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Introduction
Glimpses of the 21st Century Baptist Scene:

In preparing for this presentation, I offer a few observations of Baptist life today across this country:

1.
In rural North Carolina, in the shadow of Southeastern Baptist Seminary, a 

fundamentalist Southern Baptist seminary, and Campbell University’s Divinity 
School, a moderate institution, small, country Baptist churches dot the landscape

of cotton and tobacco fields mingled with growing suburbs.  If a visitor were to gauge North Carolinians based on his or her observations of the people who attend these churches, one would quickly conclude that 80% of the state’s residents were retirees.  Children, youth and young adults are a rarity in this corner of the Baptist world.
If an outsider were to try to understand Baptists by observing these churches, he or she might well be puzzled that within a typical local church, conservative theology, complete with unswerving allegiance to Southern Baptist Convention Sunday school literature, exists alongside support of moderate state institutions and female deacons.
2.
In suburban mid-central Virginia, on the old stomping grounds of John Leland, 18th-19th century Baptist champion of religious liberty and separation of church and state, long-standing small and mid-sized traditional Virginia Baptist churches by the hundreds are tucked away in the midst of pine groves and small-town business districts.  Most are moderate in theology, many if not most embrace women deacons, and the churches’ youth groups look forward each summer to Passport camps, but have never heard of Centrifuge or Ridgecrest.  Yet in that hallowed Baptist land, intentional discussion of Baptist history and heritage in the local churches is limited to church anniversary celebrations every 25 years.  Meanwhile, a few miles down the road, Jerry Falwell, arguably the most visible Baptist in the world today, has devoted his life to denying, and banishing from planet earth, the central historical distinctive of Baptists in America:  full religious liberty for everyone, and the separation of church and state.
3.
In the not-quite-southern state of Kentucky, within a 75 mile stretch of interstate highway where hundreds of luxury automobiles scurry through a landscape of multi-million dollar horse farms lying in the shadow of pockets of poverty, the legacies of Boyce and Broadus on one hand, Graves and Pendleton on another hand, and Mullins and Moody on yet another hand, collide like weather fronts meeting over a lukewarm ocean, whipping up massive waves that haphazardly dash off in all directions, finally breaking upon distant shores of Baptist churches whose members too often are content to casually dip their feet in the foaming shallow water and stare abstractly at the shifting sand beneath their toes, blissfully ignorant and vaguely unconcerned about the origin of the relentless, massaging waves lapping around their feet.
4.
In Nashville, Tennessee, the music capitol of the South, stands a monument to days gone by.  Sprawled in the heart of the city like a gray-bearded dragon who wistfully dreams of glories past while his cave crumbles around him, a once proud Baptist publishing house has forsaken its Baptist roots and prostituted itself to non-denominational fundamentalist Christians who hate the world, and Republican politicians who see Christians as nothing more than a voting bloc.  In mega-Baptist churches in suburban Nashville, CEO pastors in high-dollar suits who are too busy and too oblivious to even recognize 75% of their church members if they passed them on the streets of Nashville, rely on sound bite theology and technological wizardry to keep the crowds flowing in the front doors.  Meanwhile, on narrow winding roads in the hills and hollers of the upcountry of tiny Roan Mountain, relatives on my dad’s side of the family live in 19th century wooden houses, with a cool mountain stream running through the backyard and the old outhouses and icehouses still standing.  Some of them are Baptists.  Everyone knows everyone in the holler.  The mailbox is a place of socializing.  The front porch is a place to sit and visit with neighbors, to watch and wave at passing cars, and to play the banjo.  The kids have mostly married and moved away to bigger and better things, occasionally returning to take an uneasy breather from city life and let the grandchildren play, for a few minutes, around the old outbuildings.
5.
In the Lone Star state of Texas, the largest Baptist churches dwarf shopping malls and rival giant amusement parks, while the smallest Baptist churches proudly adorn the vast plains.  The seeds of Baptist fundamentalism were planted and prospered in this state, producing personalities that became larger than life, yet one by one succumbed to the dusty grave, having failed to persuade most Texas Baptists to forsake their traditional Baptist beliefs.  And while a certain judge pats himself on the back for his cleverness and his sidekick struts around a certain seminary campus like a bantam rooster, the Baptist General Convention of Texas is busy looking to the future through training Hispanic ministers, doing true cooperative missions, producing good Baptist literature, and reshaping Baptist denominationalism for the 21st century.
6.
In the Big Sky country of Montana, a state in which Baptists are about as rare as a blue moon, a college student, disinterested in religion, makes the casual observation, “Aren’t Baptists like Catholics?”  An otherwise well-educated middle-aged man identifies Baptists as a cult.  At the same time, in a small classroom in one of the world’s smallest four-year Baptist colleges, a Baptist student squirms while learning his Baptist heritage, while a committed non-denominational student eagerly devours Leon McBeth in a matter of weeks.  The largest Baptist church in the state is no larger than a mid-sized country church in the South, while the largest Baptist church in the state is a charismatic congregation pastured by a former Southern Baptist.  While fundamentalist Baptists scalp their moderate counterparts in the South and fragment over theology, Baptists in Montana refuse to let theological differences distract from their fellowship and cooperation.
7.
Back in the South in small town Georgia, aging First Baptist buildings house moderate congregations who are in various stages of walking away from the Southern Baptist Convention and the Georgia Baptist Convention.  In the 21st century southern metropolis of Atlanta, mail order doctorates purport to be leaders of Georgia Baptists while a select group of elite, reactionary and self-assured Southern Baptists who oversee the direction of Southern Baptist missions in North America just last week issued a proclamation that from now on, all new church starts funded with Southern Baptist Convention funds must pledge allegiance to biblical inerrancy and refrain from ordaining women deacons.  In that same city, the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship affirms both women deacons and women pastors, and McAfee Seminary is one of thirteen new moderate Baptist seminaries and divinity schools who are all growing while the old SBC seminaries are shadows of their former selves.  Ninety miles down the road, in the middle Georgia town of Macon, Baptists Today rallies champions the moderate cause nationwide, while the moderate publisher Smyth & Helwys is now the second largest Baptist publishing house in the world, and Mercer University claims the allegiance of Georgia Baptists on both sides of the theological spectrum who are simply known as “Mercer Baptists.”  In the meantime, a pastor in one of those small town moderate First Baptist churches, tired of the whole Southern Baptist mess, has steered his congregation to financially withdraw from all denominational ties.  Instead, his church is spending their former Cooperative Program dollars on ministries in that small community.  Other dissatisfied churches are sure to follow this model.
8.
In a little city on the plains of Alabama where college football is the lifeblood, Baptist life past, present and future waltz in an uneasy dance.  A certain First Baptist church stands as the lone moderate Baptist presence in this university town, her own offspring forsaking Baptist traditions and following the pied piper of fundamentalism. The largest child towers like a fort overlooking a bustling intersection, daring any to challenge her supremacy, welcoming newcomers into her cavernous halls, but spewing forth those who ultimately refuse to conform to her theological and political correctness.  The university is the key to this city on the plains, and a certain historian has been known to refer to this land grant university as the largest Baptist school in the nation.  You can hardly turn around without bumping into a Baptist student, who may number as many as ten thousand by some estimates.  And these students in many ways represent the dilemma of the future of Baptists in the South.  Step into the Baptist Campus Ministry Center on campus on a Tuesday night during the weekly large group meeting, and what do you see?  A few hundred at most, many of whom are not Baptist, and most of the Baptists of whom don’t care if they are Baptist.  There to shepherd this wandering herd of vaguely Baptist students, are two good traditional Baptist campus ministers who are faithfully trying to communicate theological and practical substance to their charges, yet who are being pulled from both sides of the Baptist theological/political spectrum.  If you were to step outside the front door of the BCM Center, take a left on the sidewalk, walk about twenty paces, then cross the street on the right, you would find yourself in the parking lot of a certain First Baptist church of the moderate persuasion.  And if you were to investigate this church just a bit, you would discover something both marvelous and unusual:  this university church is one of a few moderate Baptist churches in the nation in which moderate Baptists on the national and local church levels are cooperating to reach college students.  You won’t find a large group of students at this church, although the church is genuinely trying, and is seeing encouraging results.  The formal worship style of this particular church attracts more professors than students.  Students at this university, you see, tend to be drawn to more so-called contemporary worship styles, and tend to be fairly conservative theologically, and so on Sunday mornings they hop in their automobiles and drive by a certain First Baptist church on the long trek across town to God’s fort towering above the hustle and bustle of the suburbs, where they are required to leave their brains (at least, that portion of their brains which engages in theological and political matters) at the door.  Within the fort the Gospel is taught, although it frequently crosses the threshold of what the Apostle Paul calls a legalistic, false gospel.  And so on each Sunday night from September through April, most of the handful of university students who bother to attend a Baptist church anywhere in this city on the plains, and bother to actually listen to the messages they have heard, lie down to sleep with the echoes of a legalistic Gospel haunting the hallways of their minds, poking and prodding further and further into their consciousness and their hearts, and making it ever less likely that the best of the Baptist faith of our forefathers will ever find a permanent home in their life and their worldview.
These Baptist glimpses from across the country reveal the challenge of addressing the topic of Baptist identity.  
Now, I want to briefly frame a few thoughts for discussion:
The Problem of Baptist Identity

To say that we as traditional and moderate Baptists are a people in crisis is an understatement.  We are under assault.  Not by the world at large, but by people who are polar opposite of us in many respects, but who also use the word Baptist to describe themselves.
Leon McBeth, in his very popular textbook of Baptist history entitled The Baptist Heritage, presented an overview of Baptist history which surveyed the varieties of Baptist expression, but sought to identity some foundational elements of Baptist identity which were constant.  The title of his volume says it succinctly:  “the” Baptist heritage.

The newest Baptist history survey is written by church historian Bill Leonard, and was only recently published.  The title of Leonard’s Baptist history survey is Baptist Ways.  As the title implies, it stands in contrast to McBeth’s notion of a particular Baptist Heritage.  Leonard tackles the question of Baptist identity by constructing eight dialectics, which are worth noting here:
1)  The Authority of Scripture (on the one hand), the Liberty of Conscience (on the other hand)

2)  Local Church Autonomy (on the one hand), Associational Cooperation (on the other hand)

3)  Laity (on the one hand) and Clergy (on the other hand)

4)  The Suddenness of Conversion (on the one hand), “Sustaining Process” (on the other hand)

5)  Sacraments (on the one hand; early history), Ordinances (on the other hand)

6)  Confessions (on the one hand), Creeds (on the other hand)

7)  Religious Liberty (on the one hand), Christian Citizenship (on the other hand)

8)  Theological Diversity (on the one hand), Ecclesial inwardness (on the other hand)
Leonard thus positions multiple, traditional Baptist identities, arguing that all of these often extremely varied positions are legitimately Baptist, and that certain Baptists (both in the past and in the present) have tended to gravitate toward one end of his dialectical spectrum, while other Baptists have tended to operate toward the other end.  

Many moderate Baptists, however, are not as gracious as Leonard, and cannot bring themselves to consider fundamentalists as inheritors and carriers, even partially, of traditional Baptist identity.  Our first challenge, then, is to identity just what is “traditional Baptist identity?”

Secondly …
The Meaning of the word “Recover”
The dictionary gives us several definitions of “recover.”

One is “to get back to” or “regain” that which was lost or left behind.

A second definition is “to restore,” or re-create the conditions of that which was lost or left behind.

A third definition is “to compensate for” that which was lost or left behind. 

Piggy-backing on these definitions, I would suggest at least three options that moderate leaders of the past two decades have, in one sense or another, utilized:

1) reaching back into the past and reclaiming that which has been lost or abandoned (a static model; relevancy?)

2) re-creating the conditions of the lost or abandoned past, but in a modern setting (a partially dynamic model; relevant)

3) try to compensate for the lost or abandoned past by building something that is a faithful extension of that which was lost or abandoned (dynamic and relevant; can be forward-looking)
Conclusion:

The question for us now is:  “is traditional Baptist identity worth recovering?”  I answer “yes” to this question, but in so doing I find that I must identify the best of our traditional Baptist identity:

My attempt to identify the best of our traditional Baptist identity is as follows (as least for now):
1.  The local church as a gathered body of generate believers in congregational democracy

2.  The Priesthood of all believers and soul competency
3.  The Scriptures as final authority in faith and practice

4.  Religious liberty for all and separation of church and state

Collectively, this four-fold identity, which stands upon the foundation of freedom (see Shurden, Four Fragile Freedoms), must also be understood as standing underneath the Lordship of Christ.  It is the spiritual building, or spiritual parameters, within which our identity as Baptists is fashioned and lived out.

But the real questions for all of us in this room today are:  How do we collectively identify and recover that which we see slipping away under a relentless assault from a people who share our faith name but do violence to the beliefs we hold dear?  And how do we do this in a local church context, an associational context, a state context, a national context, and a global context?  How we answer these questions will determine how the Baptist faith is shaped in the 21st century.
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