PAGE  
1

ROOTS AND WINGS: THE MERCER BAPTIST TRADITION

By Walter B. Shurden

Professor of Christianity

Executive Director, The Center for Baptist Studies

19 January 2006

a paper presented at 

 “The Baptist Summit”

19-20 January 2006

Mercer University, Macon, GA

Carlyle Marney once said that periodically we need to go through home again. 

When we go through home again at this complex and comprehensive University that we call Mercer, we end up at Penfield, Georgia, a simple, bucolic outpost of Baptists in early nineteenth century Georgia. It is a journey that all Mercerians, trustees, faculty, staff, and students, need to take, and we need to take it often. 


When we go through home again at Mercer University, now housed in three of the leading cities of Georgia, (many, by the way, are unaware of our significant medical education program in Savannah!) we will find ourselves on country roads leading to very small, rural Baptist churches with such names as Phillips Mill, Sardis, Powelton, and Bethesda. 


I need not belabor the point because most of you here today know that the roots of this university penetrate deep into Baptist soil.  Baptists founded this university in 1833, they nurtured it as an infant, they helped it to walk as a toddler, they nourished it as an adolescent, and they have stayed with it through its adulthood. To ignore the Baptist roots of this place is not only to distort history, it is to amputate heritage.  


Mercer! That’s a Baptist name. It is a Baptist name in the same way that Brandeis is a Jewish name, Brigham Young a Mormon name, and Notre Dame a Catholic name.  


Mercer’s past has deep and solid roots in Baptist life. It now needs some strong, new Baptist wings. “Roots and Wings: The Mercer Baptist Tradition!” We of the Mercer and Baptist communities desperately need to reflect on that in the days ahead.

Roots and the Mercer Baptist Tradition


 First, a word about roots and the Mercer Baptist Tradition. In at least one way the Mercer Baptist heritage is similar to the biblical heritage. It includes both a profound sense of living in tradition and a courageous commitment of refusing to let tradition freeze out the dynamics of change.



So what IS the MERCER Baptist Tradition?



It is a tradition named for Jesse Mercer, a mostly self-educated Baptist preacher who lived during the turbulent Baptist years from 1769 to 1841. I underscore: these were TURBULENT years for Baptists.



It is a tradition in which the Bible is central, even though Baptists of Jesse Mercer’s time furiously debated its meaning. Piety was a key word for Jesse Mercer.



It is a tradition that affirms the Christian faith and its missionary task, though some Baptists of Jesse’s day vigorously and sincerely opposed the missionary enterprise. 



It is a tradition that celebrates liberal education, though Baptists were radically polarized on this cause as well. 



It is a tradition that encourages denominational cooperation, even creating associations and conferences and conventions through which that cooperation could occur. Some Baptists, however, made a fetish out of local church autonomy, and they opposed these new fangled structures.



It is a tradition that advocates religious liberty and freedom of conscience. Jesse Mercer wrote the section of the Georgia Constitution guaranteeing religious liberty.
  



It is an ecumenical tradition that encouraged cooperation among all Christians, not just Baptists.
 


It is a tradition that stresses God’s grace, the belief that at the heart of this universe is Cosmic Generosity. 



It is a tradition, I repeat, that refuses to let tradition freeze out the dynamics of change. It is a tradition, therefore, characterized by conflict.


 If you held a gun to my head and said that I had to come up with one word to describe the Mercer Baptist tradition, I would quickly say that the Mercer Baptist Tradition is a Progressive Baptist Tradition. A PROGRESSIVE BAPTIST TRADITION! 


If you think this is a “reading back into” history, I urge you to read the history of Baptists during this period and check to see if the Mercer tradition was not on the side then of what you today would call “progress.” Indeed, if you read the Baptist history surrounding the founding of this university, you may be surprised to learn that Jesse Mercer was as much a liberal for some of the Baptists of his day as Kirby Godsey is for some of the Baptists of our day. This is certainly not to say that Jesse Mercer and Kirby Godsey would agree on all matters. My guess is that IF Kirby Godsey really does get to heaven (a question that many Baptists entertain!), Jesse Mercer will severely chastise him for his lack of Calvinism and his congenital bent toward Arminianism. And knowing Kirby, when he arrives on the heavenly portals, he will doubtless confront Jesse because of Mercer’s pro-slavery views. But each of them, rooted in the Baptist heritage and concerned for the life of Baptists in their respective cultures, symbolizes an open, progressive stream within Baptist waters. 


Let me give you two examples of what I mean about Jesse Mercer.


Jesse Mercer stood in pulpits all over Georgia and advocated Christian missions and, more significantly, the formation of missionary societies. Many of the Baptists of his day, later to be known as Primitive Baptists, vigorously and passionately opposed the organization of missionary societies. Such notions were not biblical, they said. And here’s the catch. They were right. Given the way they read the Bible, they were right. But Jesse Mercer worked not from their biblical literalism but from his understanding of biblical principles.


Jesse Mercer also was an advocate of ministerial education and the formation of educational institutions. Between the founding of the first Baptist college in this country in 1764, Brown University, and the founding of Mercer University in 1833, three attitudes toward education dominated Baptist life. These attitudes were passivity, hostility, and activity. Many of the Baptists of Mercer’s day fought tooth and toenail the effort to educate ministers. All a preacher needed, they insisted, was the internal call of the Spirit and the external call of the church. To add a third qualification─the acquisition of an education─smelled of the cultured Presbyterians and Episcopalians. Preachers, they argued, were not “made” through education; they were “called” by inspiration. Mercer completely agreed about the inspiration, but he totally disagreed about the education. That we are gathered here today in this room is testimony to the fact that Jesse Mercer’s progressive spirit prevailed. 


Another of Jesse Mercer’s heresies was that he urged organizational cooperation among Baptists. Many Baptists thought he was destroying the autonomy of local Baptist churches. But Mercer was progressive on the issue. He attended the organization of the first Baptist association in the state, he organized the Powelton Conferences at the turn of the 19th century, he helped form the General Committee of the Georgia Baptists in 1803, and he led in the formation of the Georgia Baptist Convention in 1822. And he did all of this in the face of people who called such organizations unbiblical and anti-scriptural. And here’s the catch. If you read the Bible the way they way they read the Bible, you had to agree that they were right. Seriously, where is the biblical chapter and verse that authorizes the existence of the Georgia Baptist Convention?


So, controversy is not new to the Mercer Baptist Tradition. The birth of this university was, like all births, accompanied by creative pain. And maybe you and I need to remember that conflict among God’s people is not always negative; it is sometimes positive. It is not always sinful; it is sometimes born of the virtues of courage and candor. Surely there are things in this life worth arguing about, even struggling for. 


We Baptists have too often equated the Holy Spirit with tranquility and peace. We too soon want to sing “there’s a sweet, sweet spirit in this place,” rather than “Onward Christian Soldiers.”  But we forget at our peril. At times Jesus disturbed. He divided. He angered. He never shut anyone out. But he bristled at those who did. And at times in Scripture the Spirit of God is depicted not as calming water but as scorching Fire!

Take conflict and struggle and trouble out of history and you don’t have much left. It is altogether possible to read biblical history, Christian history, and Baptist history and to conclude that some of the biggest conflicts in those stories were the nudgings of God’s Spirit.




Think, for example, of Jesse Mercer being caustically maligned 


because he thought that education was essential to the mission of the churches, 



because he believed that cooperation enhanced rather than injured local church life, and 




because he believed that “pious intelligence” was not a contradiction in terms.


So, our roots at Mercer University are deep in a progressive Baptist tradition that has known its share of conflict.  I would beg those of us within the Mercer community to not only acknowledge those roots but to celebrate them. 


But now, what about the future?

WINGS AND THE MERCER BAPTIST TRADITION


What we need now, I propose, are some new, strong Baptist wings beneath Mercer’s future. These are not wings with which to fly AWAY from Mercer’s Baptist past; they are wings to fly into the future strengthened with our Baptist past. Candidly, I don’t want Mercer to become LESS Baptist; I want Mercer to become MORE Baptist. 


“To become more Baptist” should not frighten anyone inside or outside this university community. For this is certainly not a plea for Baptist control. It is certainly not a plea to return to the narrow and restrictive arms of the fundamentalist leadership of the Georgia Baptist Convention. Rather, it is a plea for the intentional intensification of the best of the Baptist vision at Mercer. 


This is a vision, from my perspective, that sees “the voluntary spirit” as the essence of Baptist life. It sees liberty of choice and freedom of conscience as the core Baptist identity. 

This is a vision where the importance of the individual is stressed alongside the importance of the community. 

This Baptist vision is NOT a vision, as often charged, of radical, unbuttoned individualism. This is a vision where freedom rides sidesaddle with responsibility. 


Mercer University was not founded to set students adrift; it was founded to set students free. We are here to set them free to be themselves, to follow conscience, to serve God and humanity, to find their OWN wings. We are here to urge them to become partners with God in the ongoing creation of God’s world. 

Strengthening the Baptist vision at Mercer is not a relapse into rigid sectarianism. It is a stirring affirmation that Mercer has a specific history, that it is related to a specific people, that it lives out of a specific vision.


I recently went online to read the web sites of the three universities I mentioned earlier: Brandeis University, Brigham Young University, and the University of Notre Dame. Their sites are instructive, if not sobering. Each is unapologetic about its religious moorings and boldly straightforward about the search for truth. They are neither fearful of their religious roots nor fearful of facts discovered in any academic discipline.


Listen, for example, to the first line on the home page of Brandeis University:  “Characterized by academic excellence since its founding in 1948, Brandeis is one of the youngest private research universities, as well as the only non-sectarian Jewish-sponsored college or university in the country (bold is mine).” 


 “Non-sectarian Jewish-sponsored!” And it is on the first line of the Brandeis home page!
 But don’t be deceived by the words “non-sectarian.” At Brandeis one finds no equivocation about the Jewishness of Brandeis. Indeed, one of the principal academic units at Brandeis is something called The Lown School of Near Eastern and Judaic Studies. The Lown School is a vital academic arm of Brandeis. Again, listen carefully to how Brandeis describes the function of this school. 

“The Lown School, one of the most comprehensive centers for Judaic studies outside Israel, reflects Brandeis's special commitment to scholarship that illuminates issues of concern to the Jewish community, scholars in religion, and students of the ancient and modern Near East. It houses the department of Near Eastern and Judaic Studies, the Maurice and Marily Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies, the Tauber Institute for the Study of European Jewry, the Jacob and Libby Goodman Institute for the Study of Zionism, the Bernard G. and Rhoda G. Sarnat Center for the Study of Anti-Jewishness, and the Benjamin S. Hornstein Program in Jewish Communal Service. The National Center for Jewish Film and the American Jewish Historical Society are associated with the Lown School.” 
 


Within that one center are eight units for the study of Judaism! What should stop Baptist Mercer from following something of the pattern that is at Jewish Brandeis?  Why should we not establish such a resource institute, as Dr. Godsey has suggested in previous conversations? Indeed, we have the makings of such at Mercer already, and this strategy would help us better serve our constitutent churches.

Now, let me turn quickly to Catholic Notre Dame and read to you a part of the mission statement of that great university. It says:


 “The University of Notre Dame is a Catholic academic community of higher learning, animated from its origins by the Congregation of Holy Cross. The University is dedicated to the pursuit and sharing of truth for its own sake. As a Catholic university one of its distinctive goals is to provide a forum where through free inquiry and open discussion the various lines of Catholic thought may intersect with all the forms of knowledge found in the arts, sciences, professions, and every other area of human scholarship and creativity.”


The statement continues:
            “The intellectual interchange essential to a university requires, and is enriched by, the presence and voices of diverse scholars and students. The Catholic identity of the University depends upon, and is nurtured by, the continuing presence of a predominant number of Catholic intellectuals. This ideal has been consistently maintained by the University leadership throughout its history. What the University asks of all its scholars and students, however, is not a particular creedal affiliation, but a respect for the objectives of Notre Dame and a willingness to enter into conversation that gives it life and character. Therefore, the University insists upon academic freedom which makes open discussion and inquiry possible.”


With few exceptions, one could substitute “Mercer” for “Notre Dame” and “Baptist” for “Catholic” and construct a similar statement for Mercer University. 

If we deliberately intensify the Baptist ethos at Mercer, we will have to speak of responsibility as well as freedom. I am on record, as many of you know, of thumping what I think is the obvious: that “the voluntary spirit” or “freedom,” is the core of Baptist life. But I am also on record as saying that such freedom is fragile. It can be taken away by those who want to cram creeds down throats, indoctrinate rather than educate, and circumscribe the search for truth. In other words, the Baptist vision can be (and I would argue “has been”) pirated by the activity of others. BUT, it can also vanish by our own passivity, by our inattention to responsibility. A strange thing about this heady idea of freedom; it has within itself the seeds of its own demise. You have to work to keep the Baptist vision alive. 

I recently read that in the Apache tongue the word for grandfather and the word for grandson is the exact same word. In Apache culture the generations are joined; they are joined to each other in an embrace of mutual obligation.



In the Mercer tongue, in this Mercer Baptist Tradition of which I spoke, there is a sense in which the word for university and the word for church are one and the same. Like a grandfather and a grandson, a church and a university have very different roles in religious and denominational life. But in the Mercer Tongue, Mercer University and Baptist churches are locked in an embrace of mutual obligation. 


Far, far too often this relationship between university and church has become one of competition when it should be one of collaboration.
 Rather than reinforcing each other, we too often have been pitted against each other. And even when church and academy avoid competition, we lazily lapse into a policy of neutrality, a policy of “Live and Let Live.” But neutrality simply won’t get it done in the future, my friends! We need a more strategic mission! Not “Live and let live,” but “Live and Help Live.” Locked in an embrace of mutual obligation!! Mercer must be more intentional in helping the churches. The churches must help Mercer. Together, they must keep the Baptist vision alive in this country!



From the founding of this school the guiding idea was that the university and the churches were locked.  


Dr. Godsey said a few minutes ago that “Our challenge is how to maintain our Baptistness in an era beyond a connection with the GBC.” Candidly, I think that Mercer’s part of the mutual obligation rests at this point. Specifically, how will we not only preserve but also strengthen the Baptist vision at Mercer? 

Obviously, I speak for absolutely no one but myself, but here are some of my best reflections. 


For Mercer University it all begins with the authority of the Board of Trustees. If the trustees do not act to maintain the Baptist identity at Mercer, all else will be a “noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.” Personally, I hope that the trustees will act and act quickly to guarantee for Mercer some expansive Baptist wings for the future. What will this mean? This may mandate amending the charter. 

I would hope that it would mean specifying that a majority of the trustees in Mercer’s future should be Baptists. 

Moreover, I hope, in order to connect Mercer more directly to the Baptist constituency that at least 10%, or some such number of the trustees, would be influential, progressive Baptist clergy from all over this country. 

I hope that the future presidents of Mercer, following the pattern of Jewish Brandeis and Catholic Notre Dame, will be outstanding Baptist educators. We are exceedingly fortunate to have that quality in President-Elect Underwood. I hope he has at least two decades of productive and shaping influence on Mercer. And I hope that future presidents are cut from the mold of him and President Godsey and former President Rufus Harris, people of courage, who know, understand, and are committed to The Mercer Baptist Tradition.


While it all begins with the trustees, leadership and implementation of the Baptist vision is the responsibility of the administration. I hope the administration will act to give Mercer Baptist wings for the future by integrating Baptist life more fully into the university. We really should think of becoming nothing less than a national---not a regional but a NATIONAL--- Baptist University, a national Baptist university that is proud of its Penfield roots. Baptists have never pulled off the establishment of a national university of the likes of a Notre Dame or Brigham Young. But you may be interested to know that there have been three previous efforts.


The first was way back in 1764 when Baptists established Rhode Island College. Later to be lost from the Baptist fold and known as Brown University, this great school originally envisioned itself as a national Baptist university. For a short while it served that function, but its lack of geographical center and the eventual fading of the Baptist character of the school doomed the experiment.

The second Baptist effort to establish a national university came in 1821 with the founding of Columbian College in Washington, DC. Columbian College, founded by the remarkable Luther Rice, suffered the same fate of Rhode Island College. It fell out of Baptist hands because Baptists failed to support the effort. Today the Baptist-founded Columbian College is the prominent George Washington University. Its library, by the way, still maintains a wonderful collection of Baptist materials, as does Brown.


The third effort at creating a national Baptist university was right here at Mercer. Rufus Weaver, president of Mercer University from 1918 to 1927, lobbied before the SBC in the 1920s that the convention follow the lead of the Methodists and have a SMU west of the Mississippi and a Emory east of the river. He wanted Mercer to become the national Baptist university in the east. The effort died, and Baptists were left with some very good schools. But they have all remained regional schools.. 


Now, here Baptists are with a fourth opportunity. The ease of travel and of communications no longer dictates that a national university has to be in the geographical center of the nation. One could argue, with only slight qualifications, that Mercer is in the center of the Baptist nation just as Brigham Young is in the center of the Mormon Nation.  


So, how does Mercer establish a national Baptist portfolio? My personal inclination would be for the administration of Mercer to try and establish some “new” national Baptist connections. Please hear me! I don’t want Mercer ever again to be hard-wired to another denominational entity. We have struggled enough with that. It simply is not worth the money! However, I would like to see some dotted line relationships with several national denominational bodies. The dotted line means that there would be no governance issues. Mercer’s Board should govern Mercer in the future. And the dotted line means that Mercer is not simply begging for money from these national denominational bodies. 


But to whom would the dotted lines connect Mercer? They could possibly lead to the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, the American Baptist Churches, USA, and the Progressive National Baptist Convention, all of which are national Baptist denominational entities that are part of the Progressive Baptist Tradition. It will take these kinds of “endorsements,” one from a predominately white Baptist group, one from a multi-ethnic Baptist group, and one from a predominately African American Baptist , if Mercer is to become the kind of national Baptist University that is needed.


It all begins with the trustees. Intentional strategies implemented by the Administration. But what about the faculty of Mercer University? 

The other day I walked on campus and met a non-Baptist colleague who was leaving the campus. A friend whom I had not seen in awhile, I asked, “What are you up to?” He said, “Well, oddly enough, I’ve been reading your book on the Baptist identity, and right now I am on my way to a meeting to discuss the possibility of using that book in the seminar on faculty development next year.” Then he added, “You know Buddy, if we retain the Baptist part of Mercer, we are going to have to be intentional about it.” This was not a Baptist preacher speaking, or a member of the Christianity Department, or a faculty member from McAfee, but a long-time non-Baptist faculty member.


You need to know that my experience for 23 years on this campus is that some of Mercer’s very best friends are its non-Baptist faculty members. Some of them understand the Baptist identity better than some Baptists do. But I must also add that much of this attitude is because of the work over the years of such Baptists on this faculty as Carlos Flick, Joe Hendricks, Bob Otto, Wil Platt, Tom Trimble, Rick Wilson, and Dee Bratcher. There are many others. 


I sincerely hope that the faculty at Mercer---Baptists and non-Baptists--- will embrace a Baptist future for the university. To borrow a phrase from Alan Greenspan, the tendency among some faculty could easily become one of “irrational exuberance.” Exuberant that we are free from the totalitarian hand of Baptist fundamentalism!  As one Baptist faculty member, I completely understand that sentiment. But one thing is sure. If Mercer is to become a national Baptist university, it will require more Baptist faculty and more non-Baptist faculty who understand and care about the Baptist identity of the university. 

And one other thing: it would be a tragic mistake for those of us on the faculty to equate all Baptists with the fundamentalist leadership of the Georgia Baptist Convention. Mercer has devoted “friends” who are still a part of the GBC, and they will continue to be our friends even though Mercer is not part of the GBC. They will be our friends even when they catch us with our shirttails out! 


Baptists in America have a serious image problem, much of it well deserved. We do well to remember, however, that there are more Baptists in America not associated with the fundamentalist leadership of the SBC and the GBC than there are who are a part of FUNDAMENTALISM. A quick glance at even the recent Georgia past and one sees remarkable Baptists such as Martin Luther King, Jr., Clarence Jordan, and Louie Newton. Dr. King, a Baptist preacher, is America’s most celebrated prophet of the 20th century. And he was a Baptist preacher. Clarence Jordan, founder of Koinonia Farms and armed with his Greek New Testament, embodied Jesse Mercer’s “pious intelligence” and symbolized the best of the Baptist instincts of challenging the culture. Dr. Louie Newton, combined a commitment to historic Baptist principles with an incomparable love for Mercer University. Mercer University and all Baptists everywhere have some great Baptist souls to live up to!! These are not images to repudiate; they are people to emulate!

Now all of that is Mercer’s part of the mutual embrace, to work internally to keep alive the Mercer Baptist Tradition. 


What about you, the pastors and leaders of the Baptist people? What is your part? What does Mercer need from you? 



We need you to be the best kinds of Baptist churches that you can be just as we try to be the best kind of Baptist University that we can be.




We need a commitment that together we will lead the Baptist people, not simply follow them.




It goes without saying that we need your financial support. Is it too far fetched to think of this university as a line item in a local church budget as part of the mission outreach of the church? But truthfully, we need far more than your money.





We need your best wishes. 






We need you to become interpreters to the Baptist people that a university is not a church anymore than a church is a university. 







We need you to send us your students. We need you to bring your students to this campus and let them experience this place.








We need you to be the kinds of churches that produce young women and men who give themselves to the proposition that God is first in their lives and who perceive their university education in that light. 








More than anything else, I think we need your commitment to the proposition that your church and this university is locked in an embrace of mutual obligation.


I heard about this guy who was at a bar in Alaska. He began to tell the bartender how he had lost his faith after his twin-engine plane crashed in the tundra. “Yeah,” he said, “I lay there in that wreckage hour after hour nearly frozen to death, crying out to God for help with every ounce of my being. But he didn’t raise a finger to help. The skies were empty. So I’m done with the whole charade. I’m finished with acting like faith matters any more. There is nothing to it.” 

“But, hold on,” said the bartender, “Here you are; you are saved; you are well and healthy.” 


“Oh Yeah,” he said, “Yeah, but it is only because this Eskimo finally came along.”

Well, here we are. And Mercer University is here because Baptists came along. And Baptist churches in the region and around the world are in much better condition today because Mercer came along. And untold thousands of our graduates are “out there,” living a fuller and more responsible life because we came along together, LOCKED IN AN EMBRACE OF MUTUAL OBLIGATION. 

� Max L. Stackhouse, “Tradition and Revelation,” Christian Century 6 November 1996, 1061-62.


� Anthony L. Chute, A Piety Above the Common Standard: Jesse Mercer and Evangelistic Calvinism (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2004) 32-33.


� Ibid., 34-37.


� Think of biblical history and the conflict among the Jews concerning entrance into the Promised Land. Only two, Joshua and Caleb wanted to go; most did not. Think of the debate, so clearly evident in Scripture over the establishment of a monarchy. Some embraced the idea; others resisted.  And think of the conflict between the prophetic critique of the Temple and the priestly defense of it. 


Think of the New Testament period and that critical 15th chapter of the book of Acts, and the story of the breaking down of racial and ethnic barriers.	


Think of Christian history and the critical sixteenth century when unspeakable conflict led to the emergence of Protestantism and even to the renewal of Catholicism.


Think of Baptist history and that historic day when young William Carey, pleading with Baptists to get the entire world on their hearts, heard the command from one of his elders to sit down because God could do his work without human assistance and Carey’s missionary cause.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.brandeis.edu/overview/" ��http://www.brandeis.edu/overview/� accessed 1.11.06.


� <� HYPERLINK "http://www.brandeis.edu/departments/#NEJS" ��http://www.brandeis.edu/departments/#NEJS� >accessed on 1.11.06.


� � HYPERLINK "http://newsinfo.nd.edu/content.cfm?topicid=32" ��http://newsinfo.nd.edu/content.cfm?topicid=32� accessed on 1.11.06


� Bill Moyers, Moyers on America: A Journalist and His Times (New York, NY: The New Press, 2004, x-xii. 





