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The Conscious of the Faith: Introductory Lecture

As we begin this class together, we embark as a church on uncharted waters. As a
church, we are interested in creating disciples, not academics. But nonetheless, we gather as
members of the congregation at inconvenient hours to think critically through the history we
share as Baptists. We gather to read and pay attention to voices that, for the most part, are
completely ignored in both our time and their own. On the surface, Baptist history is not the
sexiest of topics, but to get the ball rolling I want to discuss the role of history in forming lives of
faithfulness in Israel and the early church and highlight the unique nature of the baptist history
that we will be studying together.

The Role of History in the Life of Faith

Are they ashamed of their loathsome conduct? No, they have no shame at all; they do not even know how to blush.

So they will fall among the fallen; they will be brought down when I punish them," says the LORD.

This is what the LORD says: “Stand at the crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths, ask where the good way is,

and walk in it, and you will find rest for your souls. But you said, 'We will not walk in it.'

I appointed watchmen over you and said, 'Listen to the sound of the trumpet!' But you said, 'We will not listen.'
Jeremiah 6:15-17

Jeremiah, the weeping prophet of the people Israel, encourages the people to “stand at the
crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths, ask where the good way is and walk in it and you
will find rest for your souls.” The message that Jeremiah brings to the people of Israel, with
prophetic zeal, is that their livelihood is intimately linked to their ability to integrate the lessons
of history into their daily living, to bring the ancient faith of their fathers to bear on their
contemporary predicaments. In Israel, learning about the ways of God from history trains the
community to live both powerfully and faithfully in the present. Thus, in Scripture, history is not
“simply one damn thing after another,” nor is it dead relics of a bygone time. For Israel and the
early church, history is one of the primary medians to train people how to live in the present

through listening to the lessons of the past.



It is hard to be a faithful Jew or Christian if you don’t know the names of Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, Moses, David, Solomon, Isaiah, and Ezekiel or the events that occurred in the
exodus, establishment, and exile of Isracl. Moses always commanded Israel to “remember the
Lord your God who raised you out of Egypt” because the exodus revealed the distinctive nature
of God. It is history’s ability to reveal God’s character that makes God’s raising of Israel from
the bonds of Egypt relevant in the desert, the times of the judges, the kings, and even in the exile
to foreign lands. Faithfulness in the Jewish and Christian traditions is dependant upon training to
properly understand God’s role in the history of his world.

Jesus, in Matthew 12, defends his Sabbath actions by relating to an Old Testament story:

He answered, "Haven't you read what David did when he and his companions were hungry? He entered the
house of God, and he and his companions ate the consecrated bread—which was not lawful for them to do,
but only for the priests. Or haven't you read in the Law that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple
desecrate the day and yet are innocent? I tell you that one greater than the temple is here. If you had known
what these words mean, 'l desire mercy, not sacrifice,' you would not have condemned the innocent. For
the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath."

Jesus critiques the Pharisees not by saying that they are too legalistic but that their lack of
intimacy with the story of God’s history translates directly to misunderstanding of God’s nature.
In Scripture history is told in a manner that trains the believing community to live in harmony
with the “God who raised Jesus from the grave after previously having risen Israel out of
Egypt.”' Scripture’s account of history trains people to live in the fear of the God of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob and to express this fear through both worship and the care of the neighbor in
need; it is training to live under the rule of the two greatest commandments. In Israel and the
early church, the main way to train the community to live faithfully was to look into “the ancient
paths” instead of placing individual members into closets with Spiritual writings backed by Wall

Street’s best-seller power.

" Quote from Stanley Hauerwas.



Now that the church has been celebrating the resurrection and experiencing its power for
nearly two millennia, how are we to live faithfully to God in the present? Why does the church
continue to make the same mistakes? What can assist us in the enterprise of living faithfully
now? This course will argue that living faithfully today requires a similar type of training that
being a faithful Jew of Jesus’ day and being a faithful Christian in the days of Paul required; it
requires us to know our history.

The story of Scripture casts the vision of what our life of faith is to look like and to
determine the character of our life today. This class is offered in the hope that learning from the
history of the baptist church’s faithfulness and compromises can assist in training us to live
faithfully with challenges the baptist church faces today. Underlying this class are two
convictions: One, the Baptist tradition articulates the call to discipleship in a manner faithful to
Scripture. Two, that the heroic character of the original baptist has waned as the movement
gained popularity and must be reclaimed for the church to fulfill her calling to be “a light to the

world, a city on a hill.”

A Peculiarly Baptist Vision of Church History

Feed my sheep. I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you
wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead
you where you do not want to go." Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify
God. Then he said to him, "Follow me!" — John 21:

Being a member of the early church required a heroic faith. The early church often
painted their doors with the color red. This was not due to the decorative advice of Martha
Stewart, but to remind all who passed through her doors that the church was founded on the
blood of the martyrs and that all members of the fellowship may very well be required to make

the same sacrifice. In John 21 Peter receives forgiveness and a second chance from Christ; it is a



second chance that took courage to accept. For Peter to begin the ministry of establishing the
church, he must first overcome his fear of a suffering death. For the early church, Peter’s
example of overcoming the fear of death is not exemplary but normative.

Before Constantine, who was the ruler who “popularized” Christianity, Christians
understood their place in society as the oppressed minority who were called by God to show the
world a truthful way to live. Christian’s stood against everything the Roman Empire stood for.
The Romans were the “incarnation of historic evil.”> Christians were the minority, and this
minority identity was all consuming, creating an “us vs. them” worldview for early Christians.
Baptist theologian John Howard Yoder articulates the duality between the Christian community
and the society in which the church dwelt: “The dualism was a total dualism, but it was practical,
not systematic... The [Romans’] idolatry, the violence, the circuses, the public abuse of
minorities and enemies and the feeding people to lions for the fun of the crowd, and war, and
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empire, were all one package.”

For the early Christians, there was a distinct difference between
the calling of Christ and the politics of the Roman Empire; the callings were seen as in conflict
and as providing no middle ground. A Christian could, in good conscious, suffer from Caesar’s
sword but could, by no means, uphold the Roman citizens’ responsibilities, worship, or lifestyle.
The challenge that Constantine and his Rome provided to the Christian church is: How is
the church to survive in an empire not bent on their destruction? When Emperor Constantine
adopts Christianity, the “us vs. them” mentality of the early church is no longer obvious for the
church. The roman soldier was no longer a warrior, but an administrator; empire was no longer

evil incarnate, but was a medium of peace for the world. According to Yoder, the empire’s

peaceful approach to the Christians comes because the “last wave of persecution was not

? Christian Attitudes to War, Peace, and Revolution: A Comparison to Baiton. p. 23
3 Christian Attitudes. p. 27



successful. The alternative for the Empire was then: ‘if you can’t lick‘em, join’em.’ It is that

4 . .
" What is not clear, however, was whether Constantine’s

alliance that Constantine represents.
commitment to Christianity was born from his commitment to Christ or his commitment to the
Roman Empire; he certainly took the Christian name tag, yet he ruled in the same ways as his
predecessors. Christ was not the normative principle of Constantine’s rule. Despite the
ambiguities of Constantine’s conversion, most Christians of the time interpreted their union with
Caesar as a foundation for Christ’s victory rather than the beginnings of an utterly compromised
faith.

When the early baptist looked back on the time of Constantine, they argued that when an
unconverted Caesar was allowed to climb in bed with the Christian community, Christianity lost
its particularity. For “to make this victory of the church over the world effective, we’ll have to
use the world’s standard for the ethics of Christians in office.”” For Yoder, the tragedy of the
Constantinian victory is that the “victory” comes at the price of removing Christ as the normative
witness for the shape of the Christian life. Once Christians accepted a ruler who ruled by the
world’s standards as one of their own, the very nature of the calling of Christ on his disciples
becomes blurry. The empire failed to obliterate Christianity through the scourge of martyrdom,
but successfully compromised Christian identity by taking on the name “Christian” without
making Christ’s example normative for all the church’s members. As the relationship between
the Church and the state becomes blurry, so too does the relationship between the example of
Christ and the lives his followers are called to live.

By the time of Martin Luther Christianity is the religion of the land, yet it seems the

popularized replica of Christianity lacked the power of the original. It was a long road between
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the small scared gathering of the upper room and the forced worship in the majestic St. Peter’s
Basilica. No longer is the church heroic; the church simply mirrors the world rather than Christ.
The church is efficient, powerful in worldly manners, but is certainly not a sacrificial lamb.
Luther’s antidote to the church’s sickness was “Justification through Faith.” For Luther, the
primary problem of the church resided in their confusion regarding the median of salvation. The
Catholic Church, according to Luther, taught salvation through works. For Luther, Scripture
taught Salvation by faith. Out of this change in the approach to salvation, the protestant
movement is born.

Yet, what the Baptists saw in Luther’s solution was the Catholic mistake revisited in a
more pious garb. On the whole, the baptist movement sympathized with Luther’s interpretation
regarding Scripture on the relationship between faith and salvation. However, the catholic
mistake was not simply the relationship between faith and salvation but the watering down of the
faith, the failure of the church to make the distinction between the role of the citizen and the role
Christian. Through infant baptism, a good Christian was a good citizen and a good citizen a
good Christian. The two roles were too tightly intertwined to be distinguished from each other;
therefore, it was difficult to articulate how faith made any earthly difference in the life of the
“justified” believer. To put it simply, Christianity was no longer heroic. The popular form of
Christianity was still a cheap imitation of the power of the original.

The problem with Luther’s antidote is not that his formula between faith and salvation
had no Biblical warrant, but that Luther’s antidote still muddled the distinctive nature of the
church in society. Luther, like Constantine before him, was joined at the hip with the ruler of the
land. Luther, like Constantine before him, baptized infants and this infant baptism, in one

swoop, made both Christian and a citizen of the state; the difference between the two was still



unclear despite Luther’s reformation. The reformation broke the church’s unity while
committing to relationships with the powers that reproduced the problems.

For the Baptist, for the church to truly reform they needed to mature past the notion of a
“Christian society.” From the baptist perspective, a “Christian ruler” promoted faithfulness to
Christ in the same way that the madam of a whorehouse promoted purity. Like the early church,
Christians always held a minority and persecuted position in society. The early baptists were
radicals. They taught that Christians couldn’t rule because Christ served and Christ refused to
coerce for the greater good. They taught that baptism was for discipleship, not citizenship.
Many baptists refused to pick up swords because Christ reprimanded Peter for picking up the
sword rather than trusting God. Christian’s were lambs for the slaughter, and following Christ
meant the readiness to die for the faith. It is said that in the years following the reformation the
only thing that the Catholics and Protestants agreed on was that you killed the Baptist. Through
life and death, the baptists carried with them the critique of Christian society and a prophetic
courage to return to a heroic faith. This was the gift God gave the church through a people called
“baptist.”

Recovering the Baptist Vision

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or
nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written: "For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as
sheep to be slaughtered." No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.

Romans 8: 35-37

As we read some of the influential Baptists, we will engage in ways of thinking very
foreign to much contemporary baptist thinking. In the same way that it was a long road between
the upper room and St. Peter’s Basilica, it is also a long road between the early baptist who were
killed by the leaders of the land to Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton. Also, in the same way that the

heroic nature of the early church is challenged by its growing popularity, so too was the Baptist



movement. In reading the 16" Century baptist along side the 18" century baptist, the reader
notices a theological change of voice. As the baptist movement gains momentum and vacates
the position of society’s oppressed minority, the spokesmen for the baptist movement often
exchanges the vocabulary of discipleship for that of citizenship. No longer is the logic of their
speech dependant on the resurrection of Jesus, no longer is Jesus life seen as normative for the
disciple in controversial ways, but now baptists begin to speak in a vocabulary that is acceptable
to society at large. As we continue to read thinkers from the 20" Century, many gain the
wisdom for the need of self critique, but most seem to lack the vocabulary to address the
problems they perceive in a Christian manner.

In part, the genius of the early baptist movement is their re-discovery of the minority
position for discipleship in society that leads to a recovery of the heroic nature of the early
church. Both the early church and the early baptist realized that the logic of orthodox theology
concerning grace, redemption, and resurrection required a people willing to live against the grain
of the worldly wisdom, a people ready to live out the Gospel’s foolishness in a “dog eat dog”
world. The best theological speculation that the church offers the world is a philosophy rooted in
the hope of resurrection and the reality of persecution. It is this theological voice and witness
that both the early church and the baptists provide to the world.

This class is offered with the conviction that the heroic nature of discipleship in both the
early church and the early baptist movements has largely been lost in contemporary baptist
churches. The compromised nature of the faith is not a justification for cynicism or self-
righteous judgment on those who have passed the faith on to us. Instead, by learning from the
heroic nature of the past, by tracing some compromises that have been made, and by listening to

voices that recognize the church’s unfaithfulness, this class is intended to act as a theological



exercise of hope. For the church, hope is not born from naivety, or from cynicism, or from self-
righteousness. Hope is born by dealing honestly with how our lives together fall short of the
gospel calling, repenting, and seeking together through the power of the Spirit to embody the
ways of Christ in the world today. Christian hope is dependant on the God who raised Israel
from Egypt, Jesus from the grave, and the early church from the scared disciples that huddled
together in an upper room in Jerusalem. Christian hope is the hope that God can still use people
like you and me together to get His way with His world. It is with this hope that we will look
back through time in order to empower us to live faithfully today. May God bless this time
together, and may this time together lead us to greater faithfulness in our quest to be disciples of

Jesus to the world around us.



