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On 13 June 1984, Russell R Dilday, then the President of Southwestern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, delivered the convention sermon to the messengers 
of the Southern Baptist Convention meeting in Kansas City. It was a fateful day 
and a defining moment for moderate Baptists who were seeking to organize a 
resistance to the fundamentalist tide that was sweeping the convention. With 
courage and passion he intoned that the direction out of controversy was to 
recover the Baptist heritage by turning "from forced uniformity to the higher 
ground of autonomous individualism" Surely he was right that the "incipient 
Orwellian mentality" generated by the Baptist battles was a distortion of the 
Baptist heritage, but is "rugged individualism" a recovery of the historic 
principles of "the priesthood of the believer" and "soul competency"? Historian 
Winthrop Hudson perceptively observes that this sort of highly individualistic 
account of Baptist identity "was derived from the general cultural and religious 
climate of the nineteenth century rather than from any serious study of the Bible."2 

Plain spoken preacher that he was, Carlyle Marney argued that "it was a gross 
perversion of the gospel that inserted a bastard individualism here and taught us 
that the believer's priesthood meant that 'every tub must [sit] on its own 
bottom.'"3 

I will attempt to display how the definition of Baptist theology in terms of 
libertarian notions of autonomy is a modern account. Moreover, given the crises 

'Russell H. Dilday, "On Higher Ground," reprinted in Texas Baptists 
Committed (April 1997) 11-14. 

Winthrop S. Hudson, ed., Baptist Concepts of the Church (Chicago: 
Judson, 1959) 215. James Leo Garrett, Jr., argues similarly of "the egalitarian and 
the individualistic conclusions sometimes drawn" from the priesthood of all 
believers, that "if they are not antithetical to, have been severed from the New 
Testament rootage of the concept" ("The Biblical Doctrine of the Priesthood of the 
People of God," in New Testament Studies, Huber Drumwright and Curtis 
Vaughan, eds. [Waco, TX: Baylor University, 1975] 137. 

3Carlyle Marney, Priests to Each Other (Valley Forge: Judson, 1974) 12. 
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that are occasioned by the mcdem-beœming-postmodern world, I will ask 
whether Baptist theology can be re-visioned so as to be faithful to its heritage, 
responsive to present issues, and prepared for future developments. This way of 
putting the issue may strike some readers as odd or even wrong. Why would 
Baptist theology need to be re-visioned? It would seem that the historic principles 
of the Baptist heritage simply need to be correctly envisioned and re-stated. The 
underlying assumption that there is a clear and unchanging set of principles that 
have existed as self evident truths from the origins of Baptist life, indeed, since our 
Lord was baptized by John in the Jordan, begs to be challenged. But to do so, the 
case must be made for why the question of this essay is, in fact, the right question 
to ask. I will attempt to make such a case. 

THE MAKING OF MODERN THEOLOGY 

In his book The End of Christendom and the Future of Christianity, 
Douglas John Hall begins with a sharply stated thesis. He writes, 

Briefly put, it is my belief that the Christian movement can 
have a very significant future—a responsible future that will 
be both faithful to the original vision of this movement and 
of immense service to our beleaguered world. But to have 
that future, we Christians must stop trying to have the kind 
of future that nearly sixteen centuries of official Christianity 
in the Western world have conditioned us to covet. That 
coveted future is what I mean when I use the term 
'Christendom'—which means literally the dominion or 
sovereignty of the Christian religion. Today Christendom, so 
understood, is in its death throes, and the question we all 
have to ask ourselves is whether we can get over regarding 
this as a catastrophe and begin to experience it as a 
doorway—albeit a narrow one—into a future that is more in 
keeping with what our Lord first had in mind when he called 
disciples to accompany him on his mission to redeem the 
world through love, not power. 

Hall's analysis of the crisis of Christendom and future of Christianity may be 
helpful for understanding the contemporary crisis and identifying a possible future 
for Baptist theology. This sort of argument is not unique to Hall. For four 
decades John Howard Yoder has been railing against Constantinianism in its 

4Douglas John Hall, The End of Christendom (Valley Forge: Trinity, 
1997) ix. 
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various species and mutations. Indeed, for four centuries free churches (baptists) 
have resisted Christendom consciousness with varying degrees of success.6 

Christendom in the way that Hall and free church people conceive of it 
was inaugurated in the fourth century with the 'conversion' of Constantine (312) 
when church and empire became one. The politically privileged faith of 
Constantine's corpus christianum evolved into the legally established religion of 
Theodosius' tempora Christiana (380). The union of the divine and the human to 
form a "Christian empire" was viewed by Byzantium as evidence for the reign of 
Christ now manifest. Constantinianism continued in the Caesaropapism of the 
East until the Fall of Constantinople in 1453. The ancient empire religion faded 
from the history of the West with the fedi of Rome and its fragmentation into the 
barbarian kingdoms of Europe, but the end of the Western empire did not mean 
the end of Christendom. Through the centuries it took on new shapes and 
sometimes more subtle forms as the alignments of power were identified with 
newly emerging social arrangements. The Catholic understanding of the 
relationship between church and empire was laid out by Pope Gelasius (492-96). 
He argued that of the two powers by which the world is sovereignly governed, the 
authority (auctoritas) of the church exercised by the bishops is weightier than the 
imperial power (potestas) wielded by the emperor. With the coronation of 
Charlemagne in the ninth century, however, this balance was reversed, and a 
series of marriages between throne and altar endured eight more centuries in the 
West as the Holy Roman Empire. 

Even as the medieval hegemony of church over society began to fragment 
in the sixteenth century with the Protestant Reformation, the compromise formula 
cuius regio eius religio (in a prince's country, the prince's religion) allowed 
Protestants and Catholics to retain some measure of their establishment as 

Î .g. , Yoder, "Christ the Hope of the World," in The Royal Priesthood 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994) 194-218. 

Donald Durnbaugh, The Believers Church (Scottdale: Herald, 1985) 37-
204. 

C. N. Cochrane, Christianity and Classical Culture (Oxford: Oxford 
University, 1957) 177-212, 318-357. 

Robert Markus, The End of Ancient Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University, 1990). 

9Gelasius, Letter XI and I; see W. H. C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984) 810-11. 
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territorial churches. Christendom was shattered, but the remaining shards 
reproduced smaller versions of the old model. Free church people generally, and 
baptists in particular, do well to remember that the Peace of Westphalia (1648), 
which ended the Thirty Years War and defined future political and ecclesial 
arrangements in Europe, was an agreement only among Catholics, Lutherans, and 
Calvinists. The established authorities resolved no longer to resort to violence as 
a method of settling their theological differences or to hold the threat of the death 
penalty over their religious enemies. Nevertheless, they found it propitious to 
keep the peace by often throwing the baptists into prison, confiscating their 
property, or deporting them and their families. 

The religious milieu of the old world, however, was not that of the new 
one. Ironically, in North America, where Protestantism became the de facto 
established church, no group exemplified the christianized culture better than the 
Baptists, especially in the southern United States. To be sure, Baptists 
adamantly opposed the government establishment of religion in any form, yet even 
prior to political disestablishment, southern evangelical churches—espcially white 
evangelical churches—were the beneficiaries of powerful popular support. 
Donald Mathews observes that 

Disestablishment did not alter the development of the 
Evangelical churches because in a very real sense it did not 
affect them. Having already developed their institutional 
structure and rules of behavior, they were not waiting with 
hat in hand to receive the bounty of the state. Their power-
already 'established'--did not rest upon laws but upon their 
ability to fulfill important social functions for their 
communicants. 

Charles Wilson similarly notes the ironic cultural establishment of evangelical 
Christianity "in Dixie" where "the Baptists and Methodists, who had only moved 
into the region in the late colonial period, and who had effectively participated in 
the challenge to the idea of an established church, emerged as the dominant 

,0See Thieleman J. van Braghi, The Martyrs Mirror^ 3rd ed. (1886); 
reprinted, (Scottdale: Herald, 1990), 1122-41. 

11 Donald G. Mathews, Religion in the Old South (Chicago: University of 
Chicago, 1977) xiii-xviii. 

12Ibid., 57. 



JOURNAL OF THE NABPR 277 

denominations by 1800." The social and religious ethos of southern evangelical 
Christianity was sustained in large measure by the myth of the South as the 
Baptist Zion and Baptists as God's last and only hope for world evangelization. 
Even after the Civil War, southern Christians clung to the belief that what the 
Confederacy failed to establish with its armies would ultimately triumph through 
the superior principles of christianized southern culture. 

The ecclesiastical domination by the Christian religion, however, did not 
go unchallenged. It began to come under attack in seventeenth-century Europe 
and Great Britain with the onset of the Enlightenment. A sustained assault 
against the church was eventually mounted by intellectual, political, and economic 
powers driven by the forces of rationalism and secularism. The common goal 
was to banish the Christian religion to the backwaters of modem culture and to 
create secular nation-states as alternatives to the fragmented kingdoms of 
Christendom. This sequestering of Christianity might well have proven fatal 
had not both liberal and conservative theologians adopted a strategy of 
accommodation rather than opposition to modernity. No feature was more central 
to the Enlightenment than the foundationalist theory of knowledge which requires 
all beliefs to be justified by a special class of beliefs that cannot be questioned. 
For Rene Descartes (1596-1650), the father of the Enlightenment project, what 
finally could not be doubted was his own existence as a rational self. His self-
awareness was as "clear and distinct" an idea as the axioms of Euclidean 
geometry. The self, guided by the autonomous powers of reason, became the sole 
arbiter of all knowledge claims. The foundationalist tradition that stemmed from 
Descartes and continued through John Locke (1632-1704) branched off in two 
directions after David Hume (1711-1776). One fork led from the common sense 
realism of Thomas Reid (1710-1796) to the Princeton Theology of Charles Hodge 
(1797-1878) and Benjamin B. Warfield (1851-1921) and finally to modern 

,3Charles Reagan Wilson, Baptized in Blood (Athens: University of 
Georgia, 1980) 2. 

l4Bill J. Leonard, God's Last and Only Hope (Grand Rapids: William B. 
Eerdmans, 1990) 11-15; Rufus B. Spain, At Ease in Zion, (Nashville: Vanderbilt 
University, 1967) 12-43; and Wilson, Baptized in Blood, 1-17. 

l5For a fuller account of the hidden social and political agenda of 
modernity see Stephen Toulmin, Cosmopolis (Chicago: University of Chicago, 
1990). 

Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self (Cambridge: Harvard University, 
1989) 143-58. 
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fundamentalism The other grew from Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) to Friedrich 
Schleiermacher (1768-1834) and Albrecht Ritschi (1822-89) to modern 
theological liberalism 

Β Β Warfield exemplifies the conservative theological version of 
modern Constantinianism when he argued that 

Apologetics has its part to play in the Christianizing of the 
world and that is not a small part nor is it merely a 
subsidiary or defensive part [Christianity] has been 
placed m the world to reason its way to the dominion of the 
world And it is by reasoning its way that it has come to its 
kingship By reasoning it will gather to itself all its own 

18 

And by reasoning it will put its enemies under its feet 

Warfield's account of Christian domination would no doubt come as a surprise to 
those who have suffered under the sword of Christians Yet the conservative 
endorsement of ideological Constantinianism is no more ironic than that of 
liberalism In his groundbreaking work, Christianity and the Social Crisis, 
Walter Rauschenbusch argued that "the essential purpose of Christianity was to 
transform human society into the kingdom of God by regenerating all human 
relations and reconstituting them with the will of God " Social gospelers like 
Rauschenbusch saw this moral vision being progressively realized m the modern 
democratic ideas and policies of "Christian nations " Mainstream Protestant 
theology after Rauschenbusch rejected the liberal optimism of "Christianizing the 
social order" but continued to underwrite the same basic democratic 
assumptions Thus, both modern liberals and conservatives shared a confidence 

17Nancey Murphy, Bevond Liberalism and Fundamentalism (Valley 
Forge Trinity, 1996) 4-6 

18Warfield, review of Herman Bavinck's Der Zekerheid des Geloofs, in 
Princeton Theological Review 1 (1903) 138-43, cited by Mark A Noll, "Common 
Sense Traditions and American Evangelical Thought," American Quarterly 37 
(Summer 1985)228 

19 Wal ter Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis (New York 
Macmillan, 1907), reprinted, Louisville Westminster/John Knox, 1991, xxxvu 

20Christianizing the Social Order is the title of Rauschenbusch's second 
major book, written after Christianity and the Social Crisis On the continuation 
of the liberal Constantinianism in the Niebuhrs, Ramsey, and Gustafson see 
Stanley Hauerwas, 'On Keeping Theological Ethics Theological," in Revisions 
Further Investigations in Moral Philosophv (Notre Dame University of Notre 
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in the ultimate triumph of Christian culture. In short, the Constantinian dominion 
continued as Christianity was transformed into a set of ideas that could be made 
credible and defended and, so it was thought, would conquer the ideas of the 
Enlightenment. 

THE MODERNITY OF BAPTIST THEOLOGY 

The Baptist movement grew out of a conviction that the true church is a 
believers church. Baptists attempted to display this conviction in their practice. 
Membership in the body of Christ was to be first evidenced by the profession of 
faith followed by the pledge of baptism. Only baptized believers were received 
into the membership of the church. Thus delivered from the powers of sin and 
guilt, believers were freed to participate in the church as the free people of God 
whose only Lord is Jesus Christ. The Anabaptists of sixteenth-century Europe 
and the Baptists of seventeenth-century England resisted infant baptism and state 
establishment of the church because these practices virtually ensured the 
identification of state citizenship with church membership. Moreover, by refusing 
to recognize the authority of the state to establish the church, the baptismal pledge 
of absolute loyalty to Jesus Christ as Lord was safeguarded from becoming 
subordinated to the sovereignty of the state. 

Dame, 1983). For a close reading of Ramsey's Constantinian assumptions see 
Hauerwas, "How Christian Ethics Became Medical Ethics," Christian Bioethics 1 
(March 1995) 11-28, especially 17. 

21 See Stanley Hauerwas, Dispatches From the Front (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1994), 91-94. Barry Harvey displays how Constantinianism 
forms the backdrop for the process of social transformation which occurs in the 
Cartesian shift of the Enlightenment, in Another City: The Identity and Mission of 
the Church in a Post-Christian, Postmodern World (Valley Forge: Trinity Press, 
forthcoming). 

On believers baptism as a necessary practice of the true church see 
Balthasar Hubmaier, "On Infant Baptism Against Oecolampad," in Balthasar 
Hubmaier: Theologian of Anabaptism, ed. H. Wayne Pipkin and John H. Yoder 
(Scottdale, Herald, 1989) 275-93; Felix Manz, "Protest and Defense," in The 
Radical Reformation, ed. Michael G. Baylor (New York: Cambridge University, 
1991) 95-100; Pilgram Marpeck, "The Admonition of 1542," in The Writings of 
Pilgram Marpeck, ed. William Klassen and Walter Klaasen (Scottdale: Herald, 
1978) 292-302; Dietrich Philips, "The Church of God," in Enchiridion, trans. A. 
B. Kolb (Elkhart: Mennonite Publishing Co., 1910) 386-88; the testimony of a 
woman named Claesken, in The Martyrs Mirror, 612-16; et passim. 

23See John Smyth, The Character of the Beast, in The Works of John 
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One of the classic seventeenth-century English Baptist statements on the 
freedom of God's people is found m the Second London Confession Under the 
theme "Of Christian Liberty and Liberty of Conscience" they wrote 

The Liberty which Christ hath purchased for Believers under 
the Gospel, consists in their freedom from the guilt of Sin, 
the condemning wrath of God, the Rigour and Curse of the 
Law, and in their being delivered from this present evil 
World, bondage to Satan, and Dominion of Sin, from the 
Evil of Afflictions, the Fear, and Sting of Death, the Victory 
of the Grave, and Everlasting Damnation, as also in their 
free access to God, and their yielding Obedience unto him 
not out of slavish fear, but a Child-like love, and willing 
mind 

Christian freedom and the liberty of conscience are thus rooted m the freedom 
conferred on believers by the gospel and through their participation in the new 
creation The freedom of the church is established only by the gospel of Jesus 
Chnst, not by powers and authorities (including the state) from which believers 
are freed Liberty of conscience for Roger Williams (1603-83) was similarly 
denved from the gospel and not from Enlightenment theories of natural rights 
John Locke's A Letter Concerning Toleration, which deeply influenced moral 
discourse and public policy m both England and America, was not published until 
1689, six years after Williams' death Williams argued that soul liberty was 
forever established by the divine kingship of Jesus Chnst whose "kingly power 

troubles all the longs and rulers of the world" and whose followers are not 
permitted to constrain others except by gospel preaching and gentle love 

Smyth, ed W Τ Whitley (Cambridge The University Press, 1915), 2 564-73, and 
Thomas Helwys, A Short Declaration of the Mistery of Iniquity (reprinted by 
London Kmgsgate Press, 1935) 179-82 

2ASecond London Confession, chap XXI, in William Lumpkin, Baptist 
Confessions of Faith (Valley Forge Judson, 1969) 279 

25Edwm S Gaustad, Liberty of Conscience Roger Williams m America 
(Grand Rapids William Β Eerdmans, 1991) 196-207, LeRoy Moore, "Roger 
Williams and the Historians," Church History 32 (1963) 432-51, and James Wm 
McClendon, Jr , Doctrine Systematic Theology (Nashville Abingdon, 1994) 482-
87 

KOger Williams, The Bloudy Tenent, 1644, in The Complete Writings of 
Roger Williams (New York Russell and Russell, 1963) 1 346 
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Although early Baptists seemed to find it unnecessary to provide any 
warrant other than the gospel for Christian liberty and liberty of conscience, 
subsequent generations increasingly turned to philosophical and political theories 
to justify these convictions. Isaac Backus (1724-1806), who like Williams 
advocated for full liberty of conscience, was influenced by John Locke through 
Jonathan Edwards (1703-58). Yet a robust theology of human depravity made 
Backus suspicious of fully integrating Locke's philosophy of natural rights into 
his account of religious liberty. According to Backus, the true liberty of 
humankind is "to know, obey, and enjoy [the] Creator and to do all the good unto, 
and enjoy all the happiness with and in, [their] fellow creatures that [they] are 
capable of."27 But because the creature rebelled against the Creator, Backus 
argued that the powers of sin have enslaved humanity and the natural liberty of 
creation has been lost. He further asserted that it is 

only the power of the Gospel that can set them free from sin 
so as to become the servants of righteousness, [and] can 
deliver them from these enemies so as to serve God in 
holiness all their days. And those who do not thus know the 
truth and have not been made free thereby, yet have never 
been able in any country to subsist long without some sort of 

28 

government. 

Both the account and the justification of the liberty of conscience were for 
Backus, as for Williams, biblical and theological; however, the habit of offering 
warrants that were acceptable to all people of reason became firmly established 
among Baptists a generation later. 

John Leland (1754-1841), a pivotal figure among colonial Baptists, 
staunchly defended the historic Baptist convictions of the liberty of conscience and 
the disestablishment of the church from the state. Yet to justify and display these 
convictions he adopted Lockean and Madisonian language with its theories of 
natural rights and voluntary associations. Leland defined the liberty of conscience 
as "the inalienable right that each individual has, of worshipping his God 
according to the dictates of his conscience, without being prohibited, directed, or 
controlled therein by human law, either in time, place, or manner."29 Inland's 

Isaac Backus, An Appeal to the Public for Religious Liberty (Boston: 
John Boyle, 1773), reprinted in Isaac Backus on Church, State, and Calvinism, ed. 
William G. McLoughlin (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1968) 309. 

28Ibid., 311-312. Italics in original text. 

John Leland, "A Blow at the Root," in The Writings of John Leland, ed. 
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deep dependence on the philosophical and political theories of Locke, Jefferson, 
and Madison can scarcely be missed.30 

In the sermon entitled "A Blow at the Root" delivered in 1801 after his 
return to New England, Leland begins with a Jeremiad on human depravity and 
the moral need of government to restrain evil, and he concludes with a tribute to 
American democracy and its founders in a tone that can only be described as 
panegyric rhetoric. He pleads, 

Pardon me, my hearers, if I am over-warm. I lived in 
Virginia fourteen years. The beneficent influence of my hero 
was too generally felt to leave me a stoic. What may we not 
expect, under the auspices of heaven, while Jefferson 
presides, with Madison in state by his side. Now the greatest 
orbit in America is occupied by the brightest orb: but, sirs, 
expect to see religious bigots, like cashiered officers, and 
displaced statesmen, growl and gnaw their galling bands, 
and, like a yelping mastiff, bark at the moon, whose rising 
they cannot prevent. 

Nathan Hatch comments that Leland 

turned a quest for self-reliance into a godly crusade. He 
believed that individuals had to make a studied effort to free 
themselves of natural authorities: church, state, college, 
seminary, even family. Leland's message carried the 
combined ideological leverage of evangelical urgency and 
Jeffersonian promise. Using plain language and avoiding 
doctrinal refinements, he proclaimed a divine economy that 
was atomistic and competitive rather than wholistic and 
hierarchical. This kind of liberal individualism could be 
easily embraced at the grass roots. Ordinary people gladly 

L. F. Greene (New York: G. W. Wood, 1845, reprinted by Arno Press, 1969) 239. 
Emphasis added. See also "The Rights of Conscience Inalienable," in The 
Writings of John Leland, 179-92. 

30On the use of Jeffersonian and Madisonian theories to provide warrant 
for the Baptist convictions of the liberty of conscience and the disestablishment of 
the church, see Mikael N. Broadway, "The Ways of Zion Mourned: A Historicist 
Critique of the Discourses of Church-State Relations" (Ph.D. diss., Duke 
University, 1993) chap. 5, esp. 190-201, 217-20. 

31 Leland, "A Blow at the Root," in The Writings of John Leland, 255. 
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championed the promise of personal autonomy as a message 
they could understand and a cause to which they could 
subscribe—in God's name, no less. 

Thus the historic Baptist convictions and practices persisted with Leland, but they 
were given new modern meanings and warrants in terms of liberal individualism. 
In time, the democratic language of rights became so identified with the religious 
convictions and practices that subsequent generations of Baptists foiled to 
distinguish between the two. The old warrants were then incorporated into the 
new descriptions. 

This voluntaristic notion of the self and the justifying language of natural 
rights continued to become more thoroughly individualistic in subsequent 
generations of Baptists through such influences as populism and revivalism. The 
growing democratization of religious convictions and practices during the 
Jacksonian era is reflected in the writings of W. B. Johnson (1782-1862) who 
defended "the right of each individual to judge for himself in his views of truth as 
taught in the scriptures" and Francis Wayland (1796-1865) who championed "the 
absolute right of private judgment in all matters of religion.' 

Wayland informed his readers that the principle of private judgment is 
not unique to Baptists but "has been so generally advocated by Protestants, that it 
does not require any special notice."34 That Wayland was convinced that private 
judgment was so widely held that it needed no warrant or explanation is surely the 
case, but he seems aware neither of the Reformers' repudiation of private 
judgment nor of the contemporary social and intellectual currents that informed 
his own description of the principle and which made it appear self evident to 
him. As Mark Noll observes, the process whereby evangelical Christians began 

Nathan Hatch, The Democratization of American Religion (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1989) 101. Hatch provides a broad account of the growing 
democratization of Christianity in America during the transitional period between 
1780 and 1830. 

33W. B. Johnson, Baptist Distinctives, cited by Dwight A. Moody in Free 
and Faithful: Christian Living in the 21st Century (published by the Third Baptist 
Church of Owensboro, Kentucky, 1995); and Francis Wayland, Notes on the 
Principles and Practices of Baptist Churches (New York: Sheldon, Blackmon and 
Co., 1857) 132. Emphasis added. 

Wayland, Notes on the Principles and Practices of Baptist Churches, 
146. 

On Luther's rejection of the priesthood of all believers as a "private" 
matter between the individual and God, see Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin 
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to adjust the Christian message to the themes of democratic ideology is complex, 
but that they came uncritically to identify their Christian convictions with 
American democratic ideals is undeniable. The democratization of Baptist 
convictions and practices simply reflects this broader Christian-culture 
synthesis. 

The further accommodation to the rightward branch of modern theology 
is exemplified in Baptist theologians Alvah Hovey (1820-1903), Professor and 
President of Newton Theological Institute, and James Petigru Boyce (1827-88), 
Professor of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, whose works were 
patterned after the Princeton Theology. As a student at Brown University, 
Boyce was influenced by Francis Wayland, but it was the Princeton theologians, 
especially Charles Hodge, who left the most lasting impression on the shape of 
Boyce's theology. The Princeton theologians basically adopted a view of science 
that was set forth by Francis Bacon (1561-1626). According to the Baconian 
view, science is the strict induction of verified facts. This understanding of 
science was wedded to the common sense philosophy of Thomas Reid (1710-
96). George Marsden notes that in this ordering of faith, science, and reason, 
two absolutely fundamental premises were "that God's truth was a single unified 

Luther (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966) 313-18; and Timothy George, Theology of 
the Reformers (Nashville: Broadman, 1988) 95-98. For one of the earliest baptist 
accounts of the priesthood of all believers as a practice of shared discipleship, 
rather than private judgment, see Balthasar Hubmaier, "On Fraternal 
Admonition," in Balthasar Hubmaier, ed. H. Wayne Pipkin and John H. Yoder 
(Scottdale: Herald, 1989) 372-85. Although "private judgment" is not a Reformed 
doctrine, it is well established in the political philosophy of John Locke. See, for 
example, A Letter Concerning Toleration (New York: Liberal Arts, 1950) 48. 
Other Lockean language confused with Baptist convictions includes the freedom to 
follow the dictates of conscience and the church as a voluntary society, ibid., 19-20. 

36Mark Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1994)67-81. 

37 Alvah Hovey, Manual of Systematic Theology and Christian Ethics 
(Philadelphia: American Baptist Publication Society, 1877); and J. P. Boyce, 
Abstract of Systematic Theology (Philadelphia: American Baptist Publication 
Society, 1887). 

38Sydney E. Ahlstrom, "The Scottish Philosophy and American 
Theology," Church History, 24 (1955) 257-52; and Mark A. Noil, "Common Sense 
Traditions and American Evangelical Thought," American Quarterly 37 (Summer 
1985)216-38. 
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order and that all persons of common sense were capable of knowing that truth."39 

Nowhere was the Baconian and common sense theology more clearly stated than 
in the Systematic Theology of Charles Hodge, who wrote that 

The Bible is to the theologian what nature is to the man of 
science. It is his store-house of facts; and his method of 
ascertaining what the Bible teaches, is the same as that 
which the natural philosopher adopts to ascertain what 
nature teaches. . . . The duty of the Christian theologian is to 
ascertain, collect and combine all the facts which God has 
revealed concerning himself and our relation to Him. 

Boyce reflects the view of his mentor by defining theology "as a science" which 
"is concerned in the investigation οι facts" Theology, for Boyce, "inquires into 
[the] existence of [these facts], their relations to each other, their systematic 
arrangement, the laws which govern them, and the great principles which are the 
basis of this existence, and these relations.' Like Hodge and the Princeton 
theologians, Boyce assumed that the facts about God are propositionally set forth 
in the Scriptures and are immediately available to the individual mind by means of 
common sense reason. 

It is not unimportant to note one omission in the Abstract which indicates 
the growing rationalism and individualism of Baptist theology. Although Boyce 
has several chapters on practices of the Christian life, there is no chapter of the 
Abstract given to the church or ecclesial practices. In Part IV of his Systematic 
Theology (Soteriology), Hodge treats the ecclesial practices of (1) the Word of 
God, (2) the sacraments, (3) baptism, (4) the Lord's Supper, and (5) prayer. 

George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture (New 
York: Oxford, 1980) 14. 

Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, 3 vols. (New York: Scribner, 
Armstrong, and Co., 1872-73) 1:10-11. 

Boyce, Abstract of Systematic Theology, 3. Emphasis added. 

Boyce has a very brief treatment of the Lord's Supper and baptism as 
regards "the means of sanctification" in which he argues against Catholic and 
Reformed theologies of sacrament, seal, and sign so as to leave no doubt that in his 
judgment the ordinances convey no sanctifying grace to the individual believer. 
Boyce, Abstract of Systematic Theology, 421-25. 

Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, 3:466-707. 
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What could explain such an oversight by Boyce? The same question has been 
raised about the absence of a chapter on ecclesiology in Ε. Y. Mullins' The 
Christian Religion. The stated reason seems to be that it simply reflects the 
division between theological and practical studies in the curriculum of Southern 
Seminary-a curriculum which Boyce helped to design. Matters of ecclesiology 
were treated in a separate course. Yet even if Boyce had included a chapter on 
the church, theology would have remained for him, as it was for Wayland, a 
matter of private judgment. It became less a way of giving warrants for 
communally held convictions and historically preserved practices as it became 
more a discourse of classifying and arranging the facts of the Bible. The 
recession of ecclesiology in the nineteenth century among Baptists also happened 
alongside the reduction of pneumatology from a corporate to an individual focus. 
For example, Elias H. Johnson (1841-1906) argued that "beyond the mystery of 
the Spirit's relation to the individual (John 3:8), it is not necessary to believe that 
he holds a relation to the church as an organic whole."45 Baptists in nineteenth-
century America increasingly came to see the church as merely a gathering of 
like-minded individuals joined to observe the duties of religion rather than as a 
vital part of the saving process. 

A. H. Strong (1836-1921) was for four decades Professor of theology 
and President of Rochester Theological Seminary during the years that Baptist 
theology was coming of age in the modern world. In many respects Strong, like 

William A. Mueller, A History of Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary (Nashville: Broadman, 1959) 113. Cited by Fisher Humphreys in Baptist 
Theologians, ed. Timothy George and David S. Dockery (Nashville: Broadman, 
1990) 334. 

45Elias H. Johnson, An Outline of Systematic Theology (Philadelphia: 
American Baptist Publication Society, 1895) 187. Thanks to Philip Thompson for 
calling my attention to the pneumatological shift in Johnson. Thompson traces the 
movement away from the dominant Baptist ecclesiology of the seventeenth century 
which emphasized "the community of believers, the catholic church and a 
soteriology characterized by individual and corporate sanctification and formation" 
to the prevailing twentieth-century Baptist ecclesiology that emphasizes "the 
individual believer, the local church as a voluntary association of individuals, and a 
soteriology weighted toward individual conversion," in Philip Edward Thompson, 
"Toward Baptist Ecclesiology in Pneumatological Perspective" (Ph.D. diss., Emory 
University, 1995) chaps. 2-3. 

46Cf. Wayland, Notes on the Principles and Practices of Baptist 
Churches, 179-80. 



JOURNAL OF THE NABPR 287 

Boyce, transmitted traditional Reformed theology from a Baptist perspective. 
Reminiscent of the Princeton theologians, Strong defined theology as "the science 
of God" [not of human experience or the Christian religion] "and of the relation 
between God and the universe."48 For Strong, the science of Christian theology is 
built upon the "objective facts" of Biblical revelation which constitute "the 
ground" of theology. He thus shared the basic foundationalist assumptions of 
conservative, propositional theology. In 1906 when the winds of theological 
liberalism were blowing many schools in the new direction, Strong declared to the 
Rochester trustees, "Let others teach as they will. We will walk in the old paths 
and hand down to our successors the old gospel.'"50 Yet throughout his career, 
Strong moved away from a Baconian understanding of science to embrace the 
emerging science of the nineteenth century by means of what he termed "ethical 
monism." Strong defined ethical monism as "that method of thought which holds 
to a single substance, ground, or principle of being, namely, God, but which also 
holds to the ethical facts of God's transcendence as well as his immanence, and of 
God's personality as distinct from, and as guaranteeing, the personality of man.' 
Thus for Strong, "natural causation is the expression of a supernatural Mind in 
nature."52 He thereby affirmed the creative activity of God within and through 
the process of evolution. Strong furthermore incorporated an immanent (rather 
than an interventionist) account of God's providential activity in miracles so as not 
to violate the laws of nature. David Bebbington consequently describes Strong 

The Encyclopedia of the American Religious Experience (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1988), s.v. 'The Calvinistic Theological Tradition," by 
William K. B. Stoever, 1053-54. 

48Augustus Hopkins Strong, Systematic Theology (Philadelphia: Judson, 
1907) 1. 

49Ibid., 13. 

50Strong, Annual Report, New York Baptist Union for Ministerial 
Education, 1906, 42. Quoted in Paul M. Minus, Walter Rauschenbusch: American 
Reformer (New York: Macmillan, 1988) 139. 

51 Strong, Systematic Theology, 105. 

52lbid., 391. 

Ibid., 118-19. 
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as a mediating theologian whose goal was '"to express evangelical orthodoxy in 
modern thought forms."54 

Strong's mediating theology, however, does not constitute a rejection of 
the conservative paradigm (Scripture) for a liberal one (experience) or a hybrid 
that combines elements of both. To the contrary, he represents an evangelical 
modification of conservative theology. Yet even in his evangelical modification 
of conservative theology, Strong remains within the basic paradigm of 
conservative theology which builds on the foundation of the objective facts of 
Scripture. Fundamentalism on the other hand continued in the trajectory of the 
Princeton theology, but fundamentalists further reduced the facts of the inerrant 
Scriptures to five essential ideas which they thought would conquer the ideas of 
liberalism and convince unbelievers of the truth. E. J. Carnell insightfully 
observed that fundamentalists failed to grasp the irony of the Catholic agreement 
with the five fundamentals, thus revealing their theologically un-Reformed content 
and neglecting, as George Lindbeck would later argue, the interrelatedness of 
doctrines and the communal life that they render intelligible. Amzi C. Dixon 
(1854-1925), J. Frank Norris (1877-1952), and T. T. Shields (1873-1955) were 
influential preachers who popularized the theology of The Fundamentals among 
Baptists. 

Some Baptists like Shailer Mathews (1836-1941) of the University of 
Chicago, Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) of Rochester Theological 
Seminary, William Newton Clarke (1841-1911) of Colgate University, and Harry 
Emerson Fosdick (1878-1969) the popular preacher of Riverside Church in New 
York City, enthusiastically embraced the progressive vision of theological 

Allster E. McGrath, ed., The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Modern 
Christian Thought (Cambridge: Blackweil, 1993), s.v. "Baptist Thought," by D. W. 
Bebbington, 29. See also Grant Wacker, review oí Autobiography of Augustus 
Hopkins Strong, in Christian Century, 18 May 1983, 502-3. 

55Nancey Murphy puzzles over how to fit Strong into her two paradigm 
account of modern theology. She concludes that he is "an exception that proves 
the rule" {Beyond Liberalism and Fundamentalism, 75). 

56 Arthur A. Cohen and Marvin Halverson, eds., A Handbook of Christian 
Theology, 2nd ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1984), s.v. "Fundamentalism," by E. J. 
Carnell, 142-3; and George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1984). 

57R. A. Torrey, A. C. Dixon, and others, The Fundamentals, 4 vols. 
(1917), reprinted, Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980. 
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liberalism. As Fosdick declared, "the one vital thing about religion is first-hand, 
personal experience . . . of God in Christ.' 9 Mathews likewise argued that "the 
permanent element of our evolving religion resides in attitudes and convictions 
[i.e., experience] rather than doctrines.' Liberal Baptists like Mathews and 
Fosdick spoke of abiding experience and changing categories. For theology to be 
progressive, then, it must turn aside from the secondary and derived features of 
Christianity to examine the primary element-religious experience. General 
religious experience and distinctly Christian experience were viewed as discreet 
sources of theological reflection. Because the givenness of experience was 
thought to be universal and perennial, it was immediately available to be known 
and could be correlated to God. Thus the intimate and incommunicable 
experience of individuals known and interpreted by individuals became for 
liberalism the foundation of theology. 

Other Baptists like E. Y. Mullins (1860-1928), Professor and President 
of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, and D. C. Macintosh (1877-1948), 
the Dwight Professor of Theology at Yale University, followed the leftward 
branch of modernity at a more moderate pace by adapting the categories of 
evangelical piety to experiential religion, drawing from the theories of Kant and 
Schleiermacher as well as Emerson and James. Like Descartes, Mullins 
borrowed the image of axioms in Euclidean geometry to discover the axioms of 
the Christian religion. With these "self evident" ideas as a foundation, Christian 
theology was thought to be "grounded" and "justified." Once again the historic 
Baptist convictions and practices were given new modern warrants. For Mullins 
the "axiom" of "soul competency" became the interpretive key to Christian 
experience, whereas for Macintosh evangelical conversion was thought to be 
empirically describable as a "right religious adjustment."62 

Shailer Mathews, The Faith of Modernism (New York: Macmillan, 
1924); Walter Rauschenbusch, Christianity and the Social Crisis (New York: 
Macmillan, 1907); William Newton Clarke, An Outline of Christian Theology 
(Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1929); and Harry Emerson Fosdick, Christianity and 
Progress (New York: Fleming Revell, 1922). 

Fosdick, Christianity and Progress, 160, 163. Emphasis added. 

Mathews, The Faith of Modernism, 76. 

Harold Bloom, The American Religion (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1992) 200-17. 

62Mullins, Axioms of Religion (Philadelphia: Judson, 1908) 53-56; 
Macintosh, Theology as Empirical Science (New York: Macmillan, 1919) 142. 
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As odd as it may seem, the liberal and conservative trajectories of 
modern Baptist theology share a common ancestry in foundationalism. Whether 
convictions and practices were viewed to be warranted by natural rights, common 
sense reason, axiomatic truths, or empirically verifiable facts, both streams of 
modern Baptist theology remained committed to foundational principles, thus 
liberals (and moderates) and fundamentalists (and evangelicals) are "siblings 
under the skin." Such an observation of twin trajectories is not a new insight. In 
his posthumously published book Types of Christian Theology, Hans Frei noted 
the ironic similarity of Uberai David Tracy and fundamentalist Carl Henry. Both 
exemplify Frei's second type because they insist that "theology must have a 
foundation that is articulated in terms of basic philosophical principles."63 For 
fundamentalists the foundation is an inerrant Bible. For liberals it is religious 
experience. Thus, liberals and conservatives inhabit the same type of theology 
(i.e., modern) even if they operate within different paradigms (i.e., Scripture or 
experience). However, as Murphy persuasively argues, there is "an invisible 
wall" between liberalism and fundamentalism. It is possible to moderate Uberai 
theology, and fundamentalists can "slide down the slippery slope" to 
evangelicalism. But liberals cannot become fundamentalists, nor fundamentahsts, 
liberals without a "paradigm shift."65 Moderates and evangelicals, then, are not 
"hybrids." Moderate theology still operates in the paradigm of experience, and 
evangelical theology is grounded on the foundation of Scripture. 

This brief account is admittedly telescoped. One is left to puzzle, for 
example, how E. Y. Mullins, like Strong, seems to mediate between 
fundamentalism and Uberalism. During his presidency of the Southern Baptist 
Convention, Mullins skillfully steered the denomination on a middle course 
through the evolution-creation controversy of the 1920s. As chair of the 
committee that drafted the Baptist Faith and Message (1925), he led the debate 
against efforts at the convention to add an anti-evolution amendment. There is 

Frei, Types of Christian Theology (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1992) 24. 

^Murphy, Beyond Liberalism and Fundamentalism, 6-7, 11-35; see also 
George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 16-19. 

65Murphy, Beyond Liberalism and Fundamentalism, ix; cf. Thomas Kuhn, 
The Structures of Scientific Revolution, 2nd ed. (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1970) 77-91, esp. 85. 

66For an account of the moderating effect his role in the evolution-creation 
controversy see William E. Ellis, A Man of Books and a Man of People (Macon: 
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no question that Mullins embodied a moderate political strategy between 
fundamentaUsm and modernism. He criticized both extremes. It is important, 
however, not to confuse the political strategy of Mullins with his theological 
paradigm. 

In theological matters Mullins seems to steer a middle course. He was a 
contributor to The Fundamentals associated with the conservative version of 
modernity as well as a disseminator of moderated liberal theology. Yet his article, 
"The Testimony of Christian Experience," written for The Fundamentals, 
operates not with a dual or blended paradigm but on a single foundation. Mullins 
leaves no doubt that the individual experience of regeneration (the liberal vector), 
not a bibUcal source-book of information (the fundamentalist vector), is the 
foundation of Christian theology. His theological treatise, The Christian 
Religion in its Doctrinal Expression, confirms the prominence of religious 
experience as the source from which all theological interpretation is derived. To 
be sure, Mullins declares that Jesus Christ is the supreme authority for theology 
and that the Scriptures are the only source of authoritative information about him, 
yet he notes that unless the message of Christ and Scripture are "vitalized by 
experience" they are of no value for theological reflection. As W. 0. Carver 
observed, Mullins attempted to make "explicit in reason that which is implicit in 
experience.' Yet Fisher Humphreys notes that Mullins did not integrate the 
experiential source into every doctrine. Still Christian experience remains the 
operative paradigm in his theology. Other Christians, for whom an experience 
of instantaneous conversion, entire sanctification, or charismatic baptism is the 

Mercer University Press, 1985) 147-68 and 185-208. During the Scopes trial when 
the evolution-creation controversy was at the height, Mullins sought the vanishing 
middle ground by refusing direct appeals to support the cases both of anti- and pro-
evolution forces, ibid., 195. 

67Muliins, "The Testimony of Christian Experience," The Fundamentals, 
4:314-23. 

Mullins, The Christian Religion (Nashville: Sunday School Board of the 
Southern Baptist Convention, 1917) 3. On the norm of religious experience see 
also Mullins, "The Contribution of Baptists to the Interpretation of Christianity," 
Hibbert Journal 21 (April 1923) 536; and Talks on Soul Winning (Nashville: 
Sunday School Board, 1920) 77-84. 

69Cited by W. Morgan Patterson, Baptist History and Heritage, "The 
Southern Baptist Theologian as Controversialist," 15 (July 1980) 12. 

70Humphreys, "E. Y. Mullins," in Baptist Theologians, 339. 
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guiding norm of theology, may resist the suggestion that they too fit within the 
hberal-expenential paradigm It is not unimportant to note, however, that "the 
Bible Answer Man," a conservative m the tradition of The Fundamentals, 
criticizes the heterodox tendencies of some forms of charismatic Christianity as 
evidenced m the faith movement and the laughing revival precisely because they 
elevate the authority of experience over the propositional truths of Scripture 

THE CONTEMPORARY CRISIS OF BAPTIST IDENTITY 

There are several reasons why this historical narrative is important 
First, it moves toward a language of "thick description" to display how modern 
theology was a continuation of Christendom consciousness and how Baptists m 
North America were gravitationally pulled into cultural and theological 
Constantinianism Such a histoncized description recognizes that the language of 
Baptist convictions and practices is much richer and more robust than accounts 
which simply connect timeless principles like beads on a string Moreover, only 
such an account recognizes that the language of liberal democratic individualism 
was added over time to the convictions of Baptist identity So, for example, when 
Martin Marty celebrates the "Baptistification" of American Christianity, he is 
correct only insofar as Baptists came to adopt most visibly the full and complete 
democratization of Christianity in North America Second, it provides 
substance to the claim that conservatives and liberals (as well as evangelicals and 
moderates) are really twin trajectories of modem theology It may appear from 
this account that any Baptist who adopted the Constantinian strategy of 
translating the gospel into contemporary ideas m order to conquer and convince 
the culture must be a "fool, an ass, or a prating coxcomb " Such is not the case 
The efforts and, m large measure, the achievements of earlier generations of 
Baptist theologians are cause for celebration Indeed, rather than reproaching 
them for their theological accommodation to modernity, perhaps it is more 
appropriate to ask why we would expect them to have thought differently Such 
an admission, however, does not mean that the proposals of modern Baptist 
theology should then remain unchallenged As we stand at the end of the modern 
horizon, it may only now be possible to perceive with clarity both the questionable 

71Hank Hanegraaff, Christianity m Crisis (Eugene, OR Harvest House, 
1993), and Hanegraaff, The Counterfeit Revival (Dallas Word, 1997) 

72Chfford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York Basic Books, 
1973)5-10 

73Martm E Marty, "Baptistification Takes Over," Christianity Today, 2 
September 1983, 33-36 
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assumptions and the hopeful suggestions of the past. Third, this narrative of 
modern theology suggests why it is a mistake to write off the twentieth-century 
theological conflicts among Baptists simply as power plays by mean people. 
Rather, the antagonistic relationship between liberals and conservatives is an 
inevitable consequence of the interaction between these two rival visions of 
theology given their divergent trajectories and incommensurable paradigms. 
Moreover, the intensity of the Baptist battles in this century is indicative of an 
underlying crisis of modernity and of the attempt by Baptists to articulate their 
identity as a free people of God. Because the current crisis in Baptist theology is 
occasioned by the collapse of the Enlightenment project, theologies that depend on 
the Enlightenment for their intelligibility cannot successfully negotiate the 
transition beyond modernity. Thus, neither fundamentalist (or evangelical) nor 
liberal (or moderate) theologies have the resources to develop a Baptist theology 
for the next millennium. 

There are signs of insurgence against the modem consensus fidelium 
which has held sway since the eighteenth century. No longer can it be assumed 
that individual rational agents can arrive at absolute, objective, universal, and 
non-historically conditioned truths that serve as the foundations of knowledge. All 
truths are historically conditioned and tradition dependent. One of the few 
points of agreement in the late twentieth-century academy is that the 
Enlightenment project has run its course. This is the postmodern consensus 
(iri)fidelium. The upshot is that theological liberals and conservatives can no 
longer assume a prevailing intellectual and cultural consensus that privileges their 
affirmations as "grounded" and "justified" in the self evident truths of experience 
or Scripture. Now that the canons of reason engendered by modernity no longer 
hold sway, Christian theologians must grasp anew both the terror and the freedom 
of what it means to have no other foundation than Jesus Christ (1 Cor 3:11) who 
is known and made known in the gospel story. 

The contemporary theological crisis is not unlike an unsuspecting troupe 
of river rafters who anticipate a relaxing excursion only to misread the map and 

See Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1979); and Alasdair Maclntyre, Whose Justice? Which 
Rationality? (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988). For both Rorty 
and Maclntyre, truth is historically conditioned all the way down. Yet such an 
admission does not preclude Maclntyre from still wanting to make very strong 
metaphysical claims, whereas Rorty's pragmatism rules out ail metaphysics. Here, 
1 am on the side of Maclntyre. 

75See the essays in the McClendon Festschrift, Stanley Hauerwas, Nancey 
Murphy, and Mark Nation, eds., Theology Without Foundations (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1994). 
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diverge from the mainstream of the river. They soon find themselves rushing 
perilously through rapids and over falls. Finally, in the swirling currents below 
the cataracts, they debate whether to journey ahead into the uncharted waters or 
remain where at least the dangers are known. In the last decades of the twentieth 
century, theologians have been swept through the streams that eroded the 
foundations of the Enlightenment and over the falls at the end of Christendom. It 
is not possible to go back upstream against the current in hope of returning to a 
cultural and intellectual ethos or logos of ages now past. The only viable option is 
to continue downstream. For those who remain in the turbulent water below the 
falls of modernity it is only a matter of time before their rafts will be overturned or 
grounded. Yet in their desperation, some of these remaining in the cascading 
waters of modernity may attempt to sink the boats of those who journey onward.6 

Others may try to get out of the river and portage overland in search of the 
navigable waters of pre-modemity. It is not yet clear what lies ahead for those 
who venture downstream. Still the future of theology for Baptists lies in the 
uncharted waters beyond modernity and beyond Christendom. 

See, for example, the critique of Stanley Grenz and James McClendon, 
two prominent postmodern Baptist theologians, by arch-evangelical-modernist 
Millard Erickson, in The Evangelical Left: Encountering Postconservative 
Evangelical Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997). Erickson wants to proceed as 
if Enlightenment rationality were still in tact. Thus he presumes that theology is a 
matter of simply arranging the facts of Scripture. His reservations about 
postmodernity, however, are rooted in a false consciousness based on the 
foundationalist assumptions of the fundamentalist-evangelical paradigm. For a 
sympathetic yet finn refutation of the sort of foundationalism held by Erickson, see 
Rodney Clapp, "How Finn a Foundation?" in Timothy R. Phillips and Dennis L. 
Okholm, eds., The Nature of Confession (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1996) 81-
92. 

77In his pilgrimage from hyper-modern liberal theology to paleo-orthodox 
evangelical spirituality with an attitude, Thomas Oden has become a strident 
ecumenical voice, calling for a return to a pre-modern doctrinal consensus as the 
corcect theological strategy after modernity. (Oden, Requiem [Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1995]). Among Southern Baptists who identify with Oden's quest for 
pre-modern orthodoxy are members of the Founders Group. They call Baptists to 
rejoin the stream of pre-modern Calvinism. However, unlike Oden who refuses to 
read anything seriously that was written after the seventeenth century, the 
Founders urge the embrace of the modernized Princeton theology of Hodge-
Warfield and Dagg-Boyce. See The Founders Journal 19/20 (Winter/Spring 
1995). 

78Stephen Toulmin concludes his elegant narrative of modernity's hidden 
agenda, by wondering whether what is beginning is a new phase of modernity or a 
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The journey beyond the turbulent waters of modernity is complicated by 
the fact that there is not one waterway downstream but (at least) three rivulets 
with multiple cross currents and eddies. First, there is the stream explored by 
poststructuralists, deconstructionists, and pragmatists such as Jacques Derrida, 
Michel Foucault, Jean Francois Lyotard, and Richard Rorty. Those who follow 
this way pursue an approach to theology stripped of its epistemological optimism 
and totalizing eclecticism. In this stream of postmodernism are such radical 
theologians as Thomas J. J. Altizer, Mark C. Taylor, and Robert Scharlemann 
who have explored the dark waters void of the metaphysics of presence and onto-
theology. Baptist theologians have been hesitant to venture into these currents of 
postmodernism. Stanley Grenz, one of the few Baptists who has tested these 
waters, commends the rejection of the Enlightenment epistemology as common 
ground between evangelical theology and deconstructionism; however, he argues 
that evangelicals must stand their ground by rejecting the rejection of the 
metanarrative. For Grenz, postmodern evangelical theology must be post-
individualistic, post-rationalistic, post-dualistic, and post-noeticentric. He thus 
sees merit in the deconstructive critique but not the constructive proposals of this 
stream of postmodernism. 

The second channel beyond the fells of modernity has been charted by 
Lesslie Newbigin. When he returned to the West after a career as a foreign 
missionary in India, Newbigin did not find himself at home in a Christian 
civilization or even a secular society. He discovered instead that he was in the 
midst of a pagan culture that was "born out of the rejection of Christianity [and] 
is far more resistant to the gospel than the pre-Christian paganism with which 
cross-cultural missions have been familiar.' Newbigin argues that the church 

distinctively postmodern period, in Cosmopolis, 200-1. I respect Toulmin's 
nuanced definition of modernity as having two phases: the Renaissance and the 
Enlightenment. Yet I will describe the next phase as postmodern insofar as it 
attempts to move beyond the assumptions of modernity. On clarifying modern and 
postmodern assumptions see Nancey Murphy and James Wm. McClendon, Jr., 
"Distinguishing Modern and Postmodern Theologies," in Modern Theology 5 
(April 1989) 191-214. 

Alister E. McGrath, ed. The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Modern 
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Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism (Grand Rapids: 
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bears heavy responsibility for the post-Christendom paganism of the West. In 
seeking to counter the skepticism of the Enlightenment, theologians 
accommodated the modern assumption that the first task of the church is to 
convince people that God exists rather than to invite them "to believe in God's 
own revelation of himself in Jesus Christ." Thus Newbigin agrees with Michael 
Buckley's thesis that the church "abandoned its own proper ground and provided . 
. . the tools for modern atheism."82 Newbigin further suggests that a sociological 
explanation of the paganism of Western culture lies in the feet that "there is no 
generally acknowledged 'plausibility structure,' acceptance of which is normally 
taken for granted without argument, and dissent from which is regarded as heresy, 
that is, . . . making one's own personal decision instead of accepting the given 
tradition."83 

Newbigin's assessment of the West has been followed by observers who 
are specifically interested in the post-Christendom culture of North America. 
Within the last half of the twentieth century, the established mainline Protestant 
denominations have become a cultural sideline. The most conspicuous evidence 
of the disestablishment of mainline Protestantism are such indicators as the 
decline of church membership, the loss of financial prosperity, and the lack of 
influence in high places. The "waning of Christendom" may be even more 
pervasive than religious pundits have been ready to admit. The Gallup polls 
conducted in 1996 reported that only 38 percent of adults in the United States said 
that they attended church or synagogue in the previous week. These figures 
represent a 5 percent drop from the 43 percent reported in 1995 and are the lowest 
percentage since the all time low of 37 percent in 1940. If these results are 
indicative of a trend in North American religious patterns, it suggests that the 
decline may not be limited to the mainline denominations. Although some 
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vestiges of the past still survive, since World War II we have witnessed the virtual 
end of Christendom in North America. Still, explaining how the cultural 
disestablishment of Christianity in America occurred presents a puzzle. The 
more fundamental crisis, however, is the one created by the Christendom 
consciousness of the old dominant order. The three volume systematic theology 
of Douglas John Hall begins with a call to purge the church of this old way of 
thinking and to begin thinking in terms of a post-Christendom era. Such theology 
for a disestablished church includes a thoroughgoing restatement of our 
understanding of Jesus, Christian discipleship, and the mission of the church. 

As Baptist theologian Barry Harvey argues, the theological task for those 
in this second postmodern stream is to foster a counter-societal outlook. Harvey 
differentiates the agendas of modern and postmodern theology. The former 
comprises those who see "the church as a function of the society." The latter is 
held by those who take "society as a function of the church." Conservatives hold 
to the first view. Liberals, who are merely nervous conservatives that want to 
tinker with system, embrace the same approach. Botri, Harvey tells us, are 
basically at home in the modern culture and agree that the church should serve the 
practices, institutions, and goals of civil society. Radical theology with which 
Harvey identifies, reverses the order to say that society should be a function of the 
church. He argues that in this radical agenda, the primary task of the church "is 
the establishment of a new, universal society."88 In short, the church is to become 

89 

an exemplary community. 
Another Baptist theologian who has tested the waters of secular post-

Christendom culture is Harvey Cox. In The Secular City^ Cox explored the 
positive role that Christians could play in a modern secular world which would 
bring about the end of religion. Twenty years later he revisited his thesis in light 
of the continuance of religion in the secular city. Cox observed that although 
secularization disestablished Christianity from cultural dominance, it is modernity, 

86Robert Wuthnow provides one of the most complete accounts of just how 
much has changed in the social arrangements between church and state in The 
Restructuring of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988). 

87Douglas John Hall, Thinking the Faith (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991); 
Professing the Faith (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993); and Confessing the Faith 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996). 

Barry Harvey, Politics of the Theological: Beyond Piety and power of a 
World Come of Age (New York: Peter Lang, 1995) 2. 

Harvey, Another City, chap. 1. 
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not religion, which is now is coming to an end. He concludes that "with the 
passing of the modern age, the epoch of 'modern theology' which tried to interpret 
Christianity in the fece of secularization is also over."90 Cox's later social 
analysis suggests that secularization did not drive religion from modern society 
but instead fostered a type of private religion in which the link between religion 
and politics is lost. If the effect of modernity on theology was the loss of 
political content, Cox proposes that the direction for postmodern theology is 
toward the recovery of a political dimension. He examines the resurgence of 
political theology in two contemporary religious movements, Protestant 
fundamentalism and Christian base communities, but concludes that only the 
latter holds any promise for postmodern theology. According to Cox, whereas 
modern theology became the ally of the bourgeoisie, liberation theology is post-
bourgeois in its emphasis on solidarity with those at the bottom and edges of 
society. Moreover, in modern theology the meaning of the Bible is determined 
by use of historical-critical methods, but members of Christian base communities 
practice a post-critical approach to Bible study. Ordinary people are encouraged 
to read the Bible in conversation with one another without scientific exegetes or 
priestly interpreters closing off the discussion. Finally, the task of modern 
theology was to make the Christian message credible to the modern mind, that is, 
to white, male, western, bourgeois minds. By contrast the theological reflection 
that arises from Christian base communities is post-modern insofar as the 
concerns of people of color, women, the poor, and non-westerners are given voice. 
In attempting to get beyond a theology that is determined by the interests of 
sovereign nation states, science-based technology, bureaucratic rationalism, profit 
maximization, and the secularization of religion, Cox believes that liberation 

· 94 

theology provides a paradigm for the radical demodernization of theology. 
Unlike the modem congregations that are simply "collections of discrete 
persons . . . who created a church through a kind of social contract," the 
embodiment of postmodern Christianity is in a church where the ties that bind 

Harvey Cox, Religion in the Secular City: Toward a Postmodern 
Theology (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1984) 21. See Harvey Cox, The 
Secular City (New York: Macmillan, 1965). 

91 Cox, Religion in the Secular City, 12. 

92Ibid., 163-67. 

93Ibid., 23, 168-71. 

Ibid., 183. 
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make them "members of one another.' Such revolutionary changes would 
require a new reformation, and indeed Cox sees the sixteenth-century Anabaptist 
radicals as an anticipation of postmodern Christianity. Yet such a reformation 
of the church in North America which recovers the politics of the theological will 
require, Cox argues, input from "the folk piety of Baptists, Methodists, and the 
rest" as they seek to move beyond the secular city by passing through it. 

A third fork beyond the cascading waters of modernity has been 
pioneered by postliberal theologians who are deeply indebted to the philosophical 
projects of Ludwig Wittgenstein and Alasdair Maclntyre, both of whom highlight 
the importance of narrative and language, as well as community and tradition. 
This theology is postliberal because it attempts to get beyond theological 
liberalism and its commitments to modernity. Liberal theology moves along three 
axes between epistemological foundationalism and skepticism, linguistic 
representationalism and expressivism, and metaphysical individualism and 
collectivism. Postliberal theology gets off these continuums by following 
epistemological holism, by focusing on linguistic discourse, and by emphasizing 
tradition and community. The theologians of this movement include Hans Frei, 
George Lindbeck, Brevard Childs, Stanley Hauerwas, George Hunsinger, and 
William Placher. However, Karl Barth is the theologian that blazes the trail of 
postliberalism. Barth not only anticipated the end of modernity, he also recovered 
the intratextual performance of theology which "redescribes reality within the 
scriptural framework rather than translating Scripture into extrascriptural 
categories."" For Barth, the revelation of God in Jesus Christ challenged the 
enlightened knowledge of modernity and called for the creation, not of a new and 
better world, but of a renewed and more faithful church. 

In contrast to his Uberai contemporaries, Barth understood that tcthe 
theologian's job is not to make the gospel credible to the modern world, but to 
make the world credible to the gospeir Barth's own thinking about the 

y:>Ibid., 214. 

^Ibid., 263-64. 

97Ibid., 267-68. 

Murphy and McClendon, "Distinguishing Modern and Postmodern 
Theologies," 191-214, esp. 205-7. 

"Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 118, 135, and 138 note 35. 

100Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon, Resident Aliens 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1989) 24. See Alister E. McGrath, ed., The Blackwell 
Encyclopedia of Modern Christian Thought (Cambridge: Blackwell, 1993), s.v. 
"Postliberalism," by Sheila Greeve Davaney and Delwin Brown, 453-56. For a 
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church's social stance changed during his years of writing of the Church 
Dogmatics As John Howard Yoder has shown, Barth finally came to embrace a 
free church (or baptist) ecclesiology that consists m "the exemplanty of the 
church as foretaste/model/herald of the kingdom "1 0 1 For Barth, the fundamental 
difference between the Christian commumty and civil society is that the church 
confesses that Jesus Christ is Lord whereas the world does not This confessional 
identity is doxologically displayed and politically embodied m the worship and 
witness of the church Thus the social strategy of the church is to represent to the 
world what it means for humanity to be sanctified m Chnst, not to control the 
social and political agenda of the wider society 

The posthberal journey is anticipated for Baptists m the theology of W 
Τ Conner, who although a student of Rauschenbusch and Mullins, turned aside 
from the modem commitments of his teachers m an attempt to rediscover, as did 
Barth, "the strange new world of the Bible " Like Mullins, Conner assumed that 
the scientific method which begins with "facts of experience" is the proper 
theological method Yet for Conner, the locus of Christian theology is not 
experiential religion or scriptural propositions but "the [biblical] revelation 
from God centering m the Person of Jesus Chnst " But Conner went so far as 
to descnbe the notion of the "science of religion" as a "vain idea," and he 

promising engagement between evangelicals-many of whom are Baptists--and 
posthberals see Phillips and Okholm, eds , The Nature of Confession Lindbeck 
comments that if "postliberalism has a real future as a communal enterpnse of the 
church, it's more likely to be earned out by evangelicals than anyone else" (Ibid, 
253) 

101 John Howard Yoder, "Why Ecclesiology Is Social Ethics," in The Royal 
Priesthood, ed Michael G Cartwnght (Grand Rapids Eerdmans, 1994) 106, and 
Yoder, "Karl Barth How His Mind Kept Changing," in How Karl Barth Changed 
My Mind, ed Donald McKim (Grand Rapids Eerdmans, 1986) 166-71 See 
Barth, Church Dogmatics IV/2 (Edinburgh Τ and Τ Clark, 1958)719-26 Ernest 
Payne earlier recognized the congeniality of Barth to Baptist theology See his 
preface to Karl Barth, The Teaching of the Church Regarding Baptism (London 
SCM Press, 1948) Another Baptist theologian that finds the early writings of 
Barth to move in a Baptist direction is Elizabeth Β Barnes, An Affront to the 
GospeP The Radical Barth and the Southern Baptist Convention (Atlanta 
Scholars, 1987) 

102Conner, Revelation and God (Nashville Broadman, 1936) 43, 99 As 
Garcett nghtly indicates, "Conner drew upon personahsm rather than biblical 
theology to provide the charactenstics of human beings as spintual persons " 
Consequently, his view of general revelation in Revelation and God was closer to 
Brunner than to Barth James Leo Ganett, Jr, Walter Thomas Conner," in 
Baptist Theologians, 425-28 
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contended that "it is now time that theology declared its independence of science 
and stood on its own feet." Unlike Mullins, Mathews, and Macintosh where 
the theological trajectory runs from human experience to God (i.e., religion), for 
Conner the trajectory is from God to humanity (i.e., revelation). 

The postliberal vector of Conner's theology is most clear in his student, 
James Wm. McClendon, Jr., whose Systematic Theology reflects the influence of 
his teacher. As Frei and Lindbeck have attempted to extend the postliberal 
direction of Barth, so has McClendon done with Conner, although this path 
clearly runs from Rauschenbusch through Mullins to Conner. McCIendon's 
multi-volume Systematic Theology project is rooted in soil of the common life in 
Christ which he calls the baptist (little "b"!) vision. This perspective may be 
defined as the conviction that "the church now is the primitive church; we are 
Jesus'fs] followers; the commands are addressed directly to us." The 
hermeneutics that underlie this theological viewpoint are post-critical as the vision 
becomes "a trope of mystical identity binding the story now to the story then, and 
the story then and now to God's future yet to come." Doctrinal theology as a 
second-order practice is thus inextricably linked to the first-order practices of the 
church. Such a theological model allows for great diversity of readings, yet it 
presupposes a unity that is sufficient to define an authentic style of communal life 
in which members can know "what the church must teach to be the church." 
McClendon's project gets beyond the foundationalism of modern theology that 
grounds theological discourse in transcendent experience or an inerrant Bible. In 
this postmodern Baptist theology there is no foundation other than Jesus Christ 
and no warrant except the gospel. 

However Christians move down the postmodern stream, they must 
engage (rather than inoculate) neo-pagan America with the gospel. Theologians 
can serve the church by charting a course in these uncertain times when "the 
patterns of certitude, privilege, and power that modernity engendered are passing 
away." Can Baptists contribute to the continuing reform of the church in the third 
millennium? The signatories of "Re-Envisioning Baptist Identity" hope so. The 
document is a starting point for the Mullins type moderates and the Strong sort of 
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evangelicals to begin talking with those who follow the lead of Grenz, Cox, and 
McClendon about the issues at stake for the church in postmodernity. Perhaps 
such a conversation might find navigable waters beyond Christendom and 
modernity. The statement was signed by a group "of Baptists in North America 
who would like to see [their] churches take a new theological direction, one that is 
not 'conservative' nor 'Uberai' nor something in-between." It does not claim to 
be the final word but is rather an invitation for the wider community of Baptists to 
enter a conversation. However, the "Re-Envisioning" statement does attempt to 
provide a constructive proposal, or at least it gestures in the direction of a 
constructive proposal for Baptist theology. It affirms historic practices that have 
shaped the identity and mission of Baptist communities through the centuries. Yet 
it is decisively postmodern in its outlook. The difference between this postmodern 
course and its modem predecessors has to do not with changed practices such as 
Bible study, following Jesus, common life, baptism, preaching, the Lord's table, 
and the disestablishment of the church, but rather with a reassessment of the 
theological accounts and warrants that are necessary for these practices to 
flourish into the next millennium. Whether this effort will provide a way for 
Baptists to re-vision their theology and move forward is too early to tell, but it is 
an attempt to get Baptists in North America talking about the issues at stake for 
the mission of the church in postmodernity. To be sure, this is not the "coveted 
future" that Baptists have grown accustomed to expect. Yet it is the future which 
we can fece or from which we can flee. It is time. 

108Baptists Today, 26 June 1997, 8-10. 
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Appendix 
Re-Envisioning Baptist Identity 

A Manifesto for Baptist Communities in North America 

To the people called Baptist in North America who in Jesus Christ 
have "like living stones" been "built into a spiritual house, to be a holy 
priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 
Christ, may grace and peace be yours in abundance" (1 Pet 2:4-5). From our 
beginnings, we Baptists have celebrated the freedom graciously given by God 
in Jesus Christ (Gal 5:1; Jn 8:31-32). Freedom in Christ is a gift, not a 
given. This freedom does not subsist merely in self-determination. It is not 
rooted in what the world calls natural rights or social entitlements. It cannot 
be claimed, possessed, or granted by any human institution, community, or 
individual. It belongs to God's gift of the new creation in which we share 
through our faithfulness to Christ (2 Cor 5:17; Rom 5:15). 

God's freedom is the pattern for the gift of freedom in Jesus Christ. 
This freedom which is ours in Christ therefore cannot be understood apart 
from the fellowship of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor 13:13; 3:17) who convicts us of 
sin (Jn 16:8-11), leads us to repentance (Rom 2:4; Acts 5:31), converts us to 
faith (Rom 8:9; 1 Cor 12:3), renews us through regeneration (Jn 3:5-6; Tit 
3:4-5), sanctifies us to holiness (Rom 15:16; Gal 5:16; 1 Pet 1:2), assures us 
of salvation (Rom 8:15; Gal 4:6; Eph 1:13-14), incorporates us into the 
church (1 Cor 12:13), guides us in discernment (Jn 14:26, 20:22-23; 1 Cor 
2:14-16, 12:10), and readies us for ministry (1 Cor 12:11). Human freedom 
exists only in relationship with the triune God who lovingly creates, wisely 
governs, mercifully redeems, and justly judges the world. It is into this 
relationship of freedom that God calls a people "from every tribe and 
language, nation and race . . . to be a royal house of priests, to serve our God 
and to rule upon the earth" (Rev 5:9-10). 

The freedom of God's people is freedom from the domination of sinful 
and selfish human impulses (Rom 7:24-25; Eph 2:1-10). We are free for 
serving Christ and one another (Gal 5:1, 13), free to be sisters and brothers of 
the firstborn Jesus (Rom 8:14-17, 29; Col 1:15, 18; Jn 1:12-13), and free in 
our participation in the new humanity that God is calling out from among the 
nations (Eph 2:15; 2 Cor 5:17; James 1:18; Rev 14:4). Because freedom 
comes to us as gift, it is not something that we possess for ourselves to use 
for our own ends. It is something we encounter through the divine 
community of the triune God and with the Christian fellowship that shares in 
this holy communion (1 Jn 1:3). Human freedom in the new creation is the 
image of the Creator's freedom who does not will to be free in solitude but 

Editor's note: Since the article makes reference to this document and since the 
document may not be familiar to all readers, the editor decided to add it as an 
appendix. The names of the document's signers have been omitted. 



304 PERSPECTIVES IN RELIGIOUS STUDIES 

for creation (Gen 1:26-30). 
Baptists at the outset faithfully bore witness to this freedom in their 

common life. For these early Baptists, liberty of conscience was not a 
libertarian notion. It was a conviction that faith must not, indeed cannot, be 
coerced by any power or authority. This understanding of freedom is very 
different from the modern account in which the mere expression of the will is 
the greatest good. We concede nevertheless that the conception of freedom we 
oppose became deeply entrenched in the North American Baptist tradition by 
the mid-eighteenth century. Baptist heritage, however, predates the formation 
of modern democratic societies in North America. We have, therefore, drawn 
from earlier sources of the Baptist heritage and from other examples in the 
believers church (or baptist) tradition that have resisted modern notions of 
freedom and have practiced a more communal discipleship. We thus seek an 
understanding of freedom that is true to the biblical witness and the earliest 
insights of the Baptist heritage. 

Two mistaken paths imperil this precious freedom in contemporary 
Baptist life. Down one path go those who would shackle God's freedom to a 
narrow biblical interpretation and a coercive hierarchy of authority. Down 
the other path walk those who would sever freedom from our membership in 
the body of Christ and the community's legitimate authority, confusing the 
gift of God with notions of autonomy or libertarian theories. We contend that 
these two conceptions of freedom, while seemingly different, both define 
freedom as a property of human nature apart from the freedom of God in 
Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit. We reject both of them as false and prefer 
neither, for false freedom will only lead Baptists to exchange the glory of God 
for the shame of idols (Rom 1:21-23). Only the freedom of the gospel 
liberates us from the worship of idols, including the idolatry of the self, so 
that we might serve the living and true God and await the Son from heaven 
whom God raised from the dead (IThess 1:9-10; Tit 2:11-14; Acts 1:11). We 
invite Baptists in the fellowship of kindred minds to join us in resisting all 
destructive ideologies that subvert the gospel. To that end we offer the 
following affirmations as a description of freedom, faithfulness, and 
community. 

1. We affirm Bible Study in reading communities rather than relying 
on private interpretation or supposed 'scientific' objectivity. We believe that 
we are engrafted anew into God's freedom whenever we gather around the 
open Bible, because it is the truth of God's Word that sets us free (Rom 
11:17; Jn 8:31-32). Such freedom is a consequence, not a condition, of 
reading the Scriptures. God therefore calls us to freedom through the faithful 
and communal study of the Scriptures (Jn 5:39; Acts 17:11). Because all 
Christians are graciously gifted everyone has something to bring to the 
conversation, but because some members are specifically called "to equip the 
saints" everyone has something to learn from those with equipping gifts (Eph 
4:7-16). We thus affirm an open and orderly process whereby faithful 
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communities deliberate together over the Scriptures with sisters and brothers 
of the faith, excluding no light from any source. When all exercise their gifts 
and callings, when every voice is heard and weighed, when no one is silenced 
or privileged, the Spirit leads communities to read wisely and to practice 
faithfully the direction of the gospel (1 Cor 14:26-29). 

We reject all forms of authoritarian interpretation, whether they come 
from the ranks of the academy or the clergy. Consequently, we deny that the 
Bible can be read as Scripture by any so-called scientific or objective 
interpretive method (e.g., literal-grammatical, historical-critical, etc.) apart 
from the gospel and the community in which the gospel is proclaimed. 
Scripture wisely forbids and we reject every form of private interpretation 
that makes Bible reading a practice which can be carried out according to the 
dictates of individual conscience (2 Pet 1:20-21). We therefore cannot 
commend Bible study that is insulated from the community of believers or 
that guarantees individual readers an unchecked privilege of interpretation. 
We call others to the freedom of faithful and communal reading of 
Scripture. 

2. We affirm following Jesus as a call to shared discipleship rather 
than invoking a theory of soul competency. We believe that by following the 
call to discipleship we discover true freedom (Mt 4:19; 8:22; 9:9; 10:38; 
etc.). Just as the pattern of God's freedom became flesh in Jesus of 
Nazareth, we who are his followers partake of the gift of freedom as we offer 
our bodies to God as living sacrifices, thus exalting Christ in our living and in 
our dying (Jn 1:14; Rom 12:1; Phil 1:20). God therefore calls us to the 
freedom of faithful discipleship by participating in the way of Jesus, which 
begins with our confession of faith (Mt 16:15; Rom 10:9-13) and is lived out 
under the shadow of the cross which is ours to bear (Lk 9:23). Such 
discipleship requires a shared life of mutual accountability in the church. 
Disciples may not remain aloof from the church and its life, its proclamation, 
its fellowship, its ministry, its suffering, its peace (Lk 4:16; Acts 2:42; 1 Cor 
12:12-26; Heb 10:25). Only as we stand together under the Lordship of 
Christ can we discern by the Spirit that from which we are liberated and that 
to which we are obligated (Mt 18:15-20; Jn 20:22-23). In this life together, 
God has chosen us to serve as priests, not for our own selves, but to one 
another. Through our mutually reciprocal priestly actions, confessions of 
faith and of fault are heard by the church to the end that together we might 
proclaim the mighty acts of God's mercy (Isa 61:6; 1 Pet 2:9-10; James 5:16; 
Rev 1:6; 5:10; 20:6). 

We reject all accounts of following Jesus that construe faith as a 
private matter between God and the individual or as an activity of competent 
souls who inherently enjoy unmediated, unassailable, and disembodied 
experience with God. We further reject all identifications of the priesthood of 
believers with autonomous individualism that says we may do and believe 
what we want regardless of the counsel and confession of the church. We 
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finally reject the false teaching that redefines gospel freedom as the pursuit of 
self-realization apart from the model of Jesus Christ (Phil 2 5-11) We call 
others to the freedom of faithful and communal discipleship 

3 We affirm a free common life in Christ in gathered, reforming 
communities rather than withdrawn, self-chosen, or authoritarian ones We 
believe that, along with other Christians, the Holy Spirit gathers us from the 
nations (Isa 56 7, Mk 11 17, Rev 5 9-10) and empowers us to share m the 
gift of God's freedom so that in our bodies the Lord's mission of reconciling 
the world might contmue (1 Cor 6 19-20, 2 Cor 5 18) We further believe 
that Baptists have an important contnbution to make in God's mission of 
freedom The practices of believers baptism and called-out church 
membership display a distinctive vision of the church as a community of 
shared response to God's mission, message, and renewal (Mt 28 19-20, Acts 
2 38, 22 16) As we strive to embody this vision, our life together suggests 
an alternative to the undisciplined practice of baptism We find it alarming 
that for many Christians the fact of their baptism into the death, burial, and 
resurrection of Christ is of little or no consequence to them Our call for a 
believers church, however, is not a condescension to other traditions It is 
first a summons to close off nominal Christianity m our own ranks It is only 
second a gesture toward other traditions and communities to the end that they 
might make disciples of those whom they baptize Insofar as we are faithful 
m our common witness to a believers church, we embody afresh the church to 
which God's call to mission is given (Mt 28 19-20, Mk 16 15, Lk 24 46-48, 
Jn 20 21, Acts 1 8) 

In humility, we recognize the failures of the believers church to be a 
faithful witness to its own ecclesial vision, and we look to the church catholic 
as it appears throughout the world and through history for other examples of 
faithful communities Because we affirm that there is much the believers 
church can and must learn from other Christian traditions, we reject as false 
all ecclesiologies which claim either that the aggregate of Baptist (or 
Evangelical) congregations is the whole of God's people (1 Cor 3 16-17, 
12 12) or that any one congregation (or association of congregations) exists 
autonomously without connection to the whole people of God (Jn 17 21, 1 
Cor 12 12-26, Eph 4 4-6, 1 Pet 2 4-5) We call others to the freedom of a 
faithful and communal embodiment of a believers church 

4 We affirm baptism preaching, and the Lord's table as powerful 
signs that seal God's faithfulness in Christ and express our response of 
awed gratitude rather than as mechanical ntuals or mere symbols We do 
not deny that God may strengthen the faith of believers in new forms and in 
providential ways Nevertheless baptism, proclamation, and the Lord's table, 
which were ordained by the Lord to be observed faithfully until the end of the 
age (Mt 28 19-20, Mk 16 15, 1 Cor 11 23-26, Mt 26 26-29, Mk 14 22-25), 
have sustained and nourished the people of God through the ages as we make 
our way through this world In and through these remembering practices, 
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God's grace and Christian obedience converge in a visible sign of the new 
creation. By repeating these signs we learn to see the world as created and 
redeemed by God. The Spirit who proceeds from the Father through the Son 
makes the performance of these practices effectual so as to seal and nourish 
the faith and freedom of believers. 

Baptism is a sign of our fellowship with the crucified and risen Lord. 
We are buried with Christ in a watery grave (Rom 6:3; Col 2:12), and we 
are raised by the Spirit to walk in the resurrection life of the new creation 
(Rom 6:4-5; 2 Cor 5:17; Gal 3:27-28; 6:15; Col 3:1). Our rebirth through 
the Holy Spirit (Jn 3:3, 6; 1:12-13; Tit 3:5; 1 Pet 1:3, 23) is sealed in baptism 
until the Lord comes to consummate our salvation (Acts 2:38; 10:47-48; 
19:5-6; 1 Pet 3:21-22; 1 Cor 12:13; 2 Cor 1:21-22; 5:5; Eph 1:13-14; Rom 
8:23). Because we have been claimed in the waters of baptism, we are 
reminded that our lives are not our own but have been bought with a price 
(Col 2:20; 3:3; 1 Cor 6:19-20). Thus by baptism we enter into a covenant of 
mutual accountability and discipleship with the community of the faithful (Mt 
18:15-20). 

Preaching becomes a sign when those who preach and listen witness 
the judging and reconciling grace of God's Word (Eph 1:13-14; 1 Cor 14:24-
25; Tit 3:9; Heb 4:12). Gospel proclamation is more than the utterance of 
human words. Preaching is the Word of God only when by the power of the 
Holy Spirit it becomes God's own speech that brings the new creation within 
sight. Whether it is in hot gospel preaching, elegantly intoned sermons, or 
plain and simple messages, God graciously declares the liberating Word 
which seals salvation through our proclamation of the gospel (Acts 10:44; 
Rom 10:13-17; 1 Pet 1:23). Gospel proclamation may be performed by all 
who are gifted by the Spirit and called by the church (Acts 11:19-21; 1 Pet 
4:10-11). 

The bread is a sign of Christ's body, and the cup is a sign of the new 
covenant in his blood (Lk 22:19-20; 1 Cor 11:23-26). As we remember Jesus 
in communion through the bread of fellowship and the cup of life (1 Cor 
11:24-25), the Lord himself is with us (Mt 26:26; Mk 14:22; Lk 22:19; 1 Cor 
11:24, 27-29) declaring that we who are many are one body (1 Cor 10:17; 
Eph 4:4-6). In the Lord's Supper the Spirit thus signifies and seals the 
covenant that makes us one with Christ and one in Christ with one another. 
Yet we must continually strive to learn in the company of our sisters and 
brothers what it means to be a people who are reconciled and reconciling, 
forgiven and forgiving (1 Cor 11:17-22; 2 Cor 5:17-21). Thus each time we 
remember Jesus in communion we renew our pledge of faith and are renewed 
by the grace of God as we envision the coming fullness of the new creation 
(Mt 14:25; 26:29; Lk 14:15; 22:18, 30; Rev 19:9). 

Baptist reflections on "the sacraments" have for too long been fixed 
on late medieval and early modern theories. As modernity draws to a close, it 
is a fitting time to revisit afresh these practices and their significance for the 



308 PERSPECTIVES IN RELIGIOUS STUDIES 

people of God. We reject all accounts of these practices that would limit the 
presence of the risen Lord to the performance of the enacted signs as we also 
reject all accounts that deny the reality of his presence in their enactment. 
The Lord is present and active both in the performance of these remembering 
signs and with the community that performs them. Yet the greater threat in 
the believers church is not from false understandings but from neglect of 
practice. Baptism has been superseded by the evangelical invitation. 
Preaching is being displaced by other media. The Supper is so infrequently 
observed that Christians starve for lack of nourishment. We reject all 
attempts to make the church and its practices incidental to our relationship 
with Christ and one another. We call others to the freedom of the faithful 
communal enactment of the Lord's remembering signs. 

5. We affirm freedom and renounce coercion as a distinct people 
under God rather than relying on political theories, powers, or authorities. 
We believe that when God's people live together as a colony of heaven (Phil 
1:27; 3:20; Col 3:1-4; Heb 11:8-10), the gift of God's freedom will keep 
them from the reach of all worldly rulers, powers, and authorities. We 
therefore affirm the historic free church conviction that the church is to be 
disestablished from the control of the state (Mt 22:15-22; 1 Pet 2:11-17) and 
from the use of coercive power to enforce and extend the gospel (Mt 5:21-26, 
38-48; 26:52; Lk 9:51-56; Rom 12:14-21). We further believe that in order 
for our free church witness to be faithful we must do more than seek 
institutional independence of civil authorities. We must also continue to 
press for the independence of the church from the idols of nationalism, 
racism, ethnocentrism, economic systems, gender domination, or any other 
power that resists the Lordship of Jesus Christ (Gal 3:27-28; Acts 10:34), 
who disarmed and triumphed over the rebellious powers in the cross (Col 
2:15). We cannot merely accept the disestablishment of the church through 
the cultural forces of secularity, the political measures of government, or the 
judicial interpretations of courts. The disestablishment of the church is 
constitutive of its identity as God's called-out community which foreshadows 
the coming reign of God as does no other community. Nor can we accept 
terms of agreement with nation-states which sequester the authority of faith to 
a private, internal, individual, and narrow sphere. The gospel we proclaim is 
a public message for all people. It speaks to the external lives of believers. It 
calls out a distinctive community seeking to embody the reign of God. It 
makes all-encompassing claims about the world. We affirm the 
disestablishment of the church as the faithful form of the church's social 
existence. 

The disestablishment of the church is not just a curious fragment of 
Baptist folklore, but if the designation "free church" is to be more than an 
empty phrase it must refer to a distinctive way of living in and engaging the 
world. We believe that in the pluralistic society of North America, only a 
church that is politically and culturally independent can convince its own and 
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others of gospel truth (Rom 1:16). The community of people that is to be a 
"city built on a hill" (Mt 5:14) is not any worldly power or authority. This 
exemplary community is the free and faithful church of Jesus Christ. Gospel 
freedom misunderstood and misused turns the church into a tool of the 
powers and authorities (Eph 1:21; 2:2; 3:10; 6:12; Col 1:16; 2:10, 15; Tit 
3:1). The skills we leam in the baptized and remembering community help us 
to resist these powers that otherwise would determine our lives. Only such a 
distinct people can make known to the powers and authorities of the present 
age the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things 
(Eph 3:10). In a free and faithful church, the community of the baptized 
together with the whole of creation can know that there is a God who is the 
beginning and end of all things and especially of our freedom (Rev 1:8). 

We reject any attempt to establish a vision of the church, whether 
Baptist or any other, by means of civil or political power. We thus reject all 
such constantinian strategies. Although we attempt to live at peace with all 
people (Rom 2:10; 14:19; 2 Tim 2:22; Heb 12:14) and to seek the peace of 
the earthly city (Jer 29:7), we do so with our eyes on the peace of the other 
city (1 Cor 7:15; Heb 11:10; Rev 21:1-2), whose citizenship we share (Eph 
2:19-22), whose politics we practice (Phil 1:27; 3:20; 1 Pet 2:11-12), and 
whose Lord alone is our peace (Eph 2:14-15; Col 1:21-22; Heb 7:2, 15-17; 
Rev 1:4). Thus we heed the call to be salt and light, engaging the world and 
challenging the powers with the peace and freedom of the gospel (Mt 5: Π
Ι 4). We therefore reject any and all efforts to allow secular political versions 
of church-state separation to define the boundaries or the nature of our 
witness as the free and faithful people of God. We call others to the freedom 
of faithful and communal witness in society. 

Among Baptists today this witness is in danger of falling to 
ideologies of the right and of the left that are foreign to the content and 
direction of the gospel. To many observers the crisis may appear to be 
merely a manifestation of the culture wars that pit conservatives against 
liberals, people of color against 'white America', women against men, 
interest group against interest group. What these agendas call freedom is 
what the gospel calls bondage to the false gods of nationalism, classism, or 
narcissism. The tragedy for Christians is that the culture wars have 
overwhelmed and co-opted the agenda of the church. The struggle for the 
soul of Baptists in North America is a struggle against all these false gods. It 
is, therefore, not a struggle between one such god and another. Yet some 
Baptists believe that it is. We disagree. 

Ideologies and theologies of the right and the left, as different as 
they may appear, are really siblings under the skin by virtue Of their 
accommodation to modernity and its Enlightenment assumptions. Some 
Baptists (in the tradition of E. Y. Mullins' Axioms of Religion or D. C. 
Macintosh's Personal Religion!) embraced modernity by defining freedom in 
terms of the Enlightenment notions of autonomous moral agency and 
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objective rationality. Others (in the tradition of the Princeton Theology and 
The Fundamentals!) have reacted against modernity, but ironically they 
perpetuated the same modern assumptions through the individualism of 
revivalistic religious experience and through the self-evidence of truth 
available by means of common sense reason. It is not a question of whether 
these adversaries have adopted modernity. Both drank deeply from the same 
waters even if they have done so at different wells. We believe that this 
accommodation to the individualism and rationalism of modernity weakens 
the church by transforming the living and embodied Christian faith into an 
abstract and mythic gnosis (1 Tim 1:3-7). 

Since the patterns of certitude, privilege, and power that modernity 
engendered are passing away (1 Cor 7:31), it is time to admit that all 
theologies tied to the foundational assumptions of the Enlightenment will 
share the same fate. We thus urge our fellow Baptists to say farewell to 
modernity and its theological offspring because there is no other foundation 
for our faith than Jesus Christ (1 Cor 3:11). We further believe that the real 
struggle facing Baptist Christians today is for the embodiment of free, 
faithful, and communal discipleship that adheres to the gospel rather than 
submitting to intellectual and social agendas that have no stake in the gospel 
(Rom 1:16; Gal 1:6). 

We embrace neither modern alternative. We call instead for a 
reclaiming of the Baptist heritage as we re-envision the study of Scripture, 
the life of discipleship, the embodiment of a faithful church, the enactment of 
remembering signs, and the disestablishment of the church from worldly 
powers. We believe these affirmations to be true to the gospel and to the best 
of our heritage as Baptists. We are convinced that by proclaiming this vision 
of freedom, faithfulness, and community the church can be renewed through 
the Holy Spirit. We invite those who disagree with us or have questions to 
engage us in conversation. Through such interaction we gain a clearer 
understanding of these issues which are essential for the flourishing of the 
church of Jesus Christ. We call upon all those who can join us in this 
declaration to do so, and more importantly to display it in the worship, work, 
and witness of the free and faithful people of God. 
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