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Tensions in Southern
Baptist Ordination
Theology
WILBURN T. STANCIL

There is a renewed interest in ordina
tion among both Southern Baptists and 
other denominations. The reasons for 
this resurgence of interest are several.

First, the strong emphasis in the last 
few years on the lay movement and the 
role of the laity in ministry has pre
sented a challenge to all denominations 
as to whether a special, ordained minis
try can even be justified. More signifi
cantly, women, another special interest 
group, have voiced their displeasure 
with ecclesiastical traditions that bar 
them from ordination. The controver
sies surrounding the ordination of 
women have brought the topic of ordi
nation to the eyes of the public.

Second, the problem of ministry con
tinues to be the chief stumbling block 
in church unity. As those churches con
cerned with ecumenicity grapple with 
the question of ministry, ordination 
inevitably surfaces as the crucial issue.

In the third place many denomina
tions today are reassessing their posi
tions on ordination because the sphere 
of ministry has proliferated far beyond 
the confines of local congregations, and 
as a result ordination has become a 
means of providing some sort of recog
nition and endorsement. In light of 
both a transient society and the diversi
ty of ministries today, religious bodies 
are discovering that ordination can 
provide a stamp of validity for a minis
ter and give his ministry a wider base 

of acceptance within the denomination.
A final reason for the renewed inter

est in ordination is the controversy 
arising from the acceptance of minis
terial status and special privileges 
which are often extended to the clergy. 
Many feel that to receive such favors 
places the ordained minister in tension 
with the biblical concept of ministry as 
service. Therefore, some serious ques
tions are being raised as to whether or
dination has any meaning at all other 
than providing the ordained with spe
cial tax considerations.

Having stated some of the reasons for 
a renewed interest in ordination today, 
the question must now be asked as to 
why Southern Baptists have largely ig
nored the issue in the past. Only rarely 
have Southern Baptists clearly ar
ticulated a theology of ordination. Per
haps several factors explain this 
neglect.

In the first place, the lack of explicit 
New Testament support for the prac
tice of ordination points to the fact that 
Southern Baptist ordination practices 
and theology are based more on history 
and tradition than on the Bible, a truth 
which many may be reluctant to admit. 
Further, the diversity found in both or
dination practices and in theology 
makes it difficult, if not impossible, to 
isolate particular elements of ordina
tion and designate them as the Baptist 
tradition and custom.
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Southern Baptists have also tended 
to neglect this issue for fear that an 
overemphasis on ordination might 
identify us with those institutional 
churches which have traditionally 
stressed the importance of a properly 
constituted and ordained ministry. 
Parallel to this is the fact that some 
sense an inherent contradiction in the 
presence of a special class of ordained 
clergy on the one hand, and, on the 
other hand, the strong Baptist empha
sis on the priesthood of the believer.

Finally, perhaps the most significant 
reason a theology of ordination has sel
dom been articulated resides in the fact 
that ordination is viewed by Southern 
Baptists as the exclusive function of the 
local church. The methods and customs 
of the individual congregations are 
often considered beyond the jurisdic
tion or scrutiny of the denomination at 
large.

In this article I propose to discuss 
Southern Baptist ordination theology 
in terms of various polarities which re
flect not only a duality in theology but 
also point to various tensions within 
the Baptist ecclesiastical tradition. 
Since the categories chosen are some
what arbitrary, many of these issues 
could be legitimately discussed under 
several headings. Seven polarities will 
be mentioned.

Bible and History
One can only speak in generalities 
about ordination prior to the New Tes
tament. In rabbinic Judaism the cen
tral feature of ordination was the 
laying on of hands, though in the New 
Testament this rite had a variety of 
meanings. No definite statement of in
fluence can be made, yet it appears that 
the New Testament writers went di
rectly back to the Old Testament for 
their guidelines on ordination and es
pecially to those passages which de

scribe the setting apart of Joshua by 
Moses (see Num. 27:18-23 and Deut. 
34:9).

The term ordination is not found in 
the New Testament. Today the word 
has assumed a technical meaning. It is 
unlikely that ordination, as practiced 
by Southern Baptists, has any parallel 
in the Bible. Though the New Testa
ment gives no detailed ordination 
theology, there are instances where in
dividuals are given authority to exer
cise their spiritual gifts on behalf of a 
congregation. The service or ceremony 
in which these gifts are recognized and 
this authority is conveyed is referred to 
today as "ordination,” though the for
mal description of an ordination ser
vice in the New Testament is lacking. 
The only details about methods and 
procedures provided by the New Testa
ment are the laying on of hands, 
prayer, and fasting.

Southern Baptist ordination theolo
gy is as much a product of history and 
tradition as it is the New Testament. In 
part, Baptist ordination theology has 
been a reaction against various histori
cal developments, especially certain 
Roman Catholic distortions of New Tes
tament emphases. The tension between 
the biblical and the historical is clearly 
brought into focus when it is recognized 
that Baptist ordination theology has 
been influenced and informed by such 
diverse sources as the Bible, Roman Ca
tholicism, the classical Reformers, 
Anabaptists, and early Baptists in Eng
land and America. The contributions of 
these various traditions will be noted as 
other tensions are pointed out.

Form and Function
The New Testament will support no 
radical dichotomy between form and 
function, office and charisma. As a rule 
the temptation of the free churches has 
been to minimize order, while the 
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temptation of the institutional church
es has usually been to ossify order. Not 
only do both anointment by the Spirit 
and appointment to office stand side by 
side in the New Testament; but the or
dination theology of Southern Baptists, 
both in the past and today, continues to 
demonstrate a fluctuation between the 
two.

The earliest New Testament exam
ple of the balance between office and 
charisma is seen in the appointment of 
the twelve disciples where both power 
and authority are conveyed (see Luke 
9:1). The ministry of the twelve was 
both officially instigated by Christ and 
charismatically endowed by the Spirit.

Though the Pauline communities are 
usually thought to have developed 
primarily a functional ministry, the 
mentioning of "bishops and deacons” in 
Philippians 1:1 indicates that Paul 
would have been open to some of the 
later developments in church order. He 
apparently saw no conflict between 
charismatic and official ministries.

Early in the New Testament, infor
mal designations were used to describe 
ministers—"those who labor among 
you,” and "every fellow worker” (1 
Thess. 5:12; 1 Cor. 16:16, RSV).1 Later, 
however, these terms yielded to more 
formal designations, such as "elder” 
and "bishop” (1 Tim. 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9). 
Even in the early, post-New Testament 
era, form and function continued to 
stand side by side. Functions which 
were once performed spontaneously 
were now delegated officially to church 
leaders, yet the congregation continued 
to appoint those whom they believe 
were charismatically endowed.

The history of the postapostolic 
church was largely the history of the 
distortion of the dynamic tension of 
office and charisma. Even though the 
Pastoral Epistles give evidence of a set
tled ministry, still the office did not de

termine the gift, but rather the gift de
termined the office. In the post-New 
Testament era, however, the office 
became the bearer of the charisma; 
that is, the Spirit was bound to the 
office so that the authority to minister 
was based more on the ordination 
ceremony itself than on the presence of 
gifts. Thus ordination created the min
ister, and the church began to depend 
less on the spontaneous exercise of spir
itual gifts and more on formal minis
tries.

From the second century on, the for
mal aspect of ministry made great 
strides. Functional ministries tended to 
be discredited because of such groups as 
the Montanists who went to the oppo
site extreme of eschewing order in 
favor of total spontaneity. The official 
nature of ministry became more deeply 
entrenched in the life of the churches. 
Gradually ministers came to be desig
nated as "priests” who represented the 
people before God, and the Lord’s Sup
per became a sacrament mediating 
grace. This development toward formal 
ministry led in turn to rigid require
ments for ordination and elaborate 
procedures for the rite. Eventually the 
Roman Catholic sacrament of Holy Or
ders evolved.

Southern Baptist ordination theolo
gy has oscillated between the formal 
and functional natures of ministry. 
One outstanding example of the em
phasis on function is seen in the South
ern Baptist belief that no new spiritual 
gifts are imparted in ordination. Ordi
nation serves rather as a recognition on 
the part of the congregation that the 
candidate already possesses ministerial 
gifts. Such gifts are neither bestowed 
sacramentally nor do they function au
tomatically.

Another major Southern Baptist em
phasis has been the priesthood of the 
believer. This doctrine highlights the 

Fall 1984 9



functional nature of ministry wherein 
each baptized believer has a charisma 
which he is to exercise. Thus status is 
minimized and servanthood is elevated, 
as nonofficial functions are assigned by 
the Spirit apart from ordination and 
according to his grace gifts.

A further example of the elevation of 
the functional over the formal is evi
dent in the reluctance of Southern Bap
tists to set educational standards for 
ordination. As far back as the early 
Baptists on the frontier, many feared 
that education precluded spiritual en
dowment; and thus the charismatic 
ministry was elevated above the for
mal.

Probably the best illustration in 
Southern Baptist ordination theology 
of the strong emphasis placed on the 
functional nature of ministry is found 
in the question of ordination for non
preaching ministers and for women. 
The underlying presupposition of those 
who support ordination for nonpreach
ing ministers is that the call of God is 
a call to function in ministry, not neces
sarily to preach. New Testament sup
port can be found in the fact that, at its 
base, all ministry is ultimately func
tional, that is, charismatically en
dowed. Furthermore, ministry in the 
New Testament was performed by a 
plurality of elders.

New Testament evidence indicates 
that there was a great deal of fluidity in 
ministry in the early church. Church 
order itself appears to have been condi
tioned by time, location, and circum
stances. Since forms change and 
ministry itself is subject to much diver
sity, it seems hardly consistent with a 
functional view of ministry to deny or
dination to an individual simply be
cause his or her job description does not 
include the function of preaching. As 
the needs of Southern Baptist churches 
continue to change, the demand for 

nonpreaching ministers will grow. Or
dination for these persons is nothing 
more than recognition of the Pauline 
concept that there are a variety of gifts 
to be exercised functionally according 
to the needs of the community. If gifts 
are present and the individual has ex
perienced a call which has been 
confirmed by the Christian community, 
how can Southern Baptists legitimate
ly deny ordination and still be consis
tent in their theology?

The key issue for Southern Baptists 
in the ordination of women is one of 
status and will be discussed as a sepa
rate polarity. It should be noted here, 
however, that many of the arguments 
based on function used by those who 
support ordination for nonpreaching 
ministers are equally applicable for the 
question of women in the ministry.

The other side of the coin is the for
mal nature of ministry, and Southern 
Baptists have not ignored this aspect of 
the tension. One example of the empha
sis placed on official ministry can be 
seen in the status afforded Baptist 
clergy, especially in terms of special 
privileges extended. But perhaps a 
more crucial issue reflecting the formal 
nature of ministry is the question of 
special authority conveyed by virtue of 
ordination.

The sources of authority for a Baptist 
minister are many. Authority comes by 
virtue of a personal call from God. It is 
also sometimes personal or moral in na
ture, that is, it is earned. Though no 
gifts are conveyed in ordination, the 
right or authority to exercise those gifts 
is indeed passed on, and is, in fact, one 
of the basic theological meanings at
tached to ordination by Southern Bap
tists. The question of authority points 
to the formal nature of ministry and 
provides the ordained with the authori
zation to fulfill his duties.

Southern Baptist ordination theolo
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gy attempts to balance the tension be
tween form and function in its focus on 
the dual nature of the call. The Spirit 
issues the call, but the congregation 
recognizes it. Ordination, then, is the 
formal ceremony in which both of these 
polarities are brought to bear. The dual 
nature of the call assures that it will 
not be viewed as an arbitrary decision 
on the part of the individual, possibly 
leading to extremes of enthusiasm. 
Rather, the Christian community is 
called on to test the charismata, thus 
providing the kind of checks and bal
ances necessary for keeping the two in 
proper relationship.

In one sense all ministry is charisma
tic since it is assumed to be performed 
in the power of the Spirit, but the fact 
remains that the church has never 
been able to create a purely functional 
ministry and survive over the years. In 
the incipient stages of the Anabaptist 
movement, the churches were radically 
congregational. Inevitably, however, a 
more formal ministry developed. The 
lesson to be learned is that over a long 
period of time a purely charismatic 
ministry cannot last, even in churches 
which are congregational in polity. 
Without structure, the church faces the 
danger of falling into anarchy.

It should not be assumed that the 
Spirit must create new ministries for 
every occasion. Certain ministries 
which have proved effective over a pe
riod of time can be formalized, yet the 
Spirit must still be free to restructure 
ministry. The danger of overemphasiz
ing the official side of ordination is that 
the Spirit is allowed to function only 
through the proper channels. In such 
cases the freedom of the Spirit is de
nied, and the body of Christ becomes 
mechanized.

It is clearly evident that Southern 
Baptist ordination theology sways be
tween these two poles. Early Baptists 

were indirectly influenced by teachings 
from the Reformation, with perhaps 
the key contribution of the Reforma
tion residing in the restoration of the 
New Testament balance between form 
and function. In reaction against those 
traditions which stressed a properly 
constituted and ordained ministry, 
early Baptists swung more to the side of 
an informal, charismatically endowed 
ministry. Yet the tension still remains, 
and the need for balance is even more 
crucial today as ordained ministries 
become more and more specialized, and 
as the Southern Baptist Convention it
self becomes larger, more formal, and 
sophisticated. If the pendulum swung 
too much to the dynamic side in the 
early years of Baptist history, the trend 
today could be toward a ministry which 
is becoming too closely associated with 
an office. Southern Baptists may have 
to highlight once again the charismatic 
nature of ministry.

Professional Clergy and Priesthood 
of the Believer
The question of whether a specialized 
ministry can even be justified in light of 
the doctrine of the priesthood of the be
liever has occasionally been raised. 
Southern Baptists would address this 
issue by stressing that, even though 
ministry is primarily given to the 
church as a whole, specific individuals 
must exercise leadership. It is impor
tant to remember that an officially con
stituted and ordained ministry is not 
essential for the existence of a South
ern Baptist church. In theory, anyone 
can perform any function on behalf of 
the congregation so long as he or she 
has the authorization of the church to 
do so. This view is in contrast with the 
more institutional churches which re
quire ordination as a prerequisite for 
the performance of some functions. In 
practice, however, Southern Baptists 
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also reserve certain functions for the 
ordained.

Southern Baptists have at times 
shown traces of the Roman Catholic 
doctrine of character indelebilis in 
their attitude toward the professional 
clergy. Ordination has tended to 
become a dividing wall between the 
clergy and the laity. This subtle placing 
of the Baptist clergy into a different 
"order” can be seen in the reluctance of 
most churches to perform certain func
tions apart from an ordained minister. 
Rarely will a layperson baptize or offici
ate at the Lord’s Supper in the absence 
of the pastor, and usually ordination is 
viewed as a prerequisite for carrying 
out these rites.

Following both Luther and Calvin, 
Baptists have stressed that the only 
difference between the clergy and the 
laity is one of function. Luther believed 
that any vocation, whether religious or 
secular, could be viewed as a calling 
and performed charismatically. The 
difference, then, between the ordained 
and the nonordained is one of office. 
There is no inherent distinction.

Most Southern Baptists have seen no 
inherent contradiction in the practice 
of ordination and the doctrine of the 
priesthood of the believer. The empha
sis has generally been on a quantitative 
distinction wherein the clergy devote 
full time to the ministry, though this is 
certainly not the crucial matter in de
termining whether ordination is neces
sary. The qualitative distinction has 
also been highlighted, wherein some 
are called to equip the congregation for 
its ministry and therefore are set apart 
to function as leaders of the church.

Though ordination to the ministry 
does not necessarily preclude belief in 
the priesthood of the believer, the lat
ter doctrine can be distorted if ordina
tion is viewed as conferring special gifts 
and rights which somehow place the 

clergy in a special order. On the other 
hand, when the doctrine of the priest
hood of the believer is understood sole
ly as "soul competency” or as radical 
individualism, then the New Testa
ment emphasis on a settled ministry .is 
laid aside and the church is left without 
any formal leadership. Southern Bap
tists have always focused on the need 
for both the setting apart of individuals 
for vocational service and the need for 
each to share in the ministry of the 
church, thus protecting each side of 
this polarity.

Status and Service
One of the more crucial tensions in 
Southern Baptist ordination theology 
concerns the nature of ministry itself.

Southern Baptists have been firm in 
their insistence that the ministry does 
not constitute the church. Christ’s min
istry is the only essential one, and 
therefore all others are provisional and 
derived from him. Ministry is not cre
ated but is a gift of God to the church 
and is patterned after Christ’s minis
try. The basic quality of ministry is ser
vice and is clearly exemplified in the 
life of Christ who "came not to be 
served but to serve” (Mark 10:45, RSV). 
Ordination, then, is not to be viewed as 
an opportunity to exercise lordship 
over the congregation nor is the empha
sis in ordination to be on a position oc
cupied. Rather the possession of 
ministerial gifts places the minister in 
service to the church, and any authori
ty exercised is ministerial in nature.

In both the New Testament and in 
Southern Baptist life, the concepts of 
authority and servanthood are min
gled. The idea of servanthood stands 
alongside that of status. Ordination 
generally carries with it a certain 
status for the individual. Since ordina
tion as practiced by the free churches is 
nonsacramental, that is, the clergy are 
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servants among servants and not 
priests mediating God’s grace, the ques
tion of status has not been as crucial for 
Southern Baptists as for the institu
tional churches. Still there are at least 
three areas in Southern Baptist ordina
tion practices where status becomes 
crucial.

The first area will be discussed as a 
separate polarity but is relevant to our 
discussion here and should at least be 
noted. Baptists have shown much am
bivalence about whether ordination 
carries with it a lifetime status or 
whether it places one in service only 
temporarily for a specific task. The 
issue at stake is that of whether limita
tions should be placed on ordination in 
terms of time and scope.

The second area where the tension 
between status and servanthood has 
been most acute can be seen in the ac
ceptance by ordained clergy of special 
privileges, especially civil privileges. 
To accept such favors as tax privileges 
and draft deferment clearly jeopardizes 
the historical Baptist stance on separa
tion of church and state. Furthermore, 
there is the danger that the acceptance 
of clergy discounts and other privileges 
will perpetuate not only an unhealthy 
distinction between the ordained and 
the nonordained but will also call into 
question the New Testament emphasis 
on the servanthood of those who minis
ter.

A third area of tension is found in the 
question of the status of women. If ordi
nation conveys a measure of status, and 
certainly this has been the case with 
Southern Baptists, then fairness and 
consistency would require that women 
who perform identical functions as 
men be accorded similar status. Ordi
nation is the crucial issue at stake, be
cause it is in the rite of ordination that 
both status and formal office are recog
nized. Those who insist that women can 

serve apart from ordination are focus
ing on the servanthood aspect of this 
polarity. Yet the other side of the ten
sion must be equally addressed. Can 
Southern Baptists, in good conscience, 
continue to ask women to serve without 
validating their ministries by giving 
them the status and prestige that ordi
nation implies?

Autonomy and Centralization
One of the most problematic issues in 
Southern Baptist ordination theology 
is that of the relationship between the 
local church and the denomination at 
large. This tension is really a reflection 
of the dual heritage of both autonomy 
and centralization found in Southern 
Baptist ecclesiology.

The emphasis on the local autonomy 
of the church can be traced to the Par
ticular Baptists in England, whereas 
the emphasis on the role of the associa
tion and the general assembly has its 
roots in the General Baptists of Eng
land. The Particular Baptists provided 
the primary pattern for Baptist life in 
America, yet Baptists in this country 
were propelled toward a more central
ized church order as a result of both the 
influence of the Separate Baptists and 
the controversy over the role of socie
ties, associations, and conventions.

This dual tradition of both autonomy 
and cooperation is clearly evident in 
the Southern Baptist view that ordina
tion is the function of the local church 
but has, at the same time, a wider 
meaning than just the local church. On 
the other hand the local church is con
sidered to be the sole authority in mat
ters of ordination. No one person, 
association, or convention can ordain. 
On the other hand, ordination not only 
establishes a unique and lasting rela
tionship between the ordained and the 
congregation but also provides a type of 
endorsement to other congregations.
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The tension lies in trying to balance the 
concept of a permanent, lifetime en
dorsement with the more narrow focus 
on function within a local church.

In the New Testament passages 
where authority for ministry is con
veyed through the laying on of hands, 
there is no evidence that ordained in
dividuals were authorized to act on be
half of the church beyond fulfilling the 
tasks assigned. Furthermore, there is 
evidence that ordination apart from 
the relationship to a local church has 
caused great harm in the past and was, 
in fact, subject to much abuse in Medi
eval Roman Catholicism. Luther espe
cially argued in favor of ordination for 
a specific charge as opposed to ordina
tion in general.

When ordination in general is elevat
ed above ordination for a specific con
gregation, not only is status lifted 
above function; but the ordained is 
placed in another "order.” There is the 
subtle implication that ordination has 
left an indelible mark.

Southern Baptists have fluctuated 
with much ambiguity between these 
two tensions. Ordination is strictly a 
function of the local church; yet it car
ries' with it permanent, lifetime status. 
Significantly, though, only rarely have 
Baptists understood ordination as en
tirely local. Ordination has usually 
been conceived of as a way of giving 
recognition to a wider ministry within 
the denomination. To be ordained as a 
Baptist minister is to be under the dis
cipline and authority of a local church, 
but it is also to be a minister of the 
church at large. Therefore, it appears 
unwise to draw the line too sharply 
since many ministries today are uncon
nected with the local church. The pro
liferation of ministry into so many 
diverse forms makes it problematic to 
attempt to limit ministry merely to the 
local congregation.

Ordination to the Southern Baptist 
ministry, then, is both linear and punc- 
tiliar. To limit the significance of ordi
nation in time and scope places too 
rigid a distinction between the func
tional nature of ministry and the en
dorsement implied to the 
congregations. Ordination to the minis
try in general is a necessary corollary 
to the more narrow emphasis on the 
local church.

Baptists have stressed both sides of 
this polarity in their ordination prac
tices. Usually other churches within an 
association are invited to participate in 
the ordination ceremony, and some as
sociations even have standing ordina
tion committees. This indicates that 
Baptists view ordination as denomina
tionally significant. Furthermore, the 
candidate is generally questioned con
cerning his denominational loyalty. 
Such inquiry not only protects other 
congregations where the minister 
might serve but also serves as a remind
er that ordination is not a private 
affair. It carries with it implications 
beyond the local congregation.

Another tension in Southern Baptist 
ordination theology involving the local 
church and the denomination at large 
concerns the revocation of ordination. 
When it is necessary to revoke an ordi
nation, a merging of interests on the 
part of both the local church and the 
denomination takes place. The ques
tion of revocation raises the issue of au
thority. Since revocation is a form of 
church discipline, technically only the 
church where the minister in question 
holds his membership can carry out 
such action.

There are at least three matters to 
consider in revoking an ordination: the 
local autonomy of the church, the 
denominational endorsement implied 
by ordination, and the rights of the in
dividual in question. Even though the 
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local church has the authority to 
revoke, the denominational signifi
cance attached to ordination could be 
given recognition and the rights of the 
individual protected by providing for a 
representative council composed of per
sons from the association at large.

Two other points should also be noted 
about revocation. Though the issue 
affects the denomination as a whole, or
dination is so thoroughly understood in 
Baptist life as a function of the local 
church that it appears highly unlikely 
that Baptists will ever settle on objec
tive standards for determining what 
behavior warrants revocation. Further
more, it seems clear that revocation 
would less likely be an issue if the local 
churches would more closely monitor 
the ministry of those whom they or
dain.

Individual Call and Corporate Recognition
It has already been suggested that the 
concept of the call is the best illustra
tion of the tension which exists be
tween office and charisma in Southern 
Baptist ordination theology. This state
ment needs to be explored further. The 
call is the one indispensable theological 
prerequisite for ordination in Baptist 
tradition. In fact, ordination itself is 
primarily the corporate recognition of 
an individual call. In the New Testa
ment the process seems to move from 
charisma to recognition to ordination 
(or installment or commissioning).

From the earliest New Testament ex
amples of ministry, the call is under
stood to be bifocal in nature. Never does 
the call of God appear as an arbitrary 
decision on the part of an individual 
apart from the interpretation of the 
Christian community. Rather, the con
gregation is instructed to test the gifts 
of those who claim to be called.

In the writings of both Luther and 

Calvin, the call was understood as both 
a direct or secret call and an indirect or 
outward call. This emphasis on a dual 
call continued among the Anabaptists 
and Baptists in America.

The importance of the corporate 
recognition of the call is given expres
sion in Baptist life in two ways—by the 
issuing of a ministerial license and by 
the ordination ceremony itself. Among 
early Baptists, the charismata were 
tested thoroughly before a license was 
even issued, and ordination itself was 
often delayed for several years. Today a 
license expresses several things: It is 
viewed as a period of testing; it shows 
the intention of the candidate to pursue 
ordination; and it expresses the confi
dence of the congregation in the poten
tiality of the minister. But at its base 
the license is still a means of expressing 
corporate recognition of the inner call 
and is a way of saying that the church 
will assume responsibility for the can
didate in terms of helping in the devel
opment of ministerial gifts.

The ordination service proper is the 
second way in which Southern Baptists 
give corporate recognition to the inner 
call. In fact, the rite itself is simply the 
formal ceremony in which the call is 
confirmed. In this ceremony Baptists 
are declaring that ordination has no 
sacramental value, nor is the candidate 
assuming an office as the result of his 
position in some sort of apostolic 
succession. Rather, the inner call is 
recognized as the fundamental 
prerequisite; and the rite becomes the 
ceremony whereby the call is publicly 
confirmed.

The danger for Southern Baptists 
today is that this balance might shift 
too far in either direction. Currently 
the formal and official recognition of 
the inner call (the license and ordina
tion) has been given less significance 
than in prior days. This is evidenced by 
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the careless manner in which both the 
license is issued and ordination itself is 
often carried out. Southern Baptists 
should be wary of ordaining self-ap
pointed prophets who announce an 
inner call and expect no one to question 
it. The Spirit always issues the call, but 
the church must use its gifts of discern
ment to test that call. The office re
quires certain gifts, yet the gifts should 
not be discharged apart from the con
sent of the congregation nor should 
ministerial standing be given apart 
from congregational approval. Fur
thermore, nothing in either Baptist his
tory or theology would preclude the 
church from taking the initiative in ap
proaching individuals for ordination. 
The tension implied by an individual 
call and corporate recognition is the 
logical corollary to the notion that ordi
nation to the ministry is the function of 
the entire congregation and not the 
prerogative of anyone who happens to 
desire ordination.

Congregational Polity and Other 
Ecclesiastical Traditions
No single denomination can claim ex
clusive New Testament support for its 
type of church order. Details on church 
order in the New Testament are 
sketchy, suggesting that the forms are 
of secondary importance while the con
tent of the Christian faith is foremost. 
In spite of the fact that Southern Bap
tists espouse a congregational form of 
government, both in ordination theolo
gy and practice, they have reflected a 
variety of ecclesiastical traditions.

The congregational form of govern
ment is clearly seen in the fact that 
ordination is the exclusive function of 
individual churches. The right and obli
gation for each church to call its own 
ministers presupposes that one cannot 
represent the congregation apart from 
the consent of the people. Furthermore, 

the Roman Catholic notion of character 
indelebilis is by implication rejected, 
since each congregation also has the 
right to dismiss its own minister with
out outside interference.

In the congregational plan anyone 
can carry out the functions normally 
reserved for the ordained so long as au
thorization is granted by the church. As 
opposed to the episcopal view of minis
try, the Baptist minister represents the 
people, not as a priest representing pa
rishioners before God, but rather as one 
who performs functions which rightly 
belong to the congregation as a whole. 
Both function and form again stand 
side by side: The congregation’s diversi
ty of gifts and its obligation to minister 
focus on the functional nature of minis
try, whereas the need for representa
tive leadership magnifies the formal 
nature of ministry.

In a congregational view of ordina
tion, the rite itself is not sacramental 
but rather is installational in purpose. 
Since all have spiritual gifts, ordina
tion, then, is a public ceremony for the 
dedication of an individual to a leader
ship role.

Southern Baptist congregational 
polity is also seen in the reluctance of 
the Southern Baptist Convention and 
many state conventions to take a stand 
on the issue of women’s ordination. 
Since each congregation can ordain ac
cording to its own beliefs and customs, 
the denomination has no authority to 
interfere.

The congregational plan is likewise 
evident in Southern Baptist reluctance 
to require educational standards for or
dination. Since the local church is re
sponsible for formulating and 
enforcing any and all educational stan
dards for its clergy, each church has the 
right to ordain whomever it chooses, re
gardless of education or experience. To 
do otherwise would be to shift the locus 
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of authority for ordination.
Finally, congregational polity sur

faces among some early Baptist groups 
who limited the efficacy of ordination 
just to the church which ordained the 
candidate. Even though today ordina
tion takes on denominational signifi
cance and implies a wider base of 
acceptance, remnants of this earlier 
tradition can be seen in congregations 
who "install” a new pastor rather than 
reordain him.

The best illustration of the episcopal 
form of government is the Roman 
Catholic Church. Holy Orders signify 
at least four things: New gifts are con
veyed; the ordinand is moved to a new 
class or order; authority to perform cer
tain functions, especially the Mass, is 
conferred; and an indelible character is 
implanted.

Southern Baptists have, in some ordi
nation practices, shown a proclivity to
ward an episcopal view of ordination. 
This is evidenced in at least three of the 
four meanings attached to Roman 
Catholic Holy Orders. In the first place, 
whenever a radical separation is made 
between the ordained and unordained, 
especially in terms of special privileges, 
there is the danger that ordination will 
be understood as placing the minister 
in a different order. Second, the episco
pal suggestion that ordination conveys 
new authority, and especially the au
thority to perform the Mass, is reflected 
in those Southern Baptist congrega
tions who believe it necessary for a 
minister to be ordained before officiat
ing at the Lord’s Supper or baptizing. 
Finally, the doctrine of the character 
indelebilis is partially seen when ordi
nation is made a permanent possession 
apart from a relationship with a spe
cific congregation. It is also reflected in 
the reluctance of most Baptists to 
revoke an ordination, especially among 
those Baptists who think that once a 

person is ordained he cannot become 
unordained. It appears that the only 
one of these four episcopal concepts 
which Southern Baptists have 
managed to avoid is that of a sacramen
tal view of ordination whereby gifts are 
conveyed.

It may be that a remnant of the epis
copal form of government is also found 
among those Baptists who refuse to or
dain nonpreaching ministers, pointing 
toward a type of monepiscopacy, where
by the pastor is the superstar who alone 
has the right to be ordained.

The presbyterial form of government 
is especially evident in the formation of 
an ordination council (presbytery) and 
in the actual ordination service itself. 
Ordination is rightfully the function of 
the entire congregation, but ordinarily 
the examining committee is composed 
of representatives of the congregation, 
clearly a presbyterial arrangement. 
The presence of representatives from 
other churches or even the formation of 
an associational ordination committee 
also points toward a presbyterial view 
of ordination. Congregational polity is 
also implemented, however, in the fact 
that the presbytery is gathered under 
the authority and at the discretion of 
the congregation and the congregation 
has the right to accept or reject the 
recommendation of the council.

The service itself reflects an amalga
mation of all three types of ecclesiasti
cal traditions. The church remains the 
final authority for ordination (congre
gational), but often only the presbytery 
is allowed to lay on hands (presbyteri
al), and sometimes the presbytery is 
made up only of ordained ministers 
(episcopal).

The practice of presbyterial ordina
tion was fairly common among Baptists 
prior to the formation of the Southern 
Baptist Convention in 1845; but in 
order to reflect more clearly a congre

Fall 1984 17



gational ecclesiology, Southern Bap
tists today need to make provisions for 
broader participation by the congre
gation as a whole on both the examin
ing council and during the service it
self. Such churchwide participation 
would be much more consistent with 
Baptist ecclesiology.

It is clear that the practice of ministeri
al ordination among Southern Baptists 
is widely divergent in terms of customs, 
traditions, sources, and theologies. An 
analysis of Southern Baptist ordination 
theology that addresses the issue bibli
cally, historically, theologically, and 
practically must do so in terms of dy
namic tensions or polarities between 
which Baptists have in the past moved 
and continue to move today.

Unfortunately, Southern Baptists 
cannot realistically hope for a defini
tive theology of ordination in the near 
future. Ordination is too deeply en
trenched in the local church to allow 
such a consensus. Theoretically, one’s 
theology of ordination should rest on 
one’s view of ecclesiology; but it is ex
ceedingly difficult to find total consis
tency between Baptist ecclesiology and 
Baptist ordination theology and prac
tice.

In light of these limitations, Baptists 
must work toward keeping these ten
sions in some sort of balance, carefully 
protecting the element of truth sug
gested by each pole. The real threat is 
one of becoming unbalanced, either by 
choice or by accident.

It is the recovery and maintenance of 
this balance that will most completely 
assure Baptists that their ordination 
practices are biblically based, histori
cally related to their tradition, theolog
ically sound, and practically workable. 
In view of changing patterns in minis
try today, I would predict that Baptist 
ordination theology will be subject to 

more careful scrutiny by churches in 
the years ahead.
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The Church Engaged in 
Intentional Ministry
RONALD K. BROWN

Jesus called for his followers to be 
lights shining in the world. These 
words are both a statement of fact— 
"Ye are the light of the world” (Matt. 
5:14)—and a commission—"let your 
light so shine” (Matt. 5:16). But will the 
light shine in a particular direction? 
What will it shine upon?

"The light does not just spill over into 
the world. Our task is to shine it into 
every dark corner.”1 That calls for in
tentionality in ministry. "The most ob
vious meaning of’intentionality’ is that 
one has intentions, definite plans, pur
poses, goals toward which energy and 
resources are mobilized.”2 The opposite 
of intentional ministry is a reactive 
ministry where one responds only 
when compelled by external and/or in
ternal pressures.

An intentional approach to ministry 
requires a church to discover its re
sources for ministry, understand the 
environment of ministry, and develop a 
plan for ministry.

The Church’s Discovery of Its Resources
God has a purpose for the church. As 
each church discovers and clarifies its 
own mission in the purpose of God, it 
needs to affirm that God provides the 
resources necessary to accomplish that 
mission. Resources available to a 
church include people, finances, facili
ties, equipment, and organization.3 Of 
course, spiritual resources are avail
able to the church because it is a divine 
organism.

A church striving for an intentional 

ministry needs to become familiar with 
its resources for ministry. Resources 
may be discovered through an analysis 
of current programming; an inventory 
of available equipment; a survey of 
physical facilities; and a survey of the 
membership’s personal skills, inter
ests, and abilities. After this informa
tion has been accumulated, each 
resource should be evaluated in terms 
of its usefulness in the performance of 
ministry. This discovery, evaluation, 
and employment of resources by the 
church is an application of the same 
principles of stewardship that the 
church expects from its members in 
their personal lives.

The Church’s Discovery of Its Environment
To have an intentional ministry a 
church must know the community in 
which it exists. "No matter how much 
we may dislike admitting it, religion is 
strongly influenced by changing world 
currents.”4 To deny or ignore this will 
lead to a dying ministry.

A church is called to participate in a 
worldwide mission (see Matt. 28:19-20; 
Acts 1:8). At the same time a church 
has a direct responsibility to influence 
and minister to its local community. 
"The work of the church in a particular 
locality is done by a local church or it is 
not done at all.”5 The question is, If a 
church does not know the needs of its 
community, how can it be sure it is 
doing the work that should be done? 
Obviously, it cannot.

Surveys to determine the communi
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ty’s character are valuable to a church 
striving for intentional ministry. 
Changes in economics, population 
shifts, increase in social problems, and 
even local politics can alter the scope of 
the church’s ministry. When these 
upheavals occur, the church must be 
prepared to adapt if meaningful minis
try performance is to be continued.

In addressing this matter William 
Pinson wrote:

What the church must avoid at all 
times is the attitude that its tasks re
main the same and that it must retain 
all institutions it has designed to do 
these. The church’s mission remains 
the same—to satisfy human need 
wherever or in whatever form it en
counters it. But the mission and the 
tasks are not synonymous. The tasks 
will change, even though we have 
some of the same tasks with us al
ways. Changing times bring new chal
lenges and new problems. They 
frequently leave behind old ones.6

’William Faw, "Christ’s Church: God’s Colony and Agent of 
Reconciliation,” Brethren Life and Thought, 23 (Winter 1978), 
52.

’John Biersdorf, "A New Model of Ministry,” Creating an In
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Press, 1976), p. 24.

’William M. Pinson, Jr., The Local Church in Ministry (Nash
ville: Broadman Press, 1973), p. 29.

4E. Glenn Hinson, The Church: Design for Survival (Nashville: 
Broadman Press, 1967), p. 10.
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Broadman Press, 1974), p. 15.

‘Hinson, p. 45.
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nual Planning (Nashville: Convention Press, 1969), p. 8.
‘Lyle E. Schaller and Charles A. Tidwell, Creative Church Ad

ministration (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1975), p. 128.
’Jeff Clark, "Planning: the Cure for Organizational Motion 

Sickness,” Search, 11, No. 2 (Winter 1981), p. 7.

The church, sensitive to the changing 
environment but determined to fulfill 
its mission, is prepared for intentional 
ministry.

The Church's Intentional Plan for Ministry 

’'Churches cannot afford to stumble 
blindly into the future without a plan 
for accomplishing their work.”7 Having 
discovered the resources available for 
ministry and having clarified church
community needs, the next logical step 
is to develop a plan of ministry action. 
These ministry action plans enable a 
church to use wisely its energies and 
resources in the achievement of minis
try goals.

An intentional plan of ministry be
gins with a determination of objective. 
What is the mission of this church as it 
strives to accomplish the purpose of 
God for the church in this setting? It is 

at this point that many churches are 
weak. Many do not know what they 
want to achieve. Although the rest of 
the planning process may be done well, 
there is no way to evaluate the effec
tiveness of the plans without some 
statement of objective.

Human resources are valuable assets 
in both planning and performing minis
try. Those who are a church should be 
involved in determining what they will 
be doing as a church. "Someone who 
thinks the members don’t have ideas 
and feelings about what their church 
does and how it does it has perhaps 
been unaware of the little signs here 
and there which might have alerted 
him to that truth.”8 The planning pro
cess and the implementation of those 
plans should be placed as near as pos
sible to the congregation itself.

Finally, an intentional ministry re
quires flexibility and perpetuality. 
"Planning is a dynamic process. ... It 
is an ongoing exercise, constantly read
justing or re-enforcing in light of feed
back.”9 This feedback will come from 
both internal and external sources. For 
ministry to be meaningful, objectives 
achieved, and goals fulfilled, these feed
back sources must be heard and adap
tations made as necessary. * 4
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Crises in Early Ministry
JOEY CLIFTON

My seminary professors often told me 
that local church ministry could be 
difficult. In spite of their words of warn
ing, I graduated, fully expecting to suc
cessfully revolutionize any church with 
which I became associated. I was not 
prepared for the stress I experienced.

One fourth of ministers experience 
their first major stress period in the 
local church in the first or second year, 
and 42 percent of a minister’s major 
stress periods occur in the first five 
years of ministry.1 It is easy to see why 
eighteen months2 to two years3 is the 
average tenure of ministers in the 
Southern Baptist Convention, espe
cially for new ministers. Though I had 
been led to believe that short tenure 
and failure were synonymous, personal 
experience has convinced me that 
crises in early ministry are common.

What causes this stress? Why is this 
period in a minister’s life difficult?

Often stress is attributed to personal
ity clashes, immaturity, and early mis
takes. In describing a pastor’s ministry 
cycle, Bruce Grubbs stated that all min
isters’ "Start-up” stages last twelve to 
twenty-four months.4 He added that 
many crucial events, which determine 
the success or failure of the ministry, 
occur during this stage. If this start-up 
period is a rocky one, it is unlikely the 
minister will continue into the "Estab
lished Ministry” stage which should 
follow. On the other hand, if the first 
couple of years are constructive, then a 
firm foundation is laid for many good 
years to come.

Grubbs stated that, too often, minis
ters seek a new situation to avoid the 
pain associated with moving into the 

subsequent stage. Undoubtedly, when 
problems are encountered in a particu
lar ministry, many ministers cope by 
fleeing to new problems elsewhere. Al
though this may be the reason many 
young ministers leave their first 
church, deeper reasons may also exist. 
Often a new minister makes a change 
because of the developmental processes 
in his life. The twenties bring a great 
deal of struggle, searching, and adapta
tion in each person’s life. Time is 
needed to deal with these adjustments. 
A new minister’s short tenure may not 
be entirely due to a "running” syn
drome but a syndrome of "searching” 
for one’s identity and abilities.

Development through stages does 
not end in adolescence. The work of 
Daniel Levinson5 and Gail Sheehy6 
have shown that adults continue to de
velop through predictable stages their 
entire lives. Ministers are no different; 
they move through the same subse
quent periods, each with its own spe
cific tasks. These stages often lead to 
important changes in a person’s life 
and perception. Previously learned life 
structures are destroyed and rebuilt. 
Most ministers enter the ministry in 
their early to mid-twenties, a stage 
Sheehy calls "The Trying Twenties.”7

The Trying Twenties
The most important task of this period 
is the establishment of a life structure 
that will in some sense be satisfactory. 
A satisfactory structure is one that 
gives a "workable link between the 
valued self and the adult society.”6 The 
difficulty is finding the link. Satisfac
tion to one person may be misery to 
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another. Everyone who enters the Try
ing Twenties stage makes tentative life 
decisions.

Two opposite impulses begin to tear 
at the person’s life.9 On one hand, there 
is a great desire to build a firm, safe 
life-style by making strong commit
ments to marriage, friendships, and oc
cupation. This desire is characterized 
by the longing to make something of 
one’s life and to be somebody. The urge 
to "fit” into society and become a re
sponsible citizen holds the person to his 
initial choices. Opposing this desire is 
the impulse to explore and experiment 
with alternatives in life. Fear mounts 
that the initial decisions were wrong; 
options are welcomed. These opposing 
desires are present to some degree in 
every individual going through the Try
ing Twenties.

The balance finally achieved between 
these two impulses determines the visi
ble differences in separate lives. On one 
extreme are those whose original com
mitment locks them into a career in 
which alternatives are not recognized. 
Conversely, others are dominated by 
the second impulse, never making any 
substantial commitments and wander
ing from job to job with no real direc
tion. A balance is needed between these 
bipolar impulses to pass successfully 
through the Trying Twenties.

Where is the balance for the minis
ter? Many of us view the call of God as 
exclusive. We have been called to 
preach, to educate, or to lead in musical 
worship. Our lives have been commit
ted to God and to ministry in answer to 
his call. No room is left for tentative 
impulses. We force ourselves to one end 
of the continuum: "God has called me, 
so there is no room for alternatives in 
my life.”

Because of this, young ministers, per
haps more than others, go through a 
severe conflict in their lives. The im

pulse to seek options and alternatives 
tears at our desire to hold to commit
ments. Is the call to ministry always a 
call to preach? Is the call to religious 
education always a call to become a 
minister of education? The answer is 
no. Though God calls people to special 
tasks, he also opens the door, allowing 
us to seek options within that call.

This searching for alternatives and 
the desire to find a satisfactory niche 
may lead the minister in his twenties to 
several jobs. He may be labeled a 
"church hopper”; while, instead, he 
may be searching for a more stable life 
structure where he can feel good about 
himself.

One of the frightening things about 
the twenties is the inner conviction 
that the commitments and choices we 
make are irrevocable. They are not. 
"Change is quite possible, and some al
teration of our original choices is prob
ably inevitable.”10 A fine line exists 
between change for the sake of escap
ing problems and change due to de
velopmental choices. Each individual 
must reckon his own case.

The Dream
In spite of the opposing impulses, a 
dream emerges during the Trying 
Twenties. This dream is more realiz
able than a fantasy of exciting lives and 
impossible feats. It is usually unar
ticulated goals for life and ministry 
twenty or thirty years down the line. 
The achievement of these goals deter
mines our success. Rarely is the dream 
a fully thought-out plan but rather a 
hope that someday we will have accom
plished all that we understand our call 
to be.

The dream we develop for our own 
life has great bearing on the ministry 
and expectations we envision. It great
ly affects our adult development. What
ever the dream may be, a new minister 
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must make pivotal decisions in his life 
to cause it to become reality. If the ini
tial life structure of the minister is con
trary to the dream, his development 
may be greatly hindered and his minis
try an unhappy one.

The dream is not always fully devel
oped when we take our first ministerial 
job. Over the course of time, we know 
better what we can do, what we enjoy 
doing, and what we would like to ac
complish in our ministry. If this newly 
developed dream is in contrast to the 
direction our ministry is taking, the re
sulting conflict causes us to seek 
change. An awareness grows that our 
good performance may not accomplish 
the desires of our dream. Therefore, we 
must seek a new position which we feel 
will move us in a different direction, 
learn to live with the stress and dishar
mony in our lives, or change the dream. 
Various individuals react differently. 
Some will learn to deal with the stress 
in order to keep permanence in their 
lives. Others will seek a new job and 
make changes in their life structure.

Possibly, some individuals experi
ence little conflict in their lives because 
their first jobs prove to be in harmony 
with their dreams. However, the 
majority feel some dissatisfaction and 
stress as they try living their dream in 
their initial ministry situation. If the 
minister experiences conflict in his first 
position, he must make many adjust
ments.

Role Conflicts
Proper resolutions of role conflicts are 
vitally important for good adjustment. 
Several years ago Donald Super point
ed out that "the role expectations of the 
job ... may not be the same as the role 
aspirations of the individual. In such a 
case the individual must adapt himself 
to the requirements of the situation, 
adapt the situational requirements to 

his needs, or leave the scene. Since 
some of these alternatives may be im
possible and others difficult, frustration 
and maladjustment in some degree are 
likely to occur.”11

The wider the disparity between our 
expectations and those of the churches, 
the more difficult it will be to adapt. 
Though we have a thorough under
standing of the job requirements before 
accepting a position, there will invari
ably be some unexpected role conflict.

Rouch pointed out that "we leave 
seminary with a more-or-less defined 
set of roles influenced by our studies, 
field experience, previous jobs or 
professional experience, and by our 
own self-concept.”12 However, our 
church members haven’t experienced 
the same education or life situations 
and often have a whole different set of 
role expectations. Upon graduation 
from the seminary, I interviewed with 
a church where I had been told they 
were seeking a minister of education. 
Through discussion, however, I discov
ered many were looking strictly for a 
minister of youth. The church members 
didn’t agree on what roles it wanted 
filled; I surely couldn’t fill them all.

Success in ministry demands that the 
minister feel good about himself and 
comfortable in his situation. "If a per
son cannot 'be himself in such a major 
segment of his life (i.e. his career), if the 
role in which he is cast while on the 
stage on which he spends so much of his 
time is not congenial, it seems unlikely 
that his life satisfactions can be signifi
cant or that his general adjustment be 
good.”13 Role conflict will be a destruc
tive virus in the minister’s life.

Another problem with role expecta
tions includes simultaneously trying to 
play opposing roles, such as servant 
and leader, or teacher and administra
tor. "When the occupation calls for the 
individual to play two incompatible 
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roles such as . . . authoritarian and 
educator, . . . competitor and friend, 
anxiety and impaired performance are 
likely to result.”14

Stress can and does exist in the 
young minister’s life when he tries to 
fulfill others’ varied expectations. 
These conflicting expectations can 
come from church members, other staff 
members, and even from the young 
minister himself as he tries to be a "su
per minister.”

Work Load Demands
One of the difficulties and frustrations 
I felt early in my ministry originated in 
my desire to be all things to all people. 
I tried to convince myself that I could 
do everything well—from teaching to 
driving the van, from visitation to 
supervision of custodians, from preach
ing to budget preparation, from recre
ation to planning meetings. Trying to 
prove ourselves in too many areas 
causes confusion, frustration, and an 
appearance of poor preparation. The 
diversity of a minister’s job will always 
exist. In one sense it gives variety and 
interest to the job; in another, it over
loads the minister. When the balls are 
too numerous to juggle, the minister 
must be realistic and drop a few, even 
if it brings criticism.

In addition to the diversity of a work 
load, the young minister may also ex
perience frustration because of the 
many new, unfamiliar tasks he’s asked 
to perform. The seminary does a good 
job preparing ministers theologically, 
educationally, and administratively; 
but there are some tasks that cannot be 
taught with books.

I had never driven a bus until I 
arrived at my first full-time church po
sition; never dealt with the family of a 
dying cancer patient; never supervised 
a custodian; never enlisted scores of 
people on short notice. The necessity to 

learn as you go yet maintain the ex
pected high performance quality is 
difficult and stressful. Sheehy pointed 
out that "even while we are delighted 
to display our shiny new capacities, se
cret fears persist that we are not going 
to get away with it. Somebody is going 
to discover the imposter.”15 The fear of 
not meeting every expectation and not 
being successful plagues the young 
minister’s mind.

Authority Relationships
The major adjustment an individual 
must make in his first job may be his 
relationship to authority or his attitude 
toward and ways of handling authority 
relationships.

Some young ministers experience 
close supervision from the personnel 
committee, from the pastor (in the case 
of a staff member), or from leary church 
members’ keeping a close eye on the 
new leader. Often it is difficult for the 
minister to adjust to these suspicious 
eyes.

Other ministers are given no supervi
sion at all. They are expected to be im
mediately skilled, effective, and 
proficient. This may lead to flbundering 
in an attempt to get handles on the 
situations that arise.

Some individuals experience both 
these extremes simultaneously. If 
supervision and freedom are appropri
ate, this will be beneficial. If the oppo
site is true, however, much frustration 
will occur in the minister’s life.

Questioning
The Trying Twenties can indeed be a 
difficult time in a minister’s life. A con
stant tug-of-war exists between the im
pulse to be integrated into society and 
the impulse to be free in our options. 
The development of the dream and the 
discovery that it may be presently 
unattainable cause frustration. The 
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constant adjustments we must make to 
roles, work loads, and authority rela
tionships take their toll on our effec
tiveness.

These early ministry crises produce 
doubts and questions in most ministers’ 
minds. "Did I commit myself prema
turely? Do I want to maintain this way 
of life forever? Are there more fulfilling 
possibilities.”16

Many begin doubting their call from 
God. "Did I misread what God was say
ing? What were my motives for enter
ing the ministry?” A thorough 
self-evaluation often ensues. The 
doubting of God or our ministry causes 
mushrooming guilt.

It is time to test whether our develop
ing self-concept can be fitted to the 
demands of the profession. . . . The 
misfit may be so severe that we ques
tion seriously the profession itself. Or, 
more likely, we assume that the job— 
the particular congregation, the se
nior minister, or some other factor— 
is uncharacteristic, and other jobs 
should be tried before final decisions 
are formed. This trial period, which 
may continue for as long as five or six 
years into the profession, may also in
volve . . . several job changes.17

Doubting is not necessarily bad because 
it manufactures a great desire to find 
the correct answers. Much time is spent 
in prayer, Bible study, and searching 
for God’s direction or redirection in the 
life of many young ministers. His ave
nues are still open, and he may choose 
to exercise those options.

The developmental tasks of the Try
ing-Twenties stage are difficult and 
contradictory. No one can fulfill them 
completely. Levinson said that "it is im
possible to form an ideally satisfactory 
life structure the first time around.”18 
Change may be necessary in our self
concept, roles, relationships, and even 
in our jobs. A young minister may 

struggle for several years to sort out 
completely his multiple interests and 
to discover what he should do to contin
ue in God’s will, yet stay true to his 
dream.

This brings me back to the originally 
stated assumption: Short tenure and 
failure are synonymous. The assump
tion is false. The short tenure of new 
ministers does not always mean fail
ure. It could be a healthy part of the 
individual’s development. He may 
truly be searching for new avenues for 
growth, rather than running from ex
isting problems. Because of role con
flicts, newly found interests, and the 
formulation of a dream contrary to the 
direction of his life, a young minister 
may play his option of change. He may 
move to a new job rather than commit 
himself to a position and ministry filled 
with anxiety. For some, this will mean 
leaving the ministry altogether; for 
some, a new church; and for some, a 
related ministry such as denomination
al work. We do not have the ability or 
the right to judge the motives of others 
when they move, but we do have the 
responsibility to support them in the 
Lord.

One caution: This understanding of 
development in the young minister is 
not intended to be an excuse for short 
tenure but simply one explanation. 
Difficulties will exist, and adjustments 
will be necessary wherever a minister 
is serving. If short tenure becomes a 
pattern for the minister, then he may 
be using the change as an escape rather 
than as a developmental opportunity.
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The First Two Years: Getting Started in 
a Church by Bruce Grubbs is designed 
to help a pastor start strong, build well, 
and continue long in the place to which 
he has been called. Two groups of pas
tors will find this resource helpful. 
First, the beginning pastor who is look
ing for "handles” in his first pastorate, 

and second, the experienced pastor who 
is changing churches and wants to do 
his best work in that new place of ser
vice. If you’ve ever asked the question, 
"Now that I’m here, what do I do?” this 
book is for you. Available from Baptist 
Book Stores, $5.05.

The Leadership Heritage 
of Southern Baptists
Southern Baptists today face some key issues relating to leadership. Do we always 
elect to leadership positions in churches, associations, state conventions, and the 
Southern Baptist Convention persons who are committed to the purposes and priori
ties of these bodies? What is and should be the leadership role of a Southern Baptist 
Convention president? Are lay people exerting their leadership skills strongly 
enough in all levels of denominational life? How can Southern Baptists cultivate 
large numbers of persons able to lead amidst diversity and pluralism or in times of 
crisis and with the gift to motivate others?

A new resource now exists which interprets the heritage of leadership in our 
denomi nation. "The Leadership Heritage of Southern Baptists” is the theme of the 
January 1985 issue of Baptist History and Heritage, quarterly publication of the 
Historical Commission, SBC.

Readers can use this special resource in heritage emphases in churches, as a 
supplement to Church Training programs, and for personal reading.

Copies of the issue may be obtained at $3.00 each (postpaid), from the Historical 
Commission, SBC, 127 Ninth Avenue, North, Nashville, TN 37234.
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Options in Contemporary 
Theological Method: a 
Review Article
DON M. AYCOCK

A story is told of a meeting between a 
theologian and an astronomer. The as
tronomer said to the theologian: "I 
don’t understand why you theologians 
fuss so much about predestination and 
supralapsarianism, about communica
ble and uncommunicable attributes of 
God, of imputed or infused grace, and 
the like. To me, Christianity is simple— 
it’s the Golden Rule: 'Do unto others as 
you would have others do unto you.’ ”

The theologian thought about that 
for a moment and answered: "I think I 
see what you mean. I get lost in all your 
talk about exploding novas, expanding 
universes, theories of entropy, and as
tronomical perturbations. For me as
tronomy is simple—it’s 'Twinkle, 
twinkle, little star.’ ”

The impulse to reduce every disci
pline to simplest terms is strong, but as 
in the case with the conversation 
above, the results are sometimes hu
morous. This impulse is especially 
strong in theology. People often reason: 
"Since each person is accountable to 
God, he has the right to believe as he 
wishes.” Numerous theological errors 
and misunderstandings of Christian 
theology result.

The temptation to brush aside disci
plined, theological thinking must be re
sisted because of the nature of the 
subject. If God is who historic Chris
tianity has claimed him to be, it follows 
that he is the most important Being/ 

Person in the world. The purpose of this 
article is to examine the work of eight 
significant contemporary books which 
help us develop our best thinking about 
who God is and how we may know him.

These books are: Introduction to 
Theology: an Invitation to Reflection 
upon the Christian Mythos by Theo
dore W. Jennings, Jr.; Ecclesial Man: a 
Social Phenomenology of Faith and 
Reality by Edward Farley; The Analog
ical Imagination: Christian Theology 
and the Culture of Pluralism by David 
Tracy; Does God Exist? an Answer for 
Today and On Being a Christian by 
Hans Kung; Jesus—God and Man by 
Wolfhart Pannenberg; The Crucified 
God: the Cross of Christ as the Founda
tion and Criticism of Christian Theolo
gy by Jurgen Moltmann; and 
Reasonable Belief: a Survey of the 
Christian Faith by Anthony and Rich
ard Hanson.

These eight books represent varied 
and distinctive approaches to the task 
of theology and are therefore theologi
cal methodologies. They will be exam
ined from the standpoint of six issues: 
intended audience; purpose; dialogue 
partners of the author; organization; 
the use of and attitude toward Scrip
ture; and awareness of historical, theo
logical issues.

A person may say: "I have no need of 
this methodological stuff. I just believe 
the Bible.” Saying that says something 
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about methodology, because "simply 
believing the Bible” is one facet of or
ganizing belief and faith. The aware
ness of assumptions and methods of 
reading the Bible, believing in Jesus, 
and other areas is vitally important in 
helping the believer know why and 
what to believe as well as in whom to 
believe. This is why a survey of contem
porary, theological methodologies is 
important.

Jennings pointed out that theology 
has variously supposed to be (1) a reflec
tion on the being of God; (2) a reflection 
on faith; (3) a reflection on the beliefs 
and attitudes of a community; (4) a re
flection on the Word of God.1 While 
these are parts of theological 
methodology, each taken alone distorts 
the task of theology. All must be taken 
together along with other matters. 
Methodology cannot be reduced to bot
tom-line thinking, as the conversation 
between astronomer and theologian il
lustrates.

Intended Audience
Books are not written in a vacuum. As 
they write, authors have a target group 
in mind. The identity, ways of thinking 
and assumptions of these potential 
readers, as well as the accuracy of the 
author’s perception of them, influence 
the way a book is written.

The audience of Jennings’ book con
sists of educated people who want to 
look into the issues of Christian theolo
gy. These may be people already com
mitted to the Christian faith, but they 
also may be those who are seeking an
swers to religious questions. Jennings 
invited the readers to join him on a 
journey in theological thinking to see if 
they can, like the author, arrive at a 
place of faith.

Farley wrote for the theological com
munity, including church leaders and 
other theologians. This is not a layper

son’s book. He assumes that his audi
ence has some knowledge of and inter
est in phenomenology as one method of 
examining faith. His interest is in "ec- 
clesial existence”—the intended life of 
faith as portrayed in the New Testa
ment and early Christian history.

Tracy wrote for what he called three 
publics—wider society, the academy, 
and the church—each with different 
perceptions and methods of assessing 
truth. Tracy wanted to take theology to 
the "public,” making it accessible to ev
eryone, not just the technical theolo
gian. While his efforts are laudable, 
most nontechnical and noncritical 
readers would neither read this book 
nor benefit from it. Tracy raised many 
questions and offered unique solutions, 
but one would need a good background 
in academic thinking to reap the 
benefits from this book.

Kung’s Does God Exist? was written 
for a variety of readers. Using a 
straightforward style, Kung wrote for 
agnostics/atheists who are open-mind
ed about the issue of religion. He also 
addressed those seeking clarity in reli
gion and for intelligent Christians frus
trated by pious platitudes. This book is 
for laypersons as well as theologians. 
The preface of Kung’s On Being a Chris
tian identified its intended audience.

It is written also for those who do not 
believe, but nevertheless seriously in
quire; who did believe, but are not sa
tisfied with their unbelief; who do 
believe, but feel insecure in their 
faith; who are at a loss, between belief 
and unbelief; who are skeptical, both 
about their convictions and about 
their doubts”.2

Kung demonstrated that he knows all 
these groups of people and is in touch 
with their questions and concerns.

Pannenberg’s book is for the Chris
tian community, especially scholars. 
While it could conceivably be helpful to 
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readers uncommitted to the Christian 
faith, this book will appeal most to 
Christians who are seeking answers to 
questions about the incarnation and 
resurrection.

Moltmann’s book is also addressed to 
the Christian community, especially 
scholars, and lay Christians could gain 
much from this book. Moltmann is in 
touch with major currents of thought 
and knows what is on the minds of "or
dinary” people. His book addresses 
those concerns regarding the efficacy of 
the crucifixion of Jesus.

The Hanson brothers’ book is aimed 
specifically at lay Christians of an An
glican orientation, though they address 
"all intelligent Christians.3 They deal 
knowledgeably with topics which are 
assumed to be of interest and value to 
the audience.

All these books have something in 
common—they all show an awareness 
that the readers, whether Christian or 
non-Christian, are imbued by moderni
ty, for good or ill. Modern readers are 
more sophisticated and perhaps more 
skeptical than those of earlier eras.

Writers are aware that simplistic an
swers to complex questions carry little 
weight with contemporary readers. 
Tracy and Kung are especially skilled 
at reaching the people.

Purpose
The issue of purpose regarding these 
books on metholodogy is important in 
determining what goals the authors in
tended to accomplish. In this regard we 
need to ask why a particular book was 
written in general and more specifical
ly why it was done as it was.

Jennings’ preface stated that the 
book was written to answer the ques
tion, "What is theology?”4 He attempt
ed to lead the reader into considering 
the concept and content of what he 
called the "Christian mythos.” Fur

ther, Jennings explored the idea of a 
Christian imagination, which he sees 
as a constructive feature of the human 
mind. His writing is generally clear, 
evocative, and sometimes intriguing. 
The reader feels free to accept his invi
tation to join him on a mental pilgrim
age.

Edward Farley attempted to explore 
the Christian faith from the perspec
tive of phenomenology. He is intent on 
showing Ecclesia to be a valid mode of 
existence. The book is something of an 
apologetic to scientific man, at least to 
those who understand and accept the 
presuppositions of phenomenology.

Tracy has a purpose with two focuses 
—to have theology go public and to 
show how this is best done through the 
utilization of a "classic.” He attempted 
to counter the privatism of religion in 
the West and to demonstrate both how 
and why theology is true and subject to 
public scrutiny. This author is intent 
on bringing people to faith in the Chris
tian God through a carefully reasoned, 
step-by-step approach—not a "plan of 
salvation” but Tracy’s careful invita
tion to his reader to consider the im
plications of religious thinking.

Kung, in Does God Exist?, shows the 
reader that the ploy of tracing the ori
gin and development of religious belief 
to prove its false nature is no more 
valid than tracing the rise of atheism to 
"prove” anything conclusive about it. 
Kung shows that neither theism nor 
atheism can be proved in the sense of a 
geometric conclusion. Then he moves 
to a secondary goal: "It is intended in 
this book to describe a few, but essen
tial, basic ideas with reference to an 
image of God that can be justified at the 
present time.”5 The purpose is apolo
getic.

In Kung’s On Being a Christian the 
purpose is stated clearly in the first sen
tence of the book: "This book is written 
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for all those who, for any reason at all, 
honestly and sincerely want to know 
what Christianity, what being a Chris
tian, really means.”6 Kung attempted 
both an explanation and an explication 
of the Christian faith to help others be
lieve.

Pannenberg’s purpose was to write a 
Christology, primarily for those in the 
church. His development followed that 
purpose, especially in an academic 
vein. Thus, few pastoral concerns are 
found in this book.

Moltman’s purpose was showing con
temporary man how to think about God 
to make belief possible. This was fol
lowed by his working out a theory of 
atonement which is credible and which 
makes sense out of the death of Jesus 
and the sufferings of men. This is not 
"pop theology,” but Moltmann does 
tackle life concerns. He says the book is 
"an invitation to thought and rethink
ing.”7 He reaches his objective.

The Hansons’ purpose in writing 
their book was to present a clear and 
concise survey of Christian belief for 
laypersons. They wanted to update this 
sort of summary, believing that some of 
the older books are now out-of-date. 
They achieved their expressed purpose 
of writing a survey of the Christian 
faith.

Scripture
The Bible, however it is interpreted, is 
central in the Christian faith. For this 
reason, questions regarding Scripture 
and its place in these books need to be 
raised. Such questions include these: 
How does the author use Scripture to 
undergird his theology, if at all? Is he 
interested in the words of the Bible or 
in images or major genre? Does he em
ploy novel exegesis of pericopes? Is the 
Bible a problem to be explained or a 
source of authority to be utilized? Does 
the author use Scripture to argue from 

or to explain his views? Does he use it 
to defend his views?

The eight books surveyed in this arti
cle need to be scanned with these ques
tions in mind. This will give the 
authors’ attitudes toward and use of 
the Bible.

Jennings used little of the Bible in 
his book. Nowhere does he offer any ex- 
egetical positions. His basically positive 
attitude toward the Scriptures can be 
garnered from his book, however: the 
Bible is authoritative. He lamented 
that Luther’s writings on Scripture 
have, for some, taken the place of the 
Scriptures themselves.8 He offered a 
threefold pattern of biblical authority, 
taking into account: (1) its character as 
a product of the religious imagination 
—mythical, symbolic, and apocalyptic; 
(2) its communal character; (3) its de
scriptive as well as conveyant charac
ter. Literalism, absolutism, and 
individualism are inadequate ways to 
deal with Scripture. Jennings refuted 
biblicism, claiming it becomes idolatry.

Farley likewise made little overt use 
of Scripture. While he stressed the ec- 
clesial life, which is certainly grounded 
in the New Testament, he spent virtu
ally no time showing how the Bible 
gives that life as normative. Farley is 
"biblical” in the sense that his ideas are 
informed by the New Testament under
standing of ecclesial existence.

Tracy presented one of the most posi
tive and creative uses of the Bible. His 
interest was not in exegeting pericopes 
as such but in showing how the New 
Testament is the classic, written ex
pression of Christian faith. Tracy is 
knowledgeable about the subject and 
form of Scripture. He freely acknowl
edged the great diversity found in the 
Bible, but this knowledge does not 
cause him to despair. Instead, he ac
cepted the challenge to show how this 
diversity tells of the Jesus event. Tracy 
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described the expressions of this event 
in the Bible—confessions and procla
mations, narratives, hymns, letters, 
apocalypses, symbols, images, doc
trines, ethical teachings, proverbs, par
ables, and others. One of the most 
helpful things about Tracy’s book re
garding Scripture is his genre analyses. 
He helps the reader see the proverbial 
trees in the forest but also how all the 
trees fit together to form the forest. He 
is reverent toward the Bible while criti
cally discerning its intent and mes
sages.

One of Kung’s books has little refer
ence to the Scriptures, while the other 
one has a large section devoted to an 
analysis of the New Testament pas
sages regarding the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus. Does God Exist? 
has only passing reference to Scripture 
texts. The reading of this book and On 
Being a Christian proves that Kung’s 
choice to largely ignore biblical mate
rial in Does God Exist? is part of his 
strategy to reach the intended audi
ence. Because those who would read 
this book would likely not have any re
gard for the authority of the Bible, 
Kung uses historical, philosophical, 
and psychological arguments.

Nearly three hundred pages of On 
Being a Christian are devoted to trac
ing the life of Jesus and its significance 
to modern man. This is not pure bibli
cal exposition as would be found in a 
commentary, but it is still a valuable 
survey and summary of New Testa
ment theology. Kung seems to value 
the historical reliability of the Bible 
and the disclosive nature of its witness. 
He buttressed his argument with texts 
and called on the biblical witness to 
support his views.

Pannenberg’s extensive use of Scrip
ture in his book would strike most 
Southern Baptists as "traditional.” 
Since the book is a Christology, the au

thor naturally has to conduct a 
thorough analysis of the primary 
sources for Christology, namely, the 
New Testament. Pannenberg seems to 
trust the reliability of the written 
record, although he is reading it with a 
critical eye. He exegeted pericopes in 
order to learn Jesus’ identity and desti
ny. He is the first of the authors exam
ined in this article to include a 
full-scale Scripture index, containing 
approximately five-hundred entries. By 
following some of these references, the 
reader can identify Pannenberg’s atti
tude toward and use of the Bible.

Moltmann, while treating the Scrip
tures less exegetically than Pannen
berg, nonetheless sees them as 
authoritative. Some have had trouble 
with Moltmann’s interpretations, espe
cially concerning God’s ability to 
change and to suffer. He seems to have 
a great historic and pastoral imagina
tion which gives him an insight into the 
nature of God that many other theolo
gians do not see or at least will not ad
mit. This imagination leads Moltmann 
into some tenuous and perhaps spe
cious interpretations. Even so, his ap
proach is fresh, inviting further, 
creative reflection.

The Hanson brothers’ book treats 
Scripture in what may be called a 
taken-for-granted style. Each topic is 
examined biblically, historically, and 
logically. Their sections on the biblical 
surveys of the topics are not serious in
terpretations but more of a listing of 
one or more pericopes which, in their 
opinion, support their ideas. By their 
own admission, theirs is a strong Angli
can theology. Their purpose is not to 
plow fresh ground in biblical interpre
tation but to survey the present course 
of Anglican theology. They take the 
Bible to be authoritative, but their use 
of Scripture comes across as casual.
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Historical Theology
Christians of the free church tradition 
sometimes attempt to jump from the 
world of the Bible into the twentieth 
century without considering the inter
vening nineteen centuries. They show 
little or no awareness of the develop
ment of the faith through the patristic 
period, the Middle Ages, the Reforma
tion era, and the Enlightenment. Do 
the authors of the books being surveyed 
here show an awareness of historical 
theology? If so, what are their atti
tudes? Do they use tradition as well as 
Scripture? Do they show an interest in 
the great controversies" which have 
shaped the status of contemporary 
theology? Do they attempt to reach a 
consensus about these controversies?

Jennings indicated that he is indebt
ed to historical theology, especially 
that of Luther. He devoted an entire 
chapter to "The Past and Present,” in 
which he examined history for illumi
nation on his subject. Jennings looked 
at Scripture, tradition such as the 
Council of Trent, and the history of her
meneutics in order to explain how his
torical theology has shaped present 
understandings of Christianity. "Inter
pretation then is a dialogue between 
past and present which allows both par
ties to have their say. The process of 
such a dialogue aims not only at the 
interpretation of the past on the part of 
the present, but also the interpretation 
of the present on the part of the past.”10 
This quotation fairly indicates his basic 
attitude toward the role of historical 
theology.

Farley showed little interest in his
torical theology as such. His main in
terest is in a phenomenological survey 
of faith and reality, dealing only briefly 
with biblical materials. Thus, history 
found little place in this book. Farley 
added an appendix which traces the use 
of phenomenology in both Catholic and 

Protestant thought since 1921.
Tracy’s book is heavily indebted to a 

historic understanding of Christianity. 
The author’s affiliation is Roman 
Catholic, a faith which stresses the his
torical nature of religion. Tracy is keen
ly aware of history’s support of his 
major thesis of the classic. He explored 
how religious and other classics came 
to be written and why they are inex
haustible in their evocative presenta
tions. His idea of the privatism of 
religion is illuminated by a historical 
analysis of why we have arrived at such 
a condition. The author is aware of the 
history of religion and how it is some
times distorted. Even so, he is not sim
ply an iconoclast set on destroying 
history and tradition. He used it to il
luminate and instruct his strategy of 
reaching the modern unbeliever. 
Tracy’s genre analysis of the New Tes
tament shows his keen awareness of 
biblical, historical theology. Further, 
his index shows him to be in dialogue 
with important figures from the past, 
including Augustine, Bonaventure, 
Calvin, Dante, Kant, Kierkegaard, Lu
ther, Nietzsche, Schleiermacher, Aqui
nas, Troeltsch,’and others.12

Kung’s Does God Exist? has a cre
ative utilization of historical theology. 
He traced the development of specific 
ideas in order to show why these ideas 
carry no more authority or logical 
weight than do biblical and historic 
Christian idea. Kung’s assessment of 
atheism in light of historical develop
ment is especially helpful; his dialogues 
with Pascal, Hegel, Feuerbach, Freud, 
and Nietzsche are excellent. While 
Kung is sometimes branded as a mav
erick, he shows in this book a great re
spect for the teachings and usefulness 
of historical theology. He does not 
throw out all this tradition’s trappings, 
only those which impede the progress 
Kung wants to see Christianity make.
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In his other book, On Being a Chris
tian, Kung used historical, theological 
developments less overtly. But even 
here he displayed a high regard for tra
dition when it is, in Kung’s opinion, cor
rect. He demonstrated that he knows 
why modern man is as he is, so Kung 
tried to show him why belief in the 
Christian God is possible and plausible. 
In his interpretation of the New Testa
ment message about Jesus, Kung here 
too displayed a sympathetic attitude to
ward historical theology and its im
plications for hermeneutics.

Pannenberg has a firm grasp of the 
scope of historical theology, and he il
lustrated it throughout his book. Espe
cially in his biblical interpretation, he 
displayed knowledge of hermeneutical 
controversies of the Bible, giving useful 
surveys of the great controversies and 
councils and their bearing on contem
porary understandings of the biblical 
message about Jesus. Some readers feel 
that Pannenberg devoted too much 
space to such matters; but given the 
purpose of the book, the amount of 
treatment allows a reader to return 
again and again for helpful informa
tion of the history of interpretation. Es
pecially valuable is his overview of the 
history of the theories of atonement in 
chapter 7.13

Moltmann has a similar respect and 
use of the history of theological deve
lopments. He surveyed the history of 
the various interpretations of the cross 
and its significance. His summaries of 
the New Testament pictures of Jesus’ 
life and work are also useful. For Molt
mann, historical theology elucidates 
his understanding of faith but does not 
limit it. He is not a slave to what was 
believed in the past to the point of ig
noring the present. As the last two 
chapters show, he sees history as a tool 
for opening the implications of the past 
for use in the present and future. In 

this sense he is cautious in his use of 
history.

The Hansons have a programmed 
use of historical theology. On each topic 
they traced it historically, biblically, 
and logically. For example, on the in
carnation, the authors gave a summary 
of what the New Testament teaches, 
what the Fathers and Chalcedon had to 
say about it, and what modern theology 
has to add.14 Such an approach may be 
less than helpful because the authors 
seem to come up with the contempo
rary Anglican answer to every ques
tion, regardless of what the Fathers or 
the Councils said.

Dialogue Partners
Theological methodologies are not 
soliloquies but dialogues with other dis
ciplines. What these disciplines are will 
partially determine the methodologies’ 
terminal point. Possible partners for 
dialogue include the following— 
science, history, philosophy, world reli
gions, sociology, the arts, literature, 
psychology, economics/politics, every
day concerns of people, and the au
thor’s circle of influence. Another 
important element is the author’s 
treatment of the partners. Does he re
spect them? Is he honest with their cri
tiques of his ideas? Is he belligerent 
toward them? Is his an attitude of def
erence toward them?

Jennings is in dialogue throughout 
his book with the arts, in the broad 
sense. He examined what mythology 
can teach the modern Christian. His 
emphasis on imagination is supported 
and nurtured by literature and psy
chology. Jennings tried to consider his
tory seriously as he developed his 
theory of islanded consciousness. He 
delved into philosophy and its conflicts 
with theology in chapter 6. Sociology 
gave him the perspective needed to 
write about the individual and commu
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nal in chapter 8. Jennings knows that 
abstruse theology which is not ground
ed in the common concerns of people is 
idle speculation, so he kept his finger on 
the pulse of the people around him. For 
example, he wrote: "The modern age 
has been populated by a jostling series 
of contending ideologies. In their wake 
there is strewn the carnage of deformed 
and truncated lives. A theology which 
knows and practices the difference be
tween the absolute and the institutions 
or beliefs by which it enters into our 
experience is in a position to contribute 
to the exposure of such murderous 
falsehoods.”15

Farley chose as his dialogue partners 
both the so-called "soft” sciences such 
as philosophy and the "hard” sciences 
such as anthropology. A philosophical 
system, the phenomenology of Edmund 
Husserl, is the framework of the entire 
book. Beyond this, Farley moved in con
tact with Christian history, nonec- 
clesiastical history, and sociology. The 
normal concerns of average people, or 
the so-called pastoral concerns, are 
hardly to be found in this book.

Tracy carries on an incredible dia
logue in his book, drawing on the ideas 
of approximately five-hundred people 
and synthesizing their ideas into his 
own. Tracy is interested in history, 
using the findings of historians to il
luminate his ideas (especially those of 
the classic) and biblical studies he pro
vided in this book. Sociology is another 
of his dialogue partners, and he said 
that it helped him correct some of his 
views expressed in an earlier book, 
Blessed Rage for Order. Conversation 
with other religions helped Tracy 
refine his thesis about the classic and 
the experience of the uncanny. Tracy is 
an artist, in the broad sense of that 
term, and is informed by the arts. Liter
ature provided him with both the form 
and content of some of his ideas, such as 

that of the classic. Psychology helped 
him understand and critique the views 
of Freud and others. Politico-economic 
concerns informed his writing about 
praxis, which is also a concern of and 
for common people since it involves 
right behavior.

In Does God Exist? Kung is in dia
logue with intellectual history and 
philosophy. Especially important are 
the ideas of Descartes, Pascal, Wittgen
stein, Hegel, Feuerbach, Marx, Freud, 
and Nietzsche. These names suggest 
the disciplines which are associated 
with them and with whom Kung is in 
dialogue—philosophy, mathematics, 
politico-economic concerns, psycholo
gy, history, and religious philosophy. 
Further, the ideas of other world reli
gions are important, and Kung devoted 
one section to a discussion of them.16 
He is also interested in practical mat
ters. For Kung, belief has practical re
sults; so right belief, which is what he 
is after, yields right action and a 
fulfilled life. In his other book, On Being 
a Christian, Kung is in dialogue with 
world religions, modern psychology, 
sociology, modern science, history, 
Christian history, and politics.

Pannenberg’s major dialogue part
ner is contemporary theology, which 
includes history and biblical studies. 
He is interested in the psychological 
and sociological aspects of man, in part 
2, but mainly as they affect the modern 
understanding of Jesus. He tipped his 
hat to modern science, especially his
toriography, but did not utilize or cri
tique it very carefully.

Moltmann is interested in dialoguing 
with psychology, especially as it shapes 
the Zeitgeist of our day. His interest in 
the suffering of men shows his aware
ness of and interest in common con
cerns. Economics and politics are other 
concerns in his dialogue, especially in 
chapter 8. Moltmann also is informed 
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by the arts, referring to paintings and 
quoting poetry. His dialogues with 
these disciplines and men seem to be 
fair.

The Hansons have some dialogue 
with historical theology and also with 
the common concerns of people. Main
ly, their interest is in carrying on the 
discussion with Anglican theology. 
Other religions are touched on but in a 
rather paternalistic fashion. Philoso
phy, as it aids the reception and under
standing of revelation, is used; but that 
use is rather minor.

Organization
How a book is organized often tells the 
reader something about both the au
thor and the work. Organization re
lates to options in methodology, which 
this article is surveying. Certain ques
tions need to be asked in regard to orga
nization. How are the book’s topics 
selected? What is the rationale for the 
sequence of development? Is the work 
an organic unity or a dishevelment of 
unrelated ideas? What holds the work 
together? Are there any organizing 
principles?

The idea of imagination as it forms 
and informs the organization was the 
rationale of development in Jennings’ 
book. The reader finds in his work a 
logical development of ideas, with each 
section flowing naturally from the 
preceding one. This fact may not be ob
vious at first but becomes clearer upon 
study of Jennings’ outline. The concept 
of theological thinking holds the book 
together and acts as an organizing prin
ciple, an exciting and interesting devel
opment.

For Farley, his interest in an exposi
tion of theology and phenomenology set 
the pattern of development and formed 
the organizing principle. The second 
major section logically follows the first. 
Farley spoke to the matter of sequen

ce17 and organization: "A certain for
malism is inevitable in every second- 
order enterprise simply because of the 
inescapable and unbridgeable differ
ence between concrete occurrences, 
consciousness-acts, processes, deci
sions, and transcendental structures on 
the one hand, and the linguistic and 
reflective moves which attend to such 
for the purpose of explication and un
derstanding on the other.”18 His work 
is certainly a "second-order” effort. The 
conclusion, in which Farley summa
rized and focused the issues,19 might 
better have fit somewhere in the begin
ning so the reader could get a better 
handle on Farley’s thesis.

The organizing principle for Tracy 
was the analogical imagination, al
though this is not spelled out until the 
end of the book. Since much of the book 
centers around the concept of the "clas
sic,” Tracy could have called the book 
something like The Christian Classic as 
Revealer of Truth. This concept of the 
classic does control much of the discus
sion and directs the flow of well over 
two thirds of the book. The epilogue 
could just as easily have been a pro
logue, and chapters 3 and 4 of part 1 
should go in part 2, since that is the 
major section on the classic. On the 
whole, the reader gets the feeling that 
Tracy’s book, although provocative, is 
held together by an editor’s determi
nation to publish a large book.

Kung offers the reader the most 
beautifully organic unity and organiza
tion of any of the writers being sur
veyed here. In Does God Exist? Kung 
spends about one third of the book rais
ing questions about the existence of 
God, another third on the Christian 
God, and the final third questioning if 
life makes more sense by belief in this 
Christian God. The organization is such 
that the reader is naturally led along in 
the direction Kung intended from the 
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outset. The format invites dialogue and 
reflection. Kung’s other book, On Being 
a Christian, is also well organized for 
the purpose Kung intended, namely to 
give the reader a thorough survey of 
what Christian belief and life involves. 
The topics are necessary, in proper se
quence, and logical.

Christology is the organizing concept 
for Pannenberg’s book. His thesis and 
goals guide the progress of develop
ment. More emphasis on pastoral con
cerns might have been helpful, but 
Pannenberg was writing for European 
intellectuals for whom those issues are 
unimportant. The three major parts of 
the book seem to be in logical sequence, 
each building on the arguments in ear
lier sections.

The theme of Moltmann’s book, the 
cross of Christ, guided and directed the 
organization of his book. The reader, 
who might well be a skeptic regarding 
Christian claims, finds himself caught 
up as Moltmann moves to the climax 
about the liberation of man. This is the 
"so what?” issue which must be ad
dressed.

The least effective organization is 
that of the Hansons. The topics seem to 
have been selected in advance by tradi
tion, not by need of being addressed. 
The outline displays little creativity or 
originality. They do cover the major is
sues of the Christian faith with some 
exceptions. "Episcopacy” and "The 
Papacy” sections of the final chapter,20 
are not necessarily vital issues.

I have indicated all along what may be 
gained from reading these books on 
theological method. Now I want to pull 
it together and to synthesize what I 
view as the major contributions of 
these authors to my own theology.

From Jennings I learned to appreci
ate the creative capabilities of the 
imagination. His emphasis on images 

versus strict rational concepts is also 
helpful. He sets Christianity in the con
text of other world religions. He also 
gave a helpful dichotomy between the 
dialectic and the analogical ways of 
coming at theology.

From Farley I learned a new perspec
tive from which to look at religious life. 
His emphasis of Christian faith living 
in a faith-matrix is obvious yet some
thing I had not considered much before. 
He makes me wonder if a phenomeno
logical survey of my own church and 
denomination would benefit my under
standing of them. However, Farley’s 
obliqueness served only to teach me 
how not to communicate.

Tracy’s emphasis on the public na
ture of theology is one of his major con
tributions to my way of thinking about 
theology. His work with the concept of 
the classic is itself classic. He has a 
Christocentric view of life. His strate
gies for reaching nonbelievers and the 
polemic against the privatism of reli
gion, and his genre analyses are good. 
The concept of the analogical imagina
tion is another thing for which I thank 
Tracy.

From Kung I learned the importance 
of taking seriously the objections of oth
ers to my beliefs. He communicates on 
anybody’s level. For him, God is cen
tral; and Christ is not simply some side 
issue. His surveys about some of the 
major issues of the life of Jesus are also 
helpful.

Pannenberg helped me see the im
portance of taking an issue which is 
central to faith, such as the resurrec
tion, and working with it in such a way 
as to help others believe and under
stand it. His head-on approach and 
honesty with the issues are also valu
able.

Moltmann’s emphasis on the cross 
and what it means is of great benefit to 
me. Methodologically, he dealt with is
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sues vital to faith and then moved to 
the concerns of common people, as he 
did in the final two chapters of his book. 
His concern for the Third World is an 
impetus for me to think about it more.

The Hansons have helped me see the 
value in giving a clear, concise sum
mary and survey of essential Christian 
beliefs. Their ideas on the Spirit and 
the Trinity are also useful.

Overall, I find that the two Catholics, 
Tracy and Kung, are most helpful to 
me, both methodologically and content
wise. The book by the Hanson brothers 
is least useful to me.

Pulling together a system of thought 
is a difficult task, but it is one which 
never ends. Ideas and times change, 
and the needs of the readers/listeners 
also change. Thus, while I have benefit
ed much from reading these eight 
books, I cannot say that I have a set, 
final, complete theological method. 
What I do have is a new perspective, a 
new set of tools for theological think
ing, and a new determination to keep 
working on the matter of method. As 
for now, four lines from Tennyson’s "In 
Memoriam” summarize my feelings:

Our little systems have their day;
They have their day and cease to 

be;
They are but broken lights of 

thee,
And thou, O Lord, art more than 

they.21

'Jennings, p. 79.
2Kung, On Being a Christian, p. 19.
JHanson and Hanson, p. x.
‘Jennings, p. vii.
’Kung, Does God Exist?, p. 118.
6Kung, On Being a Christian, p. 19.
’Moltmann, p. 6.
‘Jennings, p. 68.
9Ibid., pp. 116-17.
'“Ibid., pp. 127-28.
"Farley, pp. 235-72.
"Tracy.
13 Pannenberg.
"Hanson and Hanson.
'’Jennings, p. 176.
"Kung, Does God Exist?, pp. 587-612.
17 Farley, p. 120.
"Ibid., p. 53.
"Ibid., pp. 231-34.
2“Hanson and Hanson.
•’'Alfred, Lord Tennyson, "In Memoriam,” from Master

pieces of Religious Verse, James Dalton Morrison, ed., (New 
York: Harper and Brothers, 1948), p. 1190.
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An Observation on 
Contemporary Evangelism 
in America
JACK PARROTT

One of the two main objectives of 
Southern Baptists’ Bold Mission 
Thrust is to take the gospel of Jesus 
Christ to every person by the year 2000. 
Achievement of this goal is affected by 
the willingness of Southern Baptists to 
make the necessary commitment and 
the realities of evangelizing the world 
in the contemporary setting.

In the United States today are many 
encouraging signs for evangelism, as 
well as a number of concerns which 
might inhibit effective evangelism. On 
consideration of encouraging signs and 
concerns we must then be willing to 
make the commitments necessary to 
meet current and future needs.

Encouraging Factors
An increased interest in church growth 
and evangelism.—With the publication 
in 1970 of Donald McGavran’s Under
standing Church Growth, there has de
veloped an expanding interest in the 
study and practice of church growth. 
This interest has resulted in the estab
lishment of centers for church growth 
studies and the development of a vari
ety of church-growth specialists.

Along with this interest in church 
growth has been a growing interest in 
evangelism, particularly, in the Third 
World. The Lausanne Congress on 
World Evangelization helped spark 
this renewal of evangelism. The LCWE 
Continuation Committee continues to 
promote throughout the world the de

velopment of evangelism strategies 
such as the American Festival of Evan
gelism conducted in Kansas City in 
1981.

The expansion of media evangelism. 
—What began in the fifties as a pioneer 
field with only a few evangelists and a 
few denominationally aligned preach
ers using television to any large extent 
in their evangelism ministries, has ex
ploded into a major mission opportu
nity in the eighties. The development of 
the satellite, cable televisioh, and other 
communications equipment has result
ed in many Christian television pro
grams and even Christian television 
networks. Certainly the future of elec
tronic media ensures that media evan
gelism will be one of the key tools used 
by the future church to reach the 
masses with the gospel of Jesus Christ.

The spread of conservatism across 
America.—Out of the turmoil of the six
ties and the spiritual renewal of the 
Jesus Movement came America’s turn 
in the mid-seventies toward an aggres
sive political and religious conserva
tism. There may be concerns about 
some aspects of the movement; never
theless, it is true that the turn towards 
conservatism has helped focus atten
tion on more basic life issues, including 
religion.

The prominence of Christian per
sonalities and terminology.—The visi
bility of such prominent Christians as 
Jimmy Carter, Charles Colson, and 
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Pope John Paul, among others, has 
focused attention on the Christian faith 
in national and international circles. 
The popularity of the term born again, 
though its true meaning has been con
fused, has also created an openness for 
the presentation of the gospel.

Regarding this development and 
spread of conservatism, it is important 
to remember that awareness is not the 
same as acceptance. Some of these 
developments have caused people to be 
aware of the Christian faith, but those 
individuals have not necessarily been 
open to becoming believers themselves.

The proliferation of biblical transla
tions.—Since the development of the 
printing press and the mass distribu
tion of Bibles, the publishing of Scrip
tures in the language of the masses has 
always aided the evangelism process. 
The same is true today. Certainly mod
ern translation or paraphrasing of the 
Bible is one reason for increased Bible 
reading in some circles.

Spiritual awakenings in many parts 
of the world.—The revivals and awak
enings in many Asian, African, and 
Latin American countries have gene
rated excitement and interest in the 
West. Current revivals in the Philip
pines, Korea, Africa, and Brazil have 
encouraged believers still encountering 
a general lack of interest in Western 
countries.

Tensions at home and abroad.— 
Though it is somewhat awkward to 
think of economic and political ten
sions as being a positive force for evan
gelism, the history of awakenings 
indicates that hard economic times and 
world political unrest have an effect on 
turning people to God. The harsh eco
nomic situation in the United States 
and the political unrest in the Middle 
East have certainly affected individu
als’ thinking on the more basic things 
of life.

Current Concerns Regarding Evangelism
The exploding population of the world 
in urban areas.—A critical area for 
evangelism in the next twenty-five 
years will be in the large urban areas. 
According to Ralph Neighbour, Jr., ’Tn 
1800, only 5 percent of the earth’s peo
ple lived in cities. Presently 51 percent 
live in cities . . . and by 2000 A.D., 73 
percent of the people will live in 
them!”1

Southern Baptists represent 1 per
cent or more of the population in only 
two of the ten largest cities in the Unit
ed States. Almost 62 percent of all 
Southern Baptist churches and 48.1 
percent of the resident members are in 
non-metro areas.2 A simple look at the 
figures themselves indicate that South
ern Baptists are not effective in reach
ing the most rapidly expanding portion 
of our culture—the cities.

A general biblical illiteracy and igno
rance.—George Gallup said, ’’Few 
trends in religion so threaten to under
mine organized religion in the 1980’s as 
does the sorry state of biblical knowl
edge and the shocking lack of knowl
edge of the basis of our Judeo-Christian 
heritage.”3 People do not know what 
the Bible says or understand what it 
means.

A recent Gallup survey asked in
dividuals to describe the characteris
tics of a person who lives a very 
Christian life. Twenty-two percent of 
those responding said a person who 
lives a very Christian life is someone 
who is a ’’good person”; 19 percent of 
those responding said a Christian is 
someone who ’’helps other people.” 
Only 2 percent of those responding said 
a person living a Christian life has a 
personal relationship with Jesus 
Christ.4

A cultural entrenchment of styles and 
tactics.—Many of the strategies used to 
reach suburban and rural populations 
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will not effectively reach urban areas. 
The exploding ethnic population in the 
United States makes it even more im
perative that Southern Baptists be will
ing to free themselves from their 
cultural baggage in order to reach new 
peoples.

The anti-Christian forces of secula
rism and new religions/cults.—"Secu
larization is not only a western 
phenomenon; it is a universal phe
nomenon.”5

In this secular age man continues to 
worship, but he worships himself. 
McGavran has noted: "Man is a believ
er by nature. If faith in old religions 
fades, he becomes responsive to some 
new religion—of science, communism, 
or an updated version of his ancestral 
cult. He may deify a leader, his secular 
civilization, a political party, or Man— 
but worship he will.”6 There are those 
who make gods out of themselves, and 
others who find new gods in one of the 
hundreds of new cults or old Eastern 
religions on the American scene today. 
One of the most aggressive of these 
Eastern religions—and one of the 
greatest "threats” to American Chris
tianity—is Islam.

Government intrusion into religious 
affairs.—Orrin D. Morris of the South
ern Baptist Convention’s Home Mis
sion Board Research Division estimates 
that by 1990 privacy laws will make 10 
percent of the United States population 
"off-limits” to missions and evange
lism. If the public statements of some 
lawmakers targeted by fundamentalist 
groups in recent elections are to be 
taken literally, religious groups in 
America may be in for new tax laws 
and other government investigations 
as a form of retaliation.

The quest of America's youth popula
tion.—Pollster Daniel Yankelovich 
said, "Each year for the past several 
years, the number of young Americans 

who lack clearly defined goals and feel 
utterly aimless about their lives has in
creased.”7 This quest of the younger 
generation can be turned into an oppor
tunity for instead of an obstacle to 
evangelism, providing the church ad
dresses itself to the proclamation of the 
gospel in terms of relevance and pur
pose in life.

The declining effect of a nonaggres- 
sive evangelism.—Southern Baptists 
have made much about baptizing more 
than a thousand persons a day for the 
past several years. But that record (of 
the largest Protestant denomination in 
America) is still not good enough. We 
are not winning the battle of faith. 
More persons are remaining non-Chris- 
tians than are becoming Christians. 
Neighbour said that the Christian com
munity must add 62,500,000 converts 
each year from now to the year 2000 
merely to keep pace with the expand
ing population of the world.8 Unfortu
nately, as Win Arn indicated, reaching 
non-Christians is a low priority for 
most congregations and for most in
dividual Christians.9

A Look into the Future
Place priority on reaching the total per
son and seeing the whole picture. 
—Much of Christian outreach has been 
either social ministries or evangelism. 
We must come to see outreach as a 
partnership between social ministry 
and evangelism. The division of the 
Christian camp into conservatives who 
love evangelism and liberals commonly 
associated with the social gospel has 
been an unfortunate development in 
the history of the church. In the words 
of John Stott of England, "On the one 
hand, conservatives are biblical but not 
contemporary, while on the other, lib
erals and radicals are contemporary 
but not biblical.”10 Either extreme is a 
hindrance to accomplishing Bold Mis
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sion Thrust.
Delos Miles quotes Alan Walker’s 

statement to South African Metho
dists: "There is no greater menace in 
the church than a born-again Christian 
without a social conscience. But I am 
also convinced that the social activist 
Christian without a personal experi
ence and commitment to Christ is as 
great a menace.”11 If we are to reach 
contemporary man, particularly the 
urban man, we must be willing to evan
gelize the whole man.

Train and mobilize the laity.—South
ern Baptists must continue their efforts 
to involve every Christian man, wom
an, and young person in our missionary 
enterprise. We must be even more cre
ative in developing new ways to involve 
and finance volunteers not only over
seas but also in America.

Develop a basic evangelism strategy 
adaptable to local needs and situations. 
—Our evangelism strategy must be 
basic enough to be reproducible on a 
wide scale yet flexible enough to be ap
plicable to local situations. Our strate
gy must be centered around local needs 
and responsive to the insights of local 
leadership. The "gingerbread man” ap
proach to evangelism whereby we seek 
to impose one program on the entire 
populace with some sort of cookie cut
ter can no longer meet the needs of 
such a diverse population. Richard De
Ridder of Calvin Seminary observed 
that denominations which are making 
progress in starting new congregations 
are those which allow for flexibility in 
establishing structures.12

Discover, commit, and relate basic 
truths of the gospel.—Who is man? Why 
is man on earth? What is the purpose of 
life? What is the end of life going to 
bring? Who is God? How can we know 
God? These are the basic questions we 
must learn to answer if Christians are 
going to evangelize the world. Review

ing the past twenty years, every major 
conflict which has come to Southern 
Baptists (whether it is a conflict over 
the Holy Spirit, the authority of the 
Bible, the role of the church) can be 
traced to a general ignorance regarding 
what the Bible has to say on the sub
ject. In addressing the American Festi
val of Evangelism in Kansas City, Billy 
Graham said, "One of the greatest hin
drances to evangelism today is the pov
erty of our own spiritual experience.”

Instill hope and purpose in the com
munity at large and in Christians.—If 
Southern Baptists are to achieve their 
Bold Mission Thrust goal of taking the 
gospel to the whole world, we must 
come to the place of believing we can 
accomplish that goal and, by faith, take 
the risk of totally committing ourselves 
to the task.

Werner Heisenberg told what 
brought Christopher Columbus to the 
shores of America. "If I were asked 
what was Christopher Columbus’ 
greatest achievement in discovering 
America, my answer would not be that 
he took advantage of the spherical 
shape of earth to get to India by the 
western route—this idea had occurred 
to others before him—or that he pre
pared his expedition meticulously and 
rigged his ships most expertly—that, 
too, others could have done equally 
well. His most remarkable feat was the 
decision to leave the known regions of 
the world and to sail westward, far 
beyond the point from which his provi
sions could have got him back home 
again.”13

As Southern Baptists consider our 
goal of evangelizing the world, we must 
take into account those factors which 
support our efforts. We must come to 
the place of believing that by God’s help 
we can affect the future of his glory, 
and we must be willing to give our lives 
toward that end.
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Lower the Price Tag of Mission Support

by Giving Generously 
Through the

COOPERATIVE 
PROGRAM.

If Southern Baptists did not have the Cooperative Program, and if every church 
decided to write just one letter to every one of our 3,217 foreign missionaries, what 
would the cost of this letter be just for the postage?

The cost of the postage alone for every church writing just one letter to each 
foreign missionary is approximately 82 percent of the SBC Cooperative Program 
budget allocation to the Foreign Mission Board.

Southern Baptists have a better idea and a better way to support all of our mission 
ministries—we have the Cooperative Program.

One of the greatest things about working in the kingdom of God is the experience 
of being part of something bigger than we are. Such is the experience when we give 
of ourselves and our means to our churches and then our churches give through the 
Cooperative Program. The total number of ministries supported by Southern Bap
tists through the Cooperative Program is bigger than any one of us or any one of 
our churches. Through the Cooperative Program it is possible for every one of us to 
become personally involved in all of the ministries supported by Southern Baptists 
at home and around the world.

Each of us and our churches are important to the Cooperative Program and to 
those who depend on our mission support. Why should your church send only one 
letter to our foreign missionaries when one gift from your church through the 
Cooperative Program will touch every mission ministry of Southern Baptists?

Encourage your church to give generously and regularly through the Cooperative 
Program; it is our Baptist way of doing great things.
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Transcultural Writing: an 
Avenue to Wider 
Readership
ROBERT J. HASTINGS

Regardless of one’s religious faith, cer
tain basic themes are of universal in
terest. Just as everyone bleeds when 
cut—whether Baptist, Presbyterian, 
Pentecostal, Buddhist, Moslem, or 
atheist—so everyone deals with com
mon problems, joys, pains, and crises.

Those of us who are Christian com
municators—whether editors, writers, 
teachers, ministers, or whatever—wel
come opportunities to enlarge our audi
ences.

In recent months, I have experiment
ed with writing a series of essays that 
are transcultural and transracial. By 
this I mean that they deal with univer
sal themes in language understood by 
nearly anyone.

Each of my essays is Christian in 
tone, yet not overtly so. My purpose is 
to attract readers who might be turned 
off by a message that is ostensibly Bap
tist. My goal is to sandwich a Christian 
testimony in copy that might not on the 
surface appear to be a testimony.

Each essay deals with a universal 
theme that appeals to nearly anyone, 
and I selected for each a well-known 
symbol which persons of most back
grounds recognize.

My first essay was "The Station,” 
which deals with the universal truth 
that happiness (another word for self
fulfillment) is a journey, not a destina
tion.

As a symbol, I chose a railroad sta

tion, with a long train ride as the vehi
cle for communicating the message. Al
though train travel is not nearly as 
common in the United States as in 
Europe, England, Russia, and Japan, 
identification with it is still almost in
stantaneous in nearly every culture.

After "The Station” was published in 
1980 in The Illinois Baptist, of which I 
was editor, I sent a copy to syndicated 
columnist Ann Landers at the Chicago 
Sun-Times.

I did so, knowing that she occasional
ly reprints inspirational pieces. I also 
knew that her choosing to reprint it 
would indicate I had succeeded in writ
ing copy with which she felt all races 
and cultures could identify. It would 
have maximum exposure, for her col
umn appears in more than one thou
sand newspapers, with a potential 
readership of seventy million.

Miss Landers not only published 
"The Station” on May 17, 1981 but, in 
response to "dozens of requests,” re
printed it a year later.

Like all my transcultural essays, 
"The Station” is based on biblical 
truths, without being overly religious. 
The biblical writers respected the heri
tage of the past and in glowing terms 
described the blessed hope awaiting all 
believers, but they also zeroed in on to
day. For example, the writer of Ec
clesiastes deduced "It is good and 
comely for one ... to enjoy the good of 
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all his labour that he taketh under the 
sun” (5:18). Jesus taught, "Take there
fore no thought for the morrow. . . . 
Sufficient unto the day is the evil there
of’ (Matt. 6:34).

A favorite text for evangelistic ser
mons warns, "Behold, now is the ac
cepted time; behold, now is the day of 
salvation” (2 Cor. 6:2).

"The Station” does not endorse an 
eat-drink-and-be-merry life-style. It 
does point out that in this fragile exis
tence we call life all we have to work 
with is today.

The Station

Tucked away in our subconscious minds 
is a vision—an idyllic vision—in which we 
see ourselves on a long journey that 
spans an entire continent. We’re travel
ing by train, and from the windows, we 
drink in the passing scenes of cars on 
nearby highways, of children waving at 
crossings, of cattle grazing in distant pas
tures, of smoke pouring from power 
plants, of row upon row upon row of cot
ton and corn and wheat, of flatlands and 
valleys, of city skylines and village halls.

But uppermost in our conscious minds 
is our final destination—for at a certain 
hour and on a given day, our train will pull 
into the station with bells ringing, flags 
waving, and bands playing. And once 
that day comes, so many wonderful 
dreams will come true, and all the jagged 
pieces of our lives will fit together like a 
completed jigsaw puzzle. So, restlessly, 
we pace the aisles and count the miles, 
peering ahead, cursing the minutes for 
loitering, waiting, waiting, waiting for the 
station. . . .

“Yes, when we reach the station, that 
will be it,” we cry. “When we’re eighteen! 
When we win that promotion! When we 
pay off the mortgage! When we retire!” 
Yes, from that day on, like the heroes and 
heroines of a child’s fairy tale, we will live 

happily ever after.
Sooner or later, however, we must 

realize there is no station, no one place 
to arrive at once and for all. The journey 
is the joy. The station is an illusion—it 
constantly outdistances us. Yesterday’s 
a memory; tomorrow’s a dream. Yester
day belongs to history; tomorrow belongs 
to God. Yesterday’s a fading sunset; to
morrow’s a faint sunrise. So, shut the 
door on yesterday and throw the key 
away, for only today is there light enough 
to live and love. It isn’t the burdens of 
today that drive men mad. Rather, it’s 
regret over yesterday and fear of tomor
row. Regret and fear are the twin thieves 
who would rob us of that Golden Trea
sure we call today, this tiny strip of light 
between two nights.

“Relish the moment” is a good motto, 
especially when coupled with Psalm 
118:24, “This is the day which the Lord 
hath made; we will rejoice and be glad in 
it.”

So stop pacing the aisles and counting 
the miles. Instead, swim more rivers, 
climb more mountains, kiss more babies, 
count more stars. Laugh more and cry 
less. Go barefoot oftener. Eat more ice 
cream. Ride more merry-go-rounds. 
Watch more sunsets. Life must be lived 
as we go along. The station will come 
soon enough.1

"The Harbor,” which is reprinted 
next, deals with the universal theme of 
death. However, the emphasis is on the 
surviving grievers, not the deceased.

As a symbol, I chose a busy harbor 
with departing and incoming ships. It’s 
difficult to imagine any reader who 
doesn’t at least have a mental image of 
a harbor, regardless of how far inland 
he lives. Even those who have never 
seen the sea have read stories or seen 
photos of oceangoing ships.

The day after "The Harbor” ap
peared in The Illinois Baptist, I knew 
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that I had touched on a common chord 
of life when an eighty-year-old woman 
wrote me, "I have been to the harbor 
seven times.”

Is "The Harbor” scriptural? Second 
Samuel 12:18-23 describes King David’s 
reaction to the loss of his infant son. So 
long as there was hope, David fasted 
and wept, as he begged God to spare the 
child. But once the baby died, "David 
arose from the earth, and washed, and 
anointed himself, and changed his ap
parel, and came into the house of the 
Lord, and worshipped” (v. 20a). When 
his servants were shocked at what they 
interpreted to be disrespect for the 
dead, David reminded them that there 
was nothing he could do to change what 
had happened. He could only change 
himself and adapt to the inevitable.

This is the message of "The Harbor” 
—accepting what is lost and anticipat
ing what can replace it.

The Harbor

No one lives long until, reluctantly, he 
walks down to a harbor to watch a ship 
sail off into the night. I say night, for it is 
the night of his soul—as he watches the 
departing ship until it is only a tiny speck 
—and then gone completely. On board 
that ship is someone near and dear, 
crossing the line we call death.

Maybe it’s an infant son or teenage 
daughter. A precious wife or gallant hus
band. Perhaps a dear grandparent... a 
Mom or Dad ... a sister, brother. Or the 
departing passenger could be a choice 
friend, a longtime neighbor, a childhood 
playmate.

For everyone, at some time, the ship 
sets sail, and it is night. . ..

At first, we say it isn’t true, can’t be, 
mustn’t be. Then we tell ourselves it’s 
just a bad dream. Or in desperation, we 
give up on life, saying it’s no longer worth 
living, the void too vast and deep. So we 

grieve and wait, hope and wait, pray and 
wait. Day after day we return to the har
bor to peer through the mists, fooling our
selves into thinking the ship may return 
and all will be well.

But it won’t. The departing ship of 
death will never, never, never—in this life 
—come sailing back.

However, this is a busy harbor and 
other ships continue to arrive daily. On 
board are persons who, in some mea
sure, can fill our painful loneliness. They 
come to us by way of births and adop
tions, marriages and new friendships, 
children who grow up and youth who 
reach maturity....

But there’s something strange about 
this harbor. If we insist on looking for 
ships that departed yesterday, we are 
mysteriously blinded to the incoming 
ships of tomorrow. Never can we see 
both at the same time. Only as we major 
on what’s left, rather than what’s lost, 
can we hear the bells and horns of the 
incoming ships, and see, pressed against 
the guardrails, the hopeful faces of those 
about to enter our lives.

What we see is the difference in day 
and night, for it’s the difference in fantasy 
and reality. Reality may be a rough road, 
but escape is a precipice. The unreal, 
make-believe, say-it-isn’t-so world 
leaves us blind and alone. But open 
hearts and open arms enable us to peer 
beyond our tears and see the harbor of 
life filled with at least good days, if not the 
best days.

This is the meaning of the Chinese 
proverb, “If I keep a green bough in my 
heart, a singing bird will come.” And Ec
clesiastes 3:1,2,5, “To everything there 
is a season... a time to die... and a time 
to embrace.”2

A third essay in my series deals with 
disappointment. Love and disappoint
ment are the basic themes of all great 
literature and drama.
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"The Prodigal Son” is often described 
as the greatest short story ever written. 
It is a classic example of the interplay 
of love and disappointment. The young
er son, disappointed with his lot, asks 
for his inheritance, then is disappoint
ed again when his money runs out. The 
elder son is disappointed that the fa
ther forgives the prodigal. But a fa
ther’s love wins the day!

As a symbol of disappointment, I 
chose a wall, for a wall is intended to 
stop someone (keeping him in or out). 
Disappointment does the same; it stops 
us from achieving some goal.

The Wall

No one likes a wall. Whereas some 
walls are useful—keeping in what is pre
cious and fencing out what is feared— 
most walls are discouraging: “I ran up 
against a blank wall; I reached an im
passe; I found myself on a dead-end 
street.” Every day, we encounter some 
wall that brings us to a sudden, grinding 
halt, that stops us dead in our tracks. 
Whenever we slam against a wall, our 
hearts bleed, even if our eyes stay dry. 
Our egos are bruised, even if our flesh 
goes unscratched.

Walls differ in thickness, height, and 
length. But any wall deserving its name 
has one characteristic: it’s impenetrable 
—you can’t go through it. The ugliest 
walls are built of the stones of disappoint
ment: We aim for first place, but come in 
third. We bite a colorful apple, but it’s 
sour. We lose faith in a friend, a cause. 
We learn we have cancer. We look into a 
mirror, and the image we see is not to our 
liking. We fail in business, lose a job. Our 
fondest dreams melt in air too thin to 
breathe. At times, we feel as if God him
self is blocking our goals, as the biblical 
writer who said, “He hath enclosed my 
ways with hewn stone” (Lamentations 
3:9).

How many walls do we encounter in a 
lifetime? For a partial answer, count the 
pages of a calendar, for no day dawns 
except a wall casts its shadow. No sun 
ever rises or sets on a perfect horizon. 
“When We Come to the End of a Perfect 
Day” is a lovely song, but at best, it’s only 
a wish.

However, it’s no idle wish to believe 
that beyond every ugly wall lies a fair 
meadow, shimmering with goldenrod, 
purple aster, and red sumac. Nor is it a 
fantasy of the mind to believe that al
though we cannot push our way through 
every wall that dampens our dreams, 
other vistas still unfold before us.

Somewhere, some way, somehow, we 
can master the wall of disappointment. 
Lifting our sights and doubling our efforts, 
we can go OVER the wall, scaling it with 
a running jump. Or, lowering our sights 
and digging in the dirt of humility, we can 
go UNDER the wall, bending lower so as 
to come out higher. Or, outwitting the ob
stacle by following a detour, we can go 
’ROUND the wall, reaching the meadow 
later, but with joy undimmed.

As long as our hearts lie in the meadow 
beyond, no wall—however thick or high 
or ugly—can fence us out. If nothing else, 
our hearts themselves become our 
meadows, rich with goldenrod, purple as
ter, and red sumac.3

These three samples of transcultural 
writing may give you some ideas as to 
how you can seize on everyday happen
ings to help your own readers/listeners 
find answers to the riddles of human 
life. You may tap new audiences who 
might respond, "You know, I never 
thought of it that way before!”

’Copyright © 1980 by Robert J. Hastings, and reprinted here 
by permission of the author.

’Copyright © 1982 by Robert J. Hastings, and reprinted here 
by permission of the author.

’Copyright © 1982 by Robert J. Hastings, and reprinted here 
by permission of the author.
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God’s Transformation of 
Evil and Suffering
FRANK LOUIS MAULDIN

"I never thought I would have so many 
unanswered questions. How can I possi
bly find any significance in the death of 
my young son who has suffered so long 
and whose potential was so great?” So 
spoke a devoted Christian mother after 
her oldest son died of complications 
from muscular dystrophy. Her question 
was pointed and particular, but it 
framed the universal question of Chris
tian faith and thought: Why do evil and 
suffering exist in a world created and 
providentially loved by God?

This question and related ones con
stantly perplex the Christian quest for 
authentic faith and realistic under
standing. Much perplexity is personal, 
as we search for individual meaning in 
the presence of suffering and as we at
tempt to change the evil into an occa
sion for good. But rational perplexity is 
also present in our questions about the 
meaning of evil within God’s purpose
ful creation. How shall we understand 
evil and suffering? Are we able to un
derstand such matters? What catego
ries and logics, if any, should we use in 
our search for significant solutions? 
The answers to these and related ques
tions are not simple and often remain 
incomplete and troubling, but faith and 
reason compel us to look for direction 
within the tangles of our questions.

The problem of evil in its general 
form is easily stated: Why, if God exists 
as the source of creation and as the all
powerful and loving companion of the 
world, is there suffering and evil? The 
general problem, though simple, is 

complicated in its statement; for it con
tains several distinct problems.

The logical problem.—Are the follow
ing statements logically incompatible, 
so that if any two are true, then the 
third is false? God is all-powerful and 
all-knowing. God is good. Evil exists.

The existential problem.—How can I 
transform the evil and suffering in my 
life into good or, at least, an occasion 
for good?

The problem of God’s existence.—Do 
the extent and the intensity of evil and 
suffering, even their very presence, 
supply some evidence which counts 
against our saying that God exists?

The problem of theodicy.—If both evil 
and God exist, why is evil present with
in the creative activity and providen
tial care of an all-good and all-loving 
God?

The problem of metaphysics.—It ap
pears that evil and suffering are as evi
dent in, and perhaps integral to, the 
world as good and happiness. Why is 
our world formed in this particular way 
rather than in some other?

The problem of a suffering God.—The 
why questions become even more criti
cal when we introduce the awkward 
and often disruptive facts of the biblical 
God and salvation history, facts such as 
the incarnation and Gethsemane, as 
well as the passion of Jesus and the 
cross, and, even more, the resurrection. 
The biblical witnesses attest to a suffer
ing God, a God who acts redemptively 
at great price in history, a crucified 
God. What explanation can be given as 
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to why evil costs God so much?
Many explanations of the different 

problems of evil are offered. Some are 
adequate; others are less so. Among the 
more adequate explanations no par
ticular one and no particular set of 
them sufficiently account for all the 
questions associated with the problem 
of evil. Yet there is both a primary fact 
and a central idea of Christian theism 
which may enable us to interpret the 
varied questions in the problem of evil 
—the transformation of evil and suffer
ing by the Triune God in relation to, or 
in fellowship with, the existing in
dividual and a community. No set of 
statements which omits this central 
fact and concrete idea of Christian the
ism could possibly contend with, much 
less solve or explain, the various ques
tions surrounding the persistence of 
evil and suffering in our world. Systems 
are founded on key categories or faith 
principles which enable them to inte
grate varied experiences and distinct 
ideas into synoptic views. The ideas of 
the Trinity and transformation are key 
categories which have tremendous ex
planatory power. They allow us to re
think systematically and to establish 
rigorously Christian theism’s under
standings of the relation of God to evil 
and suffering.

The religious facts of the Bible and 
Christianity are not simply a set of 
ideas expressed in propositional form, 
nor are they merely historical events. 
The religious facts to which the Bible 
and Christianity point are the trans
formed facts—the events plus the acts 
of God as Trinity. For example, the 
death of Jesus, a historical event, is 
transformed by God into the fact of the 
resurrected Christ. Only here, in the 
center of the Triune God’s transform
ing redemption and transforming reve
lation within history, are our problems 
realistically addressed and concretely 

understood. The meaning of any his
torical event is what is done with the 
event, that is, the transformed event. 
So, too, the meaning of evil and suffer
ing is the ultimate fact which arises 
from that evil or suffering—the event 
transformed by God in relation to a per
son and a community. Evil and suffer
ing never appear as bare events. Does 
not God the Father bear the burden of 
his people, or God in Christ reconcile 
the world, or God through the Holy 
Spirit indwell the believer and inform 
Christian experience? God as Father 
suffers with us; God as Son suffers for 
us; and God as Spirit suffers in us. And 
evil, as well as suffering and pain, cer
tainly human tragedy, loss, and contra
diction, are transformed events. This 
primary fact and the concrete idea of 
spiritual transformation are the center 
of our gospel and faith, and must they 
not also be the controlling key category 
in our understanding of the problem of 
evil?

God Suffers for Us
Christian theism grounds its knowl
edge of God’s relationship to evil and 
suffering in the central events of salva
tion history—the cross and the resur
rection of Jesus. Here we see God’s 
eternal reality actualized in time; and 
what we see is God in Christ, as Suffer
ing Servant, reconciling the world unto 
himself. Suffering, apparently, is not 
extraneous or accidental to the redeem
ing actions of God. God in Christ suffers 
for us. Indeed, a close examination of 
not only the last events but also Jesus 
Christ’s entire life yields the natural 
judgment that from first to last his life 
is one of suffering. Yet Jesus finds with
in his sufferings a meaning for himself 
and for us, as he transforms the tragedy 
into the glory of the cross and the victo
ry of the resurrection.

Suffering, both physical and spiri
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tual, is not limited to random events in 
the life of Jesus. "Man of Sorrows” is 
not an empty title but an accurate ex
pression of the essence of Jesus’ life. 
Many events in his life were joyous; the 
marriage feast at Cana, the warm, per
sonal relationship with John and Mary, 
and the thrill of seeing the lame walk 
are cases in point. But throughout his 
life, suffering is part of his very being. 
His ministry begins with a rigorous 
temptation; poverty is a constant for 
him; public scorn and personal betrayal 
occur frequently; love extended is sel
dom returned; his intentions are 
misunderstood, sometimes by foes, oft 
by friends; many hopes remain only as 
hopes; human ambiguities and losses 
engulf him; agony shapes his prayers; 
his face is set firmly toward Jerusalem; 
and the end is a death that is both 
shameful and tortuous. "It was, so far, 
a life of failure, not simply by the stan
dards of the world,” H. Wheeler Robin
son observed, "but by those of Jesus 
Himself: 'O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, how 
often would I have gathered thy chil
dren together!’ There is (even) a mo
ment on the Cross when He declares 
that God as well as man has forsaken 
Him.”1

Yet here, in the midst of a suffering 
not denied, the problems of evil are 
seriously raised and concretely ad
dressed, and, perhaps, somewhat ex
plained. As in all events, the ultimate 
meaning of suffering or evil is the event 
plus the transformation. Tragedy 
marks the life and the death of Jesus, 
but it is in final form a transformed 
tragedy. The cross is not just the final 
event in the life of Jesus but rather its 
very essence. Always Jesus as Messiah 
suffers as Servant. Yet the cross as 
transformed by the resurrection stands 
as the ultimate meaning of his passion. 
And in the cross and the resurrection 
we find the ultimate meaning of the 

suffering and the evil in our lives. God 
in Christ, God as Son, suffers for us. He 
does not suffer and die simply on behalf 
of us but instead of us. Evil and suffer
ing are real events, and their sting can
not be ignored; but they are 
transformed into positive instead of 
negative realities and principles by the 
crucified God of history who suffers for 
us.

God Suffers with Us
What is the transformation of evil and 
suffering by Jesus Christ but a full 
revelation in time of the eternal princi
ple of love that has always suffered 
with us and will continue to do so? Per
haps, no concrete image of God’s con
stant relation to man’s evil and 
suffering is better than that of "taber
nacling.” When John wrote that "the 
Word became flesh and dwelt among 
us,” the association was with the wil
derness tabernacle, where God pitched 
his tent with his people. By dwelling 
among us as he tabernacled with his 
people in the wilderness, God moves to 
create the redemptive community. And 
in so doing, God suffers with his people, 
is afflicted by their afflictions, as he 
dwells in the midst of their want, woe, 
and loss, as well as their unbelief and 
idolatry. Because of God’s character it 
is not possible for evil and suffering to 
be the concern of man alone. God 
shares in the tragedies of the world he 
has created.

God does not simply bear our grief 
and carry our sorrow. Human life is 
ambiguous—a mixture of good and evil, 
joy and sadness, emptiness and mean
ing. God both grievously shares our 
burdens and enjoys our joy. There is 
neither suffering nor happiness with
out the presence of God. Whatever the 
ambiguities of our lives, God always pa
tiently draws us to himself as the one 
who is ever with us, and with suffering 
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and joyful love he always sets again the 
direction of our individual lives and of 
our communities. God continuously 
tabernacles in the midst of our suffer
ing and joy, our evil and good; and he 
thereby transforms our ambiguities 
into events which help create the car
ing community—the kindgom of God. 
Suffering and evil, as well as joy and 
good, may be redemptive, though they 
often are not. Final tragedy, tragedy 
unredeemed, occurs. But tabernacled 
with us is one for whom the cross and 
the resurrection are not isolated events 
in the life of Jesus but eternal realities. 
As a loving companion who dwells with 
us, God changes the actual events of life 
and history into interpreted events— 
transformed facts—and herein lie their 
ultimate meanings. God enlivens our 
past and present suffering and evil by 
the possibilities he offers of new begin
nings, of a future redemption. And then 
God, tabernacled with us faithfully, 
acts to realize the new beginnings; old 
things are made new.

God Suffers in Us
What of the Holy Spirit? The relation
ship of the Holy Spirit to evil and suff
ering is best expressed by the 
preposition in. God as Spirit suffers in 
us. This is readily seen in the Holy 
Spirit’s primary ministry of love. He 
works in love as Christ did; and, impor
tantly for our issue at hand, he exhibits 
the marks of love—compassion, caring, 
sorrow, sacrifice, companionship, and 
suffering. Love is ceaselessly costly in 
terms of suffering. This is a common
place of human life and, apparently, of 
divine life. An examination of salvation 
history and religious experience yields 
the conclusion that even God does not 
love without cost. "Costly grace” is not 
a cliche' but a divine truth. God, too, 
experiences pathos. We see it upon the 
cross and in the wilderness wander

ings, but nowhere do we see it more 
clearly than in the indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit.

The Scriptures speak of the indwell
ing of the Spirit in terms expressive of 
suffering, terms such as grieved, vexed, 
lied unto, resisted, intercession, sorrow, 
helping, took our infirmities, and unut
tered groanings. This motif of suffering 
may be seen in the relationship of the 
Holy Spirit to both unbelievers and be
lievers. The Holy Spirit indwells every 
human heart as a convicting power 
who is the source of man’s hunger for 
God. "And in this world-wide opera
tion,” Horace Bushnell explained, "he 
is enduring, not Pilate, and the sol
diers, and a few Jewish priests, but the 
contradiction of all sinners that live. 
He is betrayed by more than Judas, de
nied by more than Peter, struggling on, 
from age to age, with all the falsities, 
and treasons, and corruptions . . .; act
ing, and suffering, not before them in
deed as Christ did, but as it were in 
perpetual contact with them.”2

The Holy Spirit indwells not only the 
heart of the unbeliever but also that of 
the believer. However, the suffering of 
the Spirit is not lessened one iota as he 
makes intercession for the saints ac
cording to the will of God. The work of 
the Holy Spirit completes the work of 
Jesus Christ in the life of the believer. 
Does not this intimate that the associa
tion of the Spirit and the believer in
volves a deep humiliation of God and 
an intense, certainly a continuous suff
ering? Who among us is not still a sin
ner? And who among us is complete? 
"This is recognized in the New Testa
ment,” H. Wheeler Robinson observed, 
"where we hear of God as Holy Spirit 
being grieved by our sin, insulted by 
wilful relapse, teaching our infant lips 
to cry, Abba, and witnessing with our 
spirit that we are God’s children, help
ing our weakness and making interces
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sion for us.”1 2 3

1H. Wheeler Robinson, Suffering: Human and Divine (London: 
SCM, 1940), p. 162.

2 Horace Bushnell, The Vicarious Sacrifice, Vol. 1 (New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1903), pp. 76-77.

’Robinson, p. 179.

The suffering and evil in our in
dividual and collective lives, whether 
past, present, or future, are materials 
waiting to be transformed by the Holy 
Spirit in us. God is indeed a Comforter. 
For, by God’s suffering in us, our suffer
ing and our evil are lifted to a new lev
el, given a new meaning; and, 
consequently, we are healed (trans
formed).

Four conclusions suggest themselves. 
First, the various problems of evil will 
necessarily find their answers in, or at 
least seriously relate their answers to, 
the idea of the fellowship with him who 
suffers with, for, and in us. Evil and 
suffering can only be eliminated by an
other reality—God. Our theodicies and 
reflections on the problems of evil must 
concretely address this central idea of 
Christian theism.

Second, the fellowship of God’s suff
erings has great explanatory power, 
but we must admit that it is not the 
complete, though an essential, answer. 
The individual and the community of 
faith, too, must take up their crosses 
and follow in the ways of God. Such a 
theme has not been developed in this 
article. However, the individual’s 
transformation and the community’s 
transformation of evil and suffering by 
bearing them in the right way does help 
answer the difficult problems of evil.

Third, the theme of transformation, 
the event plus its transformation, has 
only been indicated and sketched. More 
analysis and much criticism remain as 
tasks.

And, fourth, must we not cease to 
talk in the usual way about the various 
problems of evil? No longer are we able 
to speak abstractly of suffering as the 
logical contradictory of God’s goodness 
and power or as evidence against the 
existence of God. To speak of "unjust 
suffering” seems out of place. On the 
contrary, as we look on Jesus, the Son 
of God, we see a God who in his suffer
ings suffers for us. As we sense the pres
ence of the tabernacling God, the Lord 
of history and our Father, we find a lov
ing companion who always stands with 
us in all life’s experiences. As our lives 
are informed by the Spirit of God, we do 
not avoid tragedy but discover the 
peace of the Holy Spirit who wins victo
ry in us, even amidst our evil and suff
ering. Our emptiness, our pain, our sin, 
our loss, our meaninglessness, our am
biguities, our tragedy, our failure, our 
misdeeds—all our evil and suffering 
are taken up into the transformation 
wrought by the Triune God.
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The Problem with 
Pleasure
GENE WILKES

"If it feels good, do it”—you have prob
ably spied this bumper sticker while 
driving down the freeway. You may 
have muttered, "How terrible to live 
and think in such a way!”

The thought begins to fade as you lis
ten to the stereo in your air-conditioned 
car, and is surely gone by the time your 
automatic garage door opens and you 
enter your air-conditioned house, com
plete with television, microwave, and 
other modern conveniences. Ideally, 
most Christians are appalled by the 
blatant decree that one is living strictly 
by the pleasure principle. Yet, practi
cally, pleasure and the American way 
of life are a part of our lives and deci
sions.

Is there a place for pleasure in your 
life? Is all pleasure bad? How can you 
seek pleasure and still have a clear con
science that you are pleasing God? Is 
pleasure a measure for making your 
decisions? These and other questions 
must be addressed. We will look first at 
the philosophy and the biblical view of 
pleasure. We will then compare the 
Christian world view with that of the 
pleasure seeker. Then we will suggest 
some guidelines for living in a world 
dominated by the pleasure principle.

The Philosophy of Pleasure
Behind the "If it feels good, do it” 
bumper sticker is an old and well-devel
oped philosophical system. The most 
common name for it is hedonism. The 
rules of the system are fairly simple. 
Pleasure is the highest good. Pain is the 

greatest evil. Happiness is defined as 
having more pleasure than pain over a 
period of time. A hedonist acts for the 
sole purpose of obtaining happiness, 
choosing the most pleasurable way to 
do anything.

Aristotle and Epicurus, philosophers 
of fourth-century-BC Greece, were the 
first to write about such a system. Aris
totle, after observing his society and na
ture, came to the conclusion that life 
for all animals and people was essen
tially the pursuit of happiness and com
fort. Pain and pleasure were the 
masters of life which ruled man’s deci
sions. Epicurus’s followers, the Epicuri- 
ans, put his philosophy into practice; 
and the battle cry of "Eat, drink, and be 
merry, for tomorrow we die!” has come 
to characterize their thought. Al
though we may use these words flip
pantly, the philosophers took their 
observations seriously.

From the seventeenth to the twen
tieth century, the old philosophy of 
pleasure was revived in the writings of 
men like Thomas Hobbes, Jeremy Ben
tham, and John Stuart Mill. Bentham 
believed the value of pleasure or pain 
could be evaluated by the action’s in
tensity, duration, and its certainty or 
uncertainty. The quantity of pleasure 
for the individual was the highest good. 
Mill added a qualitative dimension to 
evaluating pleasure. Comparison of op
tions was necessary. He felt it was bet
ter to be a human being, dissatisfied, 
than a pig, satisfied; better to be Socra
tes, dissatisfied, than a fool, satisfied.
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Mill also added a universal aspect to 
the pursuit of happiness. The highest 
good, the ultimate end, is an existence 
without pain, as rich as possible in en
joyments. But the individual was not to 
be the sole receiver of all pleasure. He 
used the term utilitarianism to de
scribe the system which evaluated con
duct according to which actions would 
produce the greatest amount of happi
ness for the greatest number of people. 
Utility includes not only the search of 
happiness but the prevention of unhap
piness.

The most popular hedonistic philoso
phy of the twentieth century is the 
"playboy philosophy” of Hugh Hefner. 
This form of hedonism is more popular 
in form than Mill or Bentham. A play
boy is a young man who views life as a 
happy time; himself as alert, aware, 
and sensitive to pleasure; and his ac
tions as means to the end of pleasure. 
Hefner preaches that it is natural and 
"right” for the individual to be primari
ly concerned with himself, dedicated to 
his own interests, and proud of his 
efforts and accomplishments. As you 
are well aware, women are an instru
ment of happiness for the playboy. 
Hefner also believes self-denial and 
self-sacrifice are, in themselves, wrong 
unless they are tools to achieve a high
er personal pleasure.

We can summarize this pleasure 
principle, egoistic hedonism: (1) Plea
sure and happiness are the highest 
goods in life. (2) All decisions are based 
on an evaluation of pleasurable out
come. (3) The individual is the most im
portant element in society. (4) The 
hedonist’s values lie in the present in
stead of in the future. (5) Self-denial 
and self-discipline are unworthy char
acteristics of the pleasure seeker.

One cannot deny that pleasure is a 
major motivation in American culture. 
The pursuit of happiness is written into 

our constitution. The "me” generation 
is an outgrowth of such a thought sys
tem. Christians, by being in the world, 
have been influenced by advertising 
and friends to accept pleasure as a 
norm for many of life’s decisions. But 
the serious Christian must ask, "What 
does the Bible say?” or, "Should I evalu
ate my actions another way?” These 
are questions the American Christian 
must ask. Let us look now at the Bible 
as a possible answer to these questions.

The Bible and Pleasure
The Bible is a norm for any Christian 
who is trying to live by God’s standards. 
Our goal here is to view the biblical 
teachings and examples on the subject 
of pleasure to formulate some general 
principles which can guide the Chris
tian in day-to-day decision making.

Pleasure: Good and Bad?
If you were to take some isolated pas
sages such as, "He who loves pleasure 
will be a poor man” (Prov. 21:17, RSV)1; 
or Jesus’ words in the parable of the 
sower, "they are choked by the cares 
and riches and pleasures of life” (Luke 
8:1-4, RSV); or Paul’s words to Titus, 
"For we ourselves were once foolish, 
... slaves to various passions and pleas
ures” (3:3, RSV); or to Timothy, "In the 
last days .. . men will be . .. lovers of 
pleasure rather than lovers of God” (2 
Tim. 3:1-2,4, RSV); you may acquire a 
negative view of pleasure from the 
Bible.

But there are other passages which 
give a different impression about the 
delights of life. In 1 Kings 4, we are told 
that Judah and Israel "ate and drank 
and were happy” (v. 20, RSV) over Solo
mon’s rule. In 2 Chronicles 7, the peo
ple of Israel are sent to their tents 
rejoicing and happy of heart because of 
the goodness God had shown to David 
and Solomon. Psalm 149:4 tells of God’s 
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pleasure for his people. The psalmist 
also wrote of the eternal pleasures of 
one who dwells "in thy right hand” 
(16:11, RSV).

Paul asked the Philippians to make 
his joy complete (see 2:2). The apostle 
completed his letter to the Roman 
church with the benediction that God 
may fill them with all joy (see 15:13). 
Jesus taught his disciples that he had 
come to give them his joy that their joy 
may be full (see John 15:11). In the par
able of the lost son, we are told that the 
father threw a big party when his son 
returned home, complete with plenty of 
food and drink (Luke 15:23-24). In the 
above passages pleasure and joy seem 
to be acceptable, even desirable, for the 
child of God.

What then is the consistent biblical 
teaching about pleasure? In the Bible 
there appear to be these affirmations: 
All that was created was good (see Gen. 
1:31). Paul stated, "For everything cre
ated by God is good, and nothing is to be 
rejected” (1 Tim. 4:4, RSV). Every good 
and perfect thing in this world is a gift 
from God (see Jas. 1:17). Pleasure and 
goodness are part of the created plan of 
God. Jesus said he had brought life so 
his disciples might live life more abun
dantly (see John 10:10). But the Bible 
also brings out the reality of evil in the 
world which has perverted the good
ness of creation. In John’s writings the 
world is viewed as evil and opposed to 
the church. The Christian is told not to 
love the world or the things in the 
world. If one does, he or she does not 
possess the love of the Father (see 1 
John 2:15-17). The believer is to sepa
rate himself from the world or be con
sidered an "enemy of God” (Jas. 4:4, 
RSV).

How does one live in an initially good 
creation which now, because of sin, is 
opposed to both the Creator and those 
who follow him? Can the Christian live 

with pleasure and still be God’s child? 
Jesus delineated his demands of his dis
ciples: They are to deny themselves, 
take up their crosses, and follow him 
(see Matt. 16:24). They are not to allow 
things to become ends in themselves. 
Jesus taught, "Take heed, and beware 
of all covetousness; for a man’s life does 
not consist in the abundance of his 
possessions” (Luke 12:15, RSV). The 
disciple’s priorities should be spiritual 
rather than physical goals: "But seek 
first his kingdom and his righteousness, 
and all these things shall be yours as 
well” (Matt. 6:33, RSV).

After Christ’s resurrection the 
church was persecuted by the world. 
Even the pain and suffering of such 
times could be understood as instru
ments to build the character of the be
lievers. Pain is even held up as a virtue 
for the Christian (see 1 Pet. 1:6; 3:17-18; 
4:1; 5:9). Unlike the hedonist who seeks 
to minimize suffering, the Christian in 
times of trials is taught to rejoice be
cause in those times patience and hope 
are produced (see Jas. 1:12).

We must look at one more biblical 
example before we formulate our bibli
cal conclusions.

The Preacher's Experiment
Ecclesiastes is more philosophical than 
most books in the Bible, and this has 
caused some to shy away from it. The 
writer of the book, known only as "the 
preacher,” speaks directly to the prob
lem of pleasure. The preacher set out 
on an experiment to test himself with 
pleasure. He tried laughter (see 2:2). He 
stimulated his body with wine (see 2:3). 
He turned his attention to the works of 
his hands and built houses; planted gar
dens, vineyards, groves of trees; and 
dug ponds in order to irrigate his for
ests (see 2:4-6). He increased his wealth 
by buying many slaves and flocks and 
herds larger than any other man (see 
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2:7-8). He bought himself many concu
bines and indulged in sexual pleasures 
(see 2:8). He followed the lust of his eyes 
and acquired all that he saw and want
ed for himself (see 2:10).

When he had tried it all, he found it 
all was empty and in vain (see 2:11). 
Like the modern-day Pippin, the sum of 
life’s pleasures did not equal satisfac
tion. Things of this world were finally 
understood to be gifts from God which 
were to be used to aid in happiness but 
not to be viewed as the source of happi
ness. The writer concluded his quest for 
pleasure with the question, 'Tor apart 
from him who can eat or who can have 
enjoyment?” (2:25, RSV). God is the 
giver of gifts; he is the meaning and 
satisfaction in life.

We can now draw some general con
clusions from the biblical record which 
can be applied to your Christian world
view.

God has created nothing that is evil 
in itself.—The world is intended by God 
to be good and pleasurable, created for 
human enjoyment. God is the source of 
the good things in life. Pleasure was 
initially meant for God and man. With
out God there is no pleasure in the bib
lical sense of the word.

The creation's goodness has been tar
nished by man's rebellion against God. 
—This rebellion has caused the created 
order to be, for a time, opposed to its 
Creator. "The world” is opposite the 
church.

True happiness for the Christian 
should originate from a life obedient to 
the will of God, not to the desires of the 
body.—Joy, the biblical word for happi
ness, is a by-product of an obedient life. 
Pleasure has been redefined by Christ. 
Spiritual goals receive priority over 
physical delights.

A wrong emphasis on pleasure can 
prevent a person's obtaining God's ideal 

for his or her life.—Possessions are not 
ends in themselves.

Pain and suffering can become tools 
of a mature Christian life.

Self-denial and self-discipline have 
value in the Christian's life.—The eter
nal is a necessary perspective.

The Christian and Pleasure
Now you can ask, "Where does the 
philosophy of pleasure fit into my 
Christian outlook of life?” Let’s look at 
the categories of the pleasure principle 
given earlier and see how they fare 
when compared to the conclusions 
drawn from the Bible.

According to the Bible, pleasure is 
not the highest good in the individual’s 
life. The objective norm for the Chris
tian is God’s will for his life found in the 
Scripture and experience in relation
ship with Christ. The hedonist’s percep
tion of reality is narrowed to the point 
that pleasure and pain are exclusive 
forces. The Christian depends on some
one greater than himself to evaluate 
decisions in life. The hedonist uses only 
the five senses to perceive truth. He has 
no ideal other than his own desires to 
judge whether his decisions lead to de
struction or success. The Christian has 
the norm of Scripture and the Holy 
Spirit to guide and direct. There is a 
difference between a wanderer and a 
pathfinder. The former lacks the direc
tion of the latter.

The hedonist seeks pleasure now. 
Life is too short to worry about tomor
row. Living life to the hilt each day is 
his goal. The pleasure-seeker asks, 
"Why give up pleasure I know is cer
tain now for something that may not be 
true later?” He has no concept of the 
eternal. The Christian must postpone 
some pleasure for the greater values of 
eternity. The Christian views life as 
continuing beyond death. Pleasure can 
be denied now for fulfillment in the 
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next world. Gerald Kennedy, the late 
Methodist bishop, wrote, "When a man 
has bartered his purity for the sake of 
physical thrills, he has lost sight of 
what is primary and final.”

The hedonist is the most important 
person in his world. The playboy thinks 
of his pleasure above that of others. 
People can be reduced to pawns of plea
sure in order to satisfy his desires. As a 
believer, the Christian cannot live 
alone and use others for his own selfish 
goals. He finds his meaning and value 
as an individual in the communal ex
perience of the church (see 1 Cor. 12:12- 
27; Eph. 5:23). The life of the Christian 
is not self-centered, but Christ cen
tered, and therefore, other directed.

Self-denial and self-sacrifice are 
paramount in the Christian life. Christ 
lived such a life, so his followers must 
seek to emulate his life-style. The creed 
of the believer’s life is to "present your 
bodies a living sacrifice, holy, accept
able unto God” (Rom. 12:1). Whereas 
the hedonist desired to eliminate pain 
from life, the believer’s experience can 
be deepened by events of suffering and 
pain. As physical pain tells us of need 
for a doctor, suffering in this life tells 
the believer he needs a greater Source 
of healing.

Practically, the pleasure-seeker’s life 
can result in futility. Boredom sets in 
when goals are lost. The hedonist tires 
quickly when there is postponement of 
fun. Frustration grows when appetites 
are not fed; overindulgence produces 
guilt. Life becomes a roller-coaster ride 
of emotions trying to satisfy every 
desire. Finally, exhausation comes 

quickly to a finite body which seeks 
total pleasure.

What now? How can you live where 
you live, work where you work, and buy 
what you buy without allowing the pur
suit of pleasure to be the only norm for 
making decisions? You and I are prod
ucts of our culture. We were citizens of 
this world before we were born into the 
kingdom of God. Yet you can take the 
principles of Scripture, staying tuned 
into the Spirit’s promptings in your 
life, and evaluate the decisions of life 
on the basis of God’s definition of plea
sure. Following him comes before 
pleasing self. You may be moved to sell 
all you have and give it to the poor. Or, 
like Zacchaeus, you may give away only 
half. Or you may need to start by clean
ing out a closet and taking more care 
with what you do this next week with 
your time. You may need to develop an 
awareness of others and the reality 
that possessions are to be used not 
hoarded.

Jesus put it most succinctly when he 
said, "Do not lay up for yourselves trea
sures on earth, where moth and rust 
consume and where thieves break in 
and steal, but lay up for yourselves 
treasures in heaven, where neither 
moth nor rust consumes and where 
thieves do not break in or steal. For 
where your treasure is, there will your 
heart be also” (Matt. 6:19-21, RSV). 
Your treasure determines your plea
sure.

Trom the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted 
1946, 1952 © 1971, 1973. Subsequent quotations are marked 
RSV.
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Education for Older 
Adults in Southern 
Baptist Churches
MERLE T. BASDEN
D. BARRY LUMSDEN

One of the fastest growing age groups 
in the United States is the group of per
sons age sixty and over. The projection 
has been made that by the year 2000, 
one third of this country’s population 
will be age sixty or over.1 The increas
ing number of older adults is accom
panied by a corresponding increase in 
the number of problems they face. The 
most pressing problems, according to a 
recent national poll, are fear of crime, 
poor health, insufficient income, loneli
ness, inadequate medical care, too little 
education, not feeling needed, not 
enough friends, poor housing, and not 
enough clothing.2

Trent believes that education can 
help alleviate many of the problems 
confronting older adults. While educa
tion once may have been thought of ex
clusively as preparation for life, it is 
now believed to be also essential to suc
cessfully coping with the developmen
tal needs of life.3

Churches have an opportunity to pro
vide educational activities designed to 
meet the needs and interests of older 
persons. Gray and Moberg state that 
"of all the voluntary institutions in the 
typical American community, the 
church is the one in which older people 
are most apt to participate and to hold 
membership. They are not expected to 
retire from it in the later years.”4 
These authors maintain that the educa

tional programs of the church can help 
older adults by preparing them to cope 
with present and future problems. 
However, they conclude: "Many church 
leaders lack knowledge concerning the 
educational needs of older persons and 
the role that the church can play in 
providing such education. Information 
about the roles older church members 
can play in educational activities, their 
needs, and their desires is much needed 
by religious educators and other 
church leaders responsible for such 
programs.”5

In 1974, the Southern Baptist Con
vention on Aging was held in Nash
ville, Tennessee. The basic purpose of 
the conference was "to study how the 
Southern Baptist Convention, state 
convention, association, and churches 
can deal with problems related to ag
ing.”6 The report of the conference 
showed the general needs of older 
adults to be in the areas of finance, 
housing, nutrition, fellowship, spiritual 
prosperity, transportation, health care, 
intellectual development, protective 
services, personal dignity, and the need 
to continue to contribute. The report of 
the conference recommended thirty- 
two activities that Baptist churches can 
undertake. The first identified was to 
"develop comprehensive ministries 
which relate to both the expressive and 
survival needs of older adults.”7 It was 
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observed that reasons for the failure of 
Southern Baptist churches to meet the 
needs of the elderly include a lack of 
creative leadership willing to develop 
programs for older adults and inade
quate notions of what senior adult min
istries can and should be.

This study sought to determine 
whether Southern Baptist churches 
have responded to the conference’s 
recommendations by developing educa
tional programs specifically for older 
adults. The nature and number of edu
cational activities available to older 
adults was also explored along with ac
tual participation rates.

Method
The study examined educational activi
ties offered persons age sixty and over 
in Southern Baptist churches in eight 
metropolitan areas in three southwest
ern states: Dallas, Fort Worth, Hous
ton, and San Antonio, Texas; 
Oklahoma City and Tulsa, Oklahoma; 
and New Orleans and Baton Rouge, 
Louisiana. Within these eight met
ropolitan areas, 114 churches were in
cluded in the study.

To conduct the study it was necessary 
to develop two survey questionnaires. 
The first questionnaire was sent to the 
directors of missions or education direc
tors within the eight associations in the 
metropolitan areas cited above. This 
survey instrument requested informa
tion concerning those churches in the 
associations that provided educational 
activities, other than Bible study, for 
adults age sixty and over. The second 
questionnaire was sent to the churches 
identified in response to the first instru
ment. The purpose of the second ques
tionnaire was to obtain information 
concerning what specific educational 
opportunities, other than Bible study, 
were being made available to adults 
age sixty and over and the number of 

adults participating in these education
al activities. The second questionnaire 
was mailed to 114 churches; 77 church
es responded, representing a 68 percent 
questionnaire return rate.

Findings
In Table 1 are data relative to the num
ber of churches within the eight as
sociations responding to the survey 
along with the number of percentages 
of churches that offered educational ac
tivities other than Bible study for older 
adults.

An analysis of the minutes of each 
association revealed that 92 percent of 
the churches in the eight associations 
provided Bible study for older adults— 
a not surprising discovery. However, at 
the time of the study, only 11.6 percent 
of the 985 association churches were 
offering educational activities other 
than Bible study for older adults.

In Table 2 are data which comment 
on the types and numbers of education
al activities offered by the seventy-sev
en churches which completed and 
returned questionnaires. It is obvious 
that the majority of older adults in this 
study were engaged in learning experi
ences involving hobbys and crafts, trav
el and travel features.

The combined participation percent
age rates for these two classes of learn
ing activities was 52.3. Beyond this, 
participation appears to be randomly 
scattered over the range of remaining 
educational activities. The least two 
popular educational offerings were as
sociated with personal grooming (0.3 
percent) and training in pastoral care 
(0.2 percent).

Conclusions
The findings of this study lead to cer
tain tentative conclusions worthy of 
consideration by church leaders re
sponsible for senior’s ministries and 
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educational programs. It is clear that 
Bible study is presently the only educa
tional activity for older adults planned 
by most Southern Baptist churches. 
Perhaps this is as it should be. Just as 
we cannot, and should not, look to our 
educational institutions to preach the 
gospel of redeeming grace, neither 
should we expect our churches to in
volve themselves extensively in secu
lar-type educational offerings. From a 
purely sociological point of view, the 
case can be made that the existence of 
different types of institutions within 
our culture and society implies institu
tional divisions of labor. This does not, 
of course, mean that our churches and 
education institutions cannot be mutu
ally supportive. What it does mean, 
however, is that primary institutional 
functions may become diluted and even 
abandoned if intrinsic divisions of labor 
are either discarded altogether or 
taken lightly.

Second, the fact that older adults do 
participate in educational activities at 
churches which provide them suggests 
that church environments per se offer 

something lacking in nonchurch situa
tions. Otherwise, older adults would 
not choose to participate in church-re
lated learning experiences but rather 
would participate in them elsewhere.

And, finally, caution needs to be exer
cised when examining the educational 
offerings listed in Table 2. It would be 
easy and even tempting for curriculum 
developers to assume erroneously that 
this list of educational activities is ex
haustive and inclusive. The data in 
Table 2 do no more than show how 
popular the courses listed are. What 
the data do not show is that the courses 
listed are relevant to either the needs 
or interests of older adults. Further re
search is needed before we can begin to 
say with assurance what the learning 
needs of older adults are. What we do 
know is that the need for intellectual 
stimulation and development contin
ues to the end of life. We know, too, that 
the church has a critical role to play in 
the lives of aging adults. What exactly 
that role is demands ongoing examina
tion and reappraisal.

Table 1. Southern Baptist Churches Offering Educational Activities

Association Number of 
Churches*

Churches Offering 
Educational Activities 

Other Than Bible Study
N %

Baton Rouge 44 14 31.8
New Orleans 64 5 7.8
Oklahoma City 115 6 5.2
Tulsa 88 3 3.4
Dallas 195 11 5.6
Fort Worth 161 45 28.0
San Antonio 98 7 7.1
Houston 220 23 10.5

Totals 985 114 11.6

*Source: Association Minutes for 1978.
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Table 2. Types and Numbers of Educational Activities and Participation.
Educational Activity Course Offerings Older Adult Participation

N % N %

Health Care Instruction 
Social Security, Medicare,

67 4.7 1476 5.7

Medicaid 21 1.5 977 3.8
Wills/Legal Matters 43 3.0 1550 6.0
Nutrition 25 1.7 770 3.0
Financial Matters 24 1.7 819 3.2
Personal Grooming 10 0.7 95 0.3
Death and Dying 
Community Resources

29 2.0 1152 4.5

for the Aged 54 3.8 1911 7.4
Personal Problem Solving 60 4.2 572 2.2
Hobbys/Crafts Instruction 596 41.7 7017 27.2
Travel/Travel Features
Art/Literature Appre

250 17.5 6472 25.1

ciation
Oil/Water Colors In

24 1.7 659 2.6

struction
Training in Pastoral

97 6.7 985 3.8

Care
Vocal/Instrumental

21 1.5 83 0.2

Instruction
Philosophy for Later

96 6.7 822 3.2

Years 13 0.9 455 1.8

Total 1,430 100.0 16,493 100.0

‘Howard Y. McClusky, "Education for the Aging: the Scope of 
the Field and Perspectives for the Future,” Learning for Aging, 
ed. S. Grabowski and W. Dean Mason (Washington: Adult Educa
tion Association of the U. S. A. and the ERIC Clearinghouse on 
Adult Education, 1974).

‘Louis Harris, The Myth and Reality of Aging in America 
(Washington: National Council on the Aging, 1975).

’Curtis and Melody Ann Trent, "Education for Aging—Impera
tive for the Future,” Adult Leadership, 25 (1977), 231-33.

'Robert M. Gray and David 0. Moberg, The Church and the 
Older Person (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 1978).

’Ibid.
6 Report of the Study on the Problems of the Aging (Nashville: 

Southern Baptist Convention, 1975).
7 Ibid.
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A Profile of Black 
Southern Baptist Pastors
LEWIS LAMPLEY

Historically the black pastor has been 
perceived as a different breed, particu
larly in relation to his Anglo-Saxon 
counterpart.

The black pastor has been analyzed 
by friend and foe, denied in preparation 
and proclamation, criticized for his 
delivery style as a preacher, ostracized 
because of his color, culture, and com
mitment to racial reconciliation, and 
even idolized by some of his peers and 
people.

Those black pastors who have by con
viction and volition affiliated with the 
Southern Baptist Convention are pre
pared to deal with most of the stigmas. 
However, one misguided attitude needs 
to be corrected. Apparently uncon
sciously, many white Southern Bap
tists regard black Southern Baptist 
pastors as half-Christian and, there
fore, inferior trophies of grace.

Ray F. Robbins, retired professor of 
New Testament and Greek at New Or
leans Baptist Theological Seminary, 
pointed out a similar problem with the 
Jews in Jesus’ day. He wrote:

The Jews regard the Samaritans as 
half-heathen, although they wor
shipped the God of Israel and ex
pected the coming Messiah. They 
were midway between the Jews and 
Gentiles. The disciples went to the 
Samaritans as a sort of halfway house 
from those in the covenant and those 
who were outside it. Not even the dis
ciples of Jesus, believing Jews, could 
easily overcome their scruples and 
evangelize uncircumcised Gentiles.

The gulf between the two extremes 
was religious, racial, social, and politi
cal in nature.1
Insightful right? But someone might 

protest, "Are you accusing us?” No. But 
the postulation is undergirded with un
healthy attitudes. Of course, some 
could retort, "Those black pastors are 
just too sensitive and insecure.” Maybe 
that is true. Yet we cannot escape the 
fact that for the most part the majority 
of white Southern Baptist pastors have 
not shown appreciation for the didactic 
and leadership potential of their black 
counterparts.

Explore with me now some charac
teristics which help define and declare 
the true heartbeat of the average black 
Southern Baptist pastor.

First and foremost he is a man of 
God. That fact alone places him in the 
body of Christ alone with every other 
redeemed spirit. He is committed to 
reconciliation because of his own ex
perience and call. "In Christ God was 
reconciling the world to himself, not 
counting their trespasses against them, 
and entrusting to us the message of 
reconciliation. So we are ambassadors 
for Christ” (2 Cor. 5:19-20, RSV).2

Second, by mandate and necessity, 
the black pastor is a holistic proclaim- 
er. This biblical approach to ministry 
is, at best, patterned after the Master 
proclaimer. He said, "The Spirit of the 
Lord is upon me, because he has anoint
ed me to preach the gospel to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim release to 
the captives and recovering of sight to 
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the blind, to set at liberty those who are 
oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable 
year of the Lord” (Luke 4:18-19, RSV). 
The words, "the poor,” "the captives,” 
"the blind,” and "those who are op
pressed,” paint a graphic picture of the 
inner city where many blacks live.

Whether interpreted literally or 
spiritually, in the inner city these 
verses have a double reality. Inner-city 
social action is not an option; it is a 
necessity! Christian social ministries 
cannot just be relegated to the associa
tion—the black pastor has to be active
ly involved.

Political and social needs are always 
on the agenda at black pastors’ confer
ences. Mediating for lost jobs, hearing 
complaints about racial injustice and 
discrimination, giving money for the 
needs are some of the myriad of prob
lems. But despite the problems, the ho
listic ministry approach is germane to 
relevant preaching.

The obvious weaknesses in some of 
our black Southern Baptist congrega
tions are not reason enough to abandon 
the holistic approach, but rather a 
"need signal” to focus on prioritizing 
and better planning. Both the 
strengths and weaknesses are being ad
dressed through the Black Church Re
lations Department of the Home 
Mission Board.

The black Southern pastor is matur
ing to the extent that he understands 
that this world’s problems are not edu
cational, economical, political, racial, 
religious, or technological. The prob
lems are theological! We understand 
the devastation of sin.

The Greeks employed at least five 
words for sin in the New Testament: 
hamartia, parabasis, anomia, parap- 
toma, and opheilema. Hamartia means 
"to miss the mark” and speaks of our 
incapacity, impotence, and helpless
ness. Parabasis, meaning "to step 

across a line,” is a little more flagrant, 
self-directed, planned, and premeditat
ed, and unrestrained. Anomia is "law
lessness,” open, flagrant rebellion 
against God’s standards. Paraptoma, 
"to slip or fall,” emphasizes our incapa
cities for self-control and refers to the 
passion of the moment. Ophelilema is 
"debt” and stresses our failure to pay 
what is due. When we sin, we owe to 
God a consequence for our sin.

Black pastors recognize that tolera
tion of sin in any form results in death 
and blindness. We believe, therefore, 
that all of us would benefit from repen
tance.

Of all issues, discrimination is the 
most life-dominating menace in this 
country. The National Association for 
Advancement for Colored People 
(NAACP), Southern Christian Leader
ship Conference (SCLC), and other 
black political and radical movements 
of the sixties and seventies were orga
nized to combat discrimination.

Through legislation much of the for
mer overt discrimination is held in 
check, but that which is covert is alive 
and well. We can understand and even 
justify a discriminatory society, but we 
are baffled by it in the household of 
faith—the body of Christ. Our people 
experience this discriminating coldness 
in most of our associational meetings. 
Black Southern Baptist pastors teach 
their people to respond positively in 
forgiveness and understanding instead 
of reacting as carnal people.

It has been proved that minorities, 
especially blacks are last hired and first 
fired from their jobs. That is sad. So the 
black pastor arbitrates where he can. 
Encouraging and helping the disfran
chised to exist without becoming bitter 
is part of his holistic approach to minis
try. It is not hard for him to identify 
because that pastor has been there. He
brews 2:17 says of Jesus, "He had to be 
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made like his brethren in every respect, 
so that he might become a merciful and 
faithful high priest in the service of 
God.” Since the children share in flesh 
and blood, he did the same. Like Jesus, 
the black pastor has to sit where his 
people sit!

Who is this black Southern Baptist 
pastor? He is a man of God, a holistic 
proclaimer of the good news.

Finally, we would like to believe that 
we are maturing to the extent that we 

can face all issues as Jesus would face 
them. And so with the great warrior, 
Paul, the apostle, we say, "I can do all 
things in him who strengthens me” 
(Phil. 4:13, RSV). We can even be pro
ductive Southern Baptists.

lRay F. Robbins, New Testament Survey Part III, rev. ed., 
(Nashville: Seminary Extension Department of Southern Baptist 
Seminaries, 1976), p. 9.

’From the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted 
1946, 1952, © 1971, 1973. Subsequent quotations are marked 
RSV.
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Book Reviews
With Wings as Eagles: Toward 
Christian Maturity. William B. 
Oglesby, Jr. Nashville: Abingdon, 1980. 
240 pages. $5.95, paper.

A unique and nontraditional investiga
tion into Christian maturity has been 
attempted in this book by William B. 
Oglesby, Jr. Refreshingly, it provides 
no simple step to maturity which can 
be achieved through intellectual, mys
tical, or propositional strategies. In
stead, it treats the development of 
Christian maturity by investigating 
the interpersonal relationships and the 
inward personal feelings of real people. 
Rather than didactic, the author gave 
life-situation data to share with readers 
the pilgrimage to Christian maturity.

Oglesby, professor of pastoral coun
seling at Union Theological Seminary 
in Richmond, Virginia, provides case 
studies of human experiences from his 
counseling practice. Of course, he al
tered the true identity of the persons by 
changing names. His primary purpose 
in the book is to demonstrate that 
Christian maturity evolves as a process 
of life’s involvements and life’s feel
ings. Oglesby discloses painful experi
ences in the lives of his characters, and 
he observes how wholeness or maturity 
emerged from these events and feel
ings. He compares the agony and ecsta
sy of Christian maturity with a 
quotation of Isaiah 40:31: "They that 
wait upon the Lord shall renew their 
strength; they shall mount up with 
wings as eagles; they shall run, and not 
be weary; and they shall walk, and not 
faint.”

To help readers develop Christian 

maturity Oglesby uses a distinctively 
different methodology. He gives the 
reader glimpses into the lives of about 
ten main characters and a half dozen or 
so other personalities. From this re
viewer’s perspective the narrations 
center primarily around John and Mar
tha Mason, who represent middle-aged 
Christians still in the maturation pro
cess. In all thirteen chapters the author 
pictures either a situation or projected 
feelings of these two people. He relates 
numerous other relationships connect
ed with John and Martha: their two 
sons, William and Frank; Frank’s wife 
Mary and their two children, Bill and 
Betty; their friends, George and Grace 
Nelson; their children’s teacher, Miss 
Morrison; their pastor, Dr. Howard 
Watson; their son (Frank’s) business as
sociate, Charlie; and a man named Har
old who seeks to work with John and 
Martha’s alcoholic friend, George Nel
son.

Oglesby pictures the personalities in 
situations which are common to daily 
living. Throughout the case study, nar
ration style, the author speaks of par
ent-child tensions, business pressures, 
marital difficulties, moral dilemmas, 
self-image problems, loss of a loved one, 
and other behavioral situations. He 
uses a fictionalized account of the bibli
cal model of the elder brother and the 
prodigal (Luke 15) to depict the two 
sons of John and Martha Mason, name
ly William and Frank.

In giving the various glimpses into 
the lives of people, Oglesby wrote thir
teen chapters. The first chapter gives 
the setting or introduction to the case
study, reflective, and didactic ap
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proaches. The final chapter is a conclu
sion to the different personal narra
tives and a reflection on the subject of 
Christian maturity. The other eleven 
chapters treat life-situation experi
ences such as conscience, anxiety, hos
tility, decision, freedom, faith, hope, 
love, joy, peace, and gratitude. Each 
chapter has one or more pageants of 
personal experiences. Oglesby relates 
skillfully interpersonal relationships 
and exposes human feelings. Periodi
cally he pauses after personal experi
ences to share biblical insights into the 
life situation and into the prominent 
human emotion produced by the situa
tion.

A prominent example of Oglesby’s 
style may be seen in chapter 9, entitled, 
"Love.” John and Martha Mason are 
presented in a complicated conversa
tion about their son William, the prodi
gal who quit college and left home. 
Martha and John speak about previous 
years which they had with their boys. 
They project hope for William’s future. 
After this personal conversation of 
John and Martha, the author gives 
didactic insights into the biblical con
cept of love and how one matures amid 
loving relationships.

Oglesby does a unique job in helping 
people seek maturity out of their life’s 
experiences. The case studies are real, 
and they are presented with amazing 
human possibility. Nonetheless, the 

reader has to be extremely careful 
when reading the book. Throughout 
the various pageants of personal ex
periences, you do not catch immediate 
connections and relationships. Without 
a doubt the reader has to be involved 
constantly with the continuing saga. 
There is narration, reflection, and case 
study mingled in each chapter. One has 
some trouble changing with the au
thor’s literary style.

An individual Christian would profit 
from reading the book. It will be a "mir
roring” experience, for the reader will 
find himself or herself in the narration 
or in the human feeling. Perhaps the 
best use of the book would be for group 
study. Originally the book was written 
for a group study. Study groups will 
find the personal experiences to be real, 
the didactic material to be biblically in
formative and helpful, and the reflec
tions to be a mirror of human nature. 
The style of the book differs drastically 
from the usual study book, but here is 
a book that combines the lives of people 
with biblical insight. Reading it will be 
different; but if taken seriously by ei
ther an individual or a group, the ven
ture will be profitable.

Harold T. Bryson
Associate professor of preaching 

New Orleans Baptist Theological
Seminary

New Orleans, Louisiana
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□ci iinu inc vvunu

Baptist • tTelecommunication
Network i* x
A SATELLITE TELECOMMUNICATION NETWORK OPERATED BY THE BAPTIST SUNDAY SCHOOL BOARD

Right now BTN is broadcasting 4-6 hours of programming a 
day, 5 days a week. Broadcasting such programs as:
individual Messages:

• The Pastor as a Manager/ 
Overseer (28 min.)

• A Small Church at Work 
(25 min.)

• Redreaming the Dream 
Through Long-Range 
Planning (23 min.)

• Spiritual Directions 
Emphasis Planning (25 min.) 

Regular On-Going Series, Monthly: 
• The LIFE System (30 min. 

each)
• MasterLife Focus (30 min. 

each)
• Deacon’s Meeting Training 

(10-15 min. each)

BTN SUBSCRIPTION INFORMATION
Churches participating in BTN must subscribe in order to receive 

programming. Rates are based on resident church membership.
Subscription fees are to be billed and paid for on a quarterly basis.

Any church wishing to pay for a full year in advance will receive a 5% discount.

Broadman Video Equipment/TVRO Systems
Broadman offers a complete line of video equipment—recorders/players, 

cameras, television receivers, video carts/stands and a line of professional 
video production equipment—everything you’ll need to get started.

Broadman also offers for purchase 10, 13, and 16-foot first-quality, 
commercial TVRO systems with or without installation, complete with 
warranty and dependable maintenance.

BTN—IT’S HAPPENING NOW!
FOR MORE INFORMATION ON BTN, FILL OUT THE COUPON BELOW.

^nv Please send me the following information concerning BTN:
□ Details of BTN programs and subscription rates.
□ Details of Broadman TVRO systems.
□ Brochure of video equipment. ^°‘

_____________________ ffiROADMAN
Address Consumer Sales 
city state zip Nashville, Tennessee 37234
Phone  (615) 251-2544

(Area and Local) S 10/84



the next step...
Survival Kit II

After a new Christian
has completed Survival 

Kit for New Christians, 
what’s the next step?

Survival Kit II: 
the Journey Continues!

Ralph Neighbour’s new 11-week workbook follows 
the same format as the first Survival Kit. It helps 
Christians confront the everyday challenges of living 
and growing in Christ. In Survival Kit II: the 
Journey Continues, Christians learn about their 
responsibility to minister in every area of life. 
Practical exercises lead adults to apply their 
values in daily life.

Survival Kit II*  can be used 
individually, in a class, or 
anytime Christians are 
gathered together for 
study. (Leader’s guidance is 
included in the back.)

*Completing Survival Kit for New Christians is not 
required before using Survival Kit II.

So, for every Christian, 
eager to keep growing, 
there’s Survival Kit II: the
Journey Continues. Order on your 
Undated Materials Order Form your 
church receives each quarter or use the 
convenient coupon below.
Survival Kit II: the Journey Continues is the next step 
for the growing Christian.

□ YES! I want to keep growing...send m< 
Survival Kit II: the Journey Continues, #7284-4 
$2.75 each. 
Qty. 

Account Number------------------------------------------------------
Account Name--------------------------------------------------------
Add ress-----------------------------------------------------------------
City State_____ ZIP-----------

Mail to Materials Services Department, 
127 Ninth Avenue, North, Nashville, TN 
37234 
Orders under $5 must be accompanied by 
payment. 
Prices subject to change without notice. 
Individuals please include payment with order.

Subtotal ______
Less 5% for paymer 
with order ______
Net Amount_____
State Tax*  _____
Total _____

*AR,LA,MS,NC,WA


