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Introduction — Leviticus 25:10

One of America’s most treasured relics is a 2000 pound 
bell now in Independence Hall, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
and today we have a replica of this Liberty Bell here in the 
Convention Hall. The theme of our presidential message 
comes from the phrase chiseled around the top of the bell 
which was taken from Leviticus 25:10, “Proclaim liberty 
throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.” It 
seems particularly fitting that we speak today on the subject 
“Let the Bells Ring” and the text taken from the top of the 
Liberty Bell and add the spiritual dimension, “Let Christ’s 
Freedom Ring”.

Bells have always been significant in the history of our 
world. They are mentioned as early as the second book in the 
Bible. “A golden bell and a pomegranate, a golden bell and a 
pomegranate, upon the hem of the robe round about,” Exo­
dus 28:34. The scripture makes reference to the bell in 
Zechariah 14:20, “In that day shall there be upon the bells, 
Holiness unto the Lord”. Bells have historically been used 
to celebrate special events. All over the new world bells rang 
on July 4, 1776, 199 years ago. When the Allied troops 
pushed the aggressive Germans back at the Battle of the 
Marne, and the Germans surrendered to the Allies, bells rang 
in the cathedrals of France, in the great churches of Britain 
and all across America and the free world!

For some reason the bells in America stopped ringing. Like 
our Christian testimony they have been muted, like our 
songs of praise to Almighty God, they have been silenced, 
and like our prayers, they have been throttled. On this eve of 
our bicentennial in this land so singularly and obviously 
blessed of God, I say . . . Let the Bells Ring, again!

I am praying that during this 118th annual session and 
130th year of our Southern Baptist Convention we will hear 
the bells begin to ring again. Let us make them ring across 
the Eastern Seashore and across the Allegheny Range, across 
the middle west and across the Mississippi River to the Plain 
states; then let their clarion peal be heard in the villages and 
hamlets of the western mountain area, and to the great popu­
lous areas of the west coast. Let the bells of Christ’s freedom 
chime north to Alaska, out over the Pacific, to the islands of 
Hawaii. Let the southern breezes carry their clarion echo 
across the Gulf States, to the Atlantic Seaboard. Let the bells 
be heard ringing for all the people of all the world. Let 
Christ’s freedom ring, the freedom purchased for us on the

cross of Jesus Christ, validated by His resurrection, and an­
ticipated in His soon return. Let the Bells Ring!

I. LET THE BELL RING FOR A RETURN TO OUR 
NATIONAL GREATNESS.

America had a spiritual birth. Columbus, our discoverer, 
thought of himself as a servant of God. He set sail with 
prayer and placed a cross on the lead ship and when he 
landed he knelt and planted that cross upon the new soil 
and dedicated the new country to God. When the English set­
tlers landed at Jamestown, their first act was to kneel and 
dedicate themselves to God and the new continent to the 
God who created it. When the Plymouth Pilgrims landed 
they placed the cross on old Plymouth Rock and knelt in a 
prayer of dedication to God. The first public building our 
forefathers erected was a church and their first public exer­
cise was the worship and praise of their God. The Declara­
tion of Independence demonstrated the religious commit­
ment of the infant nation. They placed four specific referenc­
es to the dependence of our nation on God:

“. . .  the laws of Nature and Nature’s God. .
“. . .  that all men are created equal, that they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain un­
alienable rights. .

“. . .  appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world 
for the rectitude of our intentions. .

“. . .  with a firm reliance on the protection of divine 
Providence..

At the suggestion of Benjamin Franklin, the Constitu­
tional Convention at Philadelphia stopped and knelt in fervent 
prayer for God’s wisdom in framing the Constitution.

These sturdy people crossed the ocean, not to find soil for 
their plows but liberty for their souls. The secret of America 
is her spiritual heritage. One hundred and fifty years ago a 
noted Frenchman came to America to seek the secret of her 
greatness. He wrote, “I sought for America’s greatness. I 
found it not in her fields and forests; I found it not in her 
mines and factories; I found it not in her Congress and great 
tribunals. It was only when I heard her preaching righteous­
ness that I discovered her greatness.” Then he added, 
“America is great because America is good. If America 
ceases to be good, America will cease to be great.”

America is living in an integrity crisis! We are seeing a 
culture developing which accepts lying, cheating and stealing 
as an acceptable practice in life to accomplish human goals. 
Watergate, pardon my mentioning it, has underscored the 
importance of honesty. I feel that we are becoming a nation 
of dishonest people. It is easy to point our finger at govern­
ment officials who have been indiscreet in their income tax 
or have used obscenity. But, dishonestly is not restricted to 
high government officials. As Billy Graham has said, “There 
is a little Watergate in all of us.” But brethren, how much 
difference is there in cribbing on college exams or from let­
ting a story in the first person which you lifted from some 
book of illustrations, or some joke you heard on television, be­
come a personal experience? As we are always accurate in 
our statistics . . . about the number of baptisms, the number 
of people who come forward in our revivals? Or, are we like



the man who wrote the IRS and said, “Last year I did not 
report certain income and my conscience has bothered me, 
so I’rn sending you the enclosed check. P.S. If my conscience 
keeps bothering me I’ll send you some more.” In our preach­
ing let us raise the same standard for ourselves that we do 
for our listeners! Let’s revive that old phrase, “His word is 
his bond!” The early Christians preached and practiced 
honesty.

“Walk Honestly.” Romans 13:13
“Let your conversation be honest.” I Peter 2:12
“Think on things which are honest.”
“Be honest in the sight of all men.” Romans 12:17 
“You should do that which is honest.” II Corin­
thians 13:7

We are living in a belief crisis! We have lost our ability to 
believe or have faith in anything. This has developed a state 
of mind where v/e don’t want to believe anything or anyone, 
yet we know we must believe. We are hungry to believe but 
we don’t believe the food we are offered has any nourishment 
in it. Never have we been told so much and offered so little 
so we have become skeptical of everything and everybody. A 
recent poll revealed that most people:

Question the Biblical view of marriage 
Have a general distrust of business men 
Regard scientists as people out to make a fast buck 
Over 73% no longer have confidence in the presi­
dency
64% have little or no confidence in Congress 
63% do not believe what they hear or read 
through mass media
Trust their own personal physician but have a strong 
allergy to medical profession
The majority have lost their faith in educators, 
especially school teachers who strike

The pollsters had so many peculiar responses to questions 
on religion and the church that they couldn’t reduce them to 
percentages. Their final question was to ask people if they 
believed in poll takers and fifty persent said they didn’t be­
cause they were all fakes.

What has produced this frame of mind in our great coun­
try? Clare Boothe Luce in a U.S. News and World Report 
interview, spoke it clear and loud, “Modem man has lost his 
soul. This is really what is at the root of his malaise.” To 
regain our Christian hope demands more than a renewed 
patriotism to a troubled nation. It demands a dynamic en­
counter with a transcendent God who is alive in history and 
awaits His wandering children to come home. William Penn 
was right, “Men will be governed by God or they will be 
ruled by tyrants.”

Let us Ring the Bell to Call America Forward to Greatness!

II. LET THE BELL RING TO CALL US FORWARD 
TO A NEW WORLD VISION.

The prophet is heard to cry out, “Without a vision my 
people perish.” Without a vision my church, my denomina­
tion will perish. The great commission demands that we look 
beyond the four walls of our churches and beyond the or­
ganized structures of our boards, agencies and institutions to 
see all peoples of the earth who are in desperate need. Chris­
tians cannot be isolationist, comfortably speaking religious 
terms to each other at eleven o’clock Sunday morning. The 
whole church of God must go with the whole gospel to the 
whole world.

This whole gospel must be like a coin with two sides, like 
a sword with two edges, like God working with two hands, a 
gospel with personal faith and social action. One without the 
other is a false hope or a false religion. They must go together 
like faith and work in the New Testament. Let us not be

carried away by one or the other. We used to be told it was 
no use preaching the gospel to men with empty stomachs. It is 
now found that men with full stomachs do not even bother 
to listen.

We must speak to the social problems of the world but 
our speaking must be in the context of Biblical revelation 
and not from the lips of liberal sociologists, philosophers or 
theologians. We take our stand upon the principles laid down 
in scripture and not from the proclamations of unbelievers 
who propose a cause supported only by their demand for no­
toriety. The Bible has already spoken directly or by implica­
tion to every social problem which could ever confront an­
cient or modern man. “Thus saith the Lord,” is adequate 
guidance for every generation.

It has always been true, that a denomination that does not 
reach out to meet the needs of the world in which it lives, 
will die within that world. lesus not only preached to multi­
tudes, he fed them. Jesus told his disciples in front of a crowd 
of 5,000 hungry people, “Give them to eat.” We must not 
forget this command which came from our Lord, even if 
we realize that our help is only a drop in the ocean. The Lord 
will know how to use it, as He used the five loaves of bread 
and two fish. Any individual with a Christian conscience is 
disturbed and moved with compassion for the starving, suffer­
ing multitudes of the world.

We will see our Home Mission Board dramatize its involve­
ment on the cutting edge of people’s hurts. We will see how 
our concern is expressed in Goodwill Centers, Homes for 
Unwed Mothers, language groups, rehabilitation, pre-natal 
clinics and other expressions of Christian care. All of this 
action is redemptive in plan and purpose.

Without any organized effort, our churches have raised 
money and mailed it to our Foreign Mission Board as an ex­
pression of concern for starving people. We can no longer 
stand by idly but must act with a spirit of urgency. To re­
spond to outstretched hands of hunger will open doors of 
opportunity for evangelism. Not to respond invalidates our 
evangelistic effort which expresses concern for the soul but 
not the total man. Now could be our finest hour as we unite 
our resources to meet a world crisis. We must do what Jesus 
did . . . feed the multitude. Our world concern is expressing 
itself in meeting all other human needs on the foreign fields. 
Seminaries, hospitals, farmers, doctors and educators are part 
of a team to reach men in need of Christ.

We must remind ourselves as we give bread for life that we 
must also give the Bread of Life. I hope our denomination 
will never cease to believe that it makes its greatest contri­
bution to mankind when it introduces him to lesus Christ.

All the great revivals of history have resulted in social 
action which has endured through the ages. One that stands 
out as a testimony of the power of the gospel is the Evangeli­
cal Revival of England, led by Wesley and others, which 
broke the yoke of slavery. Spurgeon and Moody had employ­
ment bureaus, hospitals, orphanages, and offered other social 
services. They never considered it either-or, but rather both 
meeting man’s total need. This is the gospel message in its 
full orb. The power of the gospel is adequate to usher in a 
social, moral, political and personal revolutionary change in 
society. There is no substitute for the power of the gospel 
as proclaimed in evangelism.

We are struggling with semantics. Missions and evangelism 
are two words we use interchangeably. To advocate we use 
the term, “All we do is evangelism,” is to shun our responsi­
bility in soul winning. All we do is missions because this is 
our caring and serving expression of outreach. Evangelism is 
the proclamation of who Jesus is, why He came and what 
He is doing. I challenge all of us to become engaged in a 
new proclamation of the gospel. Use all media, take every



available opportunity to become evangelistic, not just in­
directly by influence, but by personally sharing Christ.

Dr. E. S. James, editor emeritus of The Baptist Standard 
said, “There are two things which keep Baptists together, the 
Resurrection and Evangelism.” What he was saying is that the 
battle is won or lost in the area of evangelistic outreach. To­
day, the action is in the local church. It is only as we evange­
lize in the local church, then teach new believers stewardship, 
that we can continue boards, agencies, commissions and insti­
tutions which are so numerous in our convention. It is now 
time that the local church be given more support in its task 
of evangelism. We all rejoice in seeing the Home Mission 
Board restructure the division of evangelism and give it a 
more significant role of leadership. Now since we have re­
structured it we ought to adequately fund it for performance.

To give bread for life and the Bread of Life we must chal­
lenge all the people of our churches to become involved. We 
can no longer wait for a specialized task force of professional 
missionaries to win this world to Christ. Some practical plan 
must be adopted and propagated by the Foreign and Home 
Mission Boards to involved lay persons in our direct mission 
task. Lay persons are ready and willing to become a part if 
we are willing to innovate our strategy to include them. The 
proposed Bold New Plan for World Missions which the mis­
sions agencies are exploring is encouraging in this direction.

God has given us the divine game-plan to undergird our 
world mission program . . . the Cooperative Program. As we 
celebrate the 50th Anniversary of our togetherness we pause 
with a spirit of thanksgiving for leaders like M. E. Dodd and 
others who led us in joining hands and hearts through the 
Cooperative Program. Every pastor and church must rethink 
their relationship to this plan of mission support. Can we 
continue to call ourselves missionary or Christian unless we 
are willing to share more of the tithes and offerings of our 
people with the lost multitudes of the world? We have done 
so much with so little, we envision with excitement, what 
would be accomplished if we were to take the great commis­
sion seriously and let it be reflected in our church budgets? 
Now is the time to cut out all the frills of our local programs 
and channel more of God’s money to world missions. It is 
time to catch the spirit of our forefathers who in 1 845 stated, 
“Our life as a denomination emerged in an effort to elicit, 
combine and direct those resources over which God has 
placed us as stewards.”

To accomplish something noteworthy in this convention, 
I am advocating a cooperation not only in money but in spirit. 
I have always wanted to attend a convention which was posi­
tive and yet provocative. Why should we remember a con­
vention for its clashes, conflicts or debate? Let’s have the 
spirit of oneness that sends us away from here with a tear of 
compassion rather than the trauma of tension. Let’s leave 
here with a little fire from heaven which we can take back to 
our churches so that we can conquer this world for Christ in 
our lifetime.

Nothing can be accomplished in the strength of our human 
flesh. The book of Zechariah clearly states it, “Not by might 
nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord.” (Zechariah 
4:6) I am calling upon our convention to adopt a program 
which I call “Project 714”. It is found in II Chronicles 7:14, 
“If my people, which are called by my name shall humble 
themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their 
wicked ways; then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive 
their sin, and will heal their lands.” It is now time to refrain 
from being critical prophets of our nation and world. Let’s 
do something positive. I would like for the convention’s Reso­
lutions Committee to bring a resolution to us asking our peo­
ple to set aside at least one day a month for fasting and pray­
ing for our nation and for the starving multitudes of the 
world. This should include our churches, boards, agencies,

commissions and our institutions. Let all who believe in the 
power of God through prayer give immediate support. I 
would also challenge every church to have at least one 
church-wide offering to feed the hungry of the world, and 
help develop to a greater degree the self-reliance of people 
on their own resources. It is now time to do more than talk. 
It is time to act.

III. LET THE BELL RING CALLING US TO BUILD 
NEW TESTAMENT CHURCHES.

This has been and is our supreme task, winning and disci- 
pling into a fellowship called His Church. All that we are dis­
cussing about world evangelization is determined at the level 
of the local church. It is here that we win or lose the battle. 
We thank God that the victory has been won at Calvary and 
Jesus said about His Church, “The Gates of Hell shall not 
prevail.” The degree to which we include all men in God’s 
redemption is dependent on our faithfulness in making real 
the Great Commission.

Our Southern Baptist Convention statistics indicate some 
growth in 1974, however, not to the degree of some other 
years. This is not a time to sit and cry but a time to do or 
die. This is the time to rethink our priorities, redesign some 
of our strategy, call upon the divine power of God and move 
forward. The cause of Christ has always flourished best in 
difficult situations. The book of Acts teaches us that the 
gospel can flourish in spite of social and economical corrup­
tion or upheaval. The darker the day the brighter the light of 
the gospel has shone. In spite of martyrdom and persecution 
the gospel spread. The blood of the martyr has always been 
the seed of the church. There is a great spiritual vacuum in 
the v/orld and we are being challenged to step into this empti­
ness and proclaim, “This is the way of the Lord, walk ye in 
it.” George Mahon, our U.S. Congressman from West Tex­
as, said about our national crisis, “God leads us out into 
deep water not to drown us, but to cleanse us.” Now we are 
ready to be cleansed to become His vessels for service. There 
are some basic tollings of this bell that we must sound loud 
and clear.

We must hear the ring calling us to Biblical authority. The 
Baptist Faith and Message Statement adopted by the Conven­
tion in 1963 has a basic statement to which most people sub­
scribe. “The Holy Bible was written by men divinely in­
spired and is the record of God’s revelation of Himself to 
man. It is a perfect treasure of divine instruction. It has God 
for its author, salvation for its end, and truth, without any 
mixture of error, for its matter. It reveals the principles by 
which God judges us; and therefore is, and will remain to 
the end of the world, the true center of Christian union, and 
the supreme standard by which all human conduct, creeds, 
and religious opinions should be tried. The criterion by which 
the Bible is to be interpreted is Jesus Christ.”

The Bible is important but we ought to be as concerned 
about living it as we are about defending it. You only believe 
what you live. We say we believe the Bible, but we don’t bring 
our lives and families into conformity with its teachings.

It is a sad statistic to read in one of our Baptist periodicals 
that 1,000 of our Southern Baptist ministers defect from the 
ministry each year. A study committee has made an evalua­
tion and report which indicate some of the basic problems.

The Christian ministry has never been easy. David Haney 
in his book, RENEW MY CHURCH, says, “Jesus promised 
those who follow Him only three things: they would be 
absurdly happy, entirely fearless, and always in trouble.” His­
tory recalls in 1651 Obadiah Holmes was publicly whipped 
by the authorities of Massachusetts for participating in a 
Baptist service. His back bleeding and covered with huge 
whelps produced by the leather thongs, Holmes cried, “You 
have struck me as with roses.” One of our forefathers



wrote in 1805, “Everyday I travel I have to swim through 
creeks and swamps, and I am wet from head to feet, and for 
some days from morning to night I am dripping with water.
I have rheumatism in all my joints. What I have suffered in 
body and mind my pen is not able to communicate to you. 
But this 1 can say, while my body is wet with water and 
chilled with cold my soul is filled with heavenly fire, and I 
can say with Paul, ‘But none of these things move me, neither 
count I my life dear unto myself, so that I might finish my 
course with joy.’ ” In comparison we are living in luxuries 
and ease like millionaires and kings. Nevertheless, the spirit 
of the world has bled over into the ministry and we are 
plagued with the sins of our congregations resulting in our 
downfall. Broken homes, dissipated lives, forgotten dreams fill 
the cathedrals of worship. In spite of these regretful episodes, 
I call upon our convention to be understanding, forgiving, re­
demptive rather than critical and derogatory. If they are to 
be restored they must have a helping hand from the people 
of God. Some agency of our convention ought to develop a 
redemption center, a restoration clinic, and a rehabilitation 
clinic for those in true repentance. If what we preach about 
God’s forgiveness is true, let us practice it.

What we have stated is an infinitesimal part of the true 
committed men and women of God. Across the battle fronts 
of our world mission endeavor stand the best people in all the 
world sacrificing themselves even to death for the gospel. I 
only state a reminder that our churches can rise no higher 
spiritually than we who are the leaders. Let us live up to the 
standards we preach for our followers.

None of the propositions stated earlier can be accomplished 
without a positive element of Christian compassion. Jesus saw 
the multitudes and was moved to feel and do something.

Sinclair Lewis was a great writer. Once an Italian editor 
came to interview Mr. Lewis after one of his speeches. He 
said, “Mr. Lewis, I have read your many books like:

Babbitt—which had to do with the American business 
man and his struggles and frustration is a competitive 
society.

Elmer Gantry—which was an exposure of the insincerity 
of some ministers.

Arrowsmith—dealing with inconsistencies of some phy­
sicians.

Main Street—which discussed the problems of little peo­
ple in little towns.”

“Mr. Lewis, I would like to ask you, do you have a solution 
to these problems?” The writer turned to the editor and said, 
“No, I do not have a solution to these problems and further­
more, I do not care.”

The Italian editor later wrote, “Mr. Lewis is a great 
writer but he is not a great man. A great man not only knows 
the problem but he cares!”

Action speaks louder than words. If we really care, God 
has given us the most strategic time in history to demon­
strate it.

It is true, “This is no time to sit and cry but a time to do 
or die.”

One contemporary historian marked the basic factors in the 
success of the early church in this manner. First, they believed

in spiritual gifts which included a divine call and purpose. 
Second, they believed in the immediate return of Christ which 
gave them a sense of urgency. Third, they knew that God had 
pointed them to a destiny and would see them through it. 
These elements of faith are now evident in our fellowship 
and will move us toward victory in Jesus Christ.

The other day I was sitting with a friend of mine who 
shared a very moving story that he said had basis in fact. 
He indicated that several years ago a father decided to take 
his son to the rural community in which the father had been 
reared. After they had gone through the small town, he said, 
“I want to take you out now to the church where I went 
to Sunday School, where I made my profession of faith in 
Christ and where I shared so many happy moments as I sat 
with my mother and father and sisters and brothers and 
friends every fourth Sunday when the preacher would come 
to our small community and preach.”

They walked into the church yard. The door had fallen 
off the front of the church, the paint had peeled, several of 
the window panes had been broken out, the pews were cov­
ered with dust, the pulpit had been knocked to one side and 
it obviously had not been used for many, many years. But, 
as the father stood there and the son wandered around the 
building, his mind was filled with nostalgia and remembrance 
of the warmth and Christian love of other days and of years 
long gone by. Finally as they started out, the boy noted a 
rope hanging in the small foyer of this wood frame church 
building and said, “What’s that, Daddy?” He answered, “Well, 
that’s the rope that goes to the bell up in the belfry. I don’t 
even know if the bell is still there. But I do remember that I 
would help my father hitch the team up early so I could be 
one of the first here and the visiting preacher would always 
let me ring the bell.”

The boy said, “Well, Daddy, why don’t you see if the bell 
is still there.” And the father with a mind Hooded with hap­
py memories took hold of the rope with both hands and he 
began to pull it and the large bell was still there and began 
to go out over the community and country-side. The little 
boy said, “Ring it again, Daddy! Ring it again!” And he rang 
it again and again and again and again but what he did not 
realize was that the people from miles around on that still 
summer day could hear the sound of that bell that had been 
so long silent and they thought that some tragedy had be­
fallen the community and so they got in their pickups, and in 
their cars and came. Within an hour’s time there were twen­
ty-five or thirty people standing in the church yard and this 
father began introducing his son to the people he had known 
in other days and children with whom he had been reared 
and some who were new. He explained to them what he had 
done and he apologized and finally the little boy said, “Why 
don’t you do what you used to do? Why don’t we have a serv­
ice like you were teliing me you used to have?” So, the father, 
though not used to it, decided this would be a good thing to 
do and the people came into the church. To make a long story 
short . . . that church is now a thriving, rural church and 
it is in good repair. They have a full-time work all because a 
father rang the bell that called people not merely back to a 
building, but back to a faith that strengthened lives and 
strengthened the homes, which faith is the only thing that can 
insure for us and our children and our nation . . .  a happier 
and holier and more prosperous tomorrow!


