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Editorial: The Southern Baptist 
Convention, 1979-1993: 
What Happened and Why? 

Lynn E. May, Jr. 

During its 148 years of history, the Southern Baptist Convention has been 
involved in numerous controversies, but none of them has impacted the 
Convention as much as the current one. This issue of Baptist History and 
Heritage provides basic information about and analysis of this latest con­
troversy by addressing from differing points of view the question: "The 
Southern Baptist Convention, 1979-1993: What Happened and Why?" 

Although the Baptist historian's ideal is to research, interpret, and write 
history objectively, such an ideal is difficult, if indeed possible, to fully 
achieve. This is especially true when dealing with recent history. One's 
training, experience, biases, view of Baptist history, and personal involve­
ment in an event or period of recent history will impact an individual's 
treatment of that aspect of history. To that extent, each writes history from 
his/her own point of view. 

In planning this issue on the current SBC controversy, the editorial 
staff purposefully chose writers readily identified with the two primary 
parties in the controversy. Three are professional historians, and the other 
has training and writing experience in history. The format of the issue 
is point:counterpoint, designed to secure balance in dealing with the 
history of the SBC controversy since 1979. A major article "What Hap­
pened and Why?" presented by a representative of the conservative 
resurgence in the SBC is followed by a response from a representative 
of the moderate movement. In turn, a major article by a representative 
of the moderate movement is followed by the response of a conservative 
writer. By presenting different points of view, the editors of this issue have 
thus sought to provide readers with an opportunity to better understand 
the nature and causes of changes that have taken place in the SBC during 
the last 14 years. This straightforward identification of the issues at stake 
clearly shows why the controversy has been so intense. 

Limited space would not allow writers to include every aspect of the 
controversy. You will want to note the extensive focus given to some aspects 
of the controversy as well as the omission or bare mention of others. 
Although you may not agree with some of the viewpoints expressed by 
these writers, we believe that the composite of their presentations can help 
us all better understand a very significant period in the history of the 
Southern Baptist Convention. 

Lynn E. May, Jr., is executive director of the Historical Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention. 
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The Southern Baptist Convention, 
1979-1993: What Happened and Why? 

Richard D. Land 

Southern Baptists had been an identifiably cohesive people of faith with 
a strong sense of common theological "tradition" and denominational con­
sciousness for many decades prior to the formal founding of the Southern 
Baptist Convention in Augusta, Georgia, in 1845.1 The explosive growth 
of Separate Baptists in the South in the last half of the eighteenth century 
spearheaded the emergence of the Baptists as one of the dominant forms 
of religious identification and expression in the entire region.2 The Separate 
Baptists' remarkable expansion across the South created an amalgama­
tion with the older General and Particular Baptists which produced a 
distinctive Southern Baptist "theological tradition,/ long before Augusta.3 

This Southern Baptist tradition, pre-dating the convention by at least half 
a century, "was distinctly Reformed, a modified version of Westminster."4 

The Separate Baptist influence was particularly apparent in, among other 
things, their "evangelical outlook," their strong board-type, "centralized 
ecclesiology," and "their strong biblicism."5 

This common tradition, containing clear, strong doctrinal content must 
be the introduction to all discussion of divergent, varying traditions in 
Southern Baptist life. Baptists in the South have indeed been composed 
of people with varying adherence to discemibly variant traditions having 
to do with region, class, and theology.6 However, this diversity in Southern 
Baptist life was always expressed in the context of a unity produced by 
a deeper, more pervasive tradition which included both a strong biblicism, 
especially relating to the authoritative nature of the Bible itself, and an 
intense denominational consciousness. 

This broad foundation of bedrock belief among the people called 
Southern Baptists enabled the new denomination to operate for most of 
its first one hundred and fifty years within unity produced by "the 
undeniable existence of a powerful reservoir of doctrinal conviction among 
Baptists in the South."7 

Grand Compromise or Grand Consensus 
What Bill Leonard describes as the "Grand Compromise," meaning a con­
scious attempt to submerge "diverse liturgical, educational, historical, even 
theological differences" in efforts to evangelize at home and abroad, was 
in reality no compromise at all.8 It was more accurately a "Grand Consen­
sus" made possible because Southern Baptists were "united by deeply 
held doctrinal beliefs, a fervent sense of mission, and a methodological 
commitment to cooperation," all undergirded by "a common theological 
framework which stressed a commonly understood set of doctrinal 
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essentials."9 Leonard's "Grand Compromise" was never at the level of a 
compromise on the nature of Scripture. As Leonard himself 
acknowledged, 

Most Southern Baptists have perceived themselves, rightly or wrongly, as 
doctrinally united and theologically homogeneous. In the minds of most 
Southern Baptists, the convention's "synthesis" was both missionary and doc­
trinal. In popular perception, the denomination was united around the great 
theological truths of the Baptist-biblical tradition.10 

In 1859, the founding of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 
produced the first confessional expression of doctrine within a purely 
Southern Baptist context, the Abstract of Principles.11 The Abstract was 
to define the doctrinal parameters for the new seminary's professors, who 
were "to teach in accordance with, and not contrary to, the Abstract 
of Principles."12 

James P. Boyce, responding in 1874 to the ongoing criticism of some 
concerning a confessional statement, wrote an article stating that the 
Abstract was not to take a position on any doctrinal issue "upon which 
the denomination is divided."13 Boyce explained that the committee en­
trusted with the Abstract's final form "took all the Baptist confessions 
which could be obtained and elaborated, article by article, a platform for 
the seminary."14 While then current issues of division like Landmark ec-
clesiology were avoided, the Abstract testifies to an impressive body of 
theological consensus among Southern Baptists in the period from 1859 
to 1874. Boyce, and Basil Manly, Jr., were both influenced deeply by the 
Princeton theologians.15 Boyce and Manly clearly accepted the full, verbal 
inspiration of Scripture and that Scripture authority was infallible.16 

The Abstract's statement on 'The Scriptures" says, 'The Scriptures 
of the Old and New Testaments were given by inspiration of God, and 
are the only sufficient, certain and authoritative rule for all saving 
knowledge, faith and obedience."17 Manly called his view "Plenary Inspira­
tion, or Full Inspiration" and said that it meant that "the Bible as a whole 
is the Word of God, so that in every part of Scripture there is both infallible 
truth and divine authority."18 

Manly's long-time colleagues such as John R. Broadus affirmed the 
infallibility of the Scripture as well.19 John R. Sampey stated in his Syllabus 
for Old Testament Study a position that was infallibility in everything 
but label. 

Conservatives hold that the writers were preserved from all error by the in­
breathed Spirit guiding them. Radicals reject such a theory with scorn. Some 
Liberals believe in a sort of inspiration which heightened the spiritual percep­
tions of the Scriptural writers, but did not preserve them from error.20 

A. T. Robertson, the great New Testament scholar, argued as early as 1892 
for the "inerrancy of God's original Scriptures" and asserted that "the 
whole question is whether there were any errors in the original 
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manuscript."21 While acknowledging the human setting of God's revela­
tion, Robertson asserted that it did not involve error.22 

In light of these statements, it should not be surprising that J. M. Frost, 
founder of the convention's Sunday School Board, at the outset of 
the present century stated his understanding of Southern Baptists' 
position clearly: 

We accept the Scriptures as an all-sufficient and infallible rule of faith and 
practice, and insist upon the absolute inerrancy and sole authority of the 
Word of God. We recognize at this point no room for division, either of prac­
tice or belief, or even sentiment. More and more we must come to feel as 
the deepest and mightiest power of our conviction that a "thus saith the 
Lord" is the end of all controversy. With this definitely settled and fixed all 
else comes into line as regards belief and practice.23 

L. L. Gwaltney, long-time Alabama pastor, editor of the Alabama Bap­
tist from 1919 to 1950, and president of the Alabama Baptist State Con­
vention, 1935-37, could estimate "that in the twenties fewer than one per­
cent of the South's Baptists had questioned the Christian fundamentals 
of biblical inspiration."24 In 1979 one Southern Baptist historian lamented 
that "the majority" of Southern Baptists were "still biblical literalists or 
near-literalists" and that as late as 1953 "historical critical interpretation 
had barely gotten started even in Southern Baptist seminaries."25 

There was a "Grand Consensus" in Southern Baptist life and it was 
both doctrinal and pragmatic. The pragmatic, programmatic emphasis that 
began to accelerate in the mid-1920s, however, sowed the seeds that 
allowed a de-emphasis on theology to flower into a harvest of doctrinal 
confusion and contention. This programmatic emphasis gained tremen­
dous momentum with the massive and unprecedented expansion of the 
denomination's institutional and program structure following the Second 
World War. This tremendous programmatic expansion, made possible by 
the great depth of doctrinal consensus and concomitant commitment to 
cooperative methodology, ironically led to a de-emphasis and neglect of 
the very consensus that made such cooperative effort possible.26 

Orthodoxy was understood in terms of "doing the right program" rather 
than articulating the right belief system. What resulted was a generation 
of people who had not become a "heterodox people" so much as an 
"a-theological" people.27 

The convention's preoccupation with this "programmatic synthesis"28 

in the post-World War II era created an environment in which doctrinal 
and theological diversity flourished even more extensively in the conven­
tion's institutional life in the decades that followed. Yet the numerical and 
"product" success of the programmatic approach led some of the con­
vention's institutional leadership to acquire "a heady sense of invincibility 
as they steered the denomination in an increasingly progressivist direc­
tion during the 1960s and 1970s."29 
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Three Victories or Three Defeats? 
When the convention's most prominent twentieth-century controversies 
are examined, it is as easy to see why the institutional leadership felt im­
mune to criticism as it is to see why many of the Southern Baptist rank 
and file felt frustrated and betrayed. Between 1920 and 1970, Southern 
Baptists attempted to deal on three separate occasions with issues which 
threatened their denominational harmony. All three were essentially 
theological in nature, as have been most of the denomination's controver­
sies.30 And given Southern Baptist polity, they were "played out" in the 
political terms of "denominational influence and control."31 

The first issue revolved around the evolution controversy of the 1920s. 
While anti-evolution forces won the popular votes at the conventions, the 
denomination's institutional leadership "prevailed in the long run."32 By 
the 1960s the historical-critical approach to biblical scholarship produced 
the Elliott controversy. As the evolution controversy had produced the 
original Baptist Faith and Message in 1925, so the Elliott controversy pro­
duced the current Baptist Faith and Message confession in 1963. Ralph 
Elliott was removed horn the faculty of Midwestern Seminary and Broad-
man Press refused to reissue his controversial book, The Message of Genesis. 
Once again, the conservatives "won in the public arena, yet the historical-
critical method continued to be utilized in many Southern Baptist 
seminaries and universities."33 The denomination's institutional leadership 
'lost in public but prevailed in private."34 

By the end of the 1960s, the convention once again was mired in con­
troversy over The Broadman Bible Commentary's first volume, which was 
written from an historical-critical approach by G. Henton Davies.35 Is it 
any wonder that conservatives were frustrated and angry as they looked 
back over the previous decade?36 They were still winning the votes in 
public, and losing at the level of institutional implementation in private. 

Conservative frustration with the intransigence of denominational in­
stitutions was coupled with a rapidly growing awareness that some of the 
Southern Baptist seminaries and universities were drastically to the left 
of their denominational constituency theologically, and growing more so 
with each passing year. Nancy Ammerman's research reveals that Southern 
Baptist universities and seminaries (particularly Southern, Southeastern, 
and Midwestern) were critical in disseminating moderate and liberal views 
within the denomination.37 Ammerman's research also reveals that 
Southern Baptists who attended Southern Baptist colleges were much 
more likely to be moderate or liberal in theology than those who attended 
state universities.38 

The cavernous gap between at least some of the seminaries and their 
constituencies was deep and long-standing. One long-time seminary pro­
fessor and administrator declared in 1987 that commencing in 1946 he had 
been a student, an instructor, a professor, and an administrator in three 
of the denomination's seminaries and "had never studied under, nor 
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served with a colleague or with a professor who identified himself or 
herself as an inerrantist."39 

It is little wonder that the Convention's colleges and seminaries were the 
primary target of the discontented right wing. Colleges and seminaries had 
created both the ideology and the social networks, both the sources of mean­
ing and belonging, out of which the old establishment was constructed. They 
were largely responsible for the changes in belief fundamentalists sought 
to oppose. Our statistical testing of responses from survey respondents con­
firmed what fundamentalists already knew—their foremost enemy was the 
denomination's educational system.40 

Moreover, there seemed to be a conscious attempt among some in 
the faculty community to employ a denominational "doublespeak" 
camouflage to disguise their true views from the people in the pew.41 Elliott 
himself denounced the theological "doublespeak" which so many of his 
colleagues employed and he did not.42 "Doublespeak" taught people "to 
couch their beliefs in acceptable terminology and in holy jargon so that 
although thinking one thing, the speaker calculated so as to cause the 
hearer to affirm something else."43 Colleagues told Elliott he became such 
an issue not because of his views, but because he "did not know how to 
communicate."44 Elliott contends that he rejected "doublespeak" and he 
became such an issue precisely because "I sought to communicate an 
unambiguous message."45 

Consequently, the convention had more than a generation of 
seminary-trained Southern Baptists who either adopted moderate views 
and learned "doublespeak," or became extremely frustrated by having their 
beliefs attacked as well as being outraged by what they viewed as the 
dishonesty of professors who said one thing in class and another in church 
gatherings and pulpits. One conservative leader put his experience at a 
Baptist college, seminary, and beyond this way: 

Regularly my most cherished convictions that I had been taught in my home 
and church were still subjected to ridicule. . . . The truth of the Bible was 
called into question; and the alternative possibilities were not provided. 

Those were the factors that made me resolve in my own heart that most 
Southern Baptists . . . were oblivious to what was happening . . . in our 
institutions. . . . Then I ran into an enormous, insensitive bureaucracy that 
showed some signs of existing for its own sake. And that only increased 
my determination.46 

One cannot be around conservative pastors long before this common 
thread of shared frustration and outrage becomes apparent. They also 
grieve over fellow students whose faith was damaged or lost during 
the seminary process.47 For many conservatives, Clayton Sullivan's 
pathos-filled account of damaged and partially lost faith while a student 
at Southern Seminary awakens painful memories of friends and 
colleagues similarly changed. Sullivan described the results of his 
seminary experience: 
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I was more certain of what I didn't believe than I was of what I did believe. 
Southern Seminary had destroyed my biblical fundamentalism but it had 
not given me anything viable to take its place. That's the weakness of the 
historical-critical method: its power to destroy exceeds its power to construct.48 

The developing controversy in Southern Baptist life cannot be 
separated from the vast changes occurring at the same time in American 
society. The last half-century has wrought revolutionary change in the 
nation. During the turbulent 1960s, virtually all of the nation's values and 
social mores were challenged. Nowhere were these challenges felt more 
keenly than in the South, which had been the nation's most insular and 
conservative region. Inevitably, this cultural and social upheaval impacted 
Southern Baptists. 

As America shifted from an industrial to a post-industrial, informa­
tion society, a "new class" emerged with different values and priorities 
"whose members are . . . people occupied with education, the media of 
mass communication, therapy in all its forms, the advocacy and ad­
ministration of well-being, social justice and personal lifestyles."49 This 
bifurcation of American society, especially its middle class, into a "tradi­
tional" and a "new" class, each espousing jarringly different values and 
priorities, impacted Southern Baptists significantly. 

Nowhere was this more true than in Southern Baptists' institutional 
leadership and its relationship to its various denominational constituen­
cies. Both David Ray Norsworthy and Samuel S. Hill have analyzed the 
development of Southern Baptists' institutional bureaucracy, how it 
became increasingly insulated and estranged from the "traditional" 
elements of its constituency, and the angry backlash it provoked.50 Often 
the estrangement was as much cultural as it was theological, but that 
hardly lessened the frustration of those who felt an ever increasing gap 
between themselves and their institutional denominational leadership. 

As early as 1963 Hill noted that in spite of the increasing centraliza­
tion of the convention programmatically, ultimate authority still resided 
in the churches and that "the Convention's polity being as it is, wresting 
of control by the ultra-conservatives from the moderates is not impossi­
ble."51 Hill's observation was to prove prophetic. By the late 1970s many 
elements in Southern Baptist life felt effectively shut out from decision­
making at the denominational level. When their frustration and anger 
reached "critical mass," the conservative attempt to alter the Convention's 
course commenced.52 

The Conservative Movement Commences 
In late 1978 and early 1979, conservative leaders, recognizing the vast ap­
pointive powers of the Southern Baptist Convention's elected president, 
and understanding local churches' authority to elect that president through 
their convention messengers, saw an opportunity to use the presidency 
as a fulcrum to effect the changes they believed were urgently needed by 
changing the trustee boards of their various institutions and agencies.53 



THE SBC, 1979-93: WHAT HAPPENED AND WHY? 9 

The Patterson-Pressler coalition, named after then Criswell College presi­
dent Paige Patterson and then Houston state appeals court judge Paul 
Pressler, was born. During the winter and spring of 1979, Patterson and 
Pressler traveled extensively, explaining the intricate trustee appointment 
process and urging conservatives to send their churches' full complement 
of messengers to the convention. In Houston that June Adrian Rogers was 
elected president, and what was later to be called "the conservative 
resurgence" by its supporters and "the fundamentalist takeover" by its 
detractors was underway.54 

The moderates were stunned. How could this have happened? They 
decried the "political activity" of the conservatives as an unprecedented 
departure from the past. The conservatives countered that political ac­
tivity had been routine for years.55 C. R. Daley acknowledged that he and 
some other state paper editors attempted "to head off Adrian Rogers" as 
early as 1976.56 Daley also explained that it "was not an inerrancy candidate 
who was the first one who actually went out seeking votes," but Jimmy 
Allen, Rogers' immediate predecessor as convention president.57 In fact, 
attempts to control the convention presidency were nothing new; and from 
at least the early 1960s onward, concentrated efforts were made to do so 
by small groups within the denominational establishment58 The only new 
elements in the conservatives' political efforts were their scale and public 
acknowledgement of their activities. 

As the conservatives' strategy to change the convention through elect­
ing a string of sympathetic presidents emerged, the moderate establish­
ment was dearly taken aback. However, when the conservative candidate, 
Bailey Smith, was elected on the first ballot in St. Louis in 1980, moderates 
were shocked into action. A group of moderate leaders met in Gatlinburg, 
Tennessee, in September, 1980, to plan a strategy "to create a counter 
politic" as Cecil Sherman put it, to the conservatives' efforts 59 From then 
on, throughout the 1980s, the Southern Baptist Convention experienced 
denominational combat over the course and direction of its agencies 
and institutions. 

Various efforts were made to stop the conservatives as their electoral 
juggernaut rolled on, from discussions of funding political activity at the 
inter-agency council in 1980, to some agency heads openly campaigning 
against conservative presidential candidates, all the way to the hiring of 
"denominational employees who worked incognito in addition to their 
full-time employment."60 Still, the conservatives continued to win. After 
the 1992 convention, conservatives had elected their candidate president 
for fourteen consecutive years. At least at the national convention level, 
the war was over and a much more conservative course had been set. And 
although the controversy in the convention manifested elements of 
sociological change, political methodology, and personality conflict, the 
root issues were always theological. As Cecil Sherman explained, the 
moderates and their "counter politic" were motivated, as were the con­
servatives, by basic doctrinal concerns. 
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Two groups did politic because they disagreed on basic theology and poli­
ty. Where the "fundamentalists" are going to take the Southern Baptist Con­
vention is to their theology. Where the moderates would have taken the 
Southern Baptist Convention is to their theology. And the theology of the 
two groups was, is and will be quite different.61 

Sherman was right in concluding that two very different theological world 
views were contending for the future direction of the Southern Baptist 
Convention. Bill Leonard concluded that 

The Controversy has simply accelerated the organizational dysfunction and 
theological confusion that existed in the denomination long before 1979. By 
1989 the real question was: How narrowly can the denomination define itself 
and still remain intact?62 

Actually, a better and more relevant question was asked by conservatives 
in the late 1970s: Given the centrifugal theological and sociological forces 
within the convention noted by Sherman and others, how broadly could 
the denomination define itself and remain intact and viable? 

Conclusion 
Between 1979 and the present, Southern Baptists have carried on a wholly 
necessary and healthy discussion about the theological and doctrinal 
parameters of Southern Baptist faith. Unfortunately, that debate has been 
conducted all too often in an unnecessary and unhealthy manner, and 
for that all groups must bear some responsibility.63 

To understand the convention controversy, one must first realize that 
the conflict has not been between two groups, but among numerous groups 
which have consciously formed alliances, both formal and informal, and 
unconsciously aligned themselves in voting blocs as the controversy has 
played itself out over the last decade and a half. At least five groups of 
Southern Baptists of varying size and cohesion emerged to become the 
building blocks of the controversy's opposing sides. 

The first group were the fundamentalists, people who espoused the 
inerrancy of the Bible and who had little interest in any cooperation with 
those who disagreed with them about the Bible's nature and authority. 
The second group, consisted of conservatives, who also believing in iner­
rancy, felt that a significant course correction was needed in the denomina­
tion's institutions. This second group of "movement conservatives" did 
not have the same visceral aversion to working with those with whom 
they were in some doctrinal and denominational political disagreement. 

The third group consisted of people, who while also accepting the 
inerrancy of scripture, believed that the course correction in Southern Bap­
tist life insisted upon by group two was not necessary, had gone far 
enough, or had gone too far. These subgroups, often the same people 
at different stages of the controversy, provided the left, middle and right 
wings of group three. Group three people were often described as 
theological conservatives and political moderates. 
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A fourth group were the theological moderates, people who eschewed 
the inerrancy of scripture and who wanted the convention to move in a 
more moderate direction both theologically and culturally. The fifth group 
were the true liberals who stood well to the left of group four moderates 
theologically, even occasionally espousing such doctrines as universalism. 

During most of the controversy, group one and group two voted 
together in opposition to an alliance of groups three, four, and five. Clearly, 
at least at the national level, groups one and two were a majority of Bap­
tist messengers present and voting at the national conventions. However, 
the available polling and voting data would indicate that groups two and 
three are by far the largest numerically, consisting together of perhaps as 
much as 75% of the denomination. Group four with perhaps 15% sup­
port and group five with no more than 5% support were reduced by the 
mid 1980s to voting for group three presidential candidates who had no 
significant theological differences with their conservative opponents con­
cerning the nature and authority of scripture. 

The challenge of Southern Baptist institutional leadership for the re­
mainder of this decade will be to find ways to build bridges of coopera­
tion between group two (movement conservatives) and group three 
(theological conservatives-political moderates) between whom there is no 
insurmountable doctrinal disagreement. Denominational leadership must 
facilitate such cooperation while also seeking the broadest possible inclu­
sion of group one (fundamentalists) representing from 10-15% of Southern 
Baptists and with whom once again there is no doctrinal barrier to coopera­
tion. Leadership must also seek to work with those from group four 
(theological moderates) who are amenable to cooperative effort as a 
minority within a thoroughly conservative denomination. Group five, 
always a very small group, but disproportionately represented at the in­
stitutional level of the denomination's life, clearly has little if any basis 
with which to cooperate in any meaningful way with Southern Baptists 
now or in the future. 

Such coalition building will be difficult given the wounds and scars 
left by the controversy, but the basis for such future cooperation is there 
theologically, and so is the mandate to make the effort again and again 
and again. 
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A Moderate Responds 
Bill /. Leonard 

Richard Land's remarks follow a helpful chronology and cleaiy reflect the 
position of the now dominant subgroup in Southern Baptist Convention 
life. In fact, his delineation of specific subgroups may be the most useful 
segment of what is otherwise merely another restatement of the standard 
party line developed by the conservative/fundamentalist subgroup. The 
thesis goes something Uke this: "We were/are the 'real7 Southern Baptists, 
bypassed or ignored when the corrupt or misguided denominational 
bureaucracy helped turn the convention from theological to programatic 
identity. We were left out of the decision-making process and were com­
pelled to reassert our position, promoting a necessary 'course correction.' 
Any political activity was simply a vehicle for reestablishing theological 
correctness. We have purged the boards and agencies and now have 
theological 'consensus.' All is well." 

Or is it? Perhaps a more relevant and timely assignment for both Land 
and myself might have been: "The Southern Baptist Convention, 1993: 
What Is Happening Now and Why." Is it time to ask: Is the SBC better off 
now than it was in 1979? Was the situation so terrible in the SBC prior 
to 1979 that it required the institutional dissolutionment and spiritual 
malaise which now characterizes the denomination? Fundamentalists 
promised Southern Baptists that once they were in charge statistics, 
finances, spirituality, and evangelical enthusiasm would become nor­
mative. Instead, fragmentation, divison, intrigue, and decline seem the 
order of the day with no end in sight. Instead of assessing how one side 
"won" and another 'lost," Southern Baptists might expend some energy 
explaining why the convention continues to remain in turmoil. Conser­
vative/fundamentalists seem unable to stop fighting, if not with moderates, 
then with a variety of subgroups—Masons, women, WMU, and even with 
each other. 

I was disappointed that, given Land's training as an historian, he did 
not attempt to tell a bit more of the whole story, instead of being highly 
selective in his use of sources. He runs the now familiar litany of selected 
quotes from selected leaders, suggesting that consensus was determined 
solely by the issue of biblical inerrancy. I would have welcomed a broader, 
and perhaps more holistic, approach which acknowledged the theological 
diversity which has long characterized the denomination. For example, 
he fails to tell us why, if inerrancy was so important, the founders of 
Southern Seminary chose to omit the word infallible from the Abstract 
of Principles while retaining other phrases taken directly from the 
Westminster and Philadelphia Confessions. Truth is, using selected quotes 
from founders, heroes and saints of the SBC is always, as the ancients 
said, SIC ET NON (yes and no) since their statements may be applied 
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on various sides of an issue. Many of the people Land cites as models 
for theological uniformity were also the architects of the denominational 
bureaucracy and set in motion institutional and organizational structures 
of which we are all heirs. He generally ignores the fact of theological diver­
sity evident in the presence of Social Gospel advocates, fundamentalists, 
evangelicals, denominationalists, liberals, Calvinists, modified Calvinists, 
and yes, even Arminians throughout SBC life. These groups were pre­
sent in the SBC long before the Elliott Controversy, the Broadman Con­
troversy or the (present) Controversy. Why does the Abstract of Principles 
have no theory of biblical inspiration, no theory of the atonement, no 
theory of eschatology? Land might say it was because they all agreed on 
those doctrines. Others might suggest that it was because they knew that 
specificity would destroy cooperation. 

Given those initial observations, my specific concerns are as follows: 
First, Land implies that there is and always has been "consensus" on 

the meaning of inerrancy among Southern Baptists. Nothing could be fur­
ther from the truth. As David Dockery has recently shown, (The Doctrine 
of the Bible) there are six to seven different views of that doctrine which 
exist among inerrantists themselves. There is increasing evidence that per­
sons within the fundamentalist subgroup are dividing over which kind 
of inerrancy is acceptable. Indeed, recent events at certain seminaries in­
dicate that trustees now want to know what kind of inerrantist a potential 
faculty member might be. Some now suggest that certain inerrantist 
positions are more inerrant than others. Where will it end? Likewise, in 
his own article, Land never really defines the very idea he deems central 
to his movement. What, exactly, does he mean by inerrancy? Which 
one(s) of the multiple positions would he accept? TTiroughout the Con­
troversy, most SBC inerrantists have failed to consider their own "slip­
pery slopes" relative to questions of slavery, women, spiritual gifts, 
and biblical narratives. (Note the Criswell Study Bible on the plagues in 
Egypt.) Defining inerrancy is a formidable challenge for the new leaders 
of the SBC. 

Second, inherent in Land's historicism in his own unspoken but evi­
dent desire to return the SBC to its nineteenth-century Calvinist-Reformed 
roots. The people he cites as paragons of inerrancy could not separate their 
doctrine of Scripture from their Reformed theology. That included such 
dogmas as limited atonement, unconditional election, and irresistible 
grace, doctrines which may create serious problems for consensus among 
the highly Arminianized (though inerrantist) segment of his "grass-roots" 
constituency. How can one tout the inerrantist quotes from the founders 
and ignore the rest of their Reformed theology? For them it was surely 
a package deal. Bringing Reformed theology back into mainsteam SBC 
life may be a battle which will make the fundamentalist-moderate con­
frontation seem like a minor skirmish. A great many very conservative 
Southern Baptists are shocked when they learn that the founders believed 
that only an elect group of sinners, chosen before the foundation of the 
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world, will be saved. While others gladly accept such a view, it remains 
a decidedly minority opinion among SBC evangelicals. 

Third, throughout the article Land only tells half of the story. He omits 
the fact the SBC liberals—the Poteats, Carlyle Marney, et αϊ.—claimed that 
they were just as left out as the fundamentalists, that the denominational 
bureaucracy took their money while ignoring or ostracizing them. Fact 
is, neither side was completely left out, they were simply prevented from 
gaining a majority lest they split, splinter, and fragment the denomina­
tion. Likewise, Land's reference to the "lost faith" of students who studied 
with liberal/moderate professors ignores the memory and reality of other 
students who "lost faith" because of fundamentalist-oriented teachers, 
theologians and pastors. We all have it in our power to "steal" the faith 
of others. Ridicule and sarcasm know no boundaries left or right. Many 
Southern Baptists attest to being ridiculed for their failure to conform to 
certain right wing theological and political parameters. My seminary ex­
perience and my experience at SBC Pastors' Conferences since 1979 con­
vince me that ridicule was not limited to those SBC leaders who leaned 
toward the left. Again, all of us have said too much, been too shrill in 
our response to one another, during the last decade and a half. I suspect 
that a lot of faith has been undermined from the left and the right. We 
all stand judged. 

Fourth, I must ask, is denominational "consensus" defined only by 
one's theory of biblical inspiration? Hardly. Southern Baptists discovered 
soon enough that when the fundamentalist subgroup gained majorities 
on trustee boards, they quickly demanded consensus on a variety of 
theological, sociological, and political agendas—lists which change or ex­
pand with each passing year. Divisions continue within the subgroup, 
in part at least because those folks seem unable to compromise on 
anything. Trustees at one SBC seminary recently admonished the school's 
president to give greater attention to the hiring, not just of theological 
conservatives, but political conservatives as well. Southern Baptists are 
rapidly learning that inerrancy is only one of the many litmus tests being 
applied throughout the convention. A denomination which demands 
unending, even unbending, consensus is a denomination that will know 
ceaseless turmoil, i.e., the SBC as it is today. 

Fifth, Land seems to suggest that consensus on the scripture 
guarantees orthodoxy on all other issues. Hardly. He, like most in his 
movement, has ignored equally problematic theological issues such as 
evangelism and ecclesiology. In our obsession with theological correct­
ness regarding Holy Scripture, we have neglected many theological issues 
which reveal dangerous departure from historic Baptist, certainly biblical, 
norms. For example, why have we not considered the heresy evident in 
the baptism of preschoolers in a denomination which claims a biblical man­
date for believer's baptism? How can a denomination claim to reflect the 
ecclesiology of a believers' church and count preschoolers and other young 
children as upwards of ten percent or more of its annual baptismal 
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statistics? What does the rebaptism of huge numbers of SBC church 
members say about the theology of evangelism and baptism as taught in 
all our churches? What will we do together about the growing number of 
"non-affiliated" persons evident throughout American, even Southern, 
culture? Surely these are questions which might unite all Southern Bap­
tists in common concern and mission. Have we so divided and distracted 
ourselves that we cannot address the pressing spiritual needs and realities 
of our common context? 

Which brings me to a final point. Land and his subgroup got what 
they wanted—the re-sectarianization of the Southern Baptist Convention. 
Why do they seem so surprised when it keeps coming apart? Sects are 
by their very nature small and doctrinally specific. They cannot extend 
the boundaries too widely lest they threaten the doctrinal specificity which 
informs their identity. Indeed, certain subgroups among the fundamen­
talists seem determined to continue narrowing basic doctrine and draw­
ing continued theological/political lines. Many SBC trustee boards are ex­
periencing a new "takeover" movement, this time between, dare we say 
it, "moderate" fundamentalists and "militant" fundamentalists. Some 
trustee groups now caucus to develop plans, not for confronting 
moderates, but for responding to other groups of fundamentalists. Thus 
Land's five subgroups are only slightly representative of the burgeoning 
number of regional, theological, political, and sociological subgroups 
within the shell of the SBC. In many respects the designations fundamen­
talist, moderate, conservative, and liberal are passé since they require in­
creasing clarification to delineate differences and distinctions within 
each subgroup. 

What then is the real legacy of this "course correction?" These are on­
ly a few: Students and faculty are departing seminaries; seminaries face 
declining resources and enrollments; administrators and missionaries are 
departing mission boards; clergy termination is rampant in churches con­
servative and moderate; baptismal statistics are down or stagnant; 
denominational energy is focused on more than a decade of conflict. If 
fundamentalists intend to hold the denomination to a semblance of unity, 
they had best stop worrying about "course corrections" and articulate a 
"course" for a people worn down by years of hatred and mistrust. As long 
as they refuse to understand thè relationship between consensus and com­
promise, fundamentalists will find it easier to capture a denomination than 
to guide it. In 1993, therefore, Southern Baptists are beginning to reap 
what they have sown. In their fear of being overtaken by the left, Southern 
Baptists failed to recognize that a denomination can also be torn apart 
from the right. It has been a painful lesson to learn. We all lost, didn't we? 

Bill Leonard is chair, department of religion and philosophy, Samford University, Birmingham, 
Alabama. 
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The Southern Baptist Convention, 
1979-1993: What Happened and Why? 

Stan Hastey 

This assessment of the controversy in the Southern Baptist Convention 
will focus on three overarching sets of issues: theological disputes, inter­
nal control, and national politics. Although other approaches might have 
been chosen, this basic outline provides a comprehensive framework for 
reviewing the most significant events and primary issues at stake in 
the controversy. 

Theological Disputes 
As has been the case in many of the controversies in the history of the 
Southern Baptist Convention, the dispute that surfaced in 1979 centered 
first in institutions of theological education.1 According to those who 
organized the takeover of the SBC, Baptist schools generally had been in­
fected by theological liberalism. Judge Paul Pressler, for example, has said 
that "[Liberalism] always begins in theological institutions."2 The primary 
culprits, Pressler and others have maintained, were the historical-critical 
method of biblical study and neo-orthodoxy.3 

Looming large behind these allegations is a long history of debate in 
Southern Baptist life over the need for—indeed the desirability of— 
theological education itself. Although anti-intellectualism is a clearly iden­
tifiable feature in American history,4 hostility toward formal theological 
training in particular has been a prominent theme in American religious 
history.5 

Skepticism, if not outright opposition, has characterized Southern 
Baptist views of theological education, especially in the Sandy Creek tradi­
tion.6 It is not surprising, therefore, that the dispute that surfaced in 1979 
centered in the SBC seminaries. 

The more immediate backdrop for the controversy was a period of 
nearly two decades beginning in the early 1960s and the battle over 
Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary Professor Ralph Elliott's com­
mentary, The Message of Genesis, published by Broadman Press. Although 
messengers to the 1962 SBC in San Francisco refused to order the 
withdrawal of the book, they did adopt resolutions indirectly critical of 
Elliott, appointed a special committee to revise and update The Baptist 
Faith and Message, and elected new and more conservative trustees to 
Midwestern's board. 

In the ensuing year, a majority of trustees succeeded in ridding the 
Kansas City, Missouri, school of Elliott because of his insistence on seek­
ing another publisher for his work, following a decision by the Sunday 
School Board not to reprint it. In his assessment of the results of the Elliott 
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controversy, Walter B. Shurden noted that in addition to Elliott's dismissal 
and the 1963 adoption of the revised and updated confession of faith, a 
"third and less obvious result. . . was an intensification and populariza­
tion of the suspicion of theological education and publications."7 

Less than a decade would elapse before convention conservatives 
would win another round in the ongoing battle over the Bible. This time 
the target of criticism was Volume 1 of The Broadman Bible Commentary 
series, specifically the commentary on the book of Genesis by British Bap­
tist scholar G. Henton Davies. Following months of public battle in the 
pages of Baptist newspapers, conservatives succeeded in having the 1970 
convention in Denver request the Sunday School Board to withdraw 
Volume 1 and rewrite it "with due consideration of the conservative view­
point." Within two months, the Sunday School Board complied.8 

While "infallibility" was the rallying cry for conservatives in the earlier 
disputes, "inerrancy" became the battle cry of those who in 1979 launched 
a concerted effort to seize control of the SBC, an effort that culminated 
in 1990 when the moderate resistance gave up its countermove to regain 
control of the convention. From its beginnings, the inerrancy party 
was led publicly by Paul Pressler and Paige Patterson, two Texans who 
had engaged in protracted battles with both the SBC and Texas 
Baptist establishments.9 

Pressler and Patterson—along with other key leaders such as Adrian 
Rogers and W. A. Criswell—have professed that the struggle was to save 
the SBC from what they have called the decline of other Protestant bodies 
in the United States, a decline they attribute to the failure to resist en­
croaching theological liberalism.10 

This rationale is particularly offensive to those Southern Baptists who 
long have been critical of the SBC's tendency toward triumphalism as 
reflected in dubious slogans and grandiose objectives, behind which lay 
the conviction that the SBC alone was sufficiently pure to be used of God 
in the evangelization of the world. Perhaps no one has put forward this 
view more forcefully than did Adrian Rogers in an interview with the 
Indiana Baptist: 

This is going to sound almost like megalomania, but I believe that the hope 
of the world lies in the Wèst. I believe the hope of the West lies in America. 
I believe the hope of America is in Judeo-Christian ethics. I believe that the 
backbone of that Judeo-Christian ethic is evangelical Christianity. I believe 
that the bellwether of evangelical Christianity is the Southern Baptist Con­
vention. So I believe in a sense, that as the Southern Baptist Convention 
goes, so goes the world.11 

Indeed, the legitimacy of inerrancy as invoked by the movement's 
leaders as a proper and sufficient rationale to justify their successful cam­
paign is questionable on other grounds as well. For one, inerrancy itself 
is variously defined and adhered to within evangelical and fundamen­
talist circles. As was properly and repeatedly stated by noted evangelical 
and fundamentalist scholars at the 1987 Ridgecrest Conference on Biblical 
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Inerrancy, the definition advanced by the inerrancy party in the SBC has 
been of the most extreme form.12 

Furthermore, commitment to inerrancy has proven to be an insuffi­
cient qualification for office to some Southern Baptists who profess it— 
but who nevertheless do not have the blessing of the movement's leaders. 
Examples abound, among them Alvin C. Shackleford, the fired director 
of Baptist Press news service, and Nelson Price, the Georgia pastor who 
defied the leaders of the new inerrancy establishment by running for SBC 
president in 1992 without their blessing. 

Perhaps even worse, from an ethical standpoint, has been the in­
sistence on the part of movement leaders to label moderates who for 
reasons of conscience do not subscribe to inerrancy—and particularly 
the SBC inerrantists' version—as infidels who do not believe the Bible. 
Even though these have a high view of Holy Scripture as measured 
by any reasonable set of criteria, they have been written off as liberals 
who do not believe the Bible. More than any other matter dividing 
Southern Baptists into fundamentalist and moderate camps, it is this 
demonizing of the opposition that has made rapprochement unlikely, if 
not impossible. 

Despite all claims to the contrary, "Fundamentalists have demonstrated 
clearly that they are not interested simply in the nature and authority of 
the Bible but in imposing their interpretation of the Bible on others."13 In 
the convention context, this fact has been demonstrated repeatedly since 
fundamentalists consolidated their power in the agencies and institutions 
by the application of theological litmus tests. Perhaps the most noteworthy 
evidence has been the questioning of prospective employees on the four 
examples of interpretation cited by a narrow majority of the SBC Peace 
Committee as determinative of orthodoxy by "most Southern Baptists."14 

Moreover, issues in the national political arena have been defined by 
particular interpretations of biblical texts, interpretations then used as the 
basis for discharging offending employees or denying employment to 
potential employees. From the moderate perspective, then, the issue of 
biblical inerrancy as defined in its most extreme form by the inerrancy 
party has been, at least in part, a smoke screen hiding a larger political 
agenda, a theme to be addressed in another section of this paper. 

Although fundamentalists have insisted that biblical inerrancy is the 
only theological matter at issue in the controversy, moderates have 
disagreed strongly. Indeed, the prevailing fundamentalists have succeeded 
in the systematic tearing down of what arguably are Baptists' three most 
distinctive theological contributions—the priesthood of all believerg, 
autonomy of the local church, and separation of church and state. Space 
permits only a few examples. 

Concerning the priesthood of all believers—a doctrine derived from 
what is unquestionably Baptists' primary theological distinctive, soul 
freedom—the 1988 Committee on Resolutions rejected a resolu­
tion presented by a messenger affirming the historic Baptist position, 
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recommending in its place a statement actually denigrating its importance 
and extolling pastoral authority.15 

By their discomfort with the radical, individualist principles of soul 
liberty and the priesthood of all believers, fundamentalists expose their 
own theological Achilles heel, namely, the low place given the Holy Spirit. 
The rank and file of ordinary Baptist people, fundamentalist leaders sug­
gest, simply cannot be trusted—alone with their Bible and their God—to 
receive and appropriate divine truth. Instead, their faith must be formed 
and informed by "godly men" who claim to possess a higher and deeper 
knowledge of God than ordinary believers are capable of having. This 
"godly men" syndrome is perhaps the single most objectionable theological 
dimension of the particular strain of fundamentalism that has infected 
the SBC. 

On local church autonomy, the SBC Committee on Resolutions in 1984 
proposed and the convention adopted a statement opposing the ordina­
tion of women to the gospel ministry.16 This resolution subsequently was 
seized upon by a newly-constituted fundamentalist majority of directors 
of the Home Mission Board as the basis for denying Church Pastoral Aid 
to women pastors.17 

With reference to Baptists' most distinctive contribution to the social 
order, separation of church and state, the convention in 1982 adopted a 
resolution favoring an amendment to the Constitution of the United States 
that would have empowered state legislatures and local school boards to 
write and require the recitation of prayers in public schools.18 

In conclusion, the struggle by fundamentalists to wrest control of the 
SBC away from an entrenched moderate establishment was, first and 
foremost, a theological battle. Yet the theological issues at stake went far 
beyond biblical inerrancy. They included Baptist doctrines of first impor­
tance and concerted fundamentalist attacks upon them. In short, the 
fundamentalist party in the SBC stood on its head the old Baptist adage, 
as expressed by the foremost living Baptist authority on creeds and 
confessions of faith, William L. Lumpkin, that "[t]he Baptist Movement 
has traditionally been non-creedal in the sense that it has not erected 
authoritative confessions of faith as official bases of organization and tests 
of orthodoxy."19 

Thus moderate leaders who concluded the struggle for control of the 
SBC was non-theological not only were wrong, they actually hurt the 
moderate cause by denying the full import of what was happening. 

Internal Control 
Despite the contention of a majority of the Peace Committee that "(t)he 
primary source of the controversy in the Southern Baptist Convention is 
the Bible,"20 the clearly stated and primary objective of the inerrancy par­
ty was to gain control of the boards of trustees of the various seminaries, 
boards, and commissions of the SBC. Achieving this goal would enable 
the new fundamentalist establishment not only to enforce new policies 
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in the nineteen convention agencies and institutions but also to 
replace sitting agency heads and support staffs with people of their 
own choosing.21 

That this end has been achieved is an indisputable fact. The first 
agency to pass from moderate to fundamentalist control was the Home 
Mission Board in 1986. That same year, the new majority succeeded in 
dismissing a presidential search committee and reconstituting the panel 
to reflect the new numbers. That panel then proceeded to nominate Larry 
Lewis, president of Hannibal-LaGrange College in Missouri as the new 
president. Lewis's election marked the first major convention post to be 
filled by a fundamentalist.22 

While the transition at the Home Mission Board was made quite easy 
by the move of Lewis's predecessor, William G. Tanner, to become executive 
director of the Baptist General Convention of Oklahoma, turning things 
around at the Foreign Mission Board would take much longer. Another 
factor had to do with the larger size of the board of directors of the FMB, 
a factor that delayed the arrival of a fundamentalist majority of overseers. 

Once the working majority was achieved, however, the pressure on 
President R. Keith Parks and other administrators became more and more 
intense. Finally, in May 1992 and following repeated threats to his con­
tinued tenure, Parks announced his retirement, effective October 31,1992, 
citing irreconcilable philosophical differences with his directors. 

By 1987, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary had been cap­
tured, with the new fundamentalist majority on the board of trustees 
forcing the resignations of President W. Randall Lolley, Dean Morris 
Ashcraft, and other administrators.23 Subsequently, Lewis Drummond, 
professor of evangelism at Southern Seminary, was elected to succeed 
Lolley. After a troubled four-year tenure, Drummond was forced to leave 
in favor of Paige Patterson, who reportedly had been dismissed—and then 
reinstated—by his own trustees at Criswell College in Dallas. 

Only two other seminaries of the six owned and operated by the con­
vention received anything other than a clean bill of health by the Peace 
Committee. One of these, Midwestern, was relieved of its one "problem" 
faculty member in 1992 when G. Temp Sparkman took early retirement 
for personal reasons. 

The other, Southern Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky, self-consciously 
has sought to avoid what its top administrators consider the mistakes of 
their counterparts at Southeastern by accommodating themselves 
repeatedly to the demands of fundamentalist trustees. Although Southern, 
by virtue of the large size of its board of trustees, enjoyed the advantage 
of being the last convention entity to be taken over, in later years had to 
endure constant parries by the new fundamentalist majority. In October 
1992, incumbent President Roy L. Honeycutt announced his retirement, 
effective at the end of 1993. His privately expressed hope was that by so 
doing he might better the chances that his successor be a more charitable— 
as over against confrontational—fundamentalist. 
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At the Sunday School Board, the world's largest publisher of religious 
materials, former President Lloyd Elder was forced to resign following a 
series of confrontations with hostile directors over a variety of issues. Not 
the least of these was Elder's outspoken support of the Baptist Joint Com­
mittee on Public Affairs. More than once, Elder used the prestige of his 
office to hold off efforts to remove SBC funding for the Washington 
religious liberty agency. 

Beyond that, however, Elder incurred the wrath of many directors for 
opposing the writing and marketing of The New American Commentary 
series, to be written from the perspective of inerrancy, as well as for his 
defense of writers and editors of Sunday school materials and of his com­
munications staff. After being censured in 1989, Elder finally was forced 
out in January 1991. 

Yet none of the forced retirements or resignations at other agencies 
and institutions provoked the firestorm that followed the July 1990 
Executive Committee firings of Baptist Press Director Alvin C. Shackleford 
and News Editor Dan Martin. Pressler himself was the person most 
responsible for the dismissals. 

Following a series of confrontations, led in each instance by Pressler, 
Shackleford and Martin were dismissed on July 17,1990, by the Executive 
Committee, which met in closed session with armed, off-duty Nashville 
police officers guarding the doors to the meeting room in the SBC building. 
Shackleford and Martin never were informed formally of the charges 
against them.24 

Just as many moderates have distorted the true nature of the controver­
sy in the SBC by insisting it had nothing to do with theology, so many 
fundamentalists have made the false claim that theology alone was the 
issue. Shackleford, an inerrantist of long standing, nevertheless lost 
his position. His dismissal—and Martin's—had to do, quite simply, 
with control. 

In announcing their plan in 1979 to gain control of the boards of direc­
tors and trustees of SBC agencies and institutions through appointments 
to the Committee on Committees by a succession of SBC presidents, the 
architects of the takeover insisted their ultimate objective was to gain "pari­
ty" on the administrative staffs and faculties. Subsequent events have 
proven that claim as well to be false. Now that control is virtually absolute, 
nothing less than the purging of all "liberals" and the placement of "con­
servatives" in their places will suffice. Paige Patterson has set forth the 
revised objective thus: 

Some have expressed the feeling that since votes at the Southern Baptist 
Convention in recent years averaged a 55-45 percent differential that faculty 
and agency employment ought somehow to reflect that same split. While 
conservatives would be encouraged if the present employment picture ac­
tually reflected this idea, democracies do not function quite that way. For 
example, the American people have a right to vote for a president. The 45 
to 48 percent who support the defeated candidate do not expect half or, for 
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that matter, any of the seats on the president's cabinet. They anticipate no 
appointments from their political party to any posts.25 

This "spoils of victory" approach now dominates the employment picture 
at SBC agencies and institutions. 

Regardless of the damage perpetrated on faithful convention workers 
and teachers, not even the most partisan moderate can deny the efficien­
cy of the fundamentalist drive to control SBC affairs. Largely because of 
the efforts of Pressler, who tirelessly crisscrossed the country rallying 
pastors and laypeople to the takeover effort, the plan worked. It succeeded 
as well because of its simplicity and the ability of Pressler and the other 
major players to remain focused on its achievement. 

Finally, the success of the takeover plan can be attributed to Pressler 
and his colleagues' ability to mobilize large numbers of previously 
disengaged Southern Baptists. These were people in towns and hamlets 
previously largely ignored by the old SBC establishment, people who 
theretofore had played no role in convention affairs. Pressler in particular 
was able to convince these neglected constituents that Southern Baptist 
life was in clear and imminent danger because of theological liberalism 
and that they could turn the convention in a new direction. In this sense, 
the takeover of the SBC may be seen as a classic example of a successful 
populist uprising. 

National Politics 
Beyond purging Southern Baptist agencies and institutions of theological 
"liberalism," the new fundamentalist establishment was active from the 
beginning in a concerted effort to make of the SBC a reliable source of 
support for an ultraconservative national political agenda. By 1986, Paige 
Patterson went public with this supplemental— but hardly incidental-
agenda by warning that future employment in the SBC would be condi­
tioned on support of fundamentalist positions on such issues as abortion, 
euthanasia, and school prayer. This national political agenda, he said, 
would "go over nearly as well as the inerrancy thing."26 

Indeed, it is more than coincidental that the rise of the fundamen­
talist party to power in the SBC paralleled the domination of the national 
political scene by Presidents Ronald Reagan and George Bush, each of 
whom was indebted to the New Christian Right for his election. This move­
ment, like the SBC inerrancy party, began its rise to power in the late 1970s 
with the birth of Jerry Falwell's Moral Majority and the subsequent ap­
pearance of other, similar groups, such as the Religious Roundtable. This 
latter organization was founded by Southern Baptist layman E. E. (Ed) 
McAteer, a member of Bellevue Baptist Church in Memphis. Several of 
the SBC presidents elected between 1979 and 1993 have served as direc­
tors of and advisers to these and other New Christian Right groups. 

As George Marsden, one of the nation's foremost historians of fun­
damentalism, wrote in 1988, "It is clear that an important revolution has 
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taken place in the inerrancy camp over the past decade, so that now it 
is wed to a national political program."27 

Besides the involvement of several recent SBC presidents in partisan 
political activities—including current Sunday School Board President James 
T. Draper's campaign activities on behalf of M. G. (Pat) Robertson, an un­
successful contender for the 1988 Republican presidential nomination-
principal fundamentalist architects Pressler and Patterson have belonged 
to the Council for National Policy, a highly secretive, ultraconservative 
think tank. During at least 1989-90, Pressler was president of the group.28 

It was during a 1987 interview with Bill Movers of Public Affairs Televi­
sion, Inc., that Pressler became so agitated when questioned about his 
involvement in right-wing politics, including the Council, he abruptly ter­
minated the interview.29 

Within SBC institutional life, the national political agenda of the new 
fundamentalist leadership was most evident in the effort, first to discredit, 
then to withdraw funding from, the Baptist Joint Committee on Public 
Affairs. Early in the takeover effort, the Washington agency came under 
severe criticism for its consistent opposition to state-written prayers in 
public school classrooms and to various governmental schemes to pro­
vide public funding for sectarian schools. R>r example, immediately before 
the 1982 convention in New Orleans, Paige Patterson was quoted as favor­
ing the withdrawal of funding from the BJGPA. Of the group's executive 
director, James M. Dunn, Patterson said, 1 think there will be something 
done to silence him."30 

As a result of a 1986-87 Executive Committee probe, one of three such 
investigations, the SBC's representation on the BJCPÄ was enlarged from 
15 to 18 and several heads of SBC agencies were ousted from previously 
ex officio slots. This meant that the SBC Committee on Nominations was 
freed to nominate a larger number of at-large representatives to the BJCPA 
or, more properly, to the Public Affairs Committee—the name given the 
SBC delegation. At the same time, the investigative committee recom­
mended and the convention approved separate and independent status 
for the PAC. 

At the earliest opportunity, the Committee on Nominations presented 
and the convention elected several well-known, right-wing activists as PAC 
members. For the next four years, these new directors proceeded to con­
duct a type of guerilla warfare against the BJCPA staff and sought, without 
success, to have the full BJCPA reverse its historic position on several high-
profile church-state issues. Among its most egregious actions was the un­
precedented formal endorsement of Judge Robert Bork's nomination by 
President Reagan to the US Supreme Court.31 

In the end, Pressler succeeded in leading the Executive Committee 
to recommend the withdrawal of funds from the BJCPA, which occurred 
in three stages.32 In 1992, the convention formally disaffiliated itself from 
the BJCPA.33 

In addition to breaking ties, the convention took a series of actions 
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investing in the Christian Life Commission the religious liberty 
agenda previously assigned to the BJCPA, culminating in the 1990 
revocation of the BJCPA's Program Statement and the enlargement of that 
of the CLC.34 

Although dislodging Dunn as the primary spokesman for Southern 
Baptists on the highly visible issues of church and state was one of the 
motives in the all-out war on the BJCPA, the underlying reason was to 
alter the SBC church-state agenda itself. Gone were the days of Southern 
Baptists' contending for a strict separation of church and state. In the new 
day, the SBC—through the CLC—would go so far as to seek public tax 
monies for Baptist institutions, even churches, a proposition long con­
sidered anathema to Baptists generally. 

Conclusion 
In their brilliant accounts of the SBC controversy, both Nancy Ammer-
man and Bill Leonard have described the successful fundamentalist effort 
as a "hostile takeover."35 

At the same time, Ammerman and Leonard have concluded that the 
demise of the old SBC establishment probably was inevitable, given the 
confluence of historical and sociological trends at work in the South and 
in American religious denominations. For more than half a century, they 
have noted, the old establishment successfully managed controversy and 
thereby avoided schism.36 

In the end, what Leonard calls the "Grand Compromise," that is, the 
old establishment's earlier ability to accommodate leading fundamentalists 
without allowing them to take control, turned out to be a fatal weakness.37 

This entrenched elitism, developed gradually over a period of several 
decades, turned the SBC into an elaborate piece of ecclesiastical machinery 
in which vast power was vested in a relative handful of denominational 
bureaucrats. Long before the takeover effort was announced, the SBC had 
ceased to be a convention of ordinary Baptists, a virtual invitation to the 
kind of populist upheaval that overtook it. 

As to the future of the new SBC and the old establishment now on 
the outside looking in, nothing but sheer speculation can be offered. Yet 
based on what has happened thus far, the following prospects appear at 
least plausible. 

1. The working assumption of Pressler, Patterson, et al, that the SBC 
largely would hold together regardless of the predictable stresses on the 
convention's superstructure, appears to have been vindicated. At most, 
small splinters—not a major split—are likely. This, in fact, is the most at­
tractive outcome possible for the new establishment. 

2. The new establishment has demonstrated conclusively that it is 
skilled far beyond the ability to win elections. It has proven as well that 
it is fully capable of governing the complex structure of the SBC. With 
a few notable exceptions, the transition from old moderates to new fun­
damentalists has been remarkably smooth. 


