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James L. Sullivan addresse! 
______ 

·wnars; qoii'lg on ir. Soott,em Baptist life 
;c-am;? T•0a, q1..m,:;tioll is a puz;,1~ to most 
8,mti.,ts. Not uncterstaru:ting the back-
9'-'.:l;;,~d -::-~ t~& ~,eopfc lovotv,ect. some are 
L-eri:,ie:>:cd. ot'.ers vpwt. some angered 
c1.nd stJl! :)ti"1ers :.ue downright d1sgusled. 
Wtmi C<J!_,:,es tne turbulence'/ 

··1 nave 30 r•w>utcs to dea! With hiS{Oi";, 

;:,ersor.alitia;; an<! circumstanr.es vvith which 
l na .. e been personally oomected or h."Jve 

. per,..;;.;nally observed and in outline form try 
m oescrioo what is nappeoing today in 
Sou!he.rr, Bap1ist life l!iat brings about the 
present sin;ali<;n of QUesliQnitig. conc~m
nat.=on. criticism and siowdown in our tor• 
ward movt::ncnt. 

"IF we covlc, just gel Soutncm oaotists 
to cairn down eno1.19h to think. with th€ir 
braitls instead of their ~motions, we'd t>e 
over 90 percent of our present-day prob-
lorn. For example, Babe Ruth, who -had 
more home runs than any other man for a 
generation, also struck out more than any 
man in American bas:eball So whetharyou 

see him as the home-"nm king orthewice-
out king depends on howyoo look at him. 

/ .. J came aCf'on this . dfiflOfflfflatio 
--.._ probiem in 1970. That was nine years be

fore it suriaced and became public. I di'300-
vet~ that a man .WhOffl 1 knew Ql,lilB wen 
in a state on the Eastern Seaboard~• an 
associate editor of a magazine publishing 
things tllal weren't precisely true, I callad: 
bim and aS.lced fot a ~.rer,ce Md $p6lnt 

several hours in his presence to t,y and 
pick his mind and see how he was thinking. 
Among other things, he said. 'We're going 
to c!o whatever _it takes to take over the 
swe convention and the Southern Baptist 
Convention, and we intend to do it as 
qu,~k1y as it can be accomplished.· 

"First, he st2tad that he was ma.d with 
tr.e system by whiah trustees were 0lected. 
not at us EB an instiiUtion. But he attacked 
rhe insrii.Jtion 10 get at tile trustees. 

.. The second rhing waia his determination 
to control both state 6onver:::0ns and the 
Southern f:laptist Convention, and he was 
not secretive or apologetic about It The 
third thing was that he identified &>!~· •• , . ' 

the leader$ by name. To show how -u.;U 
they have suooeeded, he named four men 
to me. One became a r;,arliamemariar, al-

----..__ most immediately anct three others are now 
smving as trustees . ori Southem Baptist 
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boards and agencies in h.ilfilb,.e.rt cJf his surfacing is at the Southem Baptist eon
stated delemlination. I asked him bow he vention In Houston in 1979 Whef'e they 
was going to~ his purpose. and aa:omptished same of their objectives. In 
he said, We're going to organize-the tosen, Houston tnere were ViC:iocJs pulJlic attacks 
of every eledion • and eause of Southem • upon agencies. especiady1he seminaries. 
Ba,;ilst hi9lory we can identify.' There wwe atta<:ks on every ex-presid~ 

"He eaid. 'Winnarsaoonforgetbu;Jo&ers of the Soulhem Baptlost Convention. There 
never do. The South 1$ still fighting the CMJ wm an attack on Duke McCall, who M.d 
War. The North forgot 1here ever was one.' been nominated for the convention presi
He felt If they coutd· ldantify and organqe dency. They called him an alcoholic even 
the losers, !hey would have Jhe majoriiy. though he had served 8$ president of the 

"Next, I said, 'Under what special issue United Ory Forces in Kentucky. Criticism 
are you goin~ to fly a flag?' He said, 'We had gotten out of hand. Criticism is the vehi• 
haven't picked It yet, but when we pick it, cle of Change in a democratic process, but 
it Will be one that no one can give rebuttal ii must be kept under control and it must 
to without hopelessly getting him8'1lf into be truthful. 
controversy,' That was the summary of our "H was in• Houston that two of these 
conversation. lost causes emerged pl.lbfii:-ly. One of them 

"This experience caused me to watch was theargumentabovtthet.,;euftheword 
the movement closely for a period of sev- 'infallibility' as it concerns the Bible. A-,d 
eral years a$ it worked silently, not exactly the implication was If YOtJ do not US?. titre 

underground; for they werEt stating their word infallibility that is prima faeia eviderac0 

purpose and method clearly. They were not that y01,1 do not believe the Bible. This v" 3s 

publicizing it ye•. but they wsre organf~lng implied over and over again and that :A:'· 
and identifying the people they wanted to came the main issue. This means they r::.lid 
pull together in a very loosely knit coalition not examine and report history accurately,. 
01 losers of the past in order to convol the for in ~ 1920's this que800n arose when 
agencies through theiT newly elected trus- our fll'l'lt staMmMt of faith was being ck,,

tees. That's the background under which veloped. 
the eontrover&y started seven yaaNll before "Or, E. Y. MuUlns had apposed writing 
it openly surfaced. any denominational doctrine statements of 

'"The first time we see the controvarey . faith on the ground& that history~ proved 
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~uestion of SBC -turbulence 
that if Baptists formulate a statement of 
faith, wittlln the foreseeable future it Will be 
looked upon as a creed. It would be used 
to judge and discipline others rather than 
to merely confess our own faith. 

"When they came to a statement on the 
Bible. Mullins set forth his theological point 
of \liew as the greatest theologian among 
Baptists. His position was that the Bible 
does not claim infalfibility for Itself. Rather, 
it stresses .our relationship to It, Instead of 
what it is . . His position was that the Bible 
and the Holy Spirit both magnify Jesus. 

"Criticism which can be used construc
tively in a democracy has gotten 01..1 of 
nand-rve watched it etosely. What has 
been the result? As we look at the con
troversy, we see that there have been 
boyc:ottings of speaker$ and booings from 
time to time. There is a tragic dissipation. 
of our energy in argument. We magnify the 
weaknesses of other persons rather than 
their strengths.. We send Instructed mes
sengers to the Com,etltion when Instructed 
messengers are actually delegates and 
under Southem Baptist polity they ·should 
not be seated. 

"Thffe semlna,s and rallies have 
been spcnsored and used very largely to 
promote a particular cause in the conflict 
e\len when the Peace Convnittee has re
quested that they cool it We see an inex
perienced leadership who do not under• 
stand the background and therefore make 
glaring blunders. We see lawsuit$. These 
are just some of the things that have grown 
out of tha controversy so carefully planned 
and executed.'' 

Sutlivan contrasted the present situation 
With the union in the late 1700s of Particular 
Baptists, who emphasized formal worship 
and an educated clergy, and Separate Bap
tists, who emphasized informality and pre• 
millenialism. Particular Baptists came from 
england and started congregations such 
as First Baptist Church, Charleston, S.C. 
Separate Baptists had their beginnings in 
Sandy Creek, N.C., under the leadership 
of Shubal Stearns. 

·'These two operated separately, but 
they had most of the things in common," 
said SUiiivan. "They believed in Christ 
They magnified the church. They believed 
in evangelism. 

"Gradually, leaders began to see that to-
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getherthey could build a greater denomina• 
tlon, ~ SUiiivan said. 

"We need to examine in all of this where 
Southern Baptists are. On one aide are the 
Ultra-liberals who look on the Bible as little 
more than a Sears and Roebuck catalog. 
Next, you have the liberals who have a 
lesser concept than we do aboUt the Bible, 
but they believe pans of it and reject others. 
Then you have the conservatlve9 who like 
to take the Bible as it is but recogniZe that _ 
there are some things in it that are not to 
~ taken literany, like _'If your right hand 
offends you, chop it off.' As far as you can 
go to the right are the ultra-conservatives. 
There you have the ·Pharisaical legalists, 
extreme literalists and snake handlers. 
They're the ones who say you have to be 
baptized to be saved. They're the ones who 

say the wine and bread are the body and 
blood of ,Christ. We don't go that far. 

··we Southern BaptlS1Sare all conser• 
vatives, except for a few. Tenninology is 
the problem. What do you call those on 
each side of our conservatism? Perhaps 
we should call them Leftists and Rightists. 
But unfortunately, we've had ~bout 5 per• 
cent 10 break out of these borders on either 
side. I talked at length with a leader of the 
present conuoversy. He says not more 
than 5 percent of the Southern Baptists dis
beHeve the Bible. I agree. But there are a 
few. 

"The Peace Committee has had a prob
aem of trying to identify the groups involved. 
They're both out of boUnds. And it's 5 per
eent either way. So. here we are trying to 
operate as a denomination with these 
<tynamicforces at work. Weare people who 
!believe in the Bibla. We are people whO 
preach it. . 

''When you get a controversy going, 
bere's what happens. You have these two 
groups within the conservative spectrum. 
One begins to argue and that side widens. 
As they argue the center ~iminishes. In• 
,stitutions get caught in the middle in a nar
rowing field where if they say anything. it's 
,attacked by the opposite extreme. And 
,here's aur condition in our present situa
·tion. The thing that is producing_ the most 
of the m~m;terstanding at this present mo
ment is that the present group in charge of 
,things apparently has determined that no

'body will be elected a trustee of any South- • 

ern Baptist institution who does not belong 
to this extreme rightist group. The historical 
policy of our Convention has been that we 
should have trustees . that represent the 
total conservative group in order that they 
can minl&ter to the total constituency. 

"What's going to be the outcome? If we 
continue the argument. we don't get any
where. We are in a tug of war. We reach 
an impasse. We waste our energy.- We 
wear each other down and the only result 
is exhaustion. We mustn't continue to do 
this. 

.. Solutions proposed by the Peace 
Committee may actually win out. They may 
come up with a permanent solution. God 
help them. I hope they do. Their main con
trt>ution thus far has been to try to quell 
the disturbance and announce the reality 
of diversity. It you want to know who the 
extremists are at each end of the SBC 
speclr\Jm right now, you identify the ones 
wl'IO are holding rallies during the time that 
the Peace committee has asked them not 
to. They've refused to cooperate with the 
Peace Committee that's trying to quiet the 
volcanic emotion. The Peace Committee 
knows full weH that one can whip up emo
tion beyand a cenain point; human judg• 
ment then shuts off. That's what makes a 
mob. The Peace Committee is trying to 
quiet it down, which is the wise stand. If 
they could ot'lly take quiet time and under• 
stand the problem, I think we can come out 
of it. 

"Qne other thing is possible. We can then 
regain our sense of direction which I ·hope 
will. be the answer. The Sunday School 
Board doesn't try to minister to the ex
tremists who are out of bounds at each 
end. But insofar as it can it needs to minister 
to the totarrty of consetVative Baptists. 

"It is the lack of one fact that can make 
us misunderstand. We need to get to 
Southern Baptsits with facts and they will 
respond correctly. Then we must follow up 
with intensive training and indoctrination in 
our history, beliefs, practices and stands. 
What we need is to advance forward. This 
is the right direction. It Is not to pull this 
way, that way, or another. Our direction 
must be upward. forward, onw~d. • That's 
where God Is, and· that's where the Ml.Ire 
for Southern 8aptlsts must be." 
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