
For Release After 1 1 :30 a.in.. Tues., June 14, 1977

LET THE CHURCH REACH OUT
James L. Sullivan

JAMES L. SULLIVAN, recently retired president of the 
Southern Baptist Convention’s Sunday School Board, is 
a current vice president of the Baptist World Alliance 
and is currently serving as President of the Southern 
Baptist Convention. A native of Silver Creek, Miss., he 
has served as pastor of churches in Kentucky, Tennessee, 
Mississippi and Texas. He has earned degrees from Mis
sissippi College and Southern Baptist Theological Semi
nary and has an honorary degree from Mississippi Col
lege. He is a frequent speaker at Baptist assemblies and 
conventions throughout the United States and is the 
author of numerous articles in magazines and periodicals.
He and his wife are residing in Tennessee.

A shell-shocked soldier in World War I stood dazed as an 
officer approached to ask, “What is your name?” His reply was, 
“I don’t know, sir.” Other questions like, “Who is your com
manding officer?”, “What outfit are you with?” and “How 
long have you been here?”, came in rapid fire order. To each 
he answered with puzzlement, ‘I dont know sir.” “Then why 
are you here?” the officer asked. In response the addled 
soldier stood erect, clicked his heels together, saluted and 
said, “I am here to fight, sir.” Like Abraham of old, he did 
not know “the where” but he did know “the why” of his 
journey.

Southern Baptists like Abraham stand now at the crossroads 
feeling compelled to move, asking God to lead each step of 
the way and to determine our route as we progress. We stand 
where Abram stood at Ur when God commanded that he 
move into the land which he would be shown. As Abram 
went, “not knowing whither he went” (Hebrews 11:8) he 
did know why. With that sense of Calling and destiny he 
moved in the spirit of conquest into the unknown tomorrow 
and God blessed him immeasureably. What would have 
happened had he stayed in Ur? Likely the world would never 
have known of him. Certainly he would never have achieved 
greatness.

Abram left the familiar as he launched toward the unex
plored. Only with a triumphant faith could he have done this. 
It meant his life had to be anchored with unceasing prayers 
asking that he be shown the way, step by step. So Bethel the 
place of prayer, became dear to him.

Moving toward Palestine the strategic land of his calling, 
Abram was placed at the very neck of the hourglass of his 
world’s geography. For it was God’s plan from the first that 
from that place the entire world would be influenced. His 
descendants would multiply like the sands of the sea. He 
would be blessed and he would prove a blessing. Through 
his lineage would come the Messiah to save all who would 
believe.

Southern Baptists now stands at a similar threshold. God 
is calling, even ordering. The hour to move out and upward 
is upon us. We have named the movement the Bold Mission 
Thrust. We are declaring courageously “Let the Church Reach 
Out.” This is not the time for the routine and the ordinary.

These are intense times and the challenge must be met with 
faith and daring much like Abraham’s journey.

Paul once said, “I was made a minister . . .  to make all 
men see . . . what is the fellowship of the mystery . . .  to the 
intent that now . . . might be known by the church . . . the 
manifold wisdom of God . . . according to the eternal purpose 
which he purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord”. These scripture 
excerpts in Ephesians 3:5-11 express the basic factors of the 
Bold Mission Thrust most graphically.

In speaking on “Let the Church Reach Out,” let me deal 
first with a: “Survey of our Heritage”, then “Sensing our 
Obligations” and ending with “Surging into Action.”

I. Survey of Our Heritage—Let us reach far back in time to 
ask, “What is the church?” “Where did it come from?” 
“What is it here to do?” “Who constitutes its member
ship?” These and other pertinent questions must be asked.

All too many people think of the church as a building on a 
corner with a spire, pews, and an organ. The church may meet 
there, but the church is the people. In a sense a church is a 
meeting of equals, under God each with a voice and a vote. 
But while it operates by democratic processes, it is not really 
a democracy. Rather it is a theo-democracy, with members 
discussing and voting, but with each seeking God’s will rather 
than the mere wish of the majority.

Qualifications for church membership are not to be con
ditioned on social or financial standing, or intellectual capaci
ties. The ground levels before the cross and human differences, 
other than those made by personal spiritual experiences, are 
superfluous. God is not interested in human differences, but in 
human similarities. All have sinned, all suffer, all hunger, all 
need a Savior, all need fellowship with fellow-believers. There
fore, the church is not made up of handpicked people, but of 
God chosen ones who can serve him with faith and in devo
tion.

A church is an organism. It lives, chooses, feels and grows. 
Paul likens it to a human body with many coordinated parts, 
all different but all needful, and all bound together into one. 
But the church is also an organization. It has officers, 
schedules, a place of meeting, established ways of doing 
things. It is an organized organism because it has a work to 
do and ought to get on with the doing of it.

Our Baptist beliefs go back to the very beginnings of the* 
church by Jesus Christ himself. So without apology we go 
back to the New Testament for our sources in matters of faith 
and in practice.

The founder of the church makes a big difference. Every 
institution they say is the lengthened shadow of some man. 
The founder's very personality reflects itself in the institution 
he has founded. Such is even truer of the church which Jesus 
began. It was Jesus who gave the church its life, heartbeat, 
reason for being and sense of destiny. He gave it its message, 
methods and motivation.



More recently and on these shores we have been celebrating 
our national Bicentenial. No one has had a more glorious 
history to review than that of our own Baptist forefathers who 
crusaded for soul freedom of all people in America’s early 
days. They were not a privileged people, but they understood 
what they needed to please God and to live at peace with 
themselves and others. So they became the glad heralds of 
freedom. They had few books, in fact most of them had only 
a Bible and a hymnal. But these were used profusely and with 
effectiveness.

They worked hard, practiced self-discipline and started 
little churches and schools wherever they went. God blessed 
their efforts. A famous man of letters once said, “Our greatest 
deeds we do unknowingly.” This certainly applied to our 
Baptist forefathers. For little did they know the greatness of 
their deeds, but their efforts laid the firm groundwork for our 
present day of stupendous Baptist membership and strength in 
the Southern Baptist Convention.

Our Baptist history is glorious and our people have been 
courageous. Imprisoned they have not been embittered or 
silenced. Publicly whipped and humiliated, they have not 
backed up or backed down.

The example of Jesus who “loved the church and gave 
himself for it,” (Eph. 5:25) lets us know of the spiritual 
nature of the church. It must seek and do God’s will and 
never adjust itself merely to what man may desire. A converted 
membership is a must for a Baptist church if that church is to 
fulfill its purpose. Each believer must have met the Savior 
face to face, found forgiveness, planted a personal faith in 
Christ and publicly committed himself to the Savior through 
confession and baptism.

The world will never welcome the church. It considers the 
church to be made up of meddling busybodies interfering with 
the personal affairs of others. A rescuer seeking to save a 
drunk from freezing to death in a snowstorm may get kicked 
and cursed. Likewise the church cannot turn away and let 
the world die just because it vigorously objects to its own 
rescue. A church cannot allow public or private abuses to 
silence it. Silence at times can be golden, but at other times it 
may be yellow. So the church is to expect both boos and 
cheers in its work.

No one would argue that the church is perfect, yet it is one 
of the truly dynamic forces of history. Study the seven 
churches of Asia. They had their frailties and shortcomings. 
But they also had their glories. Like Simon Peter they faltered 
at times and failed at the very moments of their greatest 
opportunity. But God made them effective.

Dr. J. B. Gambrell expressed it well when he said “God can 
sure hit a straight lick with a crooked stick.” While there are 
no flawless people or churches, or church members, we do 
have a flawless Christ, a perfect Gospel and matchless Book 
of divine revelation. Such is our heritage.

The security of the church lies in its maintaining the spirit 
and purpose of Christ, and not just the arguments or logical 
defenses of men. The church has not been obliterated by 
hardship and persecution. Nor will it be. So the question, 
“Will the church survive?” is superfluous. Christ answered, 
“I will build my church, the gates of hell (hades) shall not 
prevail against it” (Matt. 16:18). This is its guarantee from 
Christ.
II. Sensing Our Obligations—A church cannot wait for 

everything to be ideal before it moves out and up, nor 
can a denomination. We must start where we are with

what we have and move forward as God leads step by 
step and day by day.

Local churches are not dead-end streets. The blessings of 
God are not to flow to them and stop. A church is a channel, 
a conduit, a message of glad things, a sharing of God’s mercy 
and love.

The responsibility of every church in every community is 
to evangelize. No one can practice the principles of the Ser
mon on the Mount who has not met the Christ who preached 
that message. God took every initiative in human redemption 
and expects us to do likewise. He sent his Son. He gave his 
Son. He gave his church. He sent his spirit. So must we ex
ercise initiative. And a church is to lead out in searching for 
lost people. Sinners cannot be expected to flounder their way 
to church doors and find their way to the cross accidentally.

A church also has other major duties. Note a few:
1. Help Believers Comunicate with Their Maker—Man’s 

greatest God-given ability is that of worship. Here is 
where he excells over the beasts of the field, fowls of 
the air, and fishes of the sea. Man was made in God’s 
image, after God’s likeness, and can speak with his 
Maker and listen to God speak in return.

Ability to worship is not only humanity’s greatest 
capacity, but is often man’s most neglected oppor
tunity. The church is to help people exercise this 
greatest capability, that of worship, and do it with 
regularity as well as with reverence and awe.

2. Proclaim the Truths o f God—The pulpit is central 
in a Baptist church. The preacher is not an echo of 
tradition, but like John the Baptist he is a voice of 
revelation. John cried clearly “Behold the Lamb of 
God” (John 1:29). Prophecy had pointed out the 
nation, tribe, location and family. But John pointed 
out the man. The fingers of the prophets of God today 
should thrill to their tips with the truths of the Gospel 
proclaimed. Like John this announcer of God’s Word 
is to condemn sin, exhort sinners to turn from their 
evil ways, call the world to prepare to follow the 
Savior, then identify Christ in such unmistakable 
terms that the world cannot fail to understand.

3. Provide Christian Instruction—God not only ordered 
us to teach in the Great Commission, but he also 
gave us our textbook, the Bible, with which to do it. 
Our teaching must be zealous and for results. The 
lessons must be related to life. The equipping of the 
saints is an endless and ever incompleted task.

1 tend to agree with Dr. Gaines S. Dobbins who said 
that spiritual immaturity is perhaps the number one 
problem of every church. Insurmountable difficulties 
arise when those who are “born again” fail to grow 
up to their fullest potential in spiritual maturity.

Dr. Howard Williams spoke of it colorfully when he 
said, “Nothing is more beautiful than a child kicking 
and cooing. Nothing is uglier than an old man still 
kicking after he has forgotten how to coo.” Paul 
counted this one of his major problems and chal
lenged his followers to get off the milk diet of in
fancy and onto the meat diet of maturity. If people 
do not grow after conversion, the church and the 
convert have both failed. Conversion may be the end 
of Christian experience but it is the front end of it.



4. Fulfill its Local Responsibility—Southern Baptists 
make much of a local church. We do it because this is 
where the emphasis lies in the Bible. One-hundred- 
four of the one-hundred-nine times the word church 
is used in the Bible is in the local sense. And if a 
church fails its members and its own community, who 
else is there to take up and carry on? Yet this is the 
beginning point of a church’s concern and effort, not 
the ending place.

The work of the local churches is indispensable. As 
churches go so goes the denomination. As churches 
prosper, our Convention prospers. When churches are 
filled with despair, our denomination is affected ad
versely. Like gushing springs the local churches are 
the starting points of the broad river of our Baptist 
witness. They flow together to bless the arid earth 
famished for spirituality.

5. Share and Share Alike With Others—One of the real 
needs is the development of religious bifocals, so a 
church can see clearly both at home and abroad and 
be as concerned beyond itself as it is about itself. 
Such is both Christian and Christ-like. No church 
exists to serve itself. Only as it blesses others can a 
church prosper and have grounds for survival.

III. Surging Into Action—Christ-like compassion will not 
allow for inaction anywhere in the world.

Christianity is more than a theory. It is rescue. Look at 
Jesus weeping over Jerusalem. His tears flowed freely, but 
they were not wasted tears. He went outside the walls of that 
city and died for the city for which he had wept. Feelings 
alone were inadequate. Bold action was demanded. It was 
given. So is it always. The first thing Saul of Tarsus asked on 
the Damascas Road was, “Lord, what wouldst thou have me 
do?” {Acts 9:6).

Witness Jesus when he was feeding the 5,000. (John 6:1
10) (Matt. 14:16). Three kinds of human attitudes emerged. 
One was that of impatience. The crowds were getting on the 
nerves of one tired disciple who had not eaten or slept for 
hours. So he cried, “Send them away.” Another disciple 
measured human need in the light of money and wondered 
how they could finance such a massive project. So he cried 
“two-hundred pennyworth of bread is not sufficient.” The 
size of a coin in front of his eyes blinded his vision to a 
world of opportunity. Jesus, the compassionate shepherd 
commanded, “Give ye them to eat”, in other words “Feed 
them.” Compassionate concern found a way. Action was the 
key on that day of victory.

For Jesus, action was all in a day’s work, whether it was the 
widow of Nain needing comforting, the leper needing under
standing and healing, or the Gadarine Demoniac who needed 
his wild nature tamed and calmed. Jesus never passed by 
leaving human need unnoticed and untouched.

Maybe our greatest failure is right here. I learned a mem
orable lesson on a wintery morning when the thermometer 
hovered near zero. Without supervision, a street sweeper was 
diligently cleaning the main street of our city. When I asked 
him why he worked so hard on a cold day without someone 
supervising him, he replied, “Mister, I’m interested in a clean 
city.” He was handling dirt, much dirt, and it was the dirt of 
other people, yet it was not because he was fascinated by 
filth. He was interested in cleanliness. His deep concern drove 
him to committed and often unpleasant action. So it was with 
Christ who stooped low in his acts of human rescue.

Excuses will not get the job done. Bold action is necessary 
if the world is to be lifted from quagmire of sin. Rescue is 
the most necessary thing on earth, more urgent than medicine 
for a doctor or blood for the body. To do the job our churches 
must work together. The church at Jerusalem must be in
terested in the churches in Judea and Samaria and the people 
who dwell there.

Baptist associations and state conventions play a vital role 
in this spiritual conquest by giving vision, meaning, interpreta
tion and know-how. Great is their influence on the churches 
to whom they minister. No one would coerce a local church, 
yet if our churches can only know what is expected of them 
they do their best. Knowing what is expected they usually 
respond and measure up. They will work harder to increase 
mission support and giving by every means available to them.

Having a vision of the world and a compassion for it is 
vitally necessary also. Matthew 14:14 is a hidden verse which 
many of us miss because the words are simple and flow by 
hardly noticed. The verse reads, “And Jesus saw the multitudes 
and had compassion on them and healed their sick.” In this 
brief statement we see vision, compassion and action—these 
three, and in that sequence. Without vision God said his 
people would perish. Unless God’s people have vision the 
whole world perishes. And action is never meaningful unless 
preceded by vision. Realizing that the world is just one genera
tion away from paganism should goad us into zealous action 
as we seek to rescue persons in peril. This one reason should 
command our best even if there were no other motivations.

The world must be penetrated with the piercing Gospel. 
Jesus spoke meaningfully when he likened us in our work to 
“salt” yea, even “light.” Each is ineffective in isolation. Each 
does its work by penetration—sharp, cutting, incisive, influenc
ing action.

The very size of the world may/ intimidate us. The disciples 
must have popped out in cold sweat when Jesus laid a world, 
a whole world on their hearts and shoulders in one bold sweep. 
They knew they could not do so great a task alone. But with 
God’s help there was no limit to what they could do. When 
God’s finger points the way, God’s hand helps us walk in it. 
So the disciples did their best. History records the rest. The 
whole world has had the impact of their dedication and 
proclamation. If God could do so much and such great things 
through twelve men, imagine what he could do with twelve 
million if we were as committed as they.

Our denomination is in the era of its greatest strength and 
testing. For the first time we have the resources, the man
power, the know-how, the national coverage geographically 
and the nation’s eye. Too, we have the methodology. We have 
dedicated missionaries committed and in training, or already 
there. And the Cooperatvie Program which was a long time 
being born is now a dynamic instrument for regular sustained, 
and systematic sharing of our message with the whole world. 
So are the special mission offerings. It is not only the first time 
in our individual lifetimes that such a situation holds, but it 
is the first time in our denomination’s lifetime as well. God 
has brought us to this hour. We still respond either like 
Jonah who fled frantically from a task so big, or we will brace 
up and face the crisis as the early disciples did when they had 
their all at the feet of Jesus to go wherever he would lead and 
do whatever he would command.

The fields we as Southern Baptists have entered already are 
many and worthy. Our missionaries are widespread. We have 
established churches, hospitals, schools, children’s homes, 
homes for the aged and many other worthy endeavors. They



are already a reality. Our goal is to use these forces to extend, 
expand, let God empower and move with force to the ends 
of the earth and through us, so each person can hear of and 
respond to Christ before this century ends. This is the way 
the Gospel must spread—through public media, loud 
speakers, word of mouth, mass rallies—every way. Yet no 
method is ever quite as effective as face to face, heart to heart 
sharing of one’s personal faith.

A bold mission thrust calls for the 50-50 ideal of budget 
sharing with each church re-examining its percentage of giving 
and increasing with regularity until as much is being done for 
others as for ourselves. Bold Missions cannot be thrust 
forward by a few churches even if they do sacrifice. The job 
is too big for the few. Everyone and every church must act 
in concerted effort.

The key is that local churches do their part in increasing the 
number of tithers in their membership and sharing the financial 
growth equally with others. Then the responsibility will be 
upon state conventions to share and share alike with the 
causes beyond themselves. Think what could be done if one- 
hundred percent of the causes were supported sacrificially by 
one hundred percent of the people and the churches.

There are many blessings in store here. A lighthouse which 
sends light afar gets plenty of the reflections itself. A light
house which shines forth never finds itself in darkness.

Victory is assured if we meet God’s conditions. By God’s 
grace and power we have enlightenment, encouragement and 
divine strength. We must have the power of God to achieve. 
The world is fascinated by power. It views Niagara with awe. 
It feels the earth vibrate as a jumbo jet gets airborn. It wit
nesses the military might of the Pentagon, the publicizing 
power of the press and airwaves as well as the financial 
strength of Wall Street, but all of these combined cannot 
establish or maintain one single Baptist church anywhere on 
earth. That too takes power, but God’s power. The type of 
power that was promised when Christ said, “Ye shall receive 
power, after that the Holy Spirit is come upon you” (Acts 
1:8).

Pentecost was imperative for the disciples because there 
had to be spiritual power sufficient for the task they were 
assigned. They sensed their inadequacy. They knew they could 
not achieve without the leading of God’s spirit. So Pentecost 
was given. Pentecost was a parallel to Bethlehem. Great 
miracles and revelations took place at each. The Holy Spirit’s 
one coming is adequate for all times, just as the one coming 
of Jesus to earth can save all mankind always. We do not 
need another Pentecost, but how dreadfully we do need Pente

costal power if we are to have a Bold Mission Thrust felt 
around the globe.

Pentecost would have been meaningless and powerless had 
it not been bathed in the prayers of those early believers. 
Remember the Upper Room experience? They were not pray
ing down the Holy Spirit. They were praying the rusty hinges 
of their own hearts loose so they could receive the Holy Spirit 
in full power when he came. No wonder they called it the 
Upper Room. It was such an exalting experience for those 
early believers, they never forgot.

People never stand taller than when they are on their knees 
praying for others, asking God to use them to bless a world. 
Delay is deadly. Not only do sinners die without hearing of 
our blessed Redeemer but church members tend to grow cold 
and calloused when Christian witnessing is not going on con
tinuously and with vigor. So we must move speedily and 
mighty. The time is heavy upon us. Let the church reach out 
—now.

Let me close with some practical suggestions:

1. Inform your people of the Bold Mission Thrust and its 
opportunities.

2. Get your church involved, stressing the imperative of 
missions in the Bible.

3. Challenge your people to tithe in support of the type of 
mission action that can be bold, exciting and challenging.

4. Re-examine your own church’s giving through the de
nomination and increase the percentage annually.

5. Use your church organizations to focus attention on the 
missionary opportunities the church has and coordinate 
teaching and action.

6. Preach about missions often to your people or encourage 
your pastor to do so.

7. Pray endlessly for the ones engaged already in the 
massive mission movement and pledge your encourage
ment apd financial support.

8. Pray especially for our theological schools in their crisis 
as they seek to train many future missionaries to serve 
with skill and effectiveness.

9. Work in love with fellow-believing Baptists so the effects 
can be more visible, felt far and wide.

I0. Be positive, anticipating victory for God’s glory.


