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ABSTRACT

The Southern Baptist Convention has experienced both tremendous growth and
intense turmoil in its relatively short history. After experiencing increasing internal
conflicts throughout the late twentieth-century, a decade-long battle over the direction of
the denomination resulted in a permanent schism within the Convention. The Shift, as |
name it, forever altered the landscape of the Southern Baptist Convention. Notably, The
Shift witnessed an apparent replacement of traditional Southern Baptist church-state
separationism in favor of overt involvement in partisan politics.

In this dissertation, | provide a historical sketch of the Southern Baptist
Convention and explore the denomination’s evolving positions on church and state by
analyzing the Southern Baptist political rhetoric at the individual, agency, and
Convention levels after The Shift. Considering the work of H. Richard Niebuhr, I argue
that Southern Baptist participation in politics can be understood as an attempt to
transform culture to a biblical worldview. However, drawing from the work of Richard
Hofstadter and Kenneth Burke, | argue that the Convention struggles to achieve its goal
because its political rhetoric is characteristic of the paranoid style and employs
scapegoating to blame others for society’s ills.

This dissertation reveals that the Southern Baptist Convention suffers from a
rhetorical problem of audience. | argue that while the denomination’s political rhetoric
galvanizes its conservative base, it alienates non-religious individuals, members of other

religious faiths, and even some within the Southern Baptist Convention. | conclude that



in order to be a transformative agent in society, the Southern Baptist Convention’s
political rhetoric must undergo a shift in topoi that has more universal appeal. Namely, |
argue that the denomination needs to return to its “Old Rhetoric” and, in doing so, appeal

to choice, freedom, religious liberty, free exercise, and free expression.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

On June 19-20, 2012, members of the Southern Baptist Convention convened in
New Orleans, Louisiana for the denomination’s 167" annual meeting. The meeting
would prove historic on two accounts. In 1845, the Southern Baptist Convention was
founded, in large part, over the issue of slavery. Southern Baptists, unlike Baptists in the
North, defended the right for their church members to own slaves. More than 150 years
later at its annual meeting in 2012, the Convention elected its first African American
president, Pastor Fred Luter of Franklin Avenue Baptist Church in New Orleans. Luter
ran unopposed and his election was well received by those attending the Convention.!
For Southern Baptists, Luter’s election served as a humbling reminder of the
Convention’s racist past while providing a hope for the future of race relations within the
denomination.’

In stark contrast to the peaceful election of Fred Luter, the 167" annual meeting
would also prove momentous over a fiercely contested decision. Leading up to the
Convention some Southern Baptists had expressed concern over image problems
associated with the denomination and the naming complications for “Southern” Baptist
churches not located in the Southern United States. Citing these perceived problems,
they recommended a denominational name change of sorts. Voting on the proposed
name change—a descriptor “Great Commission Baptists”—was placed on the agenda

for the 2012 Convention. If passed, Southern Baptist churches and agencies would have



the option of adopting the “Great Commission Baptists” descriptor. The tone of the
debates at the Convention, however, seemed to imply that an approval of the motion
would mean a mandatory name change for all affiliates of the denomination. Arguments
against the motion primarily centered on the historical use of the name “Southern Baptist
Convention,” but some vehemently rejected the proposal on other grounds. For
example, Richard Tribble of Emmanuel Baptist Church in Decatur, Illinois declared the

name change motion to be “divisive in nature and character.”

After nearly an hour of
debate on the Convention floor, a vote was taken and the motion for the name adoption
passed, earning 53 percent of the vote.”

The tensions over the noncompulsory name descriptor at the 2012 Convention is
emblematic of the denomination’s history of internal disputes. The Southern Baptist
Convention has been rife with controversy since its founding. Not a few of these
controversies have resulted in outsiders viewing the Convention as a backwards
denomination. Never more did the Southern Baptist Convention come under scrutiny
than in the 1980’s following plans that were put into motion at another historic meeting
in New Orleans. While it is yet to be seen if the adoption of the descriptor “Great
Commission Baptists” will mark a turning point for the Southern Baptist Convention, it
is clear that the now infamous meeting between Southern Baptists in New Orleans in
1976 precipitated events which forever altered the direction of the denomination. The

present study explores how said changes have influenced the Southern Baptist

Convention’s political rhetoric and participation.



The Study of Religious Communication

Religion has played an influential role in the United States since the nation’s
founding.> However, the level of religion’s influence and whether or not it has been for
good or ill is a point contention. Take, for instance, debates about the religion of
America’s founders. David Barton, self-proclaimed historian and influential founder of
Wall Builders, argues that the founders of the United States were deeply religious
individuals whose Christian faiths influenced America’s founding documents.®
Historians Isaac Kramnick and R. Laurence Moore offer an alternative interpretation of
the role religion played in America’s founding. They argue that the architects of
America’s political system envisioned a “godless Constitution and a godless politics”
and, consequently, “crafted a constitutional order that intended to make a person’s
religious convictions, or his lack of religious convictions, irrelevant in judging the value
of his political opinion or in assessing his qualifications for political office.” !

The conflicting narratives offered by Barton and Kramnick and Moore are
symptomatic of a larger debate about the proper relationship between church and state, a
topic that is addressed in the First Amendment.? The religion clauses of the First
Amendment read, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion,
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” In part because of their awkward wording, the
religion clauses have done little to silence debates about the relationship between church
and state.® Questions of establishment and free exercise have frequently been debated
in the courts and have typically been decided by slim margins. While the United States

boasts no official religion, religion has remained a part of the nation’s political



vocabulary. Sociologist Robert Bellah describes this relationship as America’s “civil
religion”. "

According to Bellah, America’s civil religion is defined by a collection of
symbols, rituals, and traditions pertaining to a collective understanding of religious
values.? So-called civil religious rhetoric, in the political sphere, is characterized by
ambiguous, non-sectarian references to religion. Evidence of civil religion can be found
from, among other sites, presidential rhetoric to our national currency. Bellah described
America’s civil religion as representing a covenant, or contract, of sorts between religion
and the state; so long as political religious rhetoric remains non-sectarian, it is civil. In
recent years, however, scholars have noted that the covenant has been broken.*®

Bellah’s concept of America’s civil religion contract is helpful in understanding
customs for political religious rhetoric, but it does not outline expectations for religious
political rhetoric. What is civil religious political rhetoric? Is there a covenant for
religious political rhetoric? Is there a place for political religious rhetoric at all? These
are just a few of the questions that have inspired the present study. These types of
questions and ongoing debates about the role and influence religion has on society
provide motivation for religious communication scholarship like the current study.

Ronald Arnett borrowed Robert Bellah’s covenant language when describing the
work of religious communication scholars. He describes the religious communication
scholar’s charge as one of building and reconstructing covenants:

Our task in the doing of the scholarship of communication and religion is

to stand firm, meet life on its own terms, look for hope in the



acknowledgment of broken covenants, and stand in the soil of faith-
centered meaning and direction—going nowhere correctly.'*
Arnett explains that the broken covenant metaphor “suggests that there is no technique
that can keep a covenant functioning in accordance with its highest aspirations when
human beings are the implementers of and carers for at least one end of an existential
promise.”™ Through religious communication scholarship, Arnett claims, we are to
examine the brokenness of our own traditions while acknowledging our own limitations.

In November 2010, the Religious Communication Association (RCA) released a
special issue of The Journal of Communication and Religion that reviewed the state of
religious communication scholarship and offered projections for the future directions of
the field. In her introduction to the RCA special volume, Janie Harden Fritz explains
that scholars of religious communication have approached questions of religious rhetoric
through a variety of angles, from “initial rhetorical focus on sermons and religious
discourse to quantitative investigations of the effects of religiosity on communication to
the role of mediated messages in religious life to the importance of articulating a faith
perspective in a postmodern moment of uncertainty [. . .].”*® Most recently, scholars
have explored religious communities online.'’

Paul Soukup’s article “Scholarship and the State of the Religious
Communication Association” notes that religious communication scholarship has been
dominated by rhetorical analysis of religious texts. An analysis of scholarship in The
Journal of Communication during the first decade in the twenty-first century revealed

that 40% of published articles were analyses of religious texts, 16% of articles examined



the history of religious rhetoric/communication; and 15% explored theoretical
approaches to religious communication.'® From its first issue in September of 1978 to as
recent as March 2009, The Journal of Communication and Religion has been dominated
by research on the Christian tradition.’® Quentin Schultze’s article follows by offering
perspective on two approaches to religious communication scholarship.

Schultze explains that there are at least two (non-exclusive) approaches to
studying the intersection of religion and communication: religion-through-the-eyes-of-
communication and communication-through-the-eyes-of-religion. If a scholar studies
religion-through-the-eyes-of-communication, he or she will “use theories and methods
of the field of communication studies to understand religion as a dimension of human
culture.”®® This approach is most commonly inter-disciplinary. The communication-
through-the-eyes-of-religion approach is characterized by “scholarship that emerge[s] at
least partly from communication scholars’ own religious interests, convictions,
backgrounds, and practices.”21 Schultze explains, “These scholars seek to know when,
how, where, why, and with what implications human beings employ religious symbols,
particularly in their own personal religious traditions.”* Scholars using this approach
often draw on their own religious experiences which can provide special insight into
their scholarship.

The RCA special issue paints a hopeful picture for the future of religious
communication scholarship. While not a defined “field,” as Schultze notes, religious
communication remains a ripe area for scholarship: “The variety of religious phenomena

worth studying through the lens of communication studies is staggering.”®* Drawing on



the discussions in the RCA special issue, the present study can be explained as follows.
While this project is motivated, in part, by my own convictions—I mention in passing
that | am a person of faith who finds the intermingling of religion and politics, at best,
disconcerting—it is best described as an interdisciplinary project that combines history,
sociology, legal studies, and religious communication taking the religion-through-the-
eyes-of-communication approach. This study seeks to continue scholarship on broken
covenants by analyzing the Southern Baptist Convention’s divorce from its legacy of
church-state separationism. In doing so, this study builds on previous scholarship on the
Southern Baptist Convention.
The Southern Baptist Convention in Scholarship

Although it is the largest Protestant denomination in the United States, the
Southern Baptist Convention has received surprisingly little attention from
communication scholars.?* The most extensive communication scholarship on the
Convention has been the work of Carl Kell. Kell has focused primarily on the moderate
reaction to an intense, decade-long intra-denominational struggle in the 1980’s over the
direction of the Convention. The naming of the two parties represented in the intra-
denominational struggle remains a point of contention. One group has been labeled the
“Conservatives” or “Fundamentalists.” Its opposing group has been called the
“Loyalist,” “Moderates,” or “Liberals.” While all of the aforementioned labels carry a
certain amount of baggage, | will use the terms conservatives and moderates when
talking about the two opposing positions.® Kell’s three books on the struggle are In the

Name of the Father: The Rhetoric of the New Southern Baptist Convention (1999), an



award-winning co-authored piece with L. Raymond Camp that analyzes Southern
Baptist rhetoric during the conflict; Exiled: Voices of the Southern Baptist Convention
Holy War (2007), an edited volume of personal narratives of Southern Baptists removed
from positions of power during the struggle; and Against the Wind: The Moderate Voice
in Baptist Life (2009), an analysis of moderate Southern Baptist rhetoric.”® In the Name
of the Father has the most relevance to the present study.

In In the Name of the Father, Kell and Camp describe intra-denominational
conflict as an essentially rhetorical event. Recognizing the centrality of the sermon in
Baptist life and the Baptist belief that pastors are vehicles of the Divine, Kell and Camp
identify the pulpit as the primary site for the struggle within the denomination. They
explain, “The battle for the loyalty of the Baptist believer has historically been waged
from the pulpit, with words as the principle tool for persuasion.”?’ Kell and Camp claim
that “the turnaround in the Southern Baptist Convention was enacted in the pulpits of
convention cities and local churches by and through the art of rhetoric.”?® Their analysis
of the changes within the denomination takes into account addresses and sermons at
annual meetings of the Southern Baptist Convention from 1979 — 1994. The leaders of
the denomination, they suggest, wielded support from members with three types of
rhetoric: the rhetoric of fundamentalism; the rhetoric of inerrancy; and the rhetoric of
exclusion.

Kell and Camp frame the rhetoric of fundamentalism as rhetoric centered on
three principles: Jesus as the (only) Son of God; every Christian has direct access to

God—that is, Christians do not need a priest to communicate with God; and the Bible is



the literal word of God written and organized by humans through the inspiration of the
Holy Spirit. While each of the aforementioned rhetorics represents historical Baptist
doctrine, Kell and Camp argue that during conflict conservatives “supercharged such
rhetoric with a harsh Leviticus-like edge, seeming to disallow individual believers a
diversity of conscience.”® According to Kell and Camp, the rhetoric of inerrancy is also
rooted in three basic principles:
the inerrant Word is absolutely true, inerrant, and pure in all of its claims
regarding all matters of faith, history, culture, and science; inerrancy is
presentational because it emanates from the dynamics of the sermonizer
in the pulpit; and inerrancy is centered on the argument from genus.*
Lastly, Kell and Camp describe the rhetoric of exclusion as being evidenced by official
Southern Baptist communications after 1979 that made use of “attack, exposition, and
expulsion; fear and comfort; and abominational language, which has typically focused
on the themes of blame and accusation.”® They argue that the rhetoric of exclusion
primarily targeted “liberals,” women, homosexuals, and Masons.

Central to Kell and Camp’s analysis is the victimage rhetoric that they argue
conservatives used to “justify the expulsion of women as objectionable believers.”*
Kell and Camp describe victimage language as “a justificatory form of language often
used by rhetors in closed communication systems to legitimize their authorial decisions.”
Victimage language, they explain, “casts aspersions, denigrates abilities, or uses name
calling.”® Kell and Camp argue that women were scapegoated through conservative

rhetoric which culminated in the 1984 Resolution on Ordination and the Role of Women



in the Ministry that prohibited women from being pulpit ministers in the denomination.
Kell and Camp argue that the text of the Resolution
provides scriptural justification for the claim women are appropriately
and eternally marked for subservience in two ways. First of all, female
adult adherents have historically served in submissive roles. . . . Second,
[conservatives] have acknowledged their gratitude to the apostle Paul for
outlining the delegated order of authority, namely, of male hierarchy.*
While not binding on members, official Resolutions carry significant weight as they
have the ability to influence members’ opinions.*® Kell and Camp conclude, “Whether
right or wrong, Southern Baptist today seem to have problems with others different from
themselves.”*® Although the Southern Baptist Convention has received little attention
from communication scholars, the denomination has drawn substantial consideration
from scholars in other fields. Two specific studies hold relevance for the present study:
Oran Smith’s The Rise of Baptist Republicanism and Barry Hankin’s Trouble in
Babylon: Southern Baptist Conservatives in American Culture.

In his book The Rise of Baptist Republicanism, Oran Smith argues that the
concept of “Southernness” is central to Southern Baptist identity and, consequently, the
changes that took place in the denomination during the 1980’s. The notion of
“Southernness,” he explains, includes “poverty, defeat, guilt, historical consciousness or
‘connectedness,” white supremacy, passive acceptance, independence, homogeneity, and
religiosity.”®’ Another aspect of “Southernness” that is inherent to Southern Baptists is

the so-called “Lost Cause Myth.” Citing Charles Wilson, Smith explains that the Lost

10



Cause Myth has been historically used “to warn Southerners of their decline from past
virtue, to promote moral reform, to encourage conversion to Christianity, and to educate
the young in Southern traditions.”® Smith concludes that the intra-denominational
turmoil in the 1980°s was primarily a reaction to church-state changes (i.e.
disestablishment), political changes (i.e. the New Right’s “Culture War” hysteria and the
rise of the Republican Party in the South), cultural changes, and Convention changes
(expansion and loss of cultural dominance). He argues, “This reactionism was produced
by unique historical baggage and loss of considerable cultural monopoly, and has been
fueled by militant conservative rhetoric.”* In addition to the influence of the Lost
Cause Myth on Southern Baptist life, Smith notes several elements of Southern Bapticity
that are significant to his analysis of Baptist involvement in politics—specifically, he
highlights the autonomy of the Baptist tradition and the mixture of biblical conservatism
and revivalism that is key to the denomination.
History and church-state professor Barry Hankins focuses on the Lost Cause

Myth and how Southern Baptists became “evangelical culture warriors” in his book
Trouble in Babylon: Southern Baptist Conservatives in American Culture.*® Hankins
argues that intra-denominational conflict was a response from conservative leaders who
believed the South was in a cultural crisis. He explains that the conservative reaction to
this crisis moved through three steps:

The first step in the process was engaging the popular culture was to

reestablish a theological foundation for resistance. The second step was

to win control of the denominational machinery that would be put into the
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service of the cultural warfare. The third step was to fight and win that
cultural war . .. >
Hankins examines the aforementioned steps by considering how the conservatives
gained power in seminaries and negotiated cultural issues including race, abortion, and
women'’s roles in society. Hankins book will be of particular use to this study as it
reviews previous church-state positions within the Southern Baptist Convention and
offers observations about the role of religious liberty and the Culture War amidst the
intra-denominational strife in the 1980’s.
Focus, Rationale, and Limitations

The present study seeks to contribute to previous conversations by analyzing how
the intra-denominational conflict in the 1980’s has impacted the Southern Baptist
Convention’s political rhetoric and participation. The name of the controversy itself also
remains a point of contention. Moderates refer to the controversy as the “Conservative
Takeover,” implying that the events were a coup by the conservatives to control the
denomination. Conservatives prefer to describe the events as the “Conservative
Resurgence,” suggesting that the controversy represented reclaiming of truth so-to-speak
or recovery of beliefs that were integral for Southern Baptists. So as to avoid privileging
either side, I will henceforth call the controversy “The Shift.”

| am interested in building on the work of Kell and Camp by considering
alternative interpretations of The Shift that are not rooted in the rhetoric of inerrancy and
exclusion. I will also be concerned with exploring the implications The Shift has held for

the denomination’s political rhetoric. Moreover, I will consider the communicative
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implications of Smith and Hankin’s observations about the Southern Baptist
Convention’s participation in the so-called Culture War.*> While previous studies of the
Southern Baptist Convention have offered important insight into the denomination, |
believe there are still significant lingering questions.

In the present study, | am interested in exploring answers to the following
questions: What motivates the Southern Baptist Convention’s participation in politics?
How and why did the Southern Baptist Convention replace its tradition of church-state
separationism and mission to protect religious liberties with involvement in partisan
politics? In what ways did The Shift influence the Southern Baptist Convention’s
participation in politics? Who or what are the major voices for Southern Baptist political
communication and what characterizes their political rhetoric? In what ways has The
Shift enabled and/or constrained Southern Baptist political rhetoric?

As discussed above, religion remains a significant piece of the fabric of
American society. The present study will offer new insights into the largest Protestant
denomination in the United States by examining a turning point within the Southern
Baptist Convention and its lasting effects. Moreover, the Southern Baptist Convention is
one of—if not the—most influential religious body in American society. In recent years,
the Southern Baptist Convention, along with other Evangelical churches, has come to
represent one of the most important voting blocs in American politics. Therefore,
studying the Convention’s political rhetoric and participation will prove beneficial not
just for religious communication scholarship but also will hold important values for the

study of politics and sociology.
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As with any project, the proposed study has its limitations. For one, a project of
this scale will have to abbreviate some elements of the historical narrative of
Baptists/Southern Baptists. After all, entire books have been used to recount Baptist
history.** While providing an adequate historical analysis will be important, the impetus
for this study is investigating the political rhetoric of the Convention and how and why
the denomination transitioned from its tradition of church-state separationism to overt
involvement in politics post-1979. Second, this study is limited, in part, by the
autonomous nature of the Southern Baptist denomination. Due to the autonomy of the
denomination, it cannot be assumed that all Southern Baptist churches and members
identify with the official political stances taken by the denomination. Nonetheless,
studying official communications and public communications of the Southern Baptist
Convention promises to be a fruitful endeavor because they arguably have the greatest
influence on public perception of the denomination. Moreover, official communications
from the Convention represent the mission of the denomination.

Preview of Chapters

The proceeding analysis will unfold in the following manner. Chapter Two
provides the historical and sociological grounding for the present study by offering a
four-part narrative of Baptist history. | begin with a general overview of Baptist origins
and early Baptist life in America. After providing said overview, | offer a narrative of
the events surrounding the formation of the Southern Baptist Convention in 1845. | then

discuss key controversies within the Southern Baptist Convention leading up to The
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Shift. In what makes up the bulk of the Chapter Two, I recount the history of The Shift
from 1979 - 1990.

Chapter Three begins with a description of the Convention’s evolving positions
on separation of church and state, highlighting the change within the denomination that
coincided with The Shift. After providing the aforementioned narrative of events, | turn
to a discussion of H. Richard Niebuhr’s paradigms for explaining various Christian
interpretations of the proper relationship between Christ and culture. 1 then discuss the
implications Niebuhr’s paradigms hold for Christian political participation and argue
that each paradigm represents a distinct “Christ and Culture Rhetoric” with important
inventional implications. Through this discussion, I identify the paradigms and rhetorics
which best describe the Southern Baptist Convention’s political rhetoric and motivation
for participating in politics. I then analyze the Southern Baptist Convention’s Ethics and
Religious Liberty Commission, which | argue is representative of Southern Baptist
political rhetoric and participation after The Shift.

Chapter Four provides additional analysis of Southern Baptist political rhetoric
post-The Shift. | begin with a review of Richard Hofstadter’s paranoid style and
Kenneth Burke’s concept of victimage. I then analyze Southern Baptist political rhetoric
on the individual and Convention levels. At the individual level, I consider the rhetoric
of Dr. R. Albert Mohler, president of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. For
the Convention level analysis, | consider Resolutions, or official statements of belief,
issued by the denomination. Through his analysis, | consider themes in Southern Baptist

political rhetoric on the issues of abortion and homosexuality post-The Shift.
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In Chapter Five, | discuss current trends in evangelicalism and discuss areas of
concern within the Southern Baptist Convention. | then offer a reflection on the legacy
of The Shift through considering ways in which The Shift has enabled and constrained
the denomination in the last twenty years. | conclude by offering thoughts on areas for
future scholarship on the Southern Baptist Convention, specifically, and, more generally,

religious communication.
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CHAPTER II

GROWTH AND DIVISION

The religious history of the United States is anything but simple and debates still
rage over the over the role religion played in America’s founding and whether or not the
founders subscribed to anything akin to an orthodox faith. Regardless of the founders’
faith or non-faith, religion has been a significant component of American culture. There
are currently an estimated 300 different religions and denominations in the United
States. The Southern Baptist Convention is the largest Protestant denomination in the
United States.* The Convention has a complex and controversial history that has
witnessed numerous internal and external conflicts.

In this chapter, | provide a narrative of key moments in the Southern Baptist
Convention’s history as a means of foregrounding my analysis of the denomination’s
participation in politics. | begin with an overview of the origins of Baptist life in the
United States. | then describe the events that led to the foundation of the Southern
Baptist Convention and discuss significant controversies within the denomination
leading up to 1979. Later, in what makes up the bulk of this chapter, | detail The Shift
that occurred within the Southern Baptist Convention from 1979 — 1990.

Baptist Beginnings: An Overview

Baptist churches are prone to diversity in theology and ecclesiology given the

denomination’s emphasis on autonomy of the local church; however, all modern-day

Baptists in the United States share their roots in early seventeenth-century England. The
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story of Baptist beginnings is complex with varying explanations for how and why the
denomination was formed. There is general consensus among historians that Baptists
emerged out of reform movements shaped by Puritanism and Separatism, with some
suggesting Baptists were also influenced by Anabaptism.**> Early Baptists belonged to
one of two traditions: General or Particular Baptists. General Baptists believed in a
general atonement, whereas Particular Baptists believed in particular election and limited
atonement.*® Members from both traditions supported the view of “believer’s
baptism”—meaning baptism applies to Christian converts, not infants—and baptism by
immersion. Like other nonconformists to the Church of England, Baptist suffered
persecution. Eventually Baptists immigrated to England’s American colonies.*’

On March 16, 1639, Roger Williams along with several others founded the first
Baptist church in America in Providence, Rhode Island. Although an important figure in
Baptist history, Roger Williams was only a Baptist for a matter of months. *®
Nonetheless, he had a lasting impact on the denomination. The most influential legacy
he left on Baptist life was his thoughts on religious liberty and separation of church and
state. Williams believed there was a fundamental difference between church and state:
the state dealt with civil concerns, while the church focused on the spiritual.*® Baptists
in early America also drew upon their English heritage when formulating strategies to
advocate for religious freedom.*® Strong views of religious liberty and separationism
came to the forefront of Baptist life in the mid-seventeenth-century when the

denomination came under attack.
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In 1648 early settlers in America established the Congregational Church as the
official church of New England. Citizens were taxed to support the church and the
government restricted other forms of religion.>* Baptists were deemed dissenters and,
consequently, faced varying degrees of harassment and persecution, from whippings and
imprisonment to having property confiscated and being required to pay fines.* In
addition to opposition from those outside the denomination, Baptists were plagued by
internal controversy ranging from matters of doctrine to ecclesiology. Four of the most
divisive issues among early Baptists were the following: 1.) the doctrine of
predestination—that is, whether God’s sovereignty meant that God determined salvation
apart from human choice or if individuals determined their own eternal destiny; 2.) the
practice of laying on of hands upon new converts—drawing from the six points found in
Hebrews 6:1-2, this practice led to divisions between General, or “Six-Principle
Baptists,” who favored the laying on of hands and Particular, or “Five-Principle
Baptists,” who rejected the practice; 3.) the role of singing in worship; and 4.) what day
of the week the church should meet—Sunday, the first day of the week, or Saturday, the
traditional Sabbath.>® Despite the aforementioned conflicts, Baptist support for religious
liberty and separation of church and state remained consistent.

While some religious groups in the colonies sought freedom from religion—that
is, freedom from religious influence on the government—Baptists were motivated by the
notion of freedom for religion—or, freedom to preach, worship, and practice their own
faith without fear of persecution. In 1727 several New England states passed

“Exemption Laws,” which allowed then-mandatory church taxes to be refunded
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assuming certain conditions were met. In order to qualify for these exemptions,
individuals had to prove regular attendance and support of a local church and obtain
certificates from at least three other churches confirming that the church was in good
standing in its denomination.>* Baptists often found difficulties in obtaining exemptions
because Baptists churches were scattered, not local as stipulated by the Exemption Laws,
and the ongoing tensions between Baptist churches made it challenging to get
certifications of support. Exemption Laws ultimately favored the state and Baptists were
still denied complete religious freedom.

Roger Williams and John Clarke were two of the earliest advocates for religious
liberty in the Baptist tradition in America; however, it was not until 1769 that Baptists
had an organized voice and concerted action in their struggle for religious freedom. In
1769 the Warren Association—a Baptist association—formed its Grievance Committee
to direct their efforts toward religious liberty. Isaac Backus became the head of the
committee in 1772. His influence on the struggle for religious freedom was profound,
leading many to consider him “the greatest Baptist spokesman for religious liberty in
America.”®

In 1773 Baptists adopted a policy of civil disobedience by refusing to pay church
taxes and ceasing to apply for exemption certificates. The policy produced progress in
the struggle for religious freedom in part due to the America’s increasingly strained
relationship with England.

The growing spirit of revolt against England in the 1770s helped Baptists

in a number of ways. First, American leaders wanted to head off any plan
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of Baptists to send agents to London to argue against the Colonial
governments. Second, patriot complaints against English oppression were
precisely the same as those of Baptists against state church oppression, as
many came to realize. Third, Baptists had become so numerous that their
support was essential if war came.®
Faced with the aforementioned pressures, Colonial legislatures made some concessions
to Baptists. The Constitution adopted in 1789, and, later, the ratification of the Bill of
Rights in 1791—namely, the religion clauses of the First Amendment—represented
important legal bases for religious freedom for Baptists.>” Baptists would secure another
victory in 1833 when Massachusetts became the last state to eliminate a state-sponsored
church.

Baptist historian Leon McBeth explains that Baptists had entered the eighteenth
century “with a handful of churches, divided in doctrine, dispirited by persecution, and
despised by outsiders.”® Baptists were still considered a new, cult religion with a lack
of resources and little organization. Most of the churches were small, few had their own
building for worship, and many went years without a pastor.>® Church growth had been
slow because the majority of congregations were comprised of poor, agrarian migrants.®
Baptists were opposed to full-time, educated ministers, preferring instead preachers who
could move with their migrating flocks.®* Baptist worship services tended to be informal
and emotional, lacking the liturgy of established denominations in America.®
Moreover, Baptists shared skepticism toward centralizing the denominational order.

Nonetheless, the eighteenth century had marked a turning point for Baptists in America.
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In 1700 there were 24 Baptist churches, 839 members, and no denominational
associations. By 1800 there were 979 Baptist churches, 67,490 members, and at least 42
denominational associations.®® The first Baptist association, the Philadelphia
Association, originated in 1707, the Baptist confession of faith was adopted in 1742, and
the first Baptist college was founded in 1764. The First Great Awakening (1730 - 1770)
is often credited as sparking rapid growth within the denomination across New England,
the middle colonies, and, eventually, the southern colonies.** Religious historian Sydney
Ahlstrom explains, “Baptists grew because they sprang from the most numerous class of
Americans—the common people of the country and small towns—and they spoke to
these people with simplicity and power, without pretense or condescension.”®

H. Richard Niebuhr suggests Baptists were heirs to the Separatist movement of
the 1740’s, which resulted from a conflict between the poor, frontier religious people
and the established religious communities. Niebuhr explains, “The Separatist churches
met the fate of most other conventicles of the poor, for the allied Puritan hierocracy and
state subjected them to persecutions which, coupled with internal dissension, soon
brought their decline.”® As heirs to the Separatist movement, Baptists were champions
of religion of the frontier and among the poor in New England. They became the
established church for tradespeople and agriculturalists of the frontier.®’

McBeth summarizes the rapid changes in Baptist life in the eighteenth century:

The eighteenth century transformed Baptists in America. They entered
that century with a handful of churches divided in doctrine, dispirited by

persecution, and despised by most observers. [. . . .] By 1800 they were a
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different people with a different spirit. Their outward transformation to
become the largest denomination in America seems less significant than
their inward transformation into a confident, aggressive, evangelistic
people. The scattered churches had become a denomination. They had
discovered purpose in evangelism, missions, and education and had
organized to pursue those objectives.®
In the 1700’s, Baptists grew from what was still considered a cult religion to a
significant piece of the fabric of religious life in America. The steady growth continued
in the 1800’s. In fact, from 1790 to 1860, Baptists grew 1.9 times faster than the
national population.®® McBeth notes that the denomination’s “greatest achievement”
during this time of dramatic growth remained its struggles for religious liberty.”
The Birth of a Denomination
By the beginning of the eighteenth century, religious groups including the
Quakers, Mennonites, and Congregationalists had publicly denounced slavery. Baptists,
on the other hand, were too absorbed in their own efforts for religious liberty to be
invested in the issue and maintained “a policy of noninterference in civil affairs which
precluded preoccupation with what many regarded as a nonreligious issue.”’* However,
at the close of the American Revolution, Baptists began questioning the morality of
slavery.
After reconsidering the ethics of slavery, Baptists in Northern states began
supporting the abolition of slavery. Baptist churches in the South also took steps

towards equality by introducing admittance of African Americans into church
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membership; however, African Americans were often deprived of full membership
rights such as voting. Moreover, many white members of Baptists churches in the South
remained slaveholders. Despite the efforts made by some congregations, most Baptists
remained cautious about the slavery issue because of their “preference for unity [among
Baptists] wherever possible; their hesitancy to violate the principle of noninterference of
the church in civil affairs; [and] the presence of slave-holding members in their
churches.”’® Nonetheless, the slavery issue became increasingly divisive among
Baptists.

Support for abolition accelerated amongst Baptists in the North as a result of
controversies over the status of territories (slave or free) that might be admitted into the
Union. In response, Baptists in Southern states grew irritated by the Northern Baptists’
involvement in what they considered a civil affair and “shifted from their earlier
willingness to forsake slavery to a readiness to defend the institution.”” By 1813, the
majority of Baptists in the South supported slavery.” Baptists throughout the South
began defending slavery in religious journals and at religious gatherings where they
discussed the “fanaticism of abolitionism, the scriptural support for slavery, and the need
for humane treatment and religious instruction of slaves.”” Slavery was framed as an
institution that could rescue Africans from heathenism.”® Baptists in the North responded
by distributing publications and formed organizations calling for immediate
emancipation. Although tensions between Northern and Southern Baptists were
mounting, during the 1820°s and 1830’s, Baptists leaders generally sought “to keep

peace by pursuing a policy of moderation.””’

24



The slavery issue remained suppressed until the 1840°s. In 1840, a group of
Baptists formed the Baptist Antislavery Convention.” At their first meeting, the
abolitionist group drafted a statement to all Baptists that demanded for the exclusion of
any slaveholding Baptists from the denomination’s national mission societies.”
However, in 1841 the Baptist General Convention and the American Baptist Home
Mission Society—the two national Baptist mission societies—acknowledged that
slavery was not a matter of their jurisdiction and declared neutrality on the issue. °
Despite an increasing number of abolitionists that belonged to each association, the
organizations maintained a noncommittal stance toward slavery when they met in 1844,
Nonetheless, Southerners became suspicious over whether or not the Home Mission
Society would appoint a slaveholding missionary following Benjamin Hill’s—the
association’s secretary—statement that none of the Society’s missionary appointees
owned slaves. The Georgia Baptist Convention decided to test their concerns by
recommending James E. Reeves, a slaveholder, for appointment from the Home Mission
Society. Reeves was denied support.

Just a few weeks after Reeves was denied support from the Home Mission
Society, the General Convention was faced with a similar case. The Alabama State
Convention sent a letter to the Board of Managers of the General Convention asking for
a “distinct, and explicit avowal” that slaveholding Baptists would be qualified for
mission appointments.* The Board replied, “One thing is certain, we can never be a
party to any arrangement which would imply approbation of slavery.”®” The Board’s

statement, which represented an apparent contradiction of the Convention’s professed
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neutral stance towards slavery, infuriated Baptists throughout the South and amplified
division within the denomination.

Despite continued efforts at appeasement, the tension within the denomination
reached a breaking point in 1845. The long-threatened schism came after the American
Baptist Home Mission Society decided at a meeting in April 1845 “that it would be more
expedient if its members would thereafter carry on their work in separate organizations
in the South and in the North.”®®  On May 8, approximately 325 delegates from
churches across the South met in Augusta, Georgia to discuss their principal complaint
that the missionary agencies and the Northern Baptists wanted the Southern Baptists’
money, but not their personnel.®* The meeting resulted in the foundation of the
Southern Baptist Convention.

On May 12, 1845, William B. Johnson, the appointed president of the newly
formed Southern Baptist Convention, delivered an address explaining the reasoning for
the formation of the new organization, wherein he stressed, “Northern and Southern
Baptists are still brethren. They differ in no article of faith.”®* Johnson argued that the
Convention was formed over the question of who could be a missionary and asserted
that Baptists in the North and the existing missionary organizations were “forbidding
[Southern Baptists] to speak unto the Gentiles.”®® Since the foundation of the Southern
Baptist Convention in 1845, when the number of Northern Baptists and Southern
Baptists was approximately equal, Southern Baptists have grown seven times faster than

Northern Baptists.®’
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Brewing Controversies

Historically, there have been several standards that characterize the Southern
Baptist denomination: biblical authority, believer’s baptism and the Lord’s Supper as the
two ordinances of the church, the priesthood of all believers and the autonomy of the
local church, and religious liberty and separation of church and state.®® Southern
Baptists are an amalgamation of at least four traditions, two of which predate the official
founding of the denomination: the Charleston tradition and Sandy Creek tradition. The
Charleston tradition—named for its roots in Charleston, South Carolina—represented
the center of the Regular Baptist tradition in the South. The Charleston tradition
emphasized Calvinism and ministerial order. Oliver Hart and Richard Furman,
prominent ministers in Charleston, were two of the tradition’s principal founders.

The Sandy Creek tradition was a product of the First Great Awakening. Founded
in North Carolina, the Sandy Creek tradition was characterized by pietism, revivalism,
and emotionalism.®® Shubal Stearns and Daniel Marshall, transplants from New
England, are considered responsible for bringing this tradition to the South. Baptists
from the Sandy Creek tradition are often called Separate Baptists, as they held different
beliefs than the so-called Regular Baptists.”® The major difference between Regular and
Separate Baptists pertained to preferences in preaching style.”* Separate Baptists
favored an emotional style of preaching and evangelism, while Regular Baptists
preferred a reserved and less emotional approach to matters of worship.

Following the formation of the Southern Baptist Convention, two new traditions

emerged and had a lasting impact on Southern Baptist life. The first of these traditions,
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the Georgia tradition, was founded by William B. Johnson, the denomination’s first
president. The Georgia tradition emphasized a unified denominational approach to
stateside and foreign missionary efforts while downplaying the significance of
theological uniformity within the denomination. Landmarkism, the fourth tradition,
began in Tennessee and led to one of the first significant controversies within the
denomination.

Landmarkism, the most divisive of the four traditions, was founded by James R.
Graves. Graves and his supporters believed in church successionism. According to
Landmarkers, only churches that could trace their lineage to the first-century Christian
church could be considered “true” churches. Graves argued that Landmarkers could
trace their unbroken lineage from the original Christian church in Jerusalem to the
present day. Landmarkers believed that authentic baptism could only be performed by
Baptists and that non-Baptists and Baptists not belonging to “true” Baptist churches
should be denied the pulpit and communion. While many Baptists, even those who were
generally open to diversity within the denomination, rejected Landmarkism, the
controversy lingered within the denomination from the 1850’s to the turn of the
century.*

Soon after the Landmarkism issue subsided, the Southern Baptist Convention
encountered the fundamentalist-modernist controversy of the early 1920’s.*® The
fundamentalist- modernist controversy centered on two key issues: biological evolution
and the inspiration of scripture. Fundamentalists vehemently rejected Darwin’s theory

of evolution—Ieading to efforts at preventing the theory from being taught in public
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schools—and adamantly supported the belief that the scriptures were infallible and
verbally inspired by God—that is, that God spoke the words of scripture to the writers of
the Hebrew Bible and Christian New Testament.** Modernists, in contrast, were more
open to evolutionary theology and remained unconvinced that scriptures were inerrant
and verbally inspired. The divergent opinions led to a short, albeit intense, controversy
with both sides launching attacks on their opposition. The controversy was largely
diffused by the publication of The Baptist Faith and Message of 1925, a statement of
faith of sorts that emphasized autonomy of local churches on matters including those
pertaining to the controversy.* However, controversy regarding the inspiration of
scripture would resurface later in the twentieth-century.

The 1960’s began and ended with renewed controversies over biblical
interpretation. Ralph H. Elliot’s The Message of Genesis in 1961 resulted in a bitter
debate over the interpretation of Genesis. Elliot’s book offered a reading of Genesis that
proved problematic for fundamentalists within the denomination. K. Owen White,
pastor of First Baptist Church of Houston, was one of Elliot’s harshest critiques. Soon
after Elliot’s book was published, White countered with an article titled “Death in the
Pot.” White’s article, which was published in a number of Baptist papers, condemned
Elliot’s interpretation of Genesis as “poison.”® The controversy lingered for some time
but eventually resulted in the Sunday School Board denying the publication of a second
edition of the book and Elliot being forced to resign from his post at Midwestern

Theological Seminary.
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Another controversy arose following the publication of The Broadman Bible
Commentary in 1969. G. Henton Davies’ commentary on Genesis garnered the most
attention. In his commentary, Davies questioned whether or not God actually
commanded Abraham to kill his son, Isaac (i.e. Genesis 22). The commentary became a
point of bitter contention at the 1970 and 1971 annual conventions. Southern Baptist
Messengers®’ attending the 1970 convention in Denver voted in favor of having the
Sunday School Board recall the volume containing the Genesis commentary and require
that it be written with a more conservative interpretation. Davies was asked to rewrite
his work, but declined to do so. The Genesis commentary was later rewritten by Clyde
Francisco, a scholar at Southern Seminary, and published in 1973. The remainder of the
1970’s witnessed growing tensions within the denomination.

The Shift: A Struggle for the Denomination

The Southern Baptist Convention was certainly not immune to internal conflict
prior to 1979. However, 1979 would come to represent a breaking point for the
denomination that would eventually lead to a denominational split. Morgan notes that
the controversy beginning in 1979 can be considered a continuation of previous
intradenominational conflicts:

Both the Landmarkers in the nineteenth century and the fundamentalists
of the 1920’s [and 1960°s] created disturbances in the SBC, but neither
prevailed in their efforts to turn the Convention in the direction they were
convinced it should go. Even so, their influence never went away

entirely, and in the case of the fundamentalists they remained in the
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denomination, waiting for the chance to make their views heard and, if

possible, to change the direction of the Convention.”
That “chance” came in 1979. This most recent manifestation of the controversy is
particularly significant to the present study as it represented a sea change within the
denomination that forever altered Southern Baptists’ involvement in politics. The
controversy that surfaced in 1979 has previously been framed, by communication
scholars, as a power grab centered on the rhetoric of exclusion and, by Baptist historians,
as a dispute rooted primarily in the inerrancy of scripture.*® 1 will later argue that while
the preceding arguments were perhaps contributing factors to the controversy, another
factor was the motivating force behind the struggle for the denomination.

By 1979 the Southern Baptist Convention had grown to become the largest
Protestant denomination in the United States, with more than 35,000 churches and over
13,000,000 members.*® The 122™ annual meeting of the Convention held in Houston,
Texas marked the start of what would become more than a decade long struggle for the
denomination. The conservatives had used the year leading up to the meeting to
formulate a strategic plan for influencing the future of the Convention. Paige Patterson,
a minister from Dallas, and Paul Pressler, a judge from Houston, are considered the
leaders of the conservatives’ cause. Patterson, a doctoral student at New Orleans Baptist
Theological Seminary at the time, and Pressler first became acquainted in the late
1960’s. Each shared similar concerns about the direction the denomination was moving.
In 1967, the two had a now-infamous meeting at Café du Monde, where they discussed

the future direction of the Southern Baptist Convention.
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In 1976, nearly ten years after their meeting at Café du Monde, Patterson, then
president of Criswell College in Dallas, and Pressler met again in New Orleans and
allegedly discussed a political strategy to shift the denomination in a conservative
direction through controlling elections for the denomination’s president.* Patterson
and Pressler were concerned that the elites within the denomination were leading the
denomination in a “liberal” direction that did not represent the majority of Southern
Baptists’ thinking and theology. 1% It is significant to note that at the start of The Shift
in 1979 each of the major denominational seminaries—Southern (Duke McCall),
Southeastern (Randall Lolley), and Southwestern (Russell Dilday)—were led by
presidents who would later be identified with the moderate movement. Wills explains,
“Moderates controlled what was taught in the college and seminary classrooms and in
Sunday school. They wrote the books that told Baptists their history, their doctrine, and
their identity. They taught Baptists how to function as churches, association, and
conventions.” % This social milieu, while not the sole source of the denominational
conflict, holds significance considering that Baptists had historically struggled to gain
respect from elite and/or majority groups (i.e. Church of England, Congregational
Church in America, and mainline Protestants, including the Presbyterians). Moreover, it
bears mentioning that Baptists had a history of skepticism toward individuals who were
educated—as mentioned previously, early Baptist congregations preferred uneducated
preachers over educated ministers. Even in the late twentieth century, most Southern
Baptists were of lower socio-economic status and hailed from rural towns.'%*

Bill Leonard suggests,
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From the beginning, the unity of the SBC was built on cultural loyalty
and security. Initially the denomination was founded around geographic
unity. From its establishment in 1845 until well into the twentieth
century, to be a Southern Baptists meant that one was a resident of the
American South.'%

Leonard argues that the SBC was united around certain Southern beliefs, including
political, religious, economic, and social attitudes.’® He continues, “Throughout much
of its history Southern Baptist Biblicism helped reinforce the southern cultural status quo
while elements of southern culture helped reinforce Southern Baptist biblicism and
social solidarity.”*®” Nancy Ammerman concludes that The Shift was a reaction to a loss
of cultural dominance. She suggests, “only when conservatives lost their cultural
dominance was it necessary for people to organize and identify themselves specifically
as holders of those beliefs.”'*®® Moderates had adopted cultural changes. Conservatives,
in contrast, sought to restore the traditional order.

If Patterson and Pressler were correct and the majority of Southern Baptists felt
the elites, particularly seminary presidents and professors, were misrepresenting the
denomination, then the conservatives could use the democratic nature of the Convention
to their advantage and shape the future of the denomination.'® Leonard suggests that
Patterson and Pressler were able to capitalize on the populist tradition within the
denomination while mounting their opposition. He explains that populism has always
influenced theology within the Southern Baptist Convention. Leonard elucidates,

“Populist theology was reductionist theology, a way of simplifying more complex,
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laborious doctrines in order to communicate them more effectively and immediately
from the pulpit.”'® By 1979, professors at Southern Baptist seminaries had begun
pushing back on the aforementioned preaching and theology.™" In light of these
complications, Leonard describes Patterson as a populist crusader for making statements
about returning the Convention back to “the pastors and laity” and out of the hands of
the bureaucrats.*? The rhetoric of The Shift, as a result, had clear socioeconomic
implications.

Pressler and Patterson’s aim to control the presidency was a tactical plan
designed by Bill Powell.'** Considering the autonomous nature of the denomination, the
Southern Baptist Convention president has relatively limited authority. Nonetheless, the
president does hold important appointive power to the Committee on Committees. The
Committee on Committees chooses who is on The Committee on Boards which, in turn,
appoints trustees. All Southern Baptist agencies—notably, the seminaries—are
governed by trustees. Therefore, whoever controlled the presidency had indirect, but
still significant, power to influence the leadership and teaching at the seminaries. The
seminaries were viewed as key sites for controlling the direction of the Convention
because of their influence on the future pastors and leaders of the denomination. The
aforementioned plan would have to be a long-term plan, but the conservatives believed
that within ten years they could accomplish their objective of changing the tide of the
denomination.

Sutton traces the groundwork for the conservatives’ plan to a letter written by

Paul Pressler to Bill Powell of the Baptist Faith and Message Fellowship dated
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September 6, 1977. Believing that the denomination was drifting in a less-than-ideal
direction, Pressler wrote, “I do not believe in fighting a battle unless there is a good
chance of winning. If we fight and lose, we lose credibility. Therefore, I think it is
imperative that we plan, organize, and effectively promote what we are trying to do
before we attempt any strong action.”*** Pressler did not think enough could be
accomplished prior to the 1978 annual meeting in Atlanta. He wrote: “I believe,
therefore, that our real planning and direction should be towards Houston in 1979.”**
Pressler went on to detail a specific plan:
In this regard, 1 would like to see a Committee of two thousand
committed to bringing ten people other than themselves to the
Convention created. If we had twenty-two thousand of our messengers
show up, we should be successful. | believe we should organize now
with a set of leaders for each state, each one having a goal of a certain
number of individuals whom they would recruit, who would then recruit
ten others with a goal of a certain number of people who would come
from each state.''®
With the preceding plan in place, Patterson and Pressler began rallying support for the
conservative cause.
In the Fall of 1978, Patterson and Pressler organized a meeting with a group of
conservative pastors and laypeople from across the South. Patterson described the

outcome of the meeting in the following:
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[The] conservatives, it was agreed, had a choice. Either they could stand
by and watch a 14 million member, 38,000 church denomination be held
captive by a coterie of slick religio-political “denomicrats” or else
conservatives could take their concerns to the people in the pew and see if
the programs and structures of the denomination could not be reclaimed
for orthodoxy and evangelism. Most believed that if they did not act
immediately, all hope to rescue the denomination from its slow and
seemingly inevitable drift to the left would be lost. [....] The
participants in the airport meeting were to begin efforts to inform Baptists
in their states concerning the state of affairs in the denomination,
particularly in its seminaries. They would also attempt to secure
commitments to attend the 1979 Convention in Houston with a view of
electing a conservative president.*’
In May and early June before the 1979 annual meeting, Patterson and Pressler followed
up on the proposed plan by sending out letters to those who agreed to support the
conservative cause. The letters reminded the conservative supporters of what needed to
happen and how they would be able to participate in the convention.**® Some of the
letters also identified three presidential candidates who shared the same goals as the
conservatives: Adrian Rogers, Jerry Vines, and Bailey Smith.**

Patterson and Pressler would later target the Pastors’ Conference as a forum to

encourage The Shift. Sutton describes the role the Pastors’ Conference had in The Shift:
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From 1979 on, the Pastors’ Conference was used as a platform to inform
and motivate conservatives as to how to vote and how to assess the merit
of issues that would come before the Southern Baptist Convention. Often
the conservative nominee of president of the Convention would be one of
the keynote speakers at the Pastors’ Conference on the Monday evening
before the vote for the presidency of the Southern Baptist Convention on
Tuesday.'?
The desire to move the denomination in a conservative direction was made apparent at
the 1979 Pastors’ Conference. Adrian Rogers delivered the Conference’s opening
address wherein he scorned the “liberalism” he believed was taking over the
denomination. Evangelist James Robinson, another speaker during at the Pastors’

Conference, delivered an even more divisive message.'**

Robinson declared, “I believe
that we need to elect a president who is totally committed to the removal from the
denomination of any teacher or any educator who does not believe the Bible is the
inerrant, infallible Word of the living God.”*?* The speakers at the Pastors’ Conference
set the tone for what became the most significant presidential election the denomination
had ever witnessed.

The conservatives won the 1979 presidency with the election of Adrian
Rogers.'”® Rogers earned 51 percent of the vote. Following his election, Rogers held a
brief impromptu press conference where he stated that he was committed to set a “tone

of positivism, love, missions, and evangelism and give 100 percent to our Bold Mission

Thrust.”*** The following day, in his first official press conference as president, Rogers
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explained that he did not “favor a ‘witch hunt’ investigation of ‘liberalism’ in Southern
Baptist Convention seminaries, but would support such investigation if it were carried

out by a committee that was ‘fair and balanced.””**®

He went on to say, “Any
‘liberalism’ is too much if it means that Baptist seminaries, agencies, or institutions have
employees who doubt the Bible is the authentic infallible Word of God.”*?® Ina
subsequent interview with the Houston Chronicle, Rogers commented, “I hope to set in
motion forces that will ultimately choose trustees (of the Convention, seminaries, and
agencies) who are warmhearted, evangelistic, and conservative.”*?’ While the
conservatives won the 1979 presidency, the moderates gained the first vice presidency
with the election of Abner McCall, president of Baylor University—perhaps a sign that
the struggle over the denomination was far from over.'?®® The election of McCall was
significant because the Convention’s bylaws stipulated that the president must consult
the vice president prior to making appointments to committees.?® Although the
conservatives experienced a setback with the election of McCall, they won another
victory with the passing of a resolution that affirmed the 1963 Baptist Faith and
Message’s section on Scripture, a decision that conservatives believed to support their
view of inerrancy.™*

“Inerrancy” was the buzzword of the 1979 convention and it would remain one
of the focal points of the conservative-moderate controversy in the years to follow.
31

Interestingly, the term “inerrancy” was new to most Southern Baptists at the time."

Morgan explains,
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In some ways the debate over inerrancy was remarkable, for the word

inerrancy itself was relatively new in theological circles. It could not be

found in the Bible itself, nor in any Baptist confession of faith from the

earliest Anabaptist to contemporary Southern Baptist statements of

faith—not even the Baptist Faith and Message Statement of 1963."%
While the term “inerrancy” was fairly new for most Southern Baptists, conservatives
argued that the concept of inerrancy was as old as scripture itself. Furthermore,
conservatives claimed that inerrancy was the historical Baptist belief. Moderates, in
contrast, noted that the term was absent from any historical Baptist text.

The controversy over inerrancy was essentially a debate over language.
Theologian Wayne Grudem writes, “It is important to realize at the outset of this
discussion that the focus of this controversy is on the question of truthfulness in
speech.”™® Grudem defines inerrancy as follows: “The inerrancy of Scripture means
that Scripture in the original manuscripts does not affirm anything that is contrary to
fact.”*** He goes on to say,

This definition focuses on the question of truthfulness and falsehood in
the language of Scripture. The definition in simple terms just means that
the Bible always tells the truth, and that it always tells the truth
concerning everything it talks about.
Grudem qualifies that “Inerrancy has to do with truthfulness, not with the degree of
precision with which events are reported.”135 Grudem’s definition and explanation of

inerrancy reveals the complexities of language inherit to the controversy.** Adding to
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these complications is the term “infallible,” which had historically been used
interchangeably with “inerrancy.” However, beginning in the 1960’s, Grudem notes,
“the word infallible has been used in a weaker sense to mean that the Bible will not lead
us astray in matters of faith and practice.”**" Those adhering to the more recent meaning
of infallibility believed scripture was true in matters of faith and practice, but allowed
room for errors in other areas, such as historical details and scientific facts found in
scripture. Moderates accused conservatives who wished to expand the understanding of
biblical truth beyond faith and practice of bibliolatry.'*®
Even amongst conservatives there were inconsistencies in defining “inerrancy.”
Both Patterson and Pressler supported the belief that the “autographs”—or original
texts—of scripture were without error, but other conservatives went further and argued
that even the current copies of the scriptures remained error-free.*** Morgan notes that
conservatives would often waver on their standpoint on the question of inerrancy.
It was common for learned inerrantists to deny publicly that there were
errors of any kind in the Bible and then turn around in private and admit
to “minor errors,” “statistical errors,” and contradictions between one
historical fact and another when pressed by knowledgeable
interrogators.'*°
Despite disagreements over the definition of the term, the belief in inerrancy had gained
national respectability by Baptists and others in the year prior to the initial conservative-

moderate showdown in Houston.**
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The months following the 1979 annual meeting were a tumult