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As I call this gathering to order, I want to thank you for joining us at the first “Baptist Summit” to be held at Mercer University. This summit is the beginning of what we want to be a continuing conversation and we are delighted that you have chosen to engage in this dialogue about the future of Mercer’s Baptist identity. 

At the very outset, let me reaffirm that Mercer is a Baptist university. That reality can never be changed by the action of a convention. Further, it is our intention and commitment to strengthen our Baptist identity, and to relate even more closely to Baptists. I believe that we should chart our course toward becoming the premier Baptist university in the nation, serving as an intellectual beacon in the life of Baptists and serving Baptists and Baptist students throughout the world. If we are to make that journey, we are going to ask for you to sign on with us.


Each of you is a special guest of the University and we appreciate your willingness to be a part of charting this new course of Mercer University. We do not have a road map. This is a new frontier. We must create this roadmap together.


I do want to recognize and introduce two people to you. First, David Hudson, a Mercer graduate and a distinguished attorney from Augusta, Georgia, serves as Chairman of Mercer’s Board of Trustees. Second, we are pleased to have participating in the first Mercer event beyond the meeting of the Board of Trustees, President-Elect Bill Underwood.


Bill is coming to Mercer from Baylor University, where he was Interim President during the last year. He served on the faculty of Law at Baylor for fifteen years, served in several administrative capacities, including General Counsel to the University for two years. Bill is the son of a Baptist minister, a graduate of OBU, and an honor graduate of the University of Illinois School of Law.


We welcome Bill to Mercer. Bill is an extraordinary leader and he is simply a stellar choice to lead the University and he will assume the presidency on July 1 of this year. Bill is deeply interested and engaged in these conversations and you will have an opportunity to hear him tomorrow toward the end of our meeting.


We have asked you to join us here because Mercer’s roots do lie deep in the soil of Baptists. In fact, while you will understand my bias, I believe that Mercer may actually be closer to the heart of the Baptist  tradition than the Convention that has chosen to disassociate itself from Mercer. For me, at least, the unilateral decision of the Convention to discard its relationship with Mercer is a symbol of the Convention’s march away from its most vital historical principles. The GBC was founded upon the conviction that reaching out in mission and evangelism could not be sustained without the spiritual nurture that comes from learning and inquiry. In 1833, the notion that we could pursue missions without education, at least in the mind of Jesse Mercer, was unthinkable. Today, learning, education, and the search for truth have become viewed as liabilities to many Baptist leaders.


The challenge before us now is how to maintain our Baptistness in an era beyond a connection with the GBC.


So, as we begin our conference today, I want to talk about the Mercer Experience and how we sustain our Baptist character. Following my remarks, Dr. Walter Shurden, the Executive Director of The Center for Baptist Studies, the Callaway Professor of Christianity, and I believe the most respected interpreter of Baptist principles in America, will provide a context for our two days of conversations.


I will address two issues here at the outset and these issues will also be interwoven in the conversations that occur over the next two days.

1.
First, I want to discuss how I believe Baptist history and Baptist identity informs the Mercer Experience.

2.
And second, I want to acknowledge that our reflections need also to bring us to talk about some of the real and practical challenges that we have to address in order to sustain our connection with Baptists.


For example:


1.
How do we continue to relate to Baptist people and Baptist churches?


2.
How do we sustain within the University a sense of a special calling to educate the best and the brightest Baptist young people in our nation?


3.
How do we sustain a Baptist priority within Mercer’s Board of Trustees?


But before I address those questions, let me distill and describe the core, the very essence, of what makes Mercer such a special place. The Mercer Experience is the heart and soul of Mercer. This Mercer Experience is unlike, absolutely unlike, any educational experience anywhere in the world. You cannot gain this experience at the University of Georgia, or Georgia Southern, or Emory, or Samford, or Baylor – at any other institution.


The Mercer Experience is one of a kind.


In reality, we do not charge tuition for History, or Computer Science, for Biology or English Literature. You can get all of these courses free at Georgia.


We charge tuition for the Mercer Experience because the Mercer Experience changes people’s lives. No hyperbole here. Being a part of the Mercer community changes the boundaries of your life. It changes the color, texture, and the hue of how you think and what you value. It changes what you think is important. It shapes your mind and molds your character. If you spend four years at Mercer, I promise you that Mercer will change the story of your life.


That reality is, in part, why a Mercer education is so frightening to fundamentalists. For those folk, change is anathema. The last thing a fundamentalist wants to see or hear is the notion of conversion. Conversion is not on their mind. It is uniformity, rigidity, conformity, staying put. Those are the compelling values of a fundamentalist mind-set.


Now, let me unwrap this Mercer Experience and look at what makes it such a distinctive, life-changing experience.


The Mercer Experience is rooted in an idea. Every institution has what I call a “generative idea” – an idea that gives rise to its very being. Everything begins as an idea. The world was an idea in the mind of God before it was light and darkness, before it was earth and sky. 


So, the Mercer Experience is rooted in the Mercer idea.


I have put it this way: The generative idea of this University is that Mercer is about creating intellectual and moral capital for a new generation. Let’s look at this idea more carefully. First, Mercer is about creating intellectual capital. That is, we are about the power of thought, the power of ideas to change the world. We are here to challenge the mind, to exercise mental discipline because we know that some person’s thought and imagination will change the course of history. Never doubt it: It is ideas that rule the world. Our earth is a battleground of ideas – the idea of theocracy. The idea of democracy, the idea of freedom, the idea of communism, the idea of capitalism, the idea of white supremacy, the idea of jihad, the idea of relativity, the idea of war, the idea of peace. 


Mercer is about the power of ideas, the power of thought to change the world. Our high mission is to create intellectual capital.


But the Mercer idea is also that thought alone is not enough. The problems of humankind are not simply that we do not know enough. Our problems, my friends, stem mostly from the fact that we are not good enough.


So, the Mercer idea is that alongside the need to create intellectual capital is the need to create moral capital. So, Mercer is about the power of one person. After all, it is not crowds that change the world; it is persons that have names and faces that change the world. I believe that every person who studies here is a gift, a sacred trust. Our calling is to nurture every human spirit that comes within the boundaries of this place. Because, I believe that every person who comes here can make a difference that no other person can make. I believe you can imagine what no one else can imagine. I believe you can see what no one else can see. You can conceive what no one else can conceive. I believe you can do what no one else can do.


At Mercer, we believe unalterably in the capacity of every person, of every student, to make a difference that no one else can ever make. So, our responsibility is not only to educate and discipline the mind. Our responsibility is to hold, as a sacred obligation, the talent and the promise of every person who belongs to this University community.


At Mercer, we believe in the power of one person to change the world.


Now, hear me carefully:


I believe that the Mercer Experience is about the convergence – convergence, remember that word –


The Mercer Experience is about the convergence of the Mercer idea – that is the power of thought and the power of one person – the convergence of this Mercer idea with the Baptist idea.


In the final analysis, the Baptist idea is far more important and far more enduring than a Baptist denomination.


Like the Mercer idea, the Baptist idea may be framed differently by different people in different moments of history because language is woefully weak.


I have said that the Mercer idea is about the power of the mind and the power of the human spirit. The Baptist idea is about the power of freedom and the power of grace. Freedom and grace are the breath of life for Baptists.


The power of freedom –spiritual freedom and religious freedom. The Baptist idea is about the power of intellectual freedom, the freedom to do church, the freedom to be church, the freedom to worship, the freedom to interpret the Bible. Freedom is the generative spring of the Baptist idea.


But, the Baptist idea is also about the power of grace. Piety runs deep in the soul of Baptists. Grace is not a theological proposition. Grace is not mere theological linguistics.


Grace means that every person, every single one of us – no exceptions – possesses a constellation of gifts that are God’s gifts alone to that one person. Think about it. Be startled by it. God only made one of you. Every son or daughter who studies here is an unduplicated gift to human history. Our job is to create the conditions that will enable that one person to burst into full flower. Grace means that God embraces every person as a unique gift to the world.


sinner and saint


strong and weak


American and Asian


Christian and Muslim


gay and straight


Grace means that God embraces every one of us without exceptions. We make exceptions. God does not.


There are no outcasts with God.


So, the Baptist idea is about the power of freedom – the freedom to connect with God, the freedom to connect with scripture, the freedom to connect with one another in being church.


And the Baptist idea is about the power of grace – the sheer wonder that God has chosen to connect with us –


Not because we have managed to lay hold of God,


but


because God has never let go of us.


That’s the meaning of grace.


Now, remember the word – convergence.


The Mercer Experience is about the convergence of two things:


The Mercer Idea



and


The Baptist Idea.


The Mercer Idea: The power of the mind and the power of one person, and the Baptist Idea: The power of freedom and the power of grace.


I submit to you that the Mercer Experience, what a student actually experiences when he or she goes to college here, captures the intellect and the spirit in the arms of freedom and grace. That experience changes the story of your life. You will never be the same. That, my friends, is what is so special about Mercer.


The Mercer Experience is a noble experiment. It challenges us everyday to be better teachers and better educators. It is an experience worth investing in and to which you can trust your children. 

I want to offer an interlude here. Please indulge me as I make a side trip. Learning is sometimes tough and we find ourselves face to face with troubling issues. So, before I leave the issue of the Mercer Experience, I want to be bold enough to speak frankly and candidly about the gay and lesbian issue and the abuses Mercer has endured and continues to endure regarding this issue.


All of you surely know by now that the pending severance of the ties between Mercer and the GBC had nothing to do with the smokescreen of gay and lesbian lifestyles. It has always been about religious freedom, intellectual freedom, and structures of governance. Surely we have some gay students at Mercer. To be candid, we have about the same percentage of gay students at Mercer as you have in your congregations.


Even so, I want to talk about the issues of gay and lesbian lifestyle, and how these matters relate to the University. Because, there are no subjects out of bounds for our conversations.


Let me say, first and foremost, that Mercer is, and intends to be in the future, a community of respect. That is our character as a university community. That means we will act with civility and respect towards all people – fundamentalist and liberal, gay and straight, black and Hispanic. No credentials are required in order to be treated with respect at Mercer. Our boundaries are wide. Our embrace is generous. I trust that we will not respect any person that Jesus would not respect. We will not accept any person that we do not believe Jesus would accept.


Now, did Mercer have a “coming out” day? The answer is “No.” The nation has a so-called “coming out” day every year. It is not a day that we called or created, espouse or endorse. We have a day for almost everything in this country.


On this day that gains such national media attention, Mercer students decided to have a forum – a forum – not a novel idea for a university. At this forum, students could submit in writing questions which a panel could discuss and even debate for an hour about gay and lesbian issues.


Now, I understand that some people were uneasy, even frightened, that we would be discussing these issues, especially on that day, for fear that we would be seen as advocating, or endorsing, or encouraging a lifestyle. Not so, of course. But please understand that Mercer is a place for discussion and debate. We cannot realistically rule out certain arenas of debate because of fear that their mere mention may give people the idea that we are advocating a lifestyle. We stand for open inquiry. We stand for truth-seeking and truth-telling. We stand for the dignity and the worth of every person. We stand for respect.


Now, I say to you, what better place is there to discuss the difficult gay issue than in a symposium at an avowedly Christian university? Otherwise, we leave such discussions to the back rooms and hallways, and the dark shadows. Affirming individuals and affirming the right to seek understanding should not the confused with affirming or advocating alternate lifestyles. And again, I say to you, what better context for thoughtful discussion of such controversial and troubling matters than a University forum? Otherwise, we leave our young people to be informed about their inner questions by the Internet, by the newspapers, and by Will and Grace. We can do better than that.


So, let me summarize explicitly, and I hope without equivocation, what Mercer will and will not do regarding this issue of homosexuality.


First, let me tell you what we will not do:


1.
Mercer has not been and will not be an advocate for alternative life-styles.

2.
Mercer will not allow pornographic links on Mercer organizations.

3.
Mercer will not have coming-out days. By the way, Mercer has never had a coming out day!


Second, let me outline what Mercer will do:

1.
Mercer will be an educational institution. We are not a church, but that does not mean that we are not keenly aware of our churchly constituency. They are some of our dearest friends. Surely, we will not always agree, but we will always be open to listen.

2.
Mercer will permit dialogue and discussion on all issues that impact society and culture. Our students will be permitted to talk about issues of sexuality, in the same way that those issues are being discussed in some Baptist churches. Are we freer than most Baptist churches to discuss these matters? Yes. And we must be. That is the nature of an educational institution.

3.
Student organizations such as the Mercer Triangle Symposium will exist in some form, not to advocate lifestyles, but to search for understanding. In fact, the published purpose of the Mercer Triangle Symposium was very clear that it did not advocate a gay lifestyle. Their stated purpose was “to provide an open forum to discuss political, theological, social, and academic issues relating to sexuality.” Mercer has not been or will not be advocating or endorsing an alternate lifestyle. We will be affirming the primacy and the sanctity of family. We will certainly have faculty and students, members of this community, who believe that gays and lesbians should be accorded the same rights as others in our society. Encouraging discussion and debate about the rights of gays should not be confused as advocating a gay lifestyle.


In my view, that is what Mercer can and cannot do. I hope this summary will be helpful for understanding Mercer’s role in addressing these difficult and controversial matters.


So, the Mercer Experience is a mind-stretching, a soul-stretching, a spirit-stretching experience. And frankly, our minds and hearts will have to be stretched if we are to let the light of God presence and God’s truth flow into our lives. We are yet infants in understanding the mind of God. Education is important because we have a lot to learn.


Convergence – Remember that word. As a Baptist university, Mercer is about the convergence of the power of thought and the power of one person to make a difference with the gift of freedom and the gift of grace. That, for me, is what it means to be a Baptist university.


Our challenge is that we do not want to live out and we cannot ultimately live out our Baptist identity in isolation. How do we engage Baptists and Baptist churches, in the University’s mission? How do we join hands with Baptist people in creating a Baptist University that can become a resource, a haven, a learning place, an intellectual force, for Baptists?


We are not beginning from scratch. Mercer has a history of being engaged with Baptists and being an intellectual voice in the life of Baptists. We have educated thousands of Baptists for 172 years. Let me mention a few ways in which Mercer is even now connecting with our Baptist communities:


1.
The James and Carolyn McAfee School of Theology, and The Roberts Department of Christianity, educating a new generation of pastors and leaders for Baptist congregations,


2.
The Townsend Institute, in the Department of Music, educating church musicians for Baptist churches,


3.
The Center for Baptist Studies, under the leadership of Buddy Shurden, has become the premier center of its kind in the Baptist world, sponsoring both scholarly and churchly conferences for Baptists,


4.
Mercer has gathered a rich Baptist archives. I would advocate investing over the next 5 years as much as ½ million dollars to insure that these Baptist Archives at Mercer are among the leading Baptist research resources in the world,


5.
The Mercer University Press, which publishes extensively in religion and Baptist studies. We have at present a series called simply, “Baptists”, in which twenty volumes have been published, with six additional volumes currently in the works.
6.
The Mercer Preaching Consultation – a remarkable resource for pastors and laypersons that was “maxed-out” this year,


7.
The Center for Congregational Health – which will work with congregations in conflict resolution and charting their highest and best futures,


8.
We have begun to explore the idea of establishing a clearinghouse/placement service for free and faithful Baptists that are being systematically excluded by fundamentalist Baptists,

9.
Mercer Hymnal – Jesse Mercer wrote The Cluster, a hymnal that was the most prominent hymnal in Baptist life. We are discussing the feasibility of a new Mercer hymnal, an idea which Tom McAfee has proposed,


10.
The office of University Minister, now under the direction of Dr. Craig McMahan, provides a priestly and pastoral presence for students and staff,


11.
We are exploring the feasibility of relating more closely with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, and its state organizations, perhaps the Baptist World Alliance, or even the American Baptist Churches, U.S.A., and


12.
One final example of how Mercer has connected with Baptists for generations. Over half of the traditional undergraduate students at Mercer are Baptist. Educating Baptist young people has been a strategic priority of the University throughout its history. Our commitment to educate Baptists has been undergirded by the University investing this year $11.5 million, of which the GBC contributed $3.5 million. Though I believe that helping to educate these students may well be the most important ministry which the Convention has undertaken, the Convention will end this contribution to the education of Baptist students at Mercer in December 2007. More importantly, the students entering Mercer this Fall, September 2006, will receive no Baptist money unless it comes from you and your churches.


The question is not whether Mercer will continue to give scholarships. We will. The question is whether Baptists and Baptist churches will join with us to assure that Baptist students continue to receive these scholarships. These Baptist scholarships will not in the long run endure unless Baptists and Baptist churches recognize that educating our Baptist young people in a competitive, world class, comprehensive university is a part of why they give to missions. The mission of educating Baptist young people is a mission worth preserving in your church and mine. I want to underscore that this commitment cannot be sustained by the University alone.


You who are gathered here need to help us think of other ways we can link up and serve our Baptist communities, and we need our Baptist communities to help us continue to educate the best and the brightest Baptist young people.


I do not propose that we waste much time in Baptist bashing here. Mercer University has had a great history of connecting with Baptists and we need to find new and creative ways to carry forward that great tradition. Baptists and Baptist churches have made, through the years, enormous investments in Mercer. I, for one, am very grateful. Many of those people and those churches, I am convinced, will want to continue to do so.


Most of you know that I am not a fundamentalist. I can hardly spell the word. But I must tell you that I am not much worried about the fundamentalists. I simply believe that some of our Baptist friends have lost their way. They have been blinded by the light. They are wandering in three days of darkness that may stretch into a generation. But I believe that ultimately the scales will fall from their eyes. Our job is not to turn back the fundamentalists or to overturn their conquests. Our job is more important. It is to become light and hope for preserving the very meaning of being Baptist.


You can help us define how Mercer can retain, sustain, and yes, even strengthen the University’s Baptistness.


This is a working meeting – not simply a meeting where you sit and listen. We need your best thinking. We need your best insights, and we need your highest wisdom.


Let me outline our work:


1.
We have asked Buddy Shurden to set the stage.


2.
We will have an early dinner together.


3.
After dinner, we want you to break up into smaller groups with a recorder to discuss how Mercer should retain and strengthen its Baptist identity.


4.
In the morning, I will moderate a report on the conversations.


5.
And finally, President-Elect Bill Underwood will wrap up our meeting tomorrow with his own insights about where we go from here.


Thank you for being a part of this historic gathering.
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