
By Kent Berghuis, for presentation at the ABC-USA’s Pastors’ Colloquium,  

Clearwater, FL, February 2007. 

 
 What does it mean for the Bible, or some particular text from the Bible, to lay claim to a Christian’s 
life? And once that happens, how does that believer function in community with other believers who 
may apply a text very differently? 
 The concept of biblical authority has become something of a shibboleth in some circles. We could go 
back to the Reformation and the sola scriptura slogan to study the contrast with the Catholic notion of 
oral tradition and apostolic authority invested in the clergy. This would help us to understand the notion 
that our Christian traditions are on a never-ending quest for legitimizing authority. The postmodern side 
of us should wonder just a bit why we worry so much about authority, and whose it is we are actually 
trying to enact. At any rate, while nearly all Protestants employ some form of rhetoric about biblical au-
thority, it has been especially important for Baptists who rejected (or were at least skeptical toward) most 
any kind of ecclesiastical authority. So the Bible, and not the Pope, some council, creed, or self-
appointed group of leaders, becomes the “final rule of faith and practice.” Soul freedom or liberty is the 
phrase that, at least ideally, should go along with the right of an individual to read the text of Scripture 
and follow it according to the dictates of ones own conscience.  
 That sounds great in theory, but it of course begs the question of hermeneutics, or interpretation. First 
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BIBLICAL AUTHORITY AND SOUL FREEDOM 

 In this issue of Baptist Freedom, we take half a step back from the hand-to-
hand combat, perhaps I should say “blog-to-blog” combat, of our American 
Baptist controversies to reflect on some of our fundamental Baptist principles. 
 As we have struggled with the issues that focus on homosexuality, the ten-
sion that may exist between “Biblical Authority” as defined by some, and 
“Soul Freedom” has been the focus of enormous debate and energy. I find 
Kent Berghuis reflection on this tension to be very helpful. 
 In a time of conflict, the temptation is always to seek an external centralized 
authority that can both define and enforce that which is “good for the congre-
gations.” Kenneth Williams reminds us of the “Free Church” heritage which 
places confidence and authority in the gathered community of believers to 
discern its own distinctive identity and ministry. 
 Tom Clifton wades in the deep waters of conversation about the separation 
of church and state and the role of “civil religion.” 
 Finally, a web-site that you need to know and consult: 
www.centerforbaptiststudies.org is a wonderful one-stop shop for current re-
flection on Baptist life. The site under the direction of Walter Shurden, Bap-
tist Identity: Four Fragile Freedoms, provides both its own work and valuable 
links to other places where Baptists are thinking about both our tradition and 
our future. 
 Somebody once said, “So if the Son makes you free, you will be free in-
deed.” (John 8:36, NRSV) 
 May God grant us all that remarkable freedom. 
 

Joe Kutter, Editor 

A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR 



BIBLICAL AUTHORITY AND SOUL FREEDOM (CONT. FROM PG. 1)  

of all, the “Bible” we use includes the 
Hebrew Scriptures, so what keeps us 
from “obeying” the commands of the 
Old Testament, such as the levitical 
codes, sacrifices, and what not? Of 
course, the OT is read in the light of 
the New Testament, and most think-
ing Baptists through the years quali-
fied the phrase “biblical” authority 
down to “New Testament” authority. 
But even with the NT as our author-
ity, what does that mean? Are we to 
do our best to re-create first century 
churches that resemble that little apos-
tolic group of believers in the book of 
Acts that met in homes, lived in com-
munity and were so filled with the 
Spirit they turned the world upside 
down? (Of course, we also read be-
tween the lines of books like the Co-
rinthian epistles or Revelation 1-3 that 
these “ideal” churches were filled 
with controversies, immoralities, and 
leadership struggles.) Here I might 
speak of contrasting impulses within 
church tradition that exist in uneasy 
tension. 
 1. The primitive impulse. The desire 
to get “back to the Bible”, or to re-
create those first communities in our 
own experience, can be described as 
“primitivism” (and, in fact, there are a 
handful of churches that still hold to 
that title, odd as it may sound in these 
days on the latter side of modernism). 
Most “free” churches and the Anabap-
tist tradition in particular lean heavily 
toward primitivism in religious ex-
pression. In fact, there has often been 
an almost total disregard for church 
history, writing off most of the domi-
nant forms of Christianity through the 
ages as virtually apostate. Yet, the 
primitivist impulse has the advantage 
of bringing believers back to their 
founding text, and walking through 
the process of forging church afresh.  
 2. The progressive impulse. While 
primitivism brings one back into en-
counter with the perceived origins of 

Christianity, there is a basic logic to 
the question of why one should rein-
vent the wheel. A progressive under-
standing of Christianity sees the 
church as unfolding God’s revelation 
or plan all throughout the ages. Much 
as Israel’s history is chronicled 
through the Hebrew Bible, Christian 
history is instructive as a testimony to 
the living work of the Spirit of God. 
Here we notice, however, that Christi-
anity has a closed canon, which al-
ways will work to the advantage of 
primitivism.  
 My own opinion is that neither pro-
gressivism nor primitivism should be 
privileged the one over the other, but 
both impulses should be worked to-
gether in our theological understand-
ing. Every generation’s problems re-
quire fresh looks at our origins, yet 
relevant themes should be traced 
through the wisdom of the community 
along the trajectory of redemptive 
history, of which we are a part. I basi-
cally follow a similar theological 
method to that found in Stanley Grenz 
and John Franke’s Beyond Founda-
tionalism: Shaping Theology in a 

Postmodern Context.  
 Once when reflecting on this issue, I 
thought of a “superball” my kids were 
playing with. Then I imagined a ball 
made out of a material so incredibly 
bouncy (flubber?) that instead of it 
gradually settling down, with each 
bounce it actually went just a bit 
higher. This fictional “uber-super-
ball” carries some meaning for the 
parallel, at least in my mind, between 
the relationship of primitivism and 
progressivism. In each generation the 
church forges forward, until inertia 
pulls us back toward our founding 
principles. But the energy released 
from striking those founding princi-
ples propels the church back upward 
again through the power of the Spirit, 
retracing its path along its trajectory 
and going perhaps just a bit farther 
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than before, until succumbing to the 
need to repeat the cycle along ever-
widening lines. 
 What then is the situation in which 
we find ourselves today as Baptists 
when we consider the notion of bibli-
cal authority? We see in Baptist his-
tory an uneasy tension between bibli-
cal authority and soul freedom, espe-
cially as we have tried to work out 
what we shall say our communities 
believe together. Since that is basi-
cally the essence of what “creeds” 
are, and since our tradition claims to 
reject creedalism, we are somewhat 
conflicted. To put it to an extreme, it 
would seem we are either forced to 
go down the road of forging state-
ments of faith, or else let anybody 
and everybody spout whatever her-
esy they wish and retain the name of 
Baptist. 
 In the attempt to express the nature 
of our faith, the Bible is called upon 
to be the “final authority for faith and 
practice.” How, then, do believers 
typically synthesize what they be-
lieve the “Bible says” on a given 
topic of faith or practice? I will try to 
describe some models, adding to a 
discussion by Donald Bloesch, Holy 
Scripture, 40ff. 
 1. A “scholastic” model, or iner-
rancy-based biblical foundational-
ism. From the right-hand side of the 
forum comes a form of biblical dis-
course that emerged from the Refor-
mation with the Protestant scholastic 
followers of Calvin. They essentially 
reconstituted what Catholic scholas-
tics did in the previous centuries, 
raising theology once again to the 
height of “queen of the sciences.” 
Today, such a rationalist approach to 
theology has been vigorously resur-
rected in evangelicalism, after almost 
dying its death in the early post-
enlightenment. A prime example 
would be Wayne Grudem’s System-
atic Theology, which defines system-
atic theology as “any study that an-
swers the question, ‘What does the 



whole Bible teach us today?’ about 
any given topic” (p. 21). This sim-
plistic approach begs all kinds of 
questions, nevertheless, it is clearly 
the most influential one in evangeli-
calism. The assumptions about bibli-
cal authority include: (1) Every state-
ment in the Bible is inerrant, or true, 
because Scripture is regard in its en-
tirety and rather exclusively as the 
“word of God”. (2) Propositions, or 
teachings, derived from the state-
ments in Scripture would then neces-
sarily be true. (3) Such propositions 
or teachings can then be assembled 
into a larger system that speaks to 
pretty much anything with the force 
of God’s truth.  
 This form of theologizing has a 
clear claim that the Bible is authori-
tative, with the purpose of applying it 
in the faith and practice of the 
church. There is enough content in 
the Bible to keep us all busy trying to 
figure out what it says on given top-
ics, and even enough wiggle room in 
interpretation that we are forced to 
argue with one another about it in 
community. Philosophy, science, 
history and other disciplines barely 
come into the picture, except as they 
may be seen to be tangentially re-
lated to a given text. Culture is 
merely the context, then, in which 
such a theology is applied, through 
the agency of Christ’s church. 
 2. A “sacramental” model. Bloesch 
(40): “The Bible as well as the 
church and the sacraments [are] an 
instrument or channel of divine ac-
tivity. It envisages God as working 
through human and material instru-
mentality in relating himself to hu-
manity. It does not deny the infinite 
qualitative difference between divin-
ity and humanity but insists that the 
human is capable of bearing or con-
veying the divine.” 
 3. A “liberal” view, in which “the 
Bible is a record of the religious ex-
perience of a particular people in 
history.” It “stresses the inseparabil-

ity of the infinite and the finite and 
sees the infinite as residing in the 
finite as its ground and depth. . . . Its 
goal is to bring Christian thought 
into dialogue with modernity, to me-
diate between Christ and culture.” 
Revelation is self-discovery, or a 
breakthrough into self-
understanding, or a reflection of God 
in human consciousness, etc. 
 It is clear that all three models of 
scriptural authority (or maybe more) 
are present in Baptist life today. It is 
also clear that the “scholastic” model 
has tended to war against the 
“liberal” model as destructive of the 
exclusivity of the claim for biblical 
authority. Perhaps because of this 
tension, “soul freedom” has tended 
to become the Baptist distinctive of 
choice for those somewhat more lib-
eral on the theological spectrum, to 
attempt to counter-balance a particu-
lar model of biblical authority.  
 While I was trained almost com-
pletely in a scholastic model of bibli-
cal authority, I have come to basi-
cally practice a more sacramental 
model. I find most in the churches 
really desire this for their own spiri-
tual experience. Yet when it comes 
to answering questions or defining 
what faith is about, there is a ten-
dency to revert to scholastic assump-
tions. We hear things like “we must 
obey the Bible’s commands,” or “we 
need to bring our lives into confor-
mity with biblical principles.” From 
statements like these, it is apparent 
that many Christians encounter ethi-
cal dilemmas with an instinct that 
pulls them back to a scholastic ap-
proach.  
 I think the only way to make head-
way is to show from the Bible itself 
that the Bible is not intended to be-
come a “new law.” I feel that the 
most unfortunate consequences of 
the contemporary emphasis on bibli-
cal authority are these: (1) It sets up 
the biblical text as a kind of legal 
document on which all decisions are 

to be based and from which the guid-
ing principles are relatively easily de-
rived. (2) This, it seems to me, is a vio-
lation of Paul’s discussions of the 
“Spirit and the letter” in the New 
Covenant (2 Corinthians 3). As such, 
the church is easily confused into 
equating “what God said” (or what the 
apostles said) with “what God 
says” (or what we should say). A static 
view of revelation prevails, and puts us 
back into the trap of what historically 
was derided as “a paper pope”. (3) This 
also turns the NT Scriptures into a dis-
placement of Christ as the “word of 
God.” An examination of NT language 
shows that Christ is almost always re-
garded as the fulfillment of language 
related to revelation, prophecy, expres-
sion of God’s word, etc. In fact, any 
argument for “NT authority” really 
cannot be made from the NT itself, 
except rather derivatively through 
some lines of logic more naturally re-
flective of apostolic authority. So we 
are faced with the irony that “NT au-
thority” is itself not really taught in the 
New Testament! 
 How shall we conclude the matter? I 
suspect conclusion is impossible, in so 
short a presentation as this. However, I 
would urge that we resist the urge to 
turn phrases like “biblical authority” 
and “soul freedom” into mere slogans 
that can be pitted the one against the 
other. While both deserve to be more 
than mere rhetorical flourishes, we 
must understand that their meanings 
can be easily overstated and co-opted 
by friend and foe alike. Let’s use the 
Bible as the life-giving means by 
which the Spirit both spoke and speaks 
to God’s people, while all the while 
respecting the freedom of individuals 
to hear the voice of the Spirit and 
speak that voice back to the commu-
nity in conversation with the Bible. By 
doing so, we will come closer to what 
is intended by these Baptist ideals, 
without running roughshod over the 
greater necessities of knowing what it 
means to be essentially Christian. 
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THE MEANING OF “CHURCH” FOR BAPTISTS 

By W. Kenneth Williams  
 

A jealous regard for a certain church 

tends to blur the image of the faith 

orientation of personal religion which 

has been the identifying idea of the 

free church movement. Baptist fore-

bears rejected the idea of placing 

“church” in the primary place in reli-

gious priorities, denying that it is in-

dispensable to satisfactory religious 

experience, contending that any situa-

tion in which church becomes primary 

creates an aberration of evangelical 

faith. (Stewart A. Newman, A Free 

Church Perspective, p. 98,  emphasis 

added) 

   
 For Stewart Newman, my college 
philosophy professor of 30 years ago, 
now of blessed memory, the 
“identifying” idea of the free church 
movement is that the outcome of 
Christian faith is a spiritually well-
developed person, not “church” as an 
institution. In the free church under-
standing, Christian mission is con-
ducted by self-aware and mature indi-
viduals motivated by a received and 
growing faith that brings them to-
gether. The mature, other-directed 
individual is the product of this 
“faithing” process, which makes the 
church an instrument of mission, not 
an end in itself. To claim otherwise, 
says my old professor, is to deny the 
fundamental tenet of the free church 
tradition. 
 The individual’s perception of who 
Christ is and their confession of Christ 
as Lord and Savior is a personal com-
mitment that leads, inevitably, to the 
“gathered” congregation. Newman 
quotes H. Wheeler Robinson: 
 Our young friend thought he was 
“joining” the church; he may awake to 
the much  more serious discovery that 
he is helping to “constitute” it – that 
the church… is  not a hierarchy of 
officials…but a society of men and 
women drawn together by common 
convictions and needs and entering 
into a social experience of Christian 

faith for which their individual ex-
periences has thus far prepared them. 
(from The  Life and Faith of Baptists, 
p. 99) 

 To press this point, Dr. Newman, 
uses his Texas vernacular to render 
his own paraphrase of Matthew 
18:16-18, the so-called Petrine Con-
fession. “Others have their ekklesia,” 
Jesus claimed, “but my kind of 
crowd will be composed of people 
who are thus qualified.” (A Free 
Church Perspective, p. 55) 
 The free-church perspective on 
ecclesiology has its roots in history, 
particularly the Renaissance. With 
the spread of education among the 
masses the medieval church dimin-
ished. The Church’s deduced super-
natural answers to questions about 
the natural world, human behavior, 
and personal destiny became less 
satisfying with the scientific method 
and its search for inductive truth. A 
broadening literacy within European 
cultures made the Bible accessible to 
those other than the priestly elite. 
Unchained from the high altars and 
pulpits, the scriptures became subject 
to the now confident curiosity of nas-
cent modernity. 
 In the Reformation, Luther and 
Calvin transferred ultimate authority 
from the Church to the Bible. The 
more radical Anabaptists took the 
next logical step in claiming the 
revelatory process to be a two-party 
transaction, one in which every indi-
vidual believer becomes a sensitive, 
responsible participant. 
 The watchword of churches that 
hold to the high role of the individual 
in the “faithing” process is 
“maturity.” All aspects of free 
church ecclesiology flow from this 
singular concept. Churches are vol-
untarily gathered. Membership is a 
matter of choice, made at an appro-
priately mature age, known as the 
age of discretion. Pastoral leadership 
is perceived to be functional rather 

than official. Symbols and rituals are 
powerful but there are devoid of the 
power to save. Consensus rules in con-
gregational decision-making, but con-
science reigns in the individual mem-
bers, empowering them to follow an-
other way if they perceive the Spirit so 
leading. Without such maturity, the 
“wagging ways” of history intimidate 
free church people to abdicate the au-
thority of their partnership with God in 
the two-party revelatory process. In 
losing their nerve they trust the organi-
zation more than themselves. Subse-
quently, the genius and freedom of free 
church life is threatened. 
 The pressures for conformity and 
organizational authority run very high 
these days. American Baptists are ex-
periencing the ecclesiastical equivalent 
of the “culture wars” being waged in 
society. The divisions place biblical 
authority over against Baptist princi-
ples. 
 My old professor, Stewart Newman, 
and I argue that this is a false dichot-
omy. Baptist principles and traditions 
are based soundly on scripture. We 
need to regain our sense of Baptist ec-
clesiology, wherein faith leads to ma-
turity, maturity leads to confidence in 
conscience, and mutual commitment 
leads to mission and service. The 
church only exists because people be-
lieve. Because people believe, Christ is 
shared and service is rendered and mis-
sion is accomplished. When “church” 
becomes an end in itself and begins to 
govern personal interpretation and con-
science, the gains of history and ex-
perience in the free church tradition 
disintegrate. 
 Baptists do have an ecclesiology. It 
would be a great tragedy to forget. 
 Stewart Newman’s book, A Free 
Church Perspective: A Study in Eccle-

siolgy (Wake Forest, NC; Stevens 
Press), 1986, is out of print. But, look 
for it. In his remarkably popular book, 
Baptist Identity, Walter Shurden refers 
to Dr. Newman’s book, saying that it 
has been “tragically overlooked” by 
contemporary Baptists. 
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President’s Reflections 

 You are invited to join the great big gathering of Baptists this summer in Washington, 

DC.  The 2007 ABC Biennial promises to continue a remarkable effort to foster intra-

Baptist relationships.  At the biennial, the American Baptists share a common meeting 

day with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship.  The work of the Baptist Joint Committee 

on Religious Liberty, an organization supported by many Baptist groups, will be cele-

brated numerous times during this week.  The Lott-Carey Society, the Progressive Na-

tional Baptist Convention, and the Alliance of Baptists will have representatives on hand 

for opportunities for worship and dialog.  As the biennial planners have put it, it is time 

for American Baptists to “arise and shine” to a new day for ministry and mission. 

 Certainly, some issues will be floating around the occasion.  The continuing down-

ward trend in United Mission giving and the quandary about how to deal with deep rifts 

over human sexuality keep many of us awake at night wondering what will become of 

our common ministry and mission as a denominational body.  However, the squabbles 

and the turf wars are not the sum of our identity as American Baptists.  Indeed, we 

would be served better to take our cues from the occasion that draws us to the nation’s 

capital this particular year:  the celebration of a century’s worth of ministry as the 

Northern (American) Baptist Convention, Inc. 

 American Baptists are a people drawn together to carry out ministry together, drawn 

together by affinity rather than creed. American Baptists work toward common goals 

without being hemmed in by exacting beliefs or hierarchical authority.  The result is a 

loose confederation of local churches, working together even if the participants are not 

necessarily of one mind on a few issues.     

 It has been often suggested by some conservatives in our denomination that we should 

make our relationships more delineating.  Looking at the past one hundred years since 

our incorporation and the larger swath of the past four centuries of the Baptist move-

ment(s), I believe we are more honest to our humble “Free Church”/radical Reformation 

roots when we celebrate the ties that bind, rather than looking for ways to tighten or 

snip. 

 This biennial celebration will draw together a rather eclectic group of people.  The po-

litical polarities of “red state” and “blue state” mean very little to a group of Baptists 

schooled in the ways of religious liberty, soul freedom, and the other hallmarks of our 

faith tradition.  We are “a fussy people”, as Edwin Goodwin puts it, yet we are a people 

of “mission, vision, and purpose,” as our General Secretary envisions.  

 Join the diverse gathering of American Baptists and our other Baptist partners in min-

istry and mission this summer during the biennial.  It will indeed be a time to remember 

our past as well as prepare for another century of work.  The name may have changed 

since 1907, but the mission of American (formerly Northern) Baptists continues.   

 Arise and shine! 

The Rev Jerrod H Hugenot, President 

The Roger Williams Fellowship Board of Directors 
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CHURCH & STATE 

By Tom Clifton 

 

My grandson was born in England 
but now lives in Pittsburgh.  He is 
twelve years old and has been in the 
U.S. nearly three years.  It took Jack 
almost a year to lose his English ac-
cent but the transformation to Ameri-
can English is about complete now. 

Some things, however, much are 
more resistant to alteration.  Jack is a 
football fan but his team is not the one 
normally associated with Pitts-
burgh.  His favorite football team is 
Manchester United.  And until re-
cently the flag at his second story 
bedroom window, which can be read-
ily seen from the front of the house, 
was that of England, not the stars and 
stripes.  I was informed that at school 
Jack does not repeat the Pledge of 
Allegiance along with the oth-
ers.  When I asked him about that, 
Jack was quick to inform me that he is 
within his rights to remain silent dur-
ing the ceremony of the pledge. 

My grandson looks and talks like 
the all American boy but in some 
ways he is not.  He is in the minority 
with respect to a cultural identity that 
was partially formed early in life and 
that is continually nurtured by his 
English father and his distant British 
cousins.  When I asked Jack whom he 
would root for should England play 
the United States in the World Cup, I 
knew the answer before the instant 
response. 

I thought of Jack as I read again a 
“New York Times” essay by Noah 
Feldman that was published last sum-
mer, “A Church-State Solu-
tion.”  Feldman argues that there is 
nothing shameful or disadvantageous 
in being a religious minority, pro-
vided that the one in the minority is 
not subjected to coercion or discrimi-
nation – and Feldman makes sure that 
we understand discrimination as civic 
participation not emotional duress. 

And if that is the case, a whole new 
way of approaching our church-state 
conversation needs to take place in 
which each side gives something 
and receives something.  Feldman 
claims that the division created over 
the church-state issue is deeper than 
any issue we face.  Both sides can 
“win” only if both sides give away 
what they really don’t need. 

Feldman begins by identifying 
the players in this contest and he 
calls them by the names of “values 
evangelicals” (a broad term that in-
cludes any religion) and “legal secu-
larists” (some of whom may be reli-
gious people).  Values evangelicals 
not only promote ideas on how best 
to live, they believe that we should 
adopt those values, encourage them, 
and make them into law.  Legal 
secularists, on the other hand, main-
tain that government and laws 
should be clearly secular.  Their po-
sition is buttressed by the “Lemon 
test” (Lemon v. Kurtzman, 1971), in 
which the Supreme Court ruled that 
government ought to be secular in 
its practice and in its laws. 

Each side aspires to bring us to-
gether and unite us as a nation. 
Feldman argues that exactly the op-
posite has occurred.  Politicians and 
media representatives seem to be 
screaming at each other with in-
creasingly vitriolic language.  This 
is an ugly time in American history 
it seems.  I used to think that the 
term, “culture war” was exagger-
ated; I know longer believe it is. 

Many of us who have been nur-
tured by the ideals of Baptist pio-
neers of religious freedom have 
identified ourselves with the legal 
secularists.  Have we gone too 
far?  Is it time to make a correc-
tion?   Feldman would argue that we 
have and that it is and I am con-
vinced that he is right. 

 I’ll have to admit that I was 
ready for a new approach from a 
very practical consideration.  I am 

deeply disturbed that the right wing 
has co-opted the blue collar, working 
class, Wednesday night prayer meet-
ing people who once voted in over-
whelming numbers for people like 
FDR and Harry Truman.  Because of 
them we have numerous social bene-
fits that bless and sustain this nation 
and its people.  I grew up among 
these people.  My father was a vet-
eran, a member of a union, a Bap-
tist, a gun owner, and a hunter.  And 
he voted for people who gave us the 
G.I. Bill, social security and Medi-
care.  The loss of people like my fa-
ther to the social agenda reform 
movement in America is a loss too 
great to endure any longer. 

What has happened? 
I would argue that we Baptists 

and others have gone too far in our 
embrace of the separation of church 
and state.  We have joined with the 
legal secularists at almost every turn 
in the road when faith and religion 
bumped into public discourse.  
Feldman argues that we need to 
abandon the argument that religion 
has no place in the public sphere and, 
concurrently, we need to repeal the 
Lemon requirement that state action 
must have a secular purpose. 

The traditional Baptist position 
here is that such an approach is 
harmful to those who are excluded 
by reason of minority status or 
age.  Feldman argues differently; he 
maintains that there is nothing 
shameful or disadvantageous about 
being a religious minority so long as 
there is absence of coercion or civil 
discrimination.  My grandson need 
have no shame about his political 
views or cultural preferences either – 
so long as he is free from coercion, 
he may go about his own way as he 
chooses without harm and with his 
own chosen identity. 

 Feldman cites Christmas as a na-
tional holiday as case in point.  The 
preference of the majority created the 
day.  No one is harmed by its obser-



vance or by having to hear a stranger 
or friend say, “Merry Christmas.” On 
the contrary, Feldman contends that 
the religious minority spend the day 
strengthening their own identity and 
being proud of who they are—as 
Jack does every time he stands in 
silence at the Pledge of Allegiance. 

 So should we stop fighting the 
old battles about saying prayers in 
public places, putting God’s name on 
coins, singing Christmas carols in 
public schools and all the rest?  
Feldman argues that the goal of na-
tional unity would be strengthened if 
we did and that banning such things 
has brought on disunity rather than 
unity among us. 

So let the church bells ring in 
Town Square in Ohio and let the 
Muslim community be called to 
prayer from a mosque in Ham-
tramck, Michigan.  Let the “free ex-
ercise” of religion out of his imposed 
prison.  To put it differently, note 
Senator Obama’s warning in a June 
speech,   “if we scrub language of all 
religious content, we forfeit the im-
agery and terminology through 
which millions of Americans under-
stand both their personal morality 
and social justice.”   

 Prior to asserting that notion, 
Sen. Obama gave his personal testi-
mony of faith.  He spoke of the mo-
ment when he “walked down the 

aisle” of the Trinity United Church 
of Christ and then said: “kneeling 
beneath that cross on the South Side 
of Chicago, I felt I heard God’s spirit 
beckoning me.  Such sharing is new 
for Sen. Obama.  He has decided that 
his previous assertions about living 
in a pluralistic society and not im-
posing religious views—the old lib-
eral mantras—were no longer good 
enough or adequate for the history 
we are now living. 

 I have a feeling that Obama and 
Feldman are both on to something 
important if the agenda of social re-
form has an opportunity to be born 
again in America.  People will need 
to see and hear religion in their lead-
ers if faith is a shaping dynamic. And 
people will need to believe that their 
free exercise of religion will have the 
fullest possible play. 

 Feldman maintains that both 
sides will have to give up something 
and we have not yet asked the values 
evangelicals to give up anything 
yet.  Here it is somewhat less com-
plicated.  Feldman draws the line in 
the sand at the sign of the dollar. The 
government may spend no money for 
religious purposes. Vouches are out 
and so are the faith-based programs. 
Both of these features are fraught 
with problems but inherently any 
public funds that are filtered to 
schools or religious social service 

agencies is government sponsoring 
religion.  And this is coercion, 
which, most good Baptists would 
argue, is un-constitutional. 

 Ironically what we now have is a 
growing public support of religion 
through vouchers and faith-based 
social programs and a diminishing 
presence of religion in schools and 
other community endeavors. Feld-
man argues that it is exactly the re-
verse that is needed: no money for 
religion and more faith in the public 
square so long as it doesn’t cost a 
dime or coerce a soul. 

I think Feldman’s view is a con-
vincing revision to how we Baptists 
have gone about the church-state 
challenge.  I’ll let Sen. Obama bring 
the conclusion: 

“…If we progressives shed some 
of these biases, we might recognize 
the overlapping values that both reli-
gious and secular people share when 
it comes to the moral and material 
direction of our country…And we 
might realize that we have the ability 
to reach out to the evangelical com-
munity and engage millions of reli-
gious Americans in the larger project 
of America’s renewal." 
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If  You are Not a Member of  the Roger Williams Fellowship 
 The Roger Williams Fellowship exists for the purpose of discussing, proclaiming, 
celebrating, interpreting, studying, and protecting the Baptist distinctive of Soul Free-
dom. We are open to all and invite you to join us. If you wish to join us you may con-
tact Betty-Mae Shear at 115 S. Market St. #2, Jefferson, Ohio, 44047. Yearly member-
ship is $15 for individuals, $20 for families, $7.50 for retired persons, and free for those 
who are newly ordained.  
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Join Us for the RWF 2007 Biennial Banquet 

 The Roger Williams Fellowship Dinner at the ABC Biennial will be held on Saturday, June 30, 2007, 
from 5 to 7 PM.  The keynote speaker will be K. Hollyn Hollman, general counsel for Baptist Joint Com-
mittee on Religious Liberty in Washington, DC. Hollman's address concerns issues of maintain historic 
Baptist principles such church/state issues, religious liberty, and the ways that 21st century Baptists can 
continue this critical advocacy.  

 

About our speaker: 
 K. Hollyn Hollman is general counsel of the Baptist Joint Committee for Religious Liberty in Washing-
ton, D.C., a religious liberty education and advocacy group formed nearly seven decades ago. As general 
counsel, Ms. Hollman provides legal analysis on church-state issues that arise before Congress, the courts, 
and administrative agencies. Her work includes preparing friend-of-the-court submissions, presentations 
for research institutions and religious organizations, and issue briefings for congressional staff. She writes 
a regular column for the BJC’s monthly publication, Report from the Capital. In addition, she consults with 
national print media on matters relating to church-state relations and has appeared in leading publications 
including The Washington Post, USA Today, The Christian Science Monitor and Christian Century. Holl-
man has also appeared on National Public Radio, CNN, C-SPAN, Fox News Channel, NBC Nightly News 
and PBS "Religion & Ethics Newsweekly." 
 Prior to her work at the Baptist Joint Committee, Hollman was an attorney in private practice specializing 
in employment law and litigation. She practiced in firms in Nashville, Tennessee, and in the District of Co-
lumbia. She is a member of the U.S. Supreme Court, District of Columbia and Tennessee bars. Hollman 
graduated with a B.A. in politics from Wake Forest University. She received her J.D. from the University 
of Tennessee College of Law, where she was a member of the Tennessee Law Review and the National 
Moot Court Team. 
 Hollman and her husband, Jay Smith, have two boys and live in Falls Church, Virginia. 
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