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Convention Sermon

The Challenge Of This Hour
By Jolm K. CIaypool

For most of us, the process of grow-
ing up is an exceedin'gly difficult and
demanding pilgrimage. There are so
many pitfal'ls in the movement out of
infancy into childhood and t'hen out of
child'hood into adole&cence 'and l(hen
out of adolescen'ce into adulthood. In
fact, one could say that the going gets
rougher the further you move along
this path. The fhresholds of challenge
seem to rise higher and higher with
each successive stage, and by all odds
t'he most difficult passage of all to navi-
gate is t'he one from adolescence into
mature adulthood. Beoause of this dif-
ficulty, we need all the help we can
possibly get, and this is wlhy the parable
of the prodigal son has come to mean
so much to me. What we have "here is
a classic portrait of a young man at
precisely this point in his devel&pmen-
tal struggle. With mastery of insight,
Jesus lets us "live in" to such a crisis
and see from the inside wih.at is in-
volved in negotiating those turbulent
rapids that separate adolescence and
adulthood. And He did not tel'l this
story just to entertain. He gave it to us
for our understanding and appropria-
tion. We ivould do weU, then, to con-
sider witih great care this portrait of
one man's growing up.

It is quite obvious at t'he beginning
of the parable that tihe younger son had
little idea of Who he wds or what kind
of world surrounded him. The whole
v/orld around him was big and alive
and full of beckoning promise, but his
vision of it aU was blurred and as yet

indistinct. However, one thing was cer-
tain—this young man wanted to find
things out for himself, and the first step
toward this goal was to get away. He
had to individuate, to discover where
Mis family left off and his personhood
began, and so he wal'ked in one day and
demanded 'his inheritance and 'his free-
dom and proceeded to separate himseU
from those human sources that had
given him his life and sustained him.

Perhaps we sihould pause here a mo-
ment and ask just v/hy the prodigal
was moved to leave as he did. I do not
thin'k for a moment that any one thing
is an adequate explanation here. It was
a combination of many coniplex factors
that powered him "out of the nest," all
of them rooted in the unfociissedness
that is characteristic of this stage in
life.

For. example, I am sure there was an
element of idealism here, that age-old
desire to go out and conquer fhe vrorld
and cover one's seM in fame and glory.
There was also probably some arro-
gance here, a sense in which "the

squares" at liome were rejected for a
way of life he was sure he could cre-
ate that would be infinitely more ex-
citing. There 'also must have been a
large dose of naive insensitivity, simply
not realizing what he was doing to the
feelings or the fortunes of the people
about him. In asking for his share of
the inheritance at that moment, 'he was
saying in effect to his father: "I wish
you were dead and this were your fu-
neral day and the estate were being

divided." He also was pulling a third
o£ the capital out of the family enter-
prise and thus reducing its effec.tive-
ness. However, my guess is that the
prodigal was not even aware of these
waves tfaat he was making. As 13 typical
of adolescertce, 'he was so preoocupied
wit'h himseLf and his simplistic visions
of grandeur fhat he buUed on through
without even noticing how his actions
were affecting those around 'him.

It was a combindtion, then, of many
factors tihat propelled him to move
away from home, and he lost no time
going to a place designated sirnply as
"the far country." And there he collided
head-oti- with the realities of a world
about whidh he kne\v very little. Paul
Tillic'h used to define reality as th'at
which one "comes up against," that
stubborn otherness of things fch'at exist
outside our wishing or creating, Reality
is what I have to adjust to because I
find it wil'l not adjust to me. If I try to
walk into a walil five times and eadh
time am refused passage, the call of
reality is to adjust to that fact and
start looking for a door. Well, coming
up against certain things he had not
created is exactly what t-he prodigal
did in the far country, and before he
knew it his whole inheritance was gone,
and instead of having beaten the Sys-
tem, tihe System had beaten him. To
use a word that was popular in theo-
logical circles a few years ago, the
prodigal's colLision with reality "de-

mythologized" him; t'hat is, it stripped
him bare of those romantic illusions he
had had of 'himself, and uiunasked
fhe trufah for him and all the world to
see. There, in tihe humiliation of a pig-
sty, this Jewish lad is de&cribed as
"coming to himseLf"; that is, beginning
to see the shape of his being in s-aarper
and sharper focus. In such a process,
•the whole world of images out of v/hich
he had lived up to then were called .
into question, His youthful idealism-

. the idea that he had no limits and cou-ld
do .anything—hadbeen shattered. He
also saw the fall'acy of the arrogance
t'hat had rejected home so totally and
been so sure he could create something
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better. The life style that he had been
so anxious to leav'e looked very dLffer-
cnt to him from the perspective of the
pigpen, as he remembered home and.
the family and the hired servants and
liow they all lived in plcnty. Then, too,
his monumental inscnsitivity was pain-
fully broi.ight home to him. What he
had donc to his father, yea to God and
all of life, ivas now no loriger blurred,
but there before him clear and dis'tincl.

In a word, the prodigal suddenly
found himseLf strippcd of the fantasies
of childhood and t'ace to face with
realities of his being, and that is always
a surpassingly cruc'.a! moment in t.he
pilgrimage of any seLf. When you real-
ize you are not perfect but have real
limits and weakncsses, this is a terrify-
ing disc'overy, and much depends on
how you respond t.o such a crisis. The
prodigal did what rnost people do; 'hav-
ing finally glimpsed his real oondition,
he went into a real depre&sion and
made haste to try to give himsetf away.
to turn his personhood over to some
external authority. He decided to go
back and try to get on as one of 'his

.father's hired servaiits. In effect, he
wanted to do "an about-face" on the
tract of his developmental pilgrimage,
and move back to the dependence of
chiidhood rather than foi-iA'ard to re-
sponsible adulthood. Having discovered
he was not everything, he conciuded he
was not anything and beat a hasty
retreat.

But in this effort the prodigal was
fortunate beyond measure, because 'he
had a father who knew what maturity
.was-all .about Jij'Ki.-alsd kne\v _how..-to
f-crcii-itotfr- ns -emergence.—Retnember
'hcivv.

this \vas thc father who had been
vvise enough to let the prodigal go in
the height of his rebellion. All through
his life, I am sure, this father had iried
to teach his san from without, but he
was sensitive pnough to rocognize the
momcnt when the boy was no longcr
willing to learn that \\-ay. Now he must
expei-'.i.'r.ce for himself —most prob-
ably throug-h suffcring —what he re-
fused to be taug-ht by another. And in
that momcnt the father resisted tihe

ternptation to be overly-protective, and
turned thc boy over to that great teach-
er called Life. It was there he learned
what he refused to be taught; namely,
that he \\'as limited and imperiect and
not a superman. Yet, as he came limp-
ing horne that day, the father realized
in a flash that he had learned this les-
son, and with great skill proceeded to
finish the delicate process by wliich the
prodigal wou'd come to his 'true self.
You are i'amiliar with how he ran to
meet him and embraced him, and heard
him blurt out the words of confession
and plead v/ith his fafcher to allow him
to become a little child again and live
as a simple lured servant. But the fath-
er 'A-ould hear nothing of such a sug-
gestion! In rffect, by calling for the
robe and the ring and the shoes, he
took the prodigal by the shoulders and
tu.rned him completely around, and
faced him again toward adultihood ra't'h-
er than chiidhood. All this parapher-
nalia that the father called for were
actuaily symbols of sonship and part-
nership in the family enterprise. The
fatlicr \\"ds 'thus saying: "You must not
go bafk to the helplessness of child-
hood. You were not born to be a slave;
you were bom to be free, a son of the
manor houso, meant to be a collabora-
tor wiih me and a responsible partner
in the destiny of Shis family. I chal-
lenge you to take what you have
learned in the far country and what I
arn telling you now and grow up. Put
av.'ay the simplistic no'tions of child-
hood, v.-hatt'vcr they may 'be, and be-
com" a man. mv son!"

Ri^iii here is the crucial "rite of pas-
sage" between adolescence and matur-
ity, and it consists of two things: one,
comin.t1 to terms vvith one's limits, witih
the outward perimeter of one's real be-
ing; and tiien, within those limits, exer-
cising tlic power one has in re&ponsible
frecdom. Both of these steps were in-
voived in the prodigal's fully "coming
to himsclf." It started back in t'he pig-
sly Vv-hcn he faces up to and accepted
thp truc boundaries of his being,. but it
was .•uit completed until there wit'h t'he
faUier he also accepted the strengtfh

within those limits and resolved to be-
gin -to use it responsibly and not as a
hired servant. This is v/'hat Uie .prodigal
had to go t'hrough in putting away
childish thihgs and becoming a man,
and this is why the story has come to
mean so much to me. It sets forfch as
clearly as anything I know this whole
tricky pi-w:ess of growing up and nego-
tiating entrance into maturity, and
since we are all bound up in the neces--
sity to do this, such a story can be a
tremendoiis help.

However, this evening, instead of ap-
plying this parable to individual ma-
turity, I would like to focus it in an-
ot'her direction, and use it on a frame-
work of talking about tHe conditior; ol
our nation just now and what the
C'hurch is called to do in this hour.

There are many reasons for choosing
to apply this parable in what niay seeni
to be an unusual way. As we are gath"
ered here tonight, we do represent the
largest single Christian denomination
in America outside the Roman Cath-
olics, which means we have a signifi-
can't responsibility to our nation. More
than t'hat, however, is the precedent of
the Biblical evidence and the fact that
the God of this book is depicted as bc-
ing passionately concerned with history
and What happens to the nations. This
is why the prophets of the OId Testa-
ment were almost exclusivelv con-
cerned with the affairs of Israel—her
condition, her dircotion. Their concern
for the nation and their concern for
God were inseparably bound up togeth-
er because they knew that what hap-
pened to the one was of great signifi-
cance 'to the Other. This is also why
Jesus can be seen weeping over Jei-u-
salem, the capitol city of His beloved
homeland, because "she did not know
the things that made for peace" and
was headed for calamity. Standing in
this sort of tradition, \ve Southern Bap-
tists cannot hclp but bo concemed for
our national life, and for that concern
to mean anything, it mus; be coupled
wifch insight into wliere we are as a
nation. The genius of the Old Te-sla-

(Continued on page 18)
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mcnt prophets were not so much their
foresight as their insight; that is, they
savv deeply and perceptively into what
was going on in the present, 'and thus
saw the implications resident there for
the future. Sam Keen defines a wise
man as one who knows what time it
is in his life, and in this sense the
piophets were wise —they knew bet-
ter than most exactly what time it was
in Israel's national life and what this
demanded of the people of God. This
sort of insight is. exactly what we need
jtist now as Christians in America, and
I think the parable of t'he prodigal son
can help us here, for it provides us
wilh a frame of reference if we are
willing to look at it that way.

America's adolescence
What I am suggesting is that in

terms of national development, our
country stands today where the prodi-
gal stood in this parable, and what he
went through 'in

trying to grow up is
what we are in the midst of just now,
Picase realize that as far as nations go,
we are still very young. We will not
cven be two hundred years old until
1976, which means that we are just
now moving out of our adolesc'ence
toward maturity. I would go on to sug-
gcst that Worid War II was the mo-
ment in our his'tory when we gathered
up our in'heritance and left home, and
the twenty-five years since then have
been momentous ones indeed, leading
us finally to a far country called Viet-
nam, where the many experiences of
our history have all seemed to culmi-
nate in a painful

"coming to ourselves"
nationallv.

How did we evcr get into all this
complexity? What prom'pted us to
leave the simplicities of our childhood
ycars? The answer to this question is
thc same as it was for the prodigal;
namely, a vviiole combination of rea-
.sons, some goocl, some bad.

F'or example, our involvement in the
wars with Germany and Japan and
Korea and even North Vietnam have
had an element of positive idealism in
them, in that we were attempting to .
side with downtrodden people and keep
some tyrannical force from overt-unning
and dominating them. I have a good
fricnd who feels that Roosevelt and

Truman and Johnson were all "Christ-
figures" in getting our country to in-
tervene in foreign places to protect the
freedom of other people, and while this
may be overstating the case, there is
neverlheless a real kernel of truth here.
The same idealism that called the prod-
igal out of the nest is what called young
America out of t'he isolation of her
childhood.

By the same token, there also have
been evidences of arrogance and insen-
sitivity in our behavior as there were
in the prodigal's. Ws have become
somewhat messianic in thinking we had
to police the whole globe and get in-
volved in every conflict in every coun-
try. We also have been insensitive to
many of the forces at work in the
world, particularly the emergence of
new nations out of colonialism. We
have tended to see every issue since
World War II simplistically as a s'rug-
gle between Communism and anti-Com-
munism, and as strategic as this con-
test may be, it is not the only dynamic
alive on the world scene. but we have
been slow to realize that.

What I am saying is that America
moved out into the far country for the
same mixture of reasons that propelled
the prodigal, and what happened to
him Ihere is what 'has 'happened to us.
In a word, we have experienced a de-
mythologizing in the last twenty-five
years, where our illusions have been
stripped from us and our limits and
weaknesses laid bare. What have these
la&t two and one-half decades been if
not a painful coming to ourselves in
terms of our national identity?

America had no faults
It is absolutely essential to realize

just 'how naive and innocent t'his coun-
try used to be about itself and its heri-
tage. I grew up in the 1930's believmg
that America had no faults. Our nation
was depicted to me as having been
founded by God-fearing, freedom-lov-
ing people, and that we have developed
from virtue to virtue without ever
harming anyone, always siding with
the right, never having started a war
and nevcr having lost one. In this, I
think, I was pretty typical of our whole
nation, and what a oollision it was to
have these myths of innocence shat-
tered. I think it began with the drop-
ping of the Bomb on Hirosihima and
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Nagasaki. Even though elaborate ra-
tionalization was given for this action,
the fact remained that it was America
who ushered in the Nuclear Age, and
is still the only nation to have dropped
an atomic bomb on whole cities. And
such an action was hard to reconcile
with those childish images of pure
goodness. A' second agent of demyth-
ologizing was the civil rights movement
of the 1950's. This one

'nit rnc right be-
tween the eyes, for suddenly I had to
face up to the fact t'hat all of this ideal-
ism about "the American Dream" had
be^ti empty rhetoric when it caine to
bla'ck people. We reaily had not tried
to include them in the ideal. I still re-
member -how shocked I was to find that
at the momeiit Thomas Jefferson wrote
the famous words of the Declaration of
Independence about all meri being cre-
ated equal and 'having ina.lienable
rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness, that he was himsell' a slave
owner, denying in practice the very
precepts he professed so eloquently. For
a whole generation of us, the civil
rights movement called into question
the whole fabric of American idealism.
And finally as a climax has come the
Vietnam struggle. More thar. anything
else it has made us aware of our limits,
of the fact that we cannot do every-
thing everywhere at the same time.
We are not omni-capable. I; also has
cast s'hadows on our real motivation.
and caused some people to wonder if
we do aspire to be a new colonial power
and really want to dorr'.inate the globe.
In s'hort; the way we alv.'ays have
t'hought of ourselves has been pro-
foundly shaken by v.-hat has happened
in the last twenty-five years, and just
like t'he prodigal, we as a nation find
t'he innocent. images of our childhood
shattered all around our fee;.

Where from here
Now the crucial question becomes:

where do we go from l-.ere as a nation?
How will v,re respond to this crisis oi
"coming to ourselves" nationally and
being stripped o£ illusions? I:. rny opin-
ion. we have three alterr.a'ives. V/e
could ignore the disclosures that have
come to us in the las; decades, and go
on Ilving with the childish fantasies
that we are perfect and have no weak-
nesses or limits. In my judgment, the
radical right-wing forces in the country
are encouraging us in this direction, for
they label as treason any criticism &f
America or acknowledgement of limi-
tation. The second alternative is at the
other extreme, and that is ;o becom&
so shsttered by our faults and limits
that we pull back in;o ourselves ap.d
have a national nervous breakdown.
And again, in my opinion, the radicaJ
left-wing forces are encour&gsng us ir;
this direction with the;r to;a; condem-
nation that charges America as being
absolutely corrupt. Tne third altema-
tive is to do what rhe prodigal did;

(Continued on page 19)
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President^s Address (Continued from page 3)
I romember that farmer uncle tonight and when I am told that Lf the church

docs not lay down its life in service to a needy world our declaration of the
gospc.1 will fall on deaf ears.

It is true that at the heart of most of our problems is our unwillingness to
scrvf in the Spirit of the cross but, hear me tonight, the 'harvest is the Lord's.
It is rcady for the reaping. Never has the ratio between readiness and reapers
bccn so great. The hareest is every\vhere, t'he whole world around, ready.

I likc what Ernest Campbell said recently. In a sermon on the tower and the
king going fo war he said: "None of you would be so stup'ci as to plan a building
unloss he could finish it or start a war he could not win. Well, neither would
God; Ho has the means to win and He means to win!"

In the midst o£ the plastic dance of circumstance, our God has prepared a
harvest the proportion of which staggers the mind. No question about it, t'he
harvest is ready.

There is more emptiness, loneliness, uncertainty, despair, and hopelessness
in our world than perhaps even before. That's t'he harvest . . . crisis in innum-
crable lives all over the world.

II
Our Lord speaks also the Father's option in view of the harvcst.
"Pray that He send."
This leaves no room for fhe "amateur providence" notion about who is to go.

The choice is not ours concerning the person or the place.
I want to pause here and express my gratitude to God for having led us to

provide six seminaries and mission leadership with vi&ion enough to plan to reap
the harvest botih at home and abroad. It is my personal 'hope that we can scotch
any talk, if such exists, of cutting back on any phase of our mission outreach,

We have laid our plans in faith, believing and expec'.ing that t'he Lord of the
harvest vvould exercise His option and send forfh into the harvest His laborers.
And, He is doing so! Wherever Christians gather, He is moving by His Spirit
to thi-ust out those whom He chooses to send. Some of you come to fhis meeting
tonigihl under the burden of a call to go. When you stand up to preach next Sun-
day, you will .preach to some wit'h whom He is dealing in a special way. They
vvill be t.here, maybe standing in the pulpit, with no longer a reason to stay in
llie pastorate at home but a hundred reasons for going into the harvest fields
afar waiting to be reaped.

And what is the key to all of this?
III

You wouldn't believe it. You will say, "It's all well and good, but it is too
idealislic and impractical." And yet, the only order t'he Lord gave is this: "Pray."

The key to t'he whole missionary problem is in t'he hand of God, not of man,
and, according to our Lord, the key is prayer, not ingenious human schemes.
Indced, one could build a strong case against us, based on our 'hope t'hat if we
get busy enough we may somehow avoid and evade the necessity of s'piritual
concentration.

Our Lord gave his disciples this key. It was not a common-sense key. It was
not a rnedical key. It was not a civilizing key. It was not an educational key;
not even an evangelical key; t'he key is prayer.

One of the first things that impresses me about this is the di'fference between
our view of prayer and our Lord's view.

Someone is likely to go away from this 'place thinking: "Well, I had hoped
to hear something more practical but all I heard suggested for a world> dying
in sin was 'pray.' It is absurd to think th.at God is going to alter t'hings in'answer
to prayer!" But, that is what Jesus said He would do and, if it is stupidity, it is
stupidity based on His Redemption.

Can it be that we have said prayers so long until we innoculated ourselves
against a consciousness of His cpntinuing presence in our 'hearts? Or, have we
said prayers in the vain hope of postponing an inevitable confrontation with a
grie'/ed Spirit by whose hclp we could really obey our Lord's order. The answer
must come from your heart and mine. There it stands, "pray

ye the Lord of the
harvest that He send forth 'laborers into His harvest.' "

^ -„ Perhaps every.person here has heard t'he story which I first heard twenty-
--f4.ve -years ag&; H was easi in the setting of our Lord's exaltation and reunion

with the angelic host. He was questioned about His plan for continuing His mis-
sion on earth. As I recall the story, He indicated that only a smali band of dis-
ciples were left to continue His ministry. "But suppose they fail," "TIien," said
He, "I have no other plan."

Of course, the story cannot be true. There was no margin for failure in
Redem'ption's purpose—justthe possibility that each generation through dis-
obedicnce of His Orders would fail to fulfill its mission.

Tlus is where we stand tonight. We can recognize the Lord's ownership of
ihe harvest; His option in sending reapers, His orders for His disciples, or, we
can spend our time and energy in endless diseussion about "how to gel the show
un the road again."

It's up to you, Southern Baptists, it's up to youl

Coiivention Sermon

(Continued from pagc 18)

namely, to accept our limits, and with-
in those limits to begin to exercise ou..1'
si.reng.h in freedom and responsibility,
and to come to this conclusion. our
country needs the ministry of the
Church as never before. It is the high
calling of God in Christ Jesus just now
for the C'hristian community to act ou!.
the role of^the falher in this parable
and lead (Stir nation in maturing. It
would be suicidal if we 'try to ignore
our limits and go on trying 10 police
the whole world. At the same time, it
would be tragic indeed for us to retreat
back into a neo-jsolationism snd de-
prive the world of the role \ve have
been gifted by God to play. The Church
must speak out against both of these
extremes, and point rather to the tu-o-
fold secret of maturity; namely, the
enibracing of one's limits, and with:n
those limits, t'he exercise of one's pow-
er. Our coun'try is most emphaticall.v
not a world messiah called to dominste
everyl'hing, but neither are we a hired
servant. We are a "son of God" in *-he
family of nations; \ve have rea! limi'.s-
tions, but within those limitations great
responsibilities for the use of power :n
a way t'hat will be humanizing for a!l
the world.

T'herefore, my challenge to all of us
this evening is to be to our beloved
country what the people of God and The
spokesmen of God have always beer.—
facilitators of maturity. Read carefu'.:.y
the words of prophets like Isaiah a".d
Jeremiah and see how t'hey spoke to ;:-,e
nation and warned again and again :'or
her neither to overreach in arrogar.ee
or underreach in apathy, but to be her-
self, the unique entity God had maae
her to be and wanted her to becon-.e.
Tliis is what we are called to do in c_r
day—tobe to America what the pr0t:h-
ets were to Israel and the fa-.her v.'as
to the prodigal.

This is the challenge of thls hour.
God help us as the Body of Christ :o
fulfill it. God help our nation if we
fail—both her and Him.

W/iaf Are Baptlsts
Tkin.kin.g?
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