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LET US LOOK AT THE PAST, OBSERVE THE PRESENT, AND CONTEMPLATE THE FUTURE

by FLOYD LOONEY

tive secretary of the Historical Commission of the S9uthcrn

Baptist Convention, called the members of the commission to-
gether for a meeting which he opened by saying: ‘‘Baptists cunnot under-
stand their present nor contemplate their future unless they have a clear
knowledge of their past. Fellows,” he continued, *“we need a Southern
Baptist Encyclopedia, and I invite you to help me make it a reality rather
than a dream.”

It was the beloved Baptist statesman's way of saying, “Let us look at
our past, observe the present, and contemplate the future.

If Dr. Cox was correct, and doubtless most of us believe that he
was, it would seem to be a good time for California Southern Baptists to
look at the past, the present, and the future.

When California was ceded to the United States by Mexico in 1848
there was a civilization more than 300 years old that was not blessed with
Baptist influence. In 1849 the First Baptist Church of San Francisco was
organized by Osgood Church Wheeler, a missionary under appointment of
the American Baptist Home Mission Society. We are told that his first con-
vert was a Southerner, a Captain Kellam from Virginia. The following year
however, Southern Baptists became active when a Virginia deacon, Edward
J. Willis, Sacramento County's first judge, organized the First Baptist
Church in Sacramento. He later entered the ministry and organized the
First Baptist Church in Oakland. Baptists from the South and from the
North seemed to work together with varying degrees of harmony for
some time, but when California, which was admitted to the Union by
the narrow margin of one vote in the United States Senate, and by a
narrow vote in the state legislature remained in the Union rather than go
with the Confederacy, tensions obviously mounted and eventually Southern
Baptists largely withdrew as an official working body within the state and
most of the Baptist activity was carried on by Northern (now American)
Baptists.

With no desire to put Northern (American) Baptists in an unfavorable
light, a look at their record after almost 100 years of activity reveals that
there was much to be desired insofar as the Baptist witness was concerned
in the Golden State. Counting the churches which Southern Baptists or-
gainized and turned over to them, by the end of 1945 they had only 289
churches with a total membership of a little more than 125,000 not
counting Mexican and Negro Baptist churches. Two-thirds of their churches
were located in eight counties. Nine counties had only one church and 17
counties did not have a church affiliated with Northern Baptists,

Even so, Southern Baptists, who had organized a convention five
years before with 13 participating churches with a membership of 1,038
were still being accused of invading Northern Baptist territory. For
several years there was a brand of strife between the two groups that
neither should be especially proud of. It would secem, though there are
strong differences doctrinally in some instances, that a better spirit now
prevails between American and Southern Baptists in California.

But let's get back to Southern Baptists, What have we done in the
past?

First of all, we've done a lot of talking. We have spread the
message far and wide about destitution, the failures of others and the
needs in the West. Two decades ago we were talking about a state with
a population of more than 7,000,000, with more than three-fourths of
the people having no church affiliation. We talked about 1600 towns and
villages without a Baptist church. We talked about thousands of square
miles in the desert and some of the valleys where comity agreements had

H LITTLE MORE than a decade ago, Dr. Norman Cox, then execu-

made it difficult for Baptists to start churches. We talked about the need
for churches and trained pastors to lead them. Some said we needed a
seminary, a college, and a children’s home, and on and on the talking
continued.

But, we have done more than talk. We have organized 767 churches
which are operating 137 missions. We started Golden Gate Seminary, now
operated by the Southern Baptist Convention. We started and for 17
years we've operated California Baptist College. The California Baptist
Foundation has a ten-year history and we have established our own
summer assembly and a children’s home.

Now let us view the present. First, we are blessed with strong, capable,
leadership. New organizational procedures are streamlining our activities
and eliminating many points of friction which plagued us in the past. We
have a large, well trained, capable and energetic staff in charge of the
various departments. We have about 100 missionaries to the various
language groups and 25 association and city mission programs in progress.
I'be churches which have spent no less than $50,000,000 for buildings in
recent years are finding a way to contribute nearly a million dollars 2
year to world missions through the Cooperative Program.

Today we have prestige. We are represented on practically all the
boards and agencies of the Southern Baptist Convention. Qur executive
secretary is the first vice-president of the Southern Baptist Convention and
we can boast that we are prepared to be hosts to the Southern Baptist
Convention any time it chooses to meet with us.

We could go on and on extolling our achievements of the past and
rejoicing over the “sufficiency” of the present, but let us recall some of
the words of prayers that were heard often a few years ago: “Lord we
thank you for the blessings of the past, but past blessings have gone with
past necessities and now we come before you, Lord, the same needy
Creatures we have always been.”

Yes, we stand in great need when we look at the future, for instead
of seven million people as there were 22 years ago, the number is more
than twice that, and while there are fewer counties without Baptist churches,
there’s not a county that does not need more of them. Even worse, there
seems to be a lull in our enthusiasm about starting new missions and
developing them into churches. As we look to the future we dare not rest
on our laurels of the past. There is higher ground ahead. Without doubt
the greatest plague among us is that vast army of Southern Baptists who
live in the state but who make no contribution toward propagating the
gospel of Christ. Some of them will tell you what good workers they

l{sed to be, but they are as useless as a watch which used to keep accurate
time, but no longer runs.

If we are to contemplate the future with Joy we must be willing to
accept and to participate in new and greater challenges. Churches accept-
ing the challenge of establishing new missions will do more to guarantee
their fellowship than anything else. So often a church has a fellowship

problem which can be eliminated by putting certain people to work in
a new mission.

I would not suggest that the Baptists are like dogs, but we may learn
a lesson from them. I remember as a child I used to go fox hunting with
my Unclq Ed. He had the finest fox hounds in the country and when he
turned a pack of them loose and they were all chasing the fox there was
harmony and what fox hunters call “heavenly music.” When the fox was
caught, there seemed to be a brief period of rejoicing, but mind you if

h.c d.idn’t get that pack of hounds after another fox real soon there was
fighting among the canines. Need I say more?
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A DELIBERATE ATTEMPT to display brilliance seldo
tempt; but a sincere, humble and unstinted

marked ability which is applauded by men

service to God and humanity often demonstrates a
and “approved unto God."—JKS
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