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SOUTHERN BAPTISTS AND THE VOICE OF GOD

BY J. W. STORER

Let us obey no other. But that there will be other voices, sume =trident, some
melodious, some scornful, and some as sweet a:z honey, of that we may well be
certain,.

Indeed, it i= not wisdom to ignore that certainty engraved on the scroll of
the future, it is rather the part of wisdom to recognize its impact upon the present.
Nor will those voices be lifted alone from without our own household of faith, for
within ourselves we are in danger of dinning our own eardrums.

Since we last met in St. Louiz. the world has not moved perceptibly nearer
to unity and peace, nor have we as a nation acquired any incontestable title to
L'topia. The things that swirl upon the surface are agitated by the upsurges from
hﬁneath: they will not change their course because men stand on the bank and
shout.

With all the comforts brought about by gadgetz, there still remains the devasta-
tion of sin and sorrvow; 53 per cent of our national income is earmarked for
the military, the armaments of which are obsolete before they are completed; our
prisons are full; cities ave terrorized by teen-age gangsters, a vielous proportion
of them girls; termites eat at the heart of the national integrity and take shelter
under the fifth amendment; race hatred rears its ugly head just as high as ever;
and mourners still go about the streets,

It does little good to sing—even with unction and tears—"God Bles: America,”
until America first agonizez “God be merciful to us, sinner:z,” On the basis of
figures released by the National Temperance League for the year ending May.
1953, 5,781,931,048 pounds of barley. rve, corn, oat= and wheat, and 2,236,621 wine
gallons of molasses, and 113,357,807 pounds of sugar and syrup go into the
making of beer and distilled spirits in this country annually, and its finished
products make shambles of the highways. populate our slums and penal institu-
tions, wreck our homes and blight the lives of little children and deliver votes to
entrench the whizskey power in high places—how can God blesz an America
which will not hear His voice and repent of its evil way?

Lord Morley was right when he spoke of the “horrid burden and impediment
of the soul which the soul calls sin, and which, by whatever name you call it, is
a real catastrophe in the moral nature of men.”

While by no means are we to ignore the advice, suggestions, or eritieism from
well meaning friend: without the camp, some of whom are obzeszed with their
own omnizcience and who have been valiantly accompanving themselves for many
vears on a harp of one string, it will be best to treat them as well meaning friends,
and not as guides. At that, we must acknowledge that the world would stagnate
were it not for those who, if they do nothing else. stir the cauldron.

But what shall we say about the divergent and often ill-tempered voices which
come from within our own ranks? Some of these conflicting voices, happily, are
not such through either lack of interest or of lovalty—it is rather that the
divergency comes from the emphasis which each feels his viewpoint demands.
And because each is honest, because each speaks from sincere convietion, and
because each insists upon priority, the swift certaintv of our vovage toward the
promised land’s possession is hindered, if not indeed at times imperiled.

There ave those who, realizing the vast potentialities of our mission program,
and our present inadequate financial acerument for the erection of new church
buildings, would launch a credit approach to the problem. They would borrow
on the assets of our agencies, and upon the financial rating painfully built up
through blood and sweat and teavs. thuz project our mi=:ion work.

Let the brethren be reminded, and it iz hoped without offenze. by uvne of those
many who in the thirties helped to take up the ecrumbled ruins of a denominational
empire and went up and down the land seeking money with which to pay our
debts, that over-extension of non-existent finances is easy—but it i= also fraught
with much disaster.
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_There are those, many of whom have a contagious inability to reason through
things, who assert that we now live in a new world and that ours is a day of
doing business on borrowed money. It is understandable that in these lush
financial times it is almost inconceivable that it has not always been thus, and
because the memory of those terrible days is dimmed for many who lived through
them, and is only an oft repeated tale heard by those who had no experience in
them, therefore it is an irritation to refer to them,

Now no way has yet been discovered, either in fiscal affairs or moral issues, to
do away with pay day some day; the laws of financial gravity may be slow, but
they are certain, a cautionary suggestion certainly not intended to be a crippling
one. And we will, if we ave wise, so propose our financial program that the
danger of those sad days of the thirties will not be repeated.

Another voice within our ranks is that which would place upon us a harness
of uniformity to a standard wrought out by sectional interpretations. The
Southern Baptist Convention has, throughout its history, gone up the middle of
the road—that road which we are persuaded our Saviour walked. That road has
always been guided on the Cross. We have met and we will always meet opposi-
tion to that position—we may as well get accustomed to it.

. God keep us from the description of Ezekiel 33:32, “Thou art as a very lovely
voice, all rthe people hear thy voice and do them not.” May our faith be held with
sincere simplicity, but with an absolute conviction; may we never live in the
negative, but always in the positive, “for if the trumpet give an uncertain voice,
who shall prepare himself for war?”

There must be an authority for us—but it is not the authority of either an
ecclesiastical head, or of ecclesiastical clothing—we will have neither a Pope nor a
mitre. We will have no fellowship with a system resting on accretions of church
authority rather than on the experimental verification of Seriptural truth. “For
God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath shined in our
hearts, to give the light of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”

Certitude in religion is more than a speculative theory; it will, if answered
aright, lead us into peace, or if answered wrongly, into darkness and unrest. It
iz self-evident that the authority for us must be in God, and not in our own
individual consciousness.

Someone has said that matters of religion are to be weighed in the balance of
reason, and whatever does not appeal to the individual veason as being harmonious
with its standard is to be thrown aside. But two things are overlooked here,
human reason is sorely demagnetized by sin, and it ignores or excludes the
supernatural,

What shall be said, therefore, as to that voice which we Southern Baptists
must follow, as, bound together with a rope of sand, so our critics zay, we strive
to spread the gospel once for all delivered to the saints?

Let this he the answer: The orders come from Christ, whose authorvity is
supreme and are found in that revelation we call the Bible, the unique, inspired
record of salvation; the highest peaks in its lofty range being His virgin birth,
Hiz cross and His resurrection.

And let us beware of any voice or voices which would bring upon us a Southern
Baptist Inquisition, and turn our Convention, or our churches, into trial courts of
judgment called by a Grand Inquisitor after the formula of Innocent the Fourth,
and confirmed by succeeding Popes. We want no Baptist Torquemada! Nor, on
the other hand, do we want a Convention of guerrilla warriors, who wear no
uniform, acknowledge no rules, and know no restraint.

To do so would be but to come together in Convention to have our ears grow
longer, and place a premium upon the opinions of those who do not know, which
is nothing but denominational agnosticisin. Some there are who regard it as a great
virtue to swirl in space, unanchored to anything, not answerable to anyone, and
with freedom to fly in all directions at one and the same time.

They glory in a watered-down denominationalism, and boast that they wear
no man’s collar, not even their own; they strike lusty blows at the citadel of sin
with bags of wind, and have a really notable gift for the clamorous presentation
of the obvious.

Believing in everything, they balk at nothing—though one must admit of many
such, they are both loquacious and gracious whilst they strive to make the world
safe for their own hobbies. Of one like this it was said, “He moved out into the
mystic beyond like a ghost, beyond men, beyond the universe, beyond all gods
into the place where words grew deep because they lost their meaning, and it
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was he and neither was the other and both, and we all felt philosophic and un-
conscious, and put it down in our notebooks and went home, after meditating
awhile.”

Aristophanes, who was much more than a writer of comedies, must havel”]lad

that situation in mind when he wrote, “Whirl is King, having driven out Zeus”!

Now, while it is right and proper to weigh these and all other voices in the
scales of sanity, and view their implications with the correct perspective, there
is one voice to which we must give heed, and His command we must obey. That
the voice of God speaks to individuals there is no doubt, and that He speaks to
our Convention, a eollection of individuals, iz an equal certainty. As He spoke in
the past, He speaks to us today. When we hear Him, that whirl of which
Aristophanes spoke, and of which we arve aware, is driven out, with us it will be
as with the Emmaus brethren, “Was not our heart burning within us while
He spake to us?”

Faced with our difficulties, let us have a new evaluation of Him who is no less
efficient today than He was in the days of Moses, and remember that, thanks to
grace, He is far more concerned with us than we are with Him.

If the chariots and horsemen of God are on our side, what is the use of
fretting? Only, let us be sure! “Did we in our own strength abide, our striving
would be losing, were not the right Man on our side, the Man of God's own
choosing”! It has never heen devotion to God which has led us into distress—
quite the contrary. Nor must it be said of us as someone zaid of Carlyle that he
believed in a God who died in the days of Oliver Cromwell. Ours iz the living
God, and to be sure of this puts life under the ribs of death.

What, then, does this living God demand of Southern Baptists assembled in
Miami, and of us when we shall have returned home?

Will it be considered trite to say that on the authority of the Bible we are to
witness first of all to spiritual verities? That is what He said in His Great Com-
mission. Whatever we as a Convention may decide to suggest, whatever we as
individuals and churches may decide to undertake, that must be the basis for our
doing. Upon all our charters, in all our activities, in all our lives must be seen,
when held to the light, the cross mark of the Son of God.

What are those eternal verities? Though the answers be brief, they shall be
intense.

First, we must give to the world our continued witness to an immanent and
Sovereign God. The incarnate Christianity of which Paul glories, “I live, yet not
I, but Christ who liveth in me,” must be rooted in the sovereignty of God. We
are told that Sir Francis Drake had, as his erest, an anchor with a cable running
up into the sky—which has deep significance.

We hear of world rulers and world powers—there is not, never has been, never
will be any single individual except One, who has the right or the qualification to
aspire to world power, and there is not, never has been, never will be any nation
or society or people in the world except one, that has the right or the resources
to carry such claims to a glorious and suecessful eonelusion.

Whao is that individual? He is described in Philippians 2:9-11: “Wherefore
also God highly exalted him, and gave unto him the name which is above every
name; that in the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven and
things on earth and things under the earth, and that every tongue should confess
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

Who is that people? “But ye are an elect race, a royal priesthood, a holy
nation, a people for God's own possession, that ve mayv show forth the excellencies
of him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light,” 1 Peter 2:9.

Second, God demands of Southern Baptists a continued and living witness to
His redeeming power in Christ. For the heart of Christianity is that God,
through Christ can make men new, liberate them from selfishness and create in
them new desires and affections.

Something had gene wrong with the world, Christ came to set it right. We do
not progress from social relations to individual relations, but from individual
to social; the community will never be transformed until the individual is.

This is the t:..'pe_nflthinking at whiph some moderns sneer as lacking in social
consciousness, yet it is the type which founded hospitals, schools, missionary
societies, and orphanages. For not only is Christ the Saviour from something, He
is the Saviour to zomething. 3

Said Jesus to Nicodemus—he was the best of his class, and his class was the
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best of the classes—“Ye must be born again,” which means that whether we like
it or not, conversion is not only a fact but a necessity.

Third, Southern Baptists must witness by their lives to their sacrificial devo-
tion to Christ. It is so easy for us to sing about the Cross—it seems so difficult
for us to live it. Which is one of our problems—we take our Christianity as a
superficial veneer, we have thought of it as if it meant the use of certain emo-
tions, that if we sang certain orthdox songs in a certain way, that were Christian
evidence enough. So we have tethered Christ among the lilies and garlanded
the Cross with beauty.

When Paul looked toward Rome, he saw not the authority of Caesar but the
power of the gospel, not the magnificence of the erown but the glory of the
Christ, and because this was so he wrote, and as if dipping the pen in his heart’s
blood, “I am debtor both to Greeks and to Barbarians, both to the wize and to
the foolish, So, as much as in me is, I am ready to preach the gospel to you also
that are in Rome. For I am not ashamed of the gospel: for it is the power of
God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the
Greek.” Romans 1:14-16.

This is the faith once for all committed unto Southern Baptists—and may it
be gladly acknowledged, to all those who love Him and look for His appearing.
That which we are called to proclaim is the good news from God about the
profoundest things of life relative to time and eternity.

It deals with causes. It is the glad news of redemption for a sin-cursed race,
by the sacrifice of a loving Heavenly Father, It is the proclamation of justifica-
tion for the guilty by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is the
transcendent solace found in the fact that He ever liveth to make intercession
for us. It is to this, that we are called to set the trumpet to our lips.

Can it be that the gospel trumpet note is but rarely heard amongst us? Can it
be that its call of courage, its threnody of warning, its exultant sound of victory
is lost amidst the world's cacophony?

Then shame upon us that such should be, for sweeter to the souls of men than
the voices of ten thousand silver throats is the lifted clear and unmistakable
cadence of His mighty words, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.”

Henry Martin, long years ago, went out to herald the gospel call in India.
Within three years after his landing in Bombay, he died. When his effects were
shipped home, on the fly leaf of his Greek New Testament, now in the University
Library at Cambridge were written these words:

“When I am dying, how glad I shall be

That the lamp of my life has blazed out for Thee!

I shall not mind that the way has been rough,

That Thy dear feet led the way was enough.

When I am dying, how glad shall 1 be

That the lamp of my life has blazed out for Thee.”

Beautiful words are those, and we would do well to ponder them. Because it is
such a spirit that must come down from the vaulted skies of God’s limitless pur-
pose if Southern Baptists are to thrust them into the world's open sores with the
balm of Gilead, and those leaves from the trees which are for the healing of the
nations.

This is no time to be gmall, and miss majesty, and we must not, heralds of the
King, be cabined, eribbed and confined, but out in the open for God.

May He keep us from becoming televised with the jargon of the day, but may
we become followers in the pathway beaten out for us by the feet of God, who
says, “He shall be called Jesus, for He shall save His people from their sins.”

“From their sins” is the greatest word of enfranchisement this tortured
world has ever heard. It is the last word! We need no more; not what we
were is the controlling consideration, but what we may be, thru the grace of God.

Redemption is God’s infinite mystery—angels look at it and wonder. Men saw
Him go from a cross to a grave, from a grave to life—they saw Him break death’s
sullen doors, and crush them beneath His feet—they saw Him rise for our justifi-
cation, and they listen whilst He makes intercession for them—this is what we
arve to tell all men everywhere!

Please God, we shall not tarry in our telling!



