that in the past 
the aged had no other place to go and 
were in part forced into dependency by 
necessity. They had to depend on their 
children, but this arrangement has 
been successful for centuries.

The nuclear family is considered to 
be the father and mother and the chil
dren living at home. Thus it is only a 
two-generation family. Grandparents 
are not living or at least do not live 
close by and certainly not with them.

In the process of time, immigration, 
urbanization, and modern technology 
began to move families about.2 The nu
clear family was not able to absorb its 
senior adults into its family structure. 
As a result the old were forced to live 
alone or were placed in special homes 
where they often were hidden. The 
aged were isolated from their own fami
lies.

As America became industrialized, 
jobs moved to the cities. Adult children 
had to move to where the employment 

was. They left the old folks behind. In 
many instances the parents attempted 
to follow their children, and they too 
moved to the urban and suburban 
areas to be near their children and 
grandchildren.

One of our next-door neighbors 
moved here from about two hundred 
miles away because her daughter and 
family live nearby. A neighbor couple 
moved here from New York City be
cause their son lives in this city. Other 
neighbors have children all the way 
from California to Washington, D.C., a 
solution which seems to be satisfactory 
as long as the aged can maintain their 
own house or apartment. Still, eventu
ally, many have to go to a nursing 
home. Or else they get tired of moving 
every two or three years to keep up 
with a rapidly climbing son or son-in- 
law. Their desire to be near family is 
evidence of the appeal which the ex
tended family still retains. But every 
older person cannot move from city to 
city, often because of the expense.

When the parents do move, they 
have to tear up roots that may have 
been established for decades. They 
must forsake the old home place and 
leave long-established friendship and 
business connections. The process often 
becomes a traumatic experience, per
haps more for a widow or widower liv
ing alone than for a couple.

The extended family is maintained 
more among the very rich and the very 
poor than among the larger middle 
class.3 The rich have more property in
volvement and business responsibili
ties. Elders retain their positions as 
family heads because they have the eco
nomic and social power to do so. They 
still control much of what goes on in 
the extended family. Younger members 
stay close by because it is to their ad
vantage to do so.

With the very poor, most of the 
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young are not able to break out of the 
family because they cannot afford to go 
out on their own. The older ones contin
ue to support the younger ones until 
they can make it by themselves, and 
then in turn the older ones are depen
dent on the younger. This perpetuates 
the extended family.

When did this shift to the dominance 
of the nuclear family occur?4 It began 
with the mass immigrations from 
Europe to America, but the extended 
family reestablished itself in this coun
try. There were large migrations to the 
west in the period from the end of the 
Civil War to about 1900. The west was 
drawing its population. Then the big 
surge of immigration from rural to 
urban occurred during the thirties and 
forties due to the depression and World 
War II. Currently moving is due less to 
mass migrations than to selective in
dividual moves for employment and the 
opportunity to advance in one’s profes
sion.

One event in American history may 
help to set a significant date for when 
the aged began to be looked upon as a 
problem. That is the establishment of 
the Social Security system in the Unit
ed States which occurred during the 
thirties.5

The establishment of Social Security 
(1) identified aged as a class (and with 
problems), (2) formalized retirement, 
and (3) sought to provide some security 
in the areas of finance and health. 
Throughout the centuries older per
sons had not been classified as a group, 
much less as a problem group. At least, 
there seems to be little mention of this 
in literature. During the thirties, prob
ably largely because of the depression, 
America came to recognize the aged as 
a class with serious problems that 
needed national attention.6 Political 
pressure was applied until Congress 
recognized the need and created Social 

Security. The program, of necessity, 
had to specify what is meant by older 
persons. Some lines of demarcation had 
to be made to identify who would be 
eligible to participate.

Retirement was defined to mean not 
working for profit. A person had to quit 
a remunerative job before he could re
ceive benefits from pensions or Social 
Security. This left more jobs for young
er persons.

Age sixty-five was set as the time for 
retirement by a German ruler as far 
back as 1880. With Social Security, 
some definite age of retirement had to 
be established.

Social Security formalized retire
ment. Age sixty-five was set with pos
sible early retirement at sixty-two. This 
recognized retirement as a specific 
stage in life and set a boundary. In 
time, and informally, retirement at six
ty-five became mandatory in most busi
ness and commercial areas. This forced 
most salaried persons to retire. Many 
psychological problems arose out of this 
compulsion.

Recently the federal government has 
made it illegal to compel retirement 
before age seventy, but this is the first 
move away from the pattern estab
lished in 1939. As a result of formaliz
ing retirement as a definite stage in 
life, it has become necessary to deal 
with the problems and needs of the 
group.7

The system sought to provide some 
security in both financial and health 
areas. This meant monthly income for 
living expenses through Social Security 
and Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI) benefits and medical expenses 
through Medicare and Medicaid.

Trends
As long as aging was not conceived to 
be a problem in America, little atten
tion was paid to the needs of older per
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sons. This was true of either physical, 
health, economic, or spiritual needs. 
The old were largely ignored as a group 
or at best simply lumped with the rest 
of the population.

With the recognition of the aged 
population as a group, attention began 
to be focused on problems.

Lack of systematic study is docu
mented by an article in The Journal for 
the Scientific Study of Religion.8 Ed
ward F. Heenan reported on research 
he did on the major social science jour
nals in America to see how much atten
tion had been given to the subject of 
religion and the aged. The journals in
cluded all the major sociological, psy
chological, sociology of religion, and 
gerontological magazines. He studied 
140 journals, 80 of them from their be
ginnings, and 60 for twenty-five years, 
1945 to 1971.

Heenan found fifty-five articles and 
books dealing with research in this 
area. Of the fifty-five, only twenty-two 
were published in all the years before 
or during 1961! Between 1962 and 1971, 
thirty-three were published in only ten 
years.

The significant increase in interest 
seems to stem from the White House 
Conference on Aging held in 1961. Two 
more such conferences were held in 
1971 and 1981. There is now a flood of 
articles and books being published in 
the whole field of aging and especially 
in the field of aging and religion.

The new interest is manifested in all 
fields: medical, gerontology, sociology, 
psychology, and in all the church and 
denominational media. This flood of in
terest seems to come from the simple 
recognition that the aged constitute a 
"problem” in American society.

Organized Movements
As a result of the clear definition and 
identification of the aged as a group, 

older people have been able to get 
together and organize to promote their 
cause.9 Some organizations have exten
sive services for the aging as well as 
organized campaigns to gain advan
tages for older people.

Along with the organization of older 
persons came power to exercise clout on 
the national scene. It is recognized now 
that the aged constitute one of the most 
powerful political-action groups in 
America. They are now clamoring for 
their rights. Since they are now clas
sified as a minority group, along with 
unemployed, the poor, women, and vet
erans, they have the same rights as 
other minorities. Their influence when 
united can be overwhelming in terms of 
both political and economic power. 
Thus the nation is beginning to pay 
close attention to the contentions of 
these organizations.

Older people are now claiming that 
they have the right to expect financial 
security, good health services, and the 
respect and dignity due them in an 
affluent society. Martin Marty, promi
nent church historian, said that there 
is no going back to depend on the ex
tended family to take care of the 
aged.10 The aged have become their 
own advocates and are using the mass 
media to advance their causes.

Two-Generation Retirees
Another recent trend is the occurrence 
of two generations of the same family 
being old enough to retire. Between 
1970 and 1976, people sixty-five and 
over increased 14.8 percent. Those over 
seventy-five increased 16.1 percent. 
Those over eighty-five increased 39.6 
percent.11

More than 40 percent of persons over 
sixty-five in the United States have 
great-grandchildren. This is new in the 
history of the world.12

Twenty-five percent of people fifty
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eight years of age have one parent liv
ing. Ten percent of those between fifty- 
nine and sixty-three have both parents 
living, and 10 percent of those over six
ty-five have at least one living parent. 
Two generations old enough to retire 
are still living. A son or daughter who 
is now retired and on reduced income 
must give some oversight to one or 
more parents in their old age.

The two generations, both now on re
duced income could live together more 
economically because of reduced hous
ing expenses. But living under the 
same roof creates additional problems 
because of the differences in living pat
terns of each generation. Gerontolo
gists seem to feel that an ideal would be 
for them to live close together but in 
separate houses or apartments. This 
would lend security and support but 
maintain independence and privacy.

The Church’s Role
What can individuals and churches do 
about the needs of older persons?

One of the tasks the churches have 
done in America is to establish and 
maintain ethical and moral standards 
in society. Only the churches can do 
this. If we as Christians do not hold up 
high standards no one else will. No one 
else can.13

The Christian concept that man is 
created in the image of God means that 
man is a significant being regardless of 
his economic productivity, his posses
sions, or any other measure of success. 
Churches have set this precedent and 
must maintain it. Now that so many of 
the pressures of American society seem 
to degrade the aged, it is time for Chris
tian churches to take a strong stand. 
There are five general areas of concern 
where the church can get involved.

Churches can show immediate per
sonal concern for the aged in their com
munities.—No other organization has 

access to the lives of persons and fami
lies as readily as the churches. Doctors, 
as well as other professionals, seldom 
make house calls any more. Only 
churches have full access into persons’ 
homes.

This type of one-to-one ministry can 
be provided both in crisis situations and 
in long-term ministries. Churches can 
demonstrate the Christian concept of 
the worth of the individual by tangible 
means.

Churches can help people prepare for 
retirement.—The time of retirement 
has become one of life’s passages, and 
as such, can be traumatic to the in
dividual. Retirement should be an ac
complishment rather than a disaster. 
Churches can provide support through 
such things as preretirement confer
ences. Retirement can be made a time 
of growth and discovery rather than a 
time of vocational loss.

Churches have the exclusive opportu
nity to minister in times of death and 
dying.—No one else can serve ade
quately at these times. Only the 
churches can give comfort and hope in 
the face of death or bereavement.

Many older people spend approxi
mately half their time thinking about 
death. Dying is inevitable; and as one 
grows older, he realizes this more and 
more. Our Christian concept of death is 
related to victory rather than to defeat. 
Rejection and denial of dying creates 
severe psychological problems. Church
es can minister both to their own mem
bers and to other people in the 
community.

Ministry to the bereaved is as impor
tant as to the dying. Here too, churches 
can contribute in a unique way.

The church is the body of Christ and, 
as such, has an opportunity to minister 
in practical ways, especially to the aged. 
—Many elderly people live in their 
own homes. Some are in poor 
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health. Many times these people 
have difficulty keeping their houses 
and yards in proper condition. They are 
not physically able to maintain the 
property.

Some churches are organizing work 
details of able-bodied older men and 
middle-aged adults to assist older per
sons. Jobs too small to call a union car
penter, such as repairing screens or 
replacing storm windows can be done 
by such a group.14

Youth can do yard work for those un
able to hire it done. Some can furnish 
transportation to take men and women 
to doctors or dentists or grocery shop
ping. A friend of mine spends every 
Wednesday transporting blind persons 
to various appointments.

Churches can minister through a va
riety of program activities.—Most 
churches are now providing many op
portunities for fellowship and worship 
for the aged. These should not be just 
games and fun. Older people who are 
able should be involved in active minis
try to others.

Programs should be planned by and 
with older persons, not for them. They 
should be involved in the planning and 
implementation of the programs. Ade

quate and practical suggestions for 
such programs may be found in How to 
Minister to Senior Adults in Your 
Church by Horace L. Kerr.15

The crises and needs of the aged in 
the past become the opportunity and 
challenge of the present for our church
es. Our task is to restore Christian 
worth and dignity to the aged. We must 
follow the call of our Lord Jesus Christ 
to make all of life worthwhile and pro
ductive to the very end.
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Gaines Stanley Dobbins: a 
Man for All the Church
JERRY M. STUBBLEFIELD

In the December 1967 issue of Church 
Administration magazine, Gaines S. 
Dobbins was honored for his significant 
contribution to the life and work of 
Southern Baptists. He was called "Mr. 
Church Administration,” an appropri
ate title.1 However, as one studies the 
life and writings of Dobbins, he finds 
Dobbins was this and much more. He 
believed in all that the church was and 
did to minister to people—worship, pas
toral care, church administration, 
teaching, training, evangelism, mis
sions, stewardship, service, leadership 
training, music. Each of these concerns 
was addressed repeatedly by Dobbins in 
his thirty-two books and multitude of 
articles.

Some of his concerns for the church 
were reflected in his description of the 
work of the pastor.

We may assume carelessly that his prin
ciple occupation is the preparation and 
delivery of Sunday sermons. As impor
tant as this is, it is only a part of his 
service to us. As pastor, he is subject to 
call by his members at any time, day and 
night. As loyal supporter of the denomi
nation, he must stand ready to promote 
its cause at home and abroad. As citizen 
and public servant, he must be alert to 
his responsibility for civic welfare. As 
evangelist, he must seize every opportu
nity, both publicly and privately, to win 
the lost to Christ. As teacher, he must 
take the lead in the educational work of 
the church. As organizer and adminis
trator, he must give wise guidance to the 

church’s material interests. As mission
ary, he must look beyond the boundaries 
of his church and community even unto 
the uttermost part of the earth.2
A brief resume indicates that Gaines 

Stanley Dobbins was an extraordinary 
man. He taught for thirty-six years at 
the oldest seminary operated by the 
Southern Baptist Convention, South
ern Baptist Theological Seminary. 
Upon his retirement in 1956, he moved 
to one of the newest of Southern Bap
tist seminaries, Golden Gate Baptist 
Theological Seminary. He was selected 
as one of two Southern Baptist reli
gious educators to be honored in a spe
cial edition of Religious Education. 
Boardman W. Kathan described Gaines 
S. Dobbins: "At the time of his death in 
1978 at the age of 92 he was known 
variously as 'Mr. Religious Education,’ 
'Mr. Church Administration,’ and 'Mr. 
Southern Baptist.’ His legacy to his 
own denomination was a great one, and 
his story deserves re-telling for all 
denominational and religious groups.”3

I first met Dobbins in 1958 when I 
entered Southern Seminary. His per
sonal influence was acknowledged by 
professors and graduate students. His 
writings were used as textbooks in sev
eral courses. In October 1962, he came 
to the Seminary as the featured speak
er for a national Bible teaching confer
ence. He stood before a packed chapel 
audience and spoke eloquently for 
nearly an hour each day. This was my 
first time to hear him speak.
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To review his life is a strong tempta
tion. This has already been done in an 
excellent biography by his son.4 No one 
has attempted a comprehensive evalua
tion of the influence, teaching, and 
writing of Gaines Dobbins. Two doctor
al dissertations have dealt with him. 
One paper examined his administra
tive theory in terms of scientific man
agement, human relations, and social 
science emphases. The writer shows 
how Dobbins used these disciplines in 
the formulation of his administrative 
theory.5 The other study examined his
torically the development of religious 
education at Southern Seminary. This 
writer’s basic purpose was to show the 
development of religious education and 
to reveal the significant role Dobbins 
played.6 Excellent insight into his 
teaching ministry is described in a spe
cial issue of the Review and Expositor 
honoring him entitled "Religious Edu
cation: Festschrift for Gaines S. Dob
bins.”7

Who was this man? A brief glimpse 
notes the following facts. Gaines Dob
bins was born in Langdale, Mississippi, 
in 1886. During his youth he worked in 
a print shop as an errand boy, master 
printer, reporter, and editor. Though 
he officially left the printing profession 
during his seminary studies, these 
early experiences played a dominant 
influence throughout his life. He 
became a Christian as a result of the 
influence and witness of a college 
professor. Dobbins served as a pastor, 
editor, professor, conference leader, 
writer, missionary at large, and chap
lain. Charles Carter, his pastor at 
Shades Mountain Baptist Church, de
scribed him best when he said, "By per
sonal example and practical 
involvement [he] daily exemplifies the 
truths he has taught so long in the aca
demic community.”8

Educational Contributions
At the age of thirty-four, Gaines S. Dob
bins was invited to join the faculty of 
Southern Seminary. Most of that facul
ty had been his teachers less than ten 
years before, including John R. Sam- 
pey, A. T. Robertson, W. O. Carver, E. 
Y. Mullins, and Charles S. Gardner. He 
found this role to be both challenging 
and disillusioning so much so that after 
his first year he went to president E. Y. 
Mullins and offered to resign. Mullins 
refused to accept his resignation feel
ing that the young professor had poten
tial. Part of Dobbins’ frustration was, 
as he said: "While I was cordially re
ceived into the fellowship of the faculty 
as a person, I perceived that what I was 
assigned to teach lacked academic re
spectability. I soon discovered that the 
students shared this view.”9 Mullins 
encouraged him to study with the best 
educators as soon as possible. The im
plementation of this idea helped shape 
both Dobbins’ concepts and his teach
ing approaches.

Leading educators of his day were 
John Dewey, William Heard Kil
patrick and E. L. Thorndike in secular 
education. In religious education most 
prominent were Harrison S. Elliott and 
George Albert Coe. By going back to 
New York he could be exposed to the 
best educators in America at Columbia 
University and Union Theological 
Seminary. Each one left his mark on 
Dobbins. From Dewey he learned the 
problem-solving approach. Kilpatrick 
taught him that educational philoso
phy should have a classroom applica
tion. Thorndike’s specialty was 
educational psychology. From him Dob
bins received a better understanding of 
the teaching-learning processes and of 
the levels of intelligence and individual 
differences. Dobbins was impressed 
with Elliott’s concept of teaching 
through the discussion method which 
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insisted that teaching is stimulation to 
discussion and learning is participation 
in group thinking.10

Dobbins himself felt that George Al
bert Coe was the central figure among 
these teachers. Part of this assessment 
probably was because Coe became his 
advisor, counseling him to observe 
firsthand how a great teacher teaches. 
His description of Coe’s teaching ap
proach was: "He did not quiz us on text
book materials nor stand before us to 
lecture. He identified himself with us, 
became one of us, was an inquiring stu
dent alongside us, took his share of as
signments, and somehow made us feel 
that we were as important as he.”11 
Both Wayne E. Oates and Findley B. 
Edge, Dobbins’ students, feel that he 
modeled this pattern of Coe.12

Coe profoundly influenced the new 
professor, especially his book Social 
Theory of Religious Education; the the
sis of which was "that religious Chris
tian education must seek to help men 
live as Christians in a righteous social 
order, not just to know what the Bible 
says and what Christian doctrines 
teach. The purpose of religious educa
tion ... is to bring growing persons into 
an ever-increasing awareness of God in 
Christ as controlling the whole of life in 
all areas of human living.”13 For him 
education becomes Christian when its 
objectives are those of Jesus Christ.

Thus Coe strongly challenged the 
transmissive theory of education. Dob
bins felt that Coe’s viewpoints were ab
sorbed rather than received by 
transmission. Coe advocated a "cre
ative” theory which he saw as the reac
tion of the learner to the teacher and 
the teaching materials so that changes 
actually occurred not only in persons 
but in social conditions. While Coe was 
not an advocate of the "project 
method,” he did see it as a wise use of 
means of involving teacher and learn

ers in creative educational experiences 
that would develop moral responsibili
ty. He felt that this would require more 
use of the Bible and biblical literature. 
Coe did not object to the application of 
scientific principles of investigation to 
religious problems and insisted that 
the scientific method was far superior 
to the old logical deduction used to es
tablish and maintain dogmatism. He 
encouraged the use of the best possible 
methods in the teaching of the Bible 
and religious truths. One of Coe’s favor
ite expressions was, "We are, therefore, 
not to teach lessons, but persons."14

Findley B. Edge feels that Coe had 
the greatest influence on Dobbins as he 
challenged the transmissive approach 
to teaching while emphasizing science 
as a way of discovering insights about 
how one learns and grows religiously. 
He lifted the social aspect of the gospel 
for emphasis at a time when it had been 
neglected. Dobbins took the best from 
Coe and made it his own.15

Edge feels that "one reason Dr. Dob
bins became a master teacher was that 
he exposed himself to the finest teach
ers of his day.... He went to the leading 
centers of education and studied with 
the outstanding educators of his day.”16 
These men had a profound influence on 
him.

Evangelistic Contributions
Gaines Dobbins began teaching reli
gious education at a time when there 
was more emphasis on the what and 
the why than on the how. He saw his 
task as preparing ministers to lead 
their churches in fulfilling the Great 
Commission. For him the purpose of 
religious education and church ad
ministration was witnessing. In an ad
dress in 1920, he stated that the 
purpose of the minister was to "develop 
soul-winning personal workers in the 
ranks of the laity who will make pos
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sible the apostolic ideal of adding unto 
the church day by day those that are 
saved.”17 If there is a common theme 
that dominates his writings, it is that of 
evangelism.

Though he was known primarily for 
his contribution in the areas of church 
administration and religious educa
tion, Dobbins had a keen interest in the 
area of evangelism. Kathan in "Pion
eers of Religious Education in the 20th 
Century” identified the various areas of 
Dobbins’ work then noted, "But the 
central theme of his entire career was 
the mission of the church, following the 
Great Commission of Christ.”18 He 
wrote four books on the subject of evan
gelism: A Winning Witness (1938), 
Evangelism According to Christ (1949), 
Winning the Children (1953), and Good 
News to Change Lives (1976), plus a 
booklet Enlisting for Christ Our Re
turned Servicemen (1945). In his other 
writings specific chapters are devoted 
to evangelism and the need for evange
lism.

From the beginning of his teaching, 
Dobbins began to incorporate evange
lism into his courses, probably result
ing from his work at the Sunday School 
Board and the influence of Arthur 
Flake. As early as 1923, he wrote, "A 
sound principle by which any auxiliary 
organization may be tested is whether 
or not it is definitely needed and practi
cally designed for the purpose of carry
ing out some part of the Great 
Commission without conflicting with 
any other definite New Testament prin
ciple.”19

Rather than analyze Dobbins’ ap
proach and methodology about evange
lism, some of his ideas were:

"Evangelism . . . means any testimo
ny borne to another by a Christian with 
a view to making Christ known and ac
cepted.”20

"A church depending upon evange

lism without education is a crippled 
church. . . . There is no true Christian 
education that leaves out evangelism. 
. . . Evangelism is the end, Christian 
education is the means; saved souls are 
the fruit, Christian nurture is the culti
vation of the soul, the sowing of the 
seed, and the gathering of the fruit. 
... Where Christian education has done 
its work well evangelism is made easier 
and its results more permanent. Where 
the motive of evangelism has been up
permost Christian education has been 
made warm, sound, fruitful, and abid
ing.”21

"The crowning mark of a good Sun
day School is the passion for winning 
people to Christ.”22

"Christianity without evangelism is 
spurious Christianity, and evangelism 
that does not seek to make full-rounded 
disciples is counterfeit evangelism.”23

"Evangelism is Christianity at work, 
producing the fruits of discipleship. 
Evangelism is not the fighting of spo
radic battles, but an unceasing war
fare. Evangelism is never defensive; it 
has but one strategy, conquest.9,24

"Worship and evangelism are insepa
rable. . . . Worship places a high esti
mate upon man, and evangelism seeks 
to realize that estimate. Evangelism 
will not rise much higher than the at
mosphere of worship in which it 
lives.”25

"The greatest single service that any 
church can render to Christ is in get
ting all its members ready and willing 
to be good witnesses for him among 
their friends and acquaintances, at 
home and in their places of business, in 
everyday contacts and relationships.”26

"... a church must be judged by the 
souls it has won to Christ and enlisted 
in his service.’27

"Evangelism that had no effect on 
the social order or that had no social 
implications would be a spurious evan-
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gelism.”28
"As soon as an evangelistic proce

dure becomes instutionalized it begins 
to lose its power.”29

Dobbins’ contributions to the field of 
evangelism were recognized by the 
larger Christian community when the 
Pastoral Psychology Book Club select
ed his Evangelism According to Christ 
and Winning the Children as book-of- 
the-month choices.30 He felt that his 
most significant contribution was his 
Evangelism According to Christ which 
was used by both Baptists and non-Bap- 
tists as a textbook.

While he strongly believed in evange
lism, he felt that education was equally 
vital. He wrote, "Evangelism and edu
cation are twin heartbeats of a New 
Testament church.”31 He felt that "if 
we are true to the New Testament pat
tern, we will precede evangelism with 
teaching and follow it with teaching.”32 
His own philosophy of Christian educa
tion was summarized in the following 
seven ideas:

1. Christian education seeks desirable 
changes in human character and con
duct.

2. Christian education seeks not sim
ply to transmit knowledge about reli
gion, but to stimulate, guide, and enrich 
Christian experience, based on the Bible.

3. Christian education is not a substi
tute for evangelism, but a means of pre
paring the way for evangelism, making 
evangelism more effective, and following 
up evangelism that it may be more fruit
ful.

4. Christian education has as its first 
great objective the leading of the lost to 
Jesus Christ for his gift of eternal life on 
the conditions of repentance and faith.

5. Christian education seeks to help 
those who have become Christians to ac
quire valuable knowledge, to develop 
Christian attitudes, to make right 
choices, and to live the abundant life in 

their relations with others.
6. Christian education proposes to de

velop Christian character that is able to 
meet the demands of life—through 
Bible-study, worship, service, and the 
practice of Christian stewardship, me
diated by Christian personality under 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

7. Christian education seeks to secure 
an effective church membership commit
ted to the whole program of Christ for 
the whole world.33
For Dobbins, the ultimate aim of 

Christian education was the develop
ment of Christian character, the dispo
sition and will to follow the way of life 
as Jesus defined it for his followers.34 
His idea of the educational process was 
that it was the mutual sharing between 
teacher and learner of ideas and experi
ences leading to the growth of ideas and 
the enrichment of experience.35 He felt 
that the neglect of teaching had caused 
Christianity to degenerate into super
stition and formalism. Teaching and 
training agencies are absolutely essen
tial, not incidental in the work of the 
church. Due to the demands of modern 
life, the fundamental education respon
sibility of the church has increased.36 
He felt so strongly about it that he 
wrote, "Baptist churches live or die ac
cording as they teach the people the 
Word of God.”37

Dobbins’ concept of the Bible left lit
tle room for misinterpretation, for he 
said:

The Bible is a divinely inspired record of 
truths and experiences, given for human 
guidance into all truth and experience. 
There is no problem of human living 
upon which it does not throw light. 
There is no moral nor spiritual difficulty 
concerning which it does not provide di
rection. There are no questions as to the 
life here or hereafter for which it does 
not furnish the required help to arrive at 
satisfactory answers.38
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For him the Sunday School was the 
chief educational agency of the 
church.39 He saw the Sunday School as 
an integral part of the church. If the 
Sunday School were to succeed, it must 
be placed in the charge of men and 
women who know and love Jesus 
Christ, whose they are and whom they 
serve. Its final test was twofold: (1) Does 
it reach its constituents? (2) Does it 
teach those whom it reaches? The first 
step in building up a Sunday School is 
to bring in people who need to be 
taught.

The Sunday School classes were to be 
taught by the laity. He noted that the 
teacher counts for more than either the 
subject matter or the method. It was 
better to have no teacher than one 
whose life points the wrong way. He 
described the teacher and his work as: 

The teacher must share his knowledge, 
hence teaching would be impossible 
without some element of transmission. 
The teacher must share his possession of 
the racial heritage; by so doing he will 
increase the cultural riches of his stu
dents. The teacher must share whatever 
he has of special skills and abilities; 
thereby to develop the same in his learn
ers.40
He believed that a teacher should 

have knowledge, firsthand information 
about four things—the Lord, the Bible, 
the pupil, and methods of teaching. He 
strongly felt that a teacher should have 
had a personal experience with Jesus 
Christ, that he was his Lord and Savior. 
A teacher’s knowledge of the Bible was 
essential—not just the content of a 
weekly lesson but that the teacher 
should teach from his overflow of infor
mation from a systematic study of the 
Bible. The successful teacher must also 
systematically study the class and have 
an intimate knowledge of each in
dividual and the class as a whole.41 To 
Dobbins, teaching was not a mechani

cal but a dynamic process. Teaching 
was the devising of effective ways and 
means by which teacher and members 
may come together into fuller posses
sion of intellectual and spiritual 
values.42

Dobbins had the ability to capture at
tention with short, one-sentence state
ments. Some which relate to his con
cepts of education and teaching were:

"In the Bible, all roads lead to Jesus 
Christ.”43

"To know Christ and to love people is 
the first essential of a Sunday School 
teacher.”44

"Teacher and pupil represent the 
who of teaching; the Bible and related 
materials represent the what of teach
ing.”45

"The teacher must unceasingly study 
the how as well as the what and why of 
teaching.”46

"The teacher acts, the learner reacts, 
learning results.”47

"He teaches best who practices what 
he teaches.”48

"Teaching and learning will rarely 
rise higher than the materials used.”49

"A person may be stimulated, in
structed, guided, but he must do his 
own learning for himself.”50

"Untaught Christians are not apt to 
be strong in Christian character, gener
ous in giving, nor missionary in pur
pose.”51

"One may be saved who has very lit
tle knowledge of the Bible, but the 
saved life cannot be lived fruitfully 
apart from the Bible.”52

"Haphazard study is always poor 
study, no matter what the book or sub
ject.”53

"Unorganized thinking is poor think
ing.”54

"Methods are many, 
principles are few,

Methods change often, 
principles never do.”55
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Dobbins’ influence has been keenly 
felt in the area of discipleship training, 
contributing at least four books to this 
field: Working Together in a Spiritual 
Democracy (1935), Deepening the Spiri
tual Life (1937), A Winning Witness 
(1938), and Meeting the Needs of Adults 
Through the Baptist Training Union 
(1947). He also was a writer for many 
years of the Baptist Adult Training 
Union quarterly.

He authored eight books related di
rectly to the work of the Sunday School: 
The Sunday School Manual (1923), 
Working with Intermediates (1926), 
How to Teach Young People and Adults 
in the Sunday School (1930), The 
School in Which We Teach (1934), 
Teaching Adults in the Sunday School 
(1936), The Improvement of Teaching in 
the Sunday School (1943, revised in 
1973), Building a Better Sunday School 
Through the Weekly Officers and Teach
ers’ Meeting (1957), and Guiding Adults 
in Bible Study (1960). Kathan pointed 
out that The Improvement of Teaching 
in the Sunday School was influential in 
the field of religious education.56

One would be derilect not to mention 
his influence and encouragement of a 
young professor named Findley B. Edge 
whose contribution to teaching has 
been enjoyed through his significant 
book Teaching for Results and its com
panion Helping the Teacher.

Church Administration Contributions
While he influenced the areas of evan
gelism and religious education, Gaines 
S. Dobbins is best known for his contri
bution in the development of the disci
pline of church administration. In his 
first year of teaching at Southern Semi
nary, he began to espouse the idea of 
"the efficient church.” He always 
sought a biblical model for what he 
taught and wrote. His first published 

book, The Efficient Church (1923),set 
forth many of his ideas concerning 
church administration. John L. Hill in 
the Editor’s Introduction summarized 
its purpose: "The principles of efficien
cy may increase the usefulness of the 
local church—in its internal organiza
tion, in its component institutions, and 
in its co-operative relations with other 
churches.”57

For Dobbins the New Testament doc
trine of efficiency was stated in the 
verse, "By their fruits ye shall know 
them” (Matt. 7:20). Jesus’ concept of 
efficiency was not primarily a method 
but centered in his workings with peo
ple. He identified Jesus’ ministry, the 
training of the apostles, his plan of 
organization for the churches, his pro
gram of world conquest as evidences of 
Jesus’ efficiency.58 For him the study of 
the New Testament church in its con
stitution, ordinances, and activities 
was of fundamental importance. The 
quest for efficiency in organizing and 
directing the forces of Christianity 
began early and continued throughout 
his life. His strong conviction was por
trayed when he wrote, "Surely one can
not read the New Testament, and then 
face the gigantic task which Christ has 
given us of bringing in his kingdom on 
earth, and doubt for a moment that it 
demands the utmost efficiency of which 
human brain and skill are capable.”59 
Two outstanding characteristics ap
proximate the ideal for the church: It 
will be an efficient church, and it will be 
essentially a New Testament church.

Dobbins did not see that Jesus and 
the New Testament laid down methods 
that should be legalistically followed 
for all times. He stated: "Jesus set forth 
the underlying principles which were 
to govern in its organized life. He did 
not announce detailed plans which 
would be outgrown with every chang
ing circumstance, but he gave abiding 
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principles which find their application 
in every time and place.”60

He perceived the church as both an 
organism and an organization. The 
church was an organism since it was a 
living body composed of living organs 
mutually dependent on one another 
and essential to life. It was an organiza
tion in that the church was a combina
tion of individuals or parts 
systematically united or related for a 
given end. The most efficient church 
was the one that was truest in purpose 
and organization to the God-given New 
Testament model. However, an effi
cient church would not live in the past 
but in the present and would address 
itself to the solution of problems pecu
liar to its generation.61 In The Efficient 
Church he described the marks of an 
efficient New Testament church in the 
modern world.62

Why should a minister learn good 
church administration principles? Dob
bins concluded that the modern pastor 
should learn so thoroughly administra
tive principles that these duties would 
become practically automatic and 
cease to worry him and consume his 
time. He summarized his views when 
he stated, "by its very nature, adminis
tration conserves time which otherwise 
might be consumed to little purpose, 
thereby providing more time which the 
minister can spend in his study.”63

Dobbins pointed out that an efficient 
church could not allow plans and agen
cies, which are its means of action, to be 
magnified as ends in themselves. The 
source of power in the church is spirit, 
not organization. In understanding its 
nature and the work it must do, an effi
cient church accepts certain "mini
mum standards” concerning its 
commission.64 For him, church leaders 
were expected to plan wisely, have a 
keen understanding of human nature, 
and possess the ability to readjust plans 

to meet unexpected exigencies. Be
cause life is dynamic, the church must 
live in the present.65

Dobbins was convinced that under
standing how a church should function 
must come from the analysis of a 
church in its community setting. To 
achieve this goal he enlisted the per
mission and cooperation of area pastors 
and churches. He worked closely with 
the Walnut Street Baptist Church, 
Louisville, to establish effective meth
ods of religious education and church 
administration.66

His approach to church administra
tion has been described by two of his 
former students. Allen W. Graves 
affirmed:

He was concerned to help his students 
and his readers to develop a set of basic 
principles and sound methods of survey 
and research that would help them to 
identify the emerging problems and op
portunities, to consider wisely the sev
eral alternatives, and to develop careful 
plans utilizing proper decision-making 
processes that would enable ministers 
and other church leaders to respond ap
propriately to each new opportunity and 
problem as it would arise.67

Wayne E. Oates stated, "He taught 
on the philosophy of problem-solving, 
involvement of students in projects, ex
ploring uncharted areas of learning, 
and sending the student into the com
munity to find out things from life it
self.”68

Major Accomplishments
What accomplishments did Dobbins 
make in his forty-six-year teaching ca
reer, thirty-two books, countless arti
cles, and ninety-two years of life? His 
ability as a teacher must be considered. 
Dobbins was an effective teacher. Edge 
felt that he was far ahead of his time as 
a teacher. While rejecting the trans
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missive approach to teaching, Dobbins 
placed his emphasis on teaching per
sons. He involved the entire class in the 
learning experience. He achieved this 
by encouraging the free expression of 
ideas that perchance someone might 
come up with an insight that might 
open up new vistas for exploration.

Dobbins emphasized cooperation 
among his students by having them 
work together on papers related to vari
ous problems in the educational pro
gram of a church. He was an innovator 
because he not only used groups to seek 
to solve problems through library re
search but also used groups to learn 
through experience in practical situa
tions. He felt that cognitive learning 
was only theory until it had been ex
perienced.69

Dobbins was well recognized for his 
writings. In describing his first book, 
The Efficient Church, Ryan concluded, 
"After adding appropriate Scripture 
references, Dobbins easily applied 
Emerson’s principles to administration 
in the church.”70 He was extremely 
well-read in a wide variety of areas. His 
bibliographies reflected the latest 
books. He possessed the ability to adapt 
what he studied for practical purposes. 
He also possessed the ability to expand 
his horizon, to enlarge his circle of 
ideas, purposes, and concerns. Combs 
noted that "he took all of the work that 
had gone before him and refined and 
expanded it. Dobbins wrote many of the 
textbooks for the religious education 
course work he offered because there 
were no texts for the relatively new 
academic field”.71

Dobbins was not only a theoretician 
but was also able to practice what he 
taught. This was demonstrated when 
he became the treasurer of Southern 
Seminary in the early thirties. 
Through the work of Sampey, the pres
ident, and Dobbins, financial disaster 

was avoided. During these nine years 
he continued to teach a full load and to 
write eight books. At the death of Ellis 
Fuller, he became interim president of 
the Seminary; and during this time a 
number of significant decisions were 
made. He also was active in personal 
evangelism. Dobbins once arrived late 
for an evangelism conference in his 
church. His explanation was that the 
taxi driver who had driven him from 
the airport was not a Christian and he 
had been used of the Lord to lead this 
man to accept Christ.

His contributions were felt on the 
denominational level. In 1946, he was 
appointed chairman of the committee 
on church organization by the South
ern Baptist Convention. This commit
tee recommended a calendar of 
denominational activities which led to 
the formation of an inter-agency coun
cil.72

Some felt that his most significant 
contribution was his work to establish 
the Commission of Bible Study and 
Membership Training of the Baptist 
World Alliance. He served as its chair
man until it became the Division of 
Evangelism and Education.73

Duke K. McCall made the following 
assessment:

Dobbins led Southern Seminary and 
Southern Baptists in fashioning an ade
quate concept and practice of ministry in 
a surprising number of areas: education, 
journalism, administration, pastoral 
care, worship, evangelism, and many 
more. ... I find it hard to indicate one 
axle around which his life has turned. 
. . . Gaines Dobbins is a many-faceted 
person. He has had far-ranging interests 
and remarkable energy not only to delve 
into numerous fields but to master and 
contribute to them. ... It would be most 
accurate to characterize him as one who 
loved Christ with such intense dedica-
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tion that he has sought to serve him by 
any means possible. . . . For if anything 
is characteristic of him, it is continuous 
growth.74

His son described him '’as a man of pa
tience, ... as a man of love and under
standing, ... as a man who consistently 
has sought—and seeks—the most effec
tive means of spreading the Good News 
of Christ.”75

Gaines S. Dobbins was a man for all 
the church.
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Foundations Laid by 
Luther Rice: a 
Bicentennial Tribute
LYNN E. MAY, JR.

The life and ministry of Luther Rice, 
nineteenth-century missionary apostle, 
profoundly influenced Baptists in 
America. This man of vision, faith, 
courage, and commitment gave un
stinting and self-sacrificial devotion to 
extending the kingdom of God. The 
Baptists of America are deeply indebt
ed to this great pioneer for laying foun
dations for their denominational 
structure and for their ministry in for
eign missions, home missions, publica
tion, and education. Born on March 25, 
1783, near Northboro, Massachusetts, 
Rice did more than perhaps any other 
person to weld together Baptists as a 
denomination in America. It is thus 
fitting for Southern Baptists in 1983 to 
commemorate the bicentennial of his 
birth.

Rice’s deep concern for world re
demption led to his appointment as a 
Congregational missionary along with 
Adoniram and Ann Judson and five 
others in 1812. Through intensive 
study of the Scriptures en route and 
after their arrival in India, Rice and 
the Judsons came to accept Baptist 
views and were baptized by English 
Baptist missionaries. Cut off from Con
gregational support, they agreed that 
the Judsons would remain to work in 
Asia and Rice would return to America 
to secure Baptist support.

On his arrival in the United States in 
1813, Rice found Baptists to be an inde

pendent, widely scattered people with 
no general plan of cooperation. His 
twenty-three-year ministry among 
Baptists in America, however, sparked 
the transformation of scattered church
es into a denomination and initiated 
the development of denominational 
programs of foreign missions, home 
missions, publication, and education— 
all of which are vital to the witness of 
Baptists today.

Rice immediately turned his atten
tion to the formation of a national 
denominational organization to sup
port the foreign mission enterprise al
ready initiated by Adoniram Judson. 
He traveled to Boston, Philadelphia, 
Baltimore, Washington, Richmond, 
and Charleston. In these and other 
places he consulted with eminent Bap
tist leaders, organized missionary socie
ties, and urged Baptists to join together 
in providing adequate support for a pro
gram of foreign missions.

His labors bore fruit on May 18,1814, 
when the General Convention of the 
Baptist Denomination in the United 
States for Foreign Missions, popularly 
known as the Triennial Convention, 
was formed in Philadelphia. This first 
national body of Baptists in America 
helped to weld Baptists into a denomi
nation and provided a structure 
through which individuals, churches, 
associations, missions societies, and 
other Baptist organizations could coor
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dinate their efforts to win America and 
the world to Christ.

Though he had hoped soon to join 
Judson in the Far East, the Conven
tion’s Board prevailed upon Rice to 
serve as its agent, continuing his itiner
ant ministry of stimulating interest in 
foreign missions, organizing mission
ary societies, and raising funds for mis
sionary support. Rice engaged in 
voluminous correspondence and trav
eled thousands of miles each year, effec
tively presenting the missionary cause 
to the Baptists of America.

Through the influence of Rice and 
other leaders, the Triennial Conven
tion in 1817 began missions work 
among the Indians in Illinois and 
among settlers on the western frontier 
in Missouri. Rice continued to enlist 
support for home missions, even after 
the Triennial Convention later ter
minated most of its home missions 
work. The formation of the American 
Baptist Home Mission Society in 1832 
provided the denominational basis for 
home missions that Rice had earlier 
sought.

Publication and Education
Rice early recognized the need for sup
plementing his personal efforts 
through the printed page. Convinced of 
the need for a national journal to 
arouse missionary concern, Rice led the 
Triennial Convention to launch The 
Latter Day Luminary in 1818 and 
served as editor.

His conviction that the printed page 
should be utilized to promote every 
Baptist enterprise led Rice to establish 
a religious weekly, the Columbian Star, 
in 1822. This pioneer religious newspa
per later became the Christian Index of 
Georgia. Both of Rice’s publications 

provided effective channels of com
munication and enlisted support for 
denominational and missionary enter
prises. He also helped form an organi
zation which later became the 
American Baptist Publication Society.

The growing conviction that the edu
cation of young men seeking to enter 
the ministry was essential for estab
lishing a firm foundation for the mis
sionary enterprise led Rice to dream of 
founding a Baptist university in the na
tion’s capital. He shared his en
thusiasm for Christian education 
wherever he went.

Urged by Rice, the Triennial Conven
tion opened Columbian College in 
Washington, D.C., in 1821. As the Con
vention’s agent for the college, Rice 
traveled widely to raise funds. By 1826, 
however, the institution was heavily in 
debt. In spite of Rice’s labors, the 
denomination finally lost control of the 
college which is now known as George 
Washington University. Nevertheless, 
Rice helped to awaken Baptists to the 
importance of Christian education. 
Many Baptist colleges in the South can 
trace their beginnings to the interest in 
education inspired by Rice.

Death came prematurely at age fifty- 
three, but Luther Rice never lost sight 
of his dream: a great Baptist denomina
tion, focused on missions, rooted in edu
cation, and bonded by communication. 
The Home Mission Board of the South
ern Baptist Convention owns the farm 
property on which Rice was born two 
centuries ago in Northborough, Massa
chusetts. The Luther Rice Homesite is 
being developed as an active base for 
Baptist growth in New England as well 
as a memorial to Luther Rice who laid 
strong denominational foundations on 
which Baptists are building today.
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Book Reviews________
Christian Stewardship in Action.
Lee E. Davis and Ernest D. Standerfer. 
Nashville: Convention Press, 1983. 128 
pages. $2.95.

Stewardship is an integral part of God’s 
dealings with man and man’s response 
to God. It is vital to the fulfillment of 
every church’s mission. How do we take 
hold of this important biblical teach
ing? How do we more effectively teach 
and practice it? The objective of a 
church’s stewardship development 
ministry as set forth in this book is to 
develop in church members an under
standing of and commitment to the bib
lical concepts of individual and 
corporate stewardship.

Davis and Standerfer are eminently 
qualified to write a book on Christian 
stewardship. Both of these men have 
been successful pastors and for a num
ber of years now they have served on 
the staff of the SBC Stewardship Com
mission in the area of stewardship de
velopment. A new study course book on 
stewardship has been needed for a 
number of years by church members 
and their churches. The last major 
volume on this subject was published in 
1967.

Christian Stewardship in Action pro
vides in its 128 pages a comprehensive 
resource for helping Christians grow in 
the all-important area of Christian 
stewardship. A church member’s 
theology and practice of stewardship 
colors and influences everything done 
in one’s daily work and living, in the 
family, and through the church.

The five sections of this book address 
specific needs. These sections are re

lated to The Church Stewardship Com
mittee Plan Book with the suggested 
church stewardship committee provid
ing the structure. However, the book’s 
value stands apart from any particular 
organizational arrangement.

The purpose of the book is to provide 
churches a comprehensive plan for 
year-round stewardship development, 
that is, to provide a practical applica
tion for stewardship in the context of 
biblical teachings. It is hoped that read
ing and studying this book will encour
age active stewardship emphases in the 
churches. Implanting the teachings of 
this book in the church will be chal
lenging. However, the challenge will 
certainly ensure an exciting outcome 
for everyone involved.

The authors stress that no two 
churches are alike nor should they be. 
Consequently, the beginning place in 
evaluating and planning an effective 
stewardship development ministry will 
vary with each church. Christian Stew
ardship in Action stresses the use of 
The Church Stewardship Committee 
Plan Book and the Stewardship Stan
dard to help reveal strengths and weak
nesses in a church’s present 
stewardship practices. It will be appar
ent to the reader of this book that chap
ters alternate from biblical and 
historical principles of stewardship to 
the practical application in the life of 
the Christian.

Davis and Standerfer stress that giv
ing attention to Christian stewardship 
and helping a church have a ministry 
in developing Christian stewards is not 
an easy task. Stewardship is not com
patible to the standards of the world.
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Jesus’ teachings about the stewardship 
of life and possessions make little sense 
to those who do not recognize or confess 
Jesus as Lord. To the faithful followers 
of Christ, however, they point to a life
style characterized by challenge, ad
venture, and contentment.

After reading this book, the reader 
will be convinced that Christian stew
ardship has meaning to church mem
bers in direct proportion to their 
understanding of biblical stewardship 
and to their recognition and under
standing of the purpose of the church. 
The individual is fortunate who be
longs to a church which has an effective 
ministry of stewardship. This good for
tune is even greater when his church 
guides in worthy and practical expres
sions of his stewardship.

Davis and Standerfer have made a 
major contribution to their denomina
tion in the writing of Christian Stew
ardship in Action. Every church 
member who reads this volume will 
profit greatly.

James L. Powell
Director

Cooperative Program Promotion 
Stewardship Commission 

Nashville, Tennessee.

Carlyle Marney: a Pilgrim’s 
Progress. John J. Carey. Macon, 
Georgia: Mercer University Press, 
1980. 156 pages. $11.95.

John J. Carey, author, is professor of 
religion at Florida State University. 
The time to write this book was fur
nished by a grant from the FSU Center 
for the Study of Southern Culture and 
Religion. Carey knew Marney only 

casually. It is not clear what denomina
tion he is; however, it is clear he is very 
prejudiced (negatively so) about Bap
tists, particularly Southern Baptists.

The book is clearly divided. Chapter 
1 discusses Southern religion, Baptists, 
and what kind of Baptist Marney was. 
To even insinuate that there is a "'right 
kind of Baptist” and a "wrong kind of 
Baptist” misses the point of what being 
a Baptist is. Unfortunately, Carey does 
not understand this.

Marney is then examined as a profes
sional person. His roots; theological 
education; years in Paducah, Austin, 
Charlotte, and Interpreter’s House are 
explored. Carey does a masterful job of 
weaving Marney’s jobs into his person
hood. At each step along the way, Mar
ney’s growth is clearly seen.

Chapter 3 examines Marney’s contri
butions as a pastor-theologian. Chapter 
4 examines Marney as a Christian hu
manist. Chapter 5 attempts to place 
Marney’s life in some perspective. The 
man, his message, his relationship to 
Southern Baptists, and other issues 
about Marney are examined.

This is not an important book. It will 
be well received by two types of people: 
For those who knew and loved Marney, 
it will be a tangible reminder of his life. 
Those who admire his style of ministry 
will also enjoy this book.

If you match one of these two catego
ries, buy it. If not, use your library dol
lars somewhere else.

James Hightower
Specialist in pastoral ministry 

Church Administration Department 
Sunday School Board 
Nashville, Tennessee
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"The truth of God as it is revealed by His Word"

The Broadman Bible
Commentary 
Twelve Insight- 
filled Volumes
Lifeway Home Shopping Service offers 
you remarkable savings on this insight- 
filled twelve-volume set—savings from 
26% to 30%!

"Without a doubt The Broadman Bible 
Commentary is one of the truly great 
commentaries of modem times."—Dr.
Albert McClellan, former Associate 
Executive Secretary, Executive Com
mittee, Southern Baptist Convention.

Owning and Using Your 
Twelve- Volume Broadman 
Commentary Means
• You will relate the word of God in 
Scripture and in the living Word to the 
deep needs of the people whose lives you 
touch day by day.
• You will have the basic Bible study tool 
you need for a lifetime of serious 
examination of the Scriptures.
• You will readily find answers to the 
questions that come to you as you read 
the Bible, hear sermons, or engage in 
group or solitary study.
• Your faith in the authority, adequacy, 
and reliability of the Bible will grow.
• You will have all twelve volumes at 
your fingertips, in home or study, at the 
very moment you need a Bible study 
resource.

Here's How Lifeway Can Help 
You Own a Complete Set

Interested in purchasing the complete set 
one volume at a time?
Just check Choice One on the coupon on 
this page, and mail the coupon today to 
Lifeway Home Shopping Service.

Upon receiving the coupon, Lifeway 
will immediately mail you Volume 1 of 
the Commentary. With Volume 1 you will 
receive a bill for $10.77 plus $1.98 for 
postage and handling. (Lifeway will pay 
sales taxes.)

Each month thereafter, you will receive 
an additional volume of the Commentary 
and will be billed in the same way. You 
may pay for each volume by check or 
money order made to Lifeway.

Interested in purchasing individual 
volumes to complete the set you've 
started? Check Choice Two on the coupon 
on this page, and mail the coupon today 
to Lifeway Home Shopping Service. Life
way will immediately send you full details 
on how you can save 26% on each 
volume.

Interested in purchasing all twelve 
volumes at one time? Check Choice Two 
on the coupon below, and mail it today 
to Lifeway Home Shopping Service. Life
way will send you full details immediately, 
showing you how you can save 30% off 
the publisher's price!

Clip, complete, and mail this coupon today to Lifeway 9-V00'

The Broadman Bible Commentary 
Twelve Insight-Filled Volumes

CHOICE ONE—Please check Choice One if you want 
to build a complete twelve-volume set of The Broadman 
Bible Commentary by purchasing one volume each 
month.
□ Please send me Volume 1 immediately. I understand 
that I will be billed $10.77 plus $1.98 for postage and 
handling for each volume as I receive it. And I agree to 
pay for each volume by check or money order. I further 
understand that I can cancel my standing order at 
anytime without further obligation.

CHOICE TWO—Please check Choice Two if you are interested in saving 
money by acquiring the twelve volumes of the Commentary in either of 
these ways: (1) by purchasing individual volumes to complete a set you 
have started or (2) by purchasing all twelve volumes at once.
□ I am interested in saving money while completing the Commentary set 
which I've already started. OR I would like to know how to save even 
more money by purchasing the twelve volumes all at one time. Please 
rush me the information I need.

Please print plainly:

Name ______________________________________________________________________

Address ____________________________________________________________________

City State Zip

L-071



We’re Getting Closer ...

A Satellite Telecommunications Network 
Operated by the Baptist Sunday School Board

lite a$d

TO PARTICIPATE

BTN and Your Church
BTN will enable your church to participate 
simultaneously with other churches as programs 
are telecast. BTN will enable your church to 
videotape the programs for viewing at a later 
date.

These signals will be received by the sa 
retransmitted to subscribers.

Baptist Telnet (BTN) is an advanced, efficient 
method of communication.

Baptist Telnet Launching Date: 
Spring, 1984

BTN will provide:
• Information
♦ Training
• Inspiration

to strengthen your programs and ministries.

Your church must have equipment such as the 
following:

• TVRO (television receive only) equipment
—parabolic dish antenna
—feedhorn
—microwave receiver and demodulator

• Television set or monitor
• Vz" VHS videocassette recorder/player 

Equipment must be installed and operational by 
Spring, 1984 in order to receive the scheduled 
telecasts. Plans to purchase should now be under

BTN Programs
* Designed for dated church emphases
♦ Geared to help church staff and leadership 

become more effective in their areas of 
responsibility

• Available at varied levels of subscription fees

Microwave si transmitted from the 
rd’s Nashville-based uplink.

way.
BROADMAN offers for purchase first-quality 
commercial TVRO equipment complete with in
stallation, warranty, and dependable 
maintenance. Brbadman also offers several video 
systems (recorder/player, TV, camera, etc.) 
available for immediate purchase.

To receive BTN information, please complete 
the coupon below and mail to: 
Broadman Consumer Sales 
Nashville, Tennessee 37234

Be Ready...
Make BTN Happen 

in Your Church!

EROADMAN

। I am interested in obtaining more information about Baptist 
। Telnet (BTN):
| □ Please send me details of BTN programming and subscrip- 
j tion rates
I □ Please send prices and descriptions of Broadman TVRO
I equipment
j □ Please send brochure of videocassette player/recorder and 

other TV equipment recommended by Broadman for par
ticipation in BTN and general use of all videocassettes

। available now.
I Name ....... _______
| Address__________ ______________________________ ______

| Position  _________________________________ _______

I City _____________ .State ____________ Zip ____________
j Phone_____________ . _______________ S 10/83

(Area and Local)
| w
I
I


