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FEATURE

News journal marks 25-years
of risks, freedom and fulfillment

Baptists Today is owned and operated by an independent board of directors committed to a free press. The directors gathered last September for
a retreat. Winnie Williams (first row, fourth from right) of Seneca, S.C., is current chair.

STORY AND PHOTO BY JOHN PIERCE

MACON, Ga. — Twenty-five years ago this month, the first issue of Baptists

Today (then known as SBC Today) rolled off the press. It fulfilled the dream

of founding editor Walker Knight and a host of others to provide a truly

independent voice for Baptists during a time of change and challenges.

hrough peaks and valleys, the only
T autonomous, national news journal

serving the larger Baptist family has
become a trusted source of news, opinion and
features for many across the U.S. and
beyond.

From the fundamentalist takeover of the
Southern Baptist Convention to the emer-
gence of new moderate Baptist organizations
and entities to growing partnerships between
various old and new Baptist groups, Baptists
Today has helped church leaders — laity and
clergy — to better understand the ongoing
denominational shifts and to make more
informed decisions.

As the Baptist landscape and media tech-
nology have rapidly changed, so has the
approach to news delivery by Baptists Today.

The monthly print edition contains a
large portion of original content found
nowhere else. It is supplemented by a popular
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web site, www.baptiststoday.org, that pro-

vides daily news from around the world,
alternating blogs by Baptists Today editors,
archives of past print editions, online
subscriptions and much more.

While Baptists Today has gone through
many changes over the past quarter-century,
the publication remains firmly rooted in a
commitment to provide readers with honest
reporting and the opportunity to express
diverse opinions. An independent board of
directors guarantees editorial freedom from
any denominational control.

That freedom is honored through a
long-term, mutually beneficial partnership
with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship and
the support of many other Baptist individu-
als, churches and groups committed to
historic Baptist understandings of freedom.

The fingerprints of so many are on what
has emerged as a unique and widely appreci-

1

ated source of information for Baptists.
Three persons involved in the early develop-
ment of the news journal launched in April
1983 offered their reflections.

Larry McSwain

The only way to describe the formation of
Baptists Today 25 years ago is with one word
— providence.

No other explanation makes any sense of
the unbelievable and remarkable set of events
that brought into being the formation of this
voice for sanity and freedom in Baptist life.

In the fall of 1982, I made the initial call
on behalf of the “Gatlinburg Gang” to ask
Walker Knight if he would consider begin-
ning a new publication to address
forthrightly the growing takeover of the
Southern Baptist Convention.

For those too young to know and those
too old to remember, the Gatlinburg Gang
was the nickname given by the press to a
group of Baptists called together by Cecil
Sherman and Kenneth Chafin to fight the
war for the soul of the SBC declared by Paige
Patterson and Paul Pressler.

After traditional Baptists failed to win



The feeling is mutual

Hawall, N.C.

Story and photo by Tony W. Cartledge

aptists in Hawaii occasionally remind
B themselves that Hawaii is nice, but

Paradise is elsewhere. They welcome
visitors to their island home, but also want to
expand the population of heaven.

Baptists from North Carolina are com-
mitted to assisting them in those efforts.
When the Baptist State Convention (BSC) of
North Carolina entered a partnership with
Hawaii-Pacific Baptists in 2005, the agree-
ment was to last for just three years. It has
since been extended through at least 2009.

Tar Heel Baptists and their Aloha
cousins have found a kinship that is lasting.
Just ask Steve Irvin, pastor of Pali

FEATURE

Baptists enjoy partnership

Fortunately, a veteran mission team from
Cool Springs Baptist Church in Sanford,
N.C., was looking for a project. A couple
from another church joined a group of men
from Cool Springs on a mission to Pali View
in October 2006. The Cool Springs crew had
previously worked in Belize, El Salvador,
West Virginia, Mississippi, New York, Nevada
and Alaska.

The team undertook a major effort to
repair three exterior walls and replaced the
entire front of the church’s two-story educa-
tional building on their first trip, along with
all of the upstairs doors. The men from Cool
Springs returned the following May to

replace the windows in the back, and also

Canada fell through, she asked N.C. Baptist
Men partnership director Mark Abernathy
where God needed them most. Soon, the
team was on its way to Pali View.

Team members painted exterior walls
and did evangelism training with church
members. They distributed energy bars and
bottled water labeled with information about
the church in a community park.

Irvin, who has worked in Hawaii for
most of the past 20 years, said the teams’ vis-
its have accomplished far more than just
construction work. Members of a small
church on a small island in the middle of the
ocean can feel isolated, he said.

Contact with people from another place
has contributed to “a good, strong

View Baptist Church on the wind-
ward (eastern) side of Oahu, one of
the oldest Baptist churches around.

The church sits at the foot of the
majestic Koolau Mountains, a visually
stunning spine of lush, nearly vertical
ridges that are often hidden by
clouds. The teal and cerulean waters
of Kaneohe Bay beckon from below.

Christian missionaries first came
to Hawaii in 1820 and enjoyed sev-
eral periods of significant influence.
The first Baptist church in the islands
was not founded until 1926, however,
and growth was slow. When Pali
View Baptist was birthed in 1952, it
was the first Baptist church on the windward
side of the island.

Baptist congregations dot the area now,
and most of them began as missions of Pali
View, whose relatively small size belies its
importance in the area. In addition to its
mission efforts, Pali View started the first
preschool program in eastern Oahu, and
many area residents know of the church
because of the sterling reputation of its
preschool ministry.

Buildings in the tropics, especially older
ones, face many challenges. With termites rav-
aging door and window frames, and with
louvered glass windows growing both creaky
and cranky, the education building at Pali View
was in need of some major work, and there
were significant obstacles to getting it done.

e —
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feeling of being a part of a larger
body.”

The good feelings work both
ways. Cool Springs team leader Eric
Berndt, a salesman for a wholesale
florist, said giving time, energy and
money to missions is “what were
commissioned to do. If we don’t,
we're failing as Christians.”

His team, which includes an 81-
year-old bricklayer, has enjoyed
knowing the Pali View members.

“People in Hawaii are some of

painted the exterior of the building and a
missionary house.

They’re planning another trip this May
to replace all the large louvered windows and
window boxing in a long outside wall.

A team from the Truett Association in
far western North Carolina found its way to
Pali View in August 2007, with Carissa
Shelton as team leader. Shelton teaches agri-
culture to middle schoolers and serves as
youth director, choir leader and a Sunday
school teacher at Moss Memorial Baptist
Church in Hayesville, where her father
Charles has been pastor for 26 years.

After a three-month mission experience
in Australia, Shelton felt burdened to lead a
team from Truett Association on a mission
trip. When initial plans for a project in

Pali View Baptist Church sits between the Koolau Mountains and
Kaneohe Bay on the eastern side of Oahu.

the nicest, most genuine people I've
ever met,” he said. “All we have to
do is get there. They furnish vehicles
for us to drive, provide lodging in the church,
and they literally fight over who's going to
feed us.”

Shelton’s team of four men and six
women ranged in age from their mid-20s to
75-year-old Frank Fisher, a longtime pastor in
the Truett Association. Shelton was particu-
larly pleased that her team members, from an
area that is “99 percent white,” had the
chance to experience cultural diversity among
Hawaii’s many ethnic peoples without the
addition of a language barrier.

“It helped us to realize that we’re all
God’s children,” she said.

God’s children in Hawaii come in many
hues and speak many languages. Fortunately,
many Baptists from North Carolina are fluent
in the languages of faith, hope and love. BT
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PERSPECTIVE

A N

A NALYSIS:
(1995-2002)

BY TONY CARTLEDGE, Contributing Editor

PART TWDO

The changing face of the Baptist State Convention

(Editor’s note: This is the second of a three-part series on changes impacting the Baptist State Convention of North Carolina in recent decades.)

hile division ruled in the Southern
Baptist Convention (SBC) during
the 1980s and ‘90s, supporters of

the Baptist State Convention (BSC) made
many efforts to maintain unity.

The efforts intensified after conservative
victories in BSC elections became the rule in
the late 1990s. Moderates were concerned that
the new run of conservative BSC presidents
would follow the pattern of SBC leaders and
appoint only like-minded people to the com-
mittees responsible for nominating persons to
serve on the Convention’s powerful General
Board (now called the Board of Directors) and
to guide its institutions and agencies.

The elected leaders, for their part, sought
to remain true to their conservative values
while continuing to work cooperatively with
moderates. For the first seven or eight years,
they appointed balanced committees that
increased the number of conservatives on the
General Board, but continued to appoint
moderates, as well.

A shift of power was clearly in the works,

but it was gradual rather than radical.

Budget matters, entity shifts

In 1997, conservatives pushed for and won a
fourth giving plan. Many had been unhappy
with the approval of Plans B and C, which
reduced the portion of Cooperative Program
funds going to the SBC to 10 percent and
zero, with Plan C sending 10 percent to the
Cooperative Baptist Fellowship (CBF) instead.

The new “Plan D” sent the same 35 per-
cent to the SBC as Plan A, but reduced the
amount of undesignated BSC funding from 65
to 35 percent. The extra 15 percent was desig-
nated for the BSC’s Fruitland Baptist Bible
Institute and other causes typically favored by
conservatives.

As millions of dollars migrated from Plan
A into Plan D, the BSC faced a growing finan-
cial challenge, losing 15 cents on every dollar
moved.

There was activity among moderates
during that year, too. Trustees of Meredith
College in Raleigh voted to cut ties with the
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BSC, retaining the same “fraternal” relation-
ship that Wake Forest University had entered
with the Convention in 1986.

Meredith, founded as a college for women
in 1891 and named for BSC pioneer Thomas
Meredith, hired its first non-Baptist — and
first female — president in 1999.

Also in 1997, North Carolina Baptist
Hospital in Winston-Salem asked for and was
granted a new relationship that called for the
BSC to elect just half of the hospital’s trustees,
with the hospital choosing the other half.

Reconciliation efforts

With tensions on the upswing, two of the
BSC’s top elected leaders worked to reverse the
trend. Convention president Greg Mathis (a
conservative) and General Board president Mike
Queen (a moderate) traveled the state in 1997
to encourage support for a new plan that would
draw General Board members from 10
statewide regions, rather than from associations.
In the process, they became friends and shared a
mutual desire to promote unity over polarity.

A “Committee of 20” conservative and
moderate leaders was appointed to explore
options for reconciliation. Response from par-
ticipants was so positive that the group was
expanded to a “Committee of 80.”

Encouraged by the apparent progress,
Convention messengers voted to form a
“Commission on Cooperation” to study options
for keeping N.C. Baptists together, with David
Crocker and Greg Mathis as co-chairs.

In 1999, after a lengthy process of negoti-
ation and debate, the Commission on Coop-
eration proposed a novel recommendation that
called for moderates and conservatives to share
power by rotating the presidency in alternating
years. The motion was approved by the
General Board and promoted throughout the
state. At the annual meeting, however, it failed
to receive the two-thirds majority required for a
constitutional change, garnering about 55
percent of the vote.

Despite the setback, reconciliation
efforts continued. In 2000, Convention
messengers authorized the creation of a

“Unity Committee,” which brought a “Unity
Report” in 2001.

The committee’s recommendations called
for changes to the BSC bylaws that would
instruct BSC officers, the Committee on
Committees and the Committee on
Nominations to seek a balanced slate of nomi-
nees who “desire unity and cooperation.”

The report was hotly debated and ulti-
mately referred to the BSC Constitution and
Bylaws Committee. That committee declined
to recommend any changes in 2002, however,

effectively killing the proposal.

Polarization grows

With unity efforts largely dead in the water,
political activity in BSC life heated up.
Throughout the years of contested elections,
moderates had relied on an informal network
of insiders to recruit and promote candidates.
Conservatives were more organized, with a
group called Conservative Carolina Baptists
(CCB) taking the lead role, publishing a
newsletter and holding periodic meetings.

CCB, consisting almost entirely of minis-
ters, ramped up its efforts to gain control of
BSC boards as well as convention officers. In
2002, some supporters called for the nomina-
tion of conservatives alone until they held a
majority on the governing boards of the BSC
and its affiliated institutions and agencies.

That same year, a group called “Main-
stream Baptists” was formed with the stated
goal of uniting moderates and “cooperative
conservatives” in support of maintaining bal-
ance in convention leadership. Though led by
moderates, the group sought to recruit conser-
vatives who supported balance in leadership,
and made efforts to mobilize lay members as
well as ministers.

Mainstream Baptists held laity confer-
ences prior to several conventions and
promoted candidates in 2002 and 2003, but
were unsuccessful in winning the presidency.
By 2006, the group was no longer meeting.

Two turning points
The change in elected BSC leaders that



emerged in the late 1990s was accompanied by
a change in the Convention’s staff leadership.
Longtime executive director-treasurer Roy
Smith retired at the end of 1997, and was suc-
ceeded by former North Carolina and
Tennessee pastor Jim Royston.

Royston recognized that he was sailing a
divided ship, and encouraged the ongoing
efforts at reconciliation. His goal of holding
the Convention in the middle, however, was
ultimately unattainable, and neither conserva-
tives nor moderates were fully pleased with his
efforts.

Within a year of taking the helm,
Royston reorganized the convention staff. The
process eliminated several positions and
angered many moderates, who believed some
of the staff shuffling was designed to placate
conservatives.

Moderates were particularly upset by
Royston’s decision to restructure the “youth
and campus ministry” staff, whose progressive
approach was unpopular with conservatives.
The reorganization not only cut positions, but
also moved youth and campus ministries —
along with Baptist Men and Woman’s
Missionary Union — into the “evangelism”
group, led by Milton Hollifield.

In the next few years, there was a shift in

focus to evangelism as the primary function of
youth and campus ministries, and several
veteran staffers retired or changed jobs.

In 2003, facing a serious financial crunch
caused in large part by the shift in funding
from Plan A to Plan D, Royston made deeper
cuts that cost several veteran employees their
jobs and eliminated a separate position for the
executive director of the Council on Christian
Higher Education. These moves also bothered
moderates, who felt that higher education was
being minimized.

A second turning point for moderates
took place in 2002 when the Providence
Baptist Church in Hendersonville was denied
church start funding, largely because of its
affiliation with CBE The church plant was
initially sponsored by several moderate Baptist
churches and encouraged by BSC leaders,
despite its calling of Gail Coulter as pastor.

Providence sought membership in the
BSC, but indicated that it would affiliate
nationally with CBF rather than SBC. The
combination of a woman pastor and CBF
affiliation raised the ire of some conservative
pastors in the area.

The Carolina Association, led by associa-
tional missionary Sandy Beck, refused to sign
off on the church’s application for church start

PERSPECTIVE

funding, stating a belief that the church would
be harmful to the association’s efforts. Even
though Coulter and appointed “mentor”
Buddy Corbin had gone through BSC-funded
church starter training led by the SBC’s North
American Mission Board, the Carolina
Association’s veto was allowed to scuttle start-
up funding the church had expected to receive.

BSC officials repeatedly said the BSC was
not opposed to assisting CBF-only churches
that wanted to participate in the BSC.
Moderates faulted Royston’s leadership, how-
ever, for failing to prevent the debacle.
Although Providence was invited to join the
United Association, the Carolina Association’s
veto was given precedence in denying funding
for the church.

The conflict was highly publicized and
much talked about. Conservatives typically
favored the denial of funding, while moderates
cried foul. In protest, several churches that had
helped birth the Providence congregation
either left the BSC completely or reduced their
level of giving, choosing instead to help fund
the new church directly.

With tensions tight and no end in sight,
there was little doubt that increasing polariza-
tion was on the horizon, a subject that will be
addressed in the next issue. BT

SATURDAY MORNING

*Dinner reservations due March 31

Childcare registration due March 14,

Cooperative Baptist
Fellowship of North Carolina
General Assembly

APRIL 11-12
FOREST HILLS BAPTIST CHURCH, RALEIGH, N.C.

Keynote speaker: Rey. Julie Pennington-Russell,
Pastor, First Baptist Church, Decatur, Ga.

FRIDAY AFTERNOON/EVENING

12:30 Welcome and Orientation
1:00-5:00 Ministry Workshop Sessions
5:00 Fellowship Dinner*

6:45 Evening Worship

8:30 Fellowship Reception
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Church’s Ministries

Missional Call
« You Can Do Drama Too

9:00 Ministry Workshop Session
10:15 Business Session
11:00 Closing Worship

Offering for children of the Village of Hope in Kiev, Ukraine

INCOMING I CALL
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Sampling of 65 ministry workshop sessions:

- Make It, Take It: Practical Help for Children’s Sunday School Teachers

« Parents and Grandparents as Spiritual Guides

- Hispanic Network Sessions

- New Consecration Sunday: An Effective Way to Develop Disciples and Fund Your

- Energy Conservation for Your Church

- White Privilege, Diversity, and the Challenge of Reconciliation

- Beyond the 3-Hymn Sandwich: Creative Ideas for Free Church Worship

+ Moving Off the Map: A Congregational Visioning Process for Answering God’s

- Adyocacy 101: Making a Difference for the Hungry or Poor

- Educating Pastors and Laymen in Belize

- Is Islam Really o Religion of Peace?

- An Emergent Search for Identity

- Beginning a Spiritual Formation Retreat Ministry in Your Church
- A History of Baptists and Baptism

Y CBFNC 2005

INFORMATION: WWW.CBFNC.ORG | 888-822-1944
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