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I. Introduction 

Surely this title doesn’t shock—not now. I mean, people have been talking about 

an incipient division in the “mainstream” Churches of Christ for quite a while. In fact, the 

fear is now nearly fully realized. If we could just figure out how to distinguish ourselves 

in the Yellow Pages, we might already be fully divided. 

In 1995 I wrote The Holy Spirit and Revolutionary Grace
1
 (HSRG) to propose a 

theological and scriptural basis for a progressive understanding of grace—indeed, to 

define what our understanding of grace ought to be and to explain it in terms that 

communicate to someone who, like me, grew up in the conservative Churches of Christ. 

Ever since then, I’ve heard on a regular basis from readers who’ve been touched 

by what they’ve learned to see in the Bible and—much more importantly—in Jesus. In 

every church with a closed-minded preacher who is hatefully belittling the progressives, 

there are scores of members who are miserable. They can’t bear the fear and uncertainty 

of the graceless religion they’ve been taught, and they don’t know where to go to find 

something better.  

Here’s typical passage from a letter I received— 

[M]y whole being is rebelling against the [preacher’s] teaching. … 

I just wish that just one time before I die that I could worship with 

a congregation who preached and taught the indwelling of the Holy 

Spirit and was not afraid to teach that we are saved by the grace of 

God.  

When these members finally find a better teaching, they are thrilled(!) but 

desperately frustrated because they can’t spread the good news in their own churches 

except on the sly. They feel guilty for sharing the good news this way, but they can’t bear 

the thought of leaving their friends in the dark. 

Many would leave but find no church in town that offers a better option. Others 

have a better option but hate to leave friends and relatives behind. Some prefer to stay to 

teach the truth as they have opportunity.  

In short, I’m convinced there are literally hundreds of thousands of members of 

the Churches of Christ who live lives of fear and misery, constrained by a bad news 

gospel and an unforgiving grace. And yet many of the progressives seem to have decided 

to leave these brothers and sisters behind, accepting the division as inevitable and perhaps 

even a very good thing. 

                                                 

1
 (Nashville: PowerSource Production 1995). The book is still in print, and bookstores carrying it are 

easily found with a Google search on the Internet. 
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I was recently touched at the 2006 winter ACU Lectureship when Rick Atchley 

pointed out the hypocrisy of the progressives’ delighting in finding fellowship with the 

instrumental Christian Churches while also delighting in their separation from the 

conservative a cappella Churches of Christ.  

II. The problem with conservative theology 

Definitions. First, a couple of definitions— 

I’ll refer to salvation based solely on faith in Jesus, penitence, and baptism as “the 

gospel” as a roughly accurate use of the term. Hence, “gospel” does not include the 

doctrine of whether to sing a cappella. That doesn’t make that doctrine false, just that it’s 

not the basis of our salvation.  

This definition of gospel should be familiar to readers brought up on the five-step 

plan of salvation: hear, believe, repent, confess, and be baptized. We hear, believe, and 

confess the gospel, that is, that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God. We repent in 

response to Jesus being Lord. We receive baptism on this confession. Hence, the content 

of the gospel is the truth about Jesus. But the gospel is also the fact that salvation comes 

as a free gift upon our faith, penitence, and baptism.  

I draw the line between “progressive” and “conservative” based on whether you 

consider the gospel sufficient for salvation. If you believe that you must sing a cappella 

to be saved, you are conservative, even if you have a very open and generous attitude 

toward the progressives. If you believe that all baptized, penitent believers are saved, then 

you are a progressive, even if you believe that worship with instruments is wrong and a 

tragic mistake—so long as you accept the salvation of those who use the piano in a non-

rebellious manner.  

In other words, the progressive view is that the requirements to become saved are 

the same requirements as to stay saved. The conservative view is that, although faith, 

repentance, and baptism are enough to become saved, one does not stay saved unless 

certain additional doctrines are adhered to. This definition lumps some progressives 

together who disagree on many things—but they all agree that they are all saved and 

brothers and sisters in Christ. 

Some conservatives insist that one must have the right position on literally every 

single doctrine to be saved. Most, however, insist on only certain high-profile doctrines, 

typically the doctrines that define their sect—such as instrumental music, one-cup, or 

non-institutionalism—or doctrines that have been highly controversial in church 

literature—such as the age of the earth, divorce and remarriage, or tongues. 

Problems. There are severe problems with conservative theology. First, 

conservative thought forces division after division, as our history plainly shows. The list 

of “tests of fellowship” is getting longer every year. 
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Second, the tone of the conversation has become caustic and, at times, even 

deceitful. Even mainstream publications such as the Gospel Advocate accuse the 

progressives of teaching the believer’s prayer and rejecting the doctrine of inspiration, as 

though such ideas are typical of the progressive movement. The conservatives routinely 

accuse the progressives of rejecting scriptural authority. 

Third, as the Christian Chronicle reports in its October 2006 issue, American 

churches are exporting their disputes to the mission field, leading to the weakening and 

even collapse some newly planted congregations in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.  

A few years, just after the Iron Curtain fell, I spoke with a friend who’d just 

returned from doing mission work in Russia. He was still angry because a member of the 

mission team literally demanded that a newly converted Russian Christian take a position 

on Jubilee, an event that took place in Nashville, Tennessee, half a world away!  

Fourth, as the rhetorical heat increases, many conservative opinion leaders insist 

that church leaders pick a side. After all, how can an eldership allow a progressive to 

teach Sunday school, when progressives deny the authority of scripture? How can the 

church treasury support a Christian college that tolerates progressive professors or, worse 

yet, allows progressives to sit as department chairs or to speak at their lectureships?  

For example, the Tennessee Bible College, a school of preaching in Cookeville, 

Tennessee, condemns Freed-Hardeman University for fellowshipping Everett Ferguson, 

because Bro. Ferguson does not consider the role of women to be a fellowship issue, even 

though they agree with his views on the role of women.
2
 Hence, you must not only agree 

with these dividers as to particular doctrines, you must also disfellowship all whom they 

disfellowship.  

Indeed, FHU is condemned for allowing preachers with whom TBC disagrees to 

speak at their lectureship, even if not speaking on that subject and actually teaching 

doctrine that TBC agrees with. Among the doctrines that define who is saved in East 

Tennessee and who is not are: hand clapping, the children’s church, and divorce and 

remarriage. 

The result of all this is that our divisiveness tends to be self-reinforcing. As we 

divide and divide again, we become more and more committed to the doctrine that caused 

the division. We refuse to let our members hear any alternative viewpoint, and so we 

become a house divided, 20 or more different sects all sharing the same name.  

Over time, more and more issues become tests of fellowship, so that it becomes 

impossible for anyone to be in fellowship with all the Churches of Christ. Rather, while a 

                                                 

2
 http://www.tn-biblecollege.edu/2002februarylo.shtml. See also http://www.tn-

biblecollege.edu/2003novdeclo.shtml for further criticism of the Christian universities, including Faulkner 

and Harding, by the Tennessee Bible College. 
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broad-minded Christian may wish to enjoy fellowship with the entire Church, much of 

the Church will refuse to be in fellowship with him.  

When we consider the two largest divisions in the last century, over instrumental 

music and over institutionalism, in both cases the Church’s colleges and universities were 

forced to choose sides, and nearly all chose the instrumental side. Hence, most of our 

colleges were founded after the instrumental music split.  

Here in Alabama, formerly moderate churches are dividing or else picking sides. 

This is hardly surprising. The loudest voices are calling for division. The Gospel 

Advocate
3
 and the Firm Foundation, formerly voices for moderation if not 

progressiveness, now frankly call for separation. 

While there are in fact many voices arguing against divisiveness, very few are 

well placed to be influential. 

III. The lack of a progressive theology 

This is not to say that the progressives are free from fault. I am persuaded that the 

primary reason the progressives have failed to persuade more of the conservatives is the 

absence of a well-defined progressive theology. It’s easy enough to reject the legalism of 

the conservatives, but what do we replace it with? The usual answers are true, but they’re 

just not very persuasive: “grace,” “relationships not rules,” “it’s just Jesus,” “freedom,” 

and such. Slogans only affirm the already persuaded. 

In Rubel Shelly’s seminal I Just Want to be a Christian, he hangs much of his 

argument on Jesus’ statement that he who is not against me is for me. Jesus really did say 

that, but does this persuade anyone to give up firmly held views on rules and 

consequences? 

Again, Shelly and York’s The Jesus Proposal fails to lay out a solid theology 

based on chapter and verse. This is supposed to be “A Theological Framework for 

Maintaining the Unity of the Body of Christ,” but it’s just not convincing to build your 

argument on the insights we’ve gained from Postmodernism.  

Similarly, Max Lucado argues in In the Grip of Grace that baptism is just a 

symbol, like circumcision, and God would surely not condemn faithful people over just a 

symbol. Lucado may be right, but his argument is unpersuasive.  

                                                 

3
 The Gospel Advocate couches its language in more moderate terms than the Firm Foundation, but 

has recently declared as tests of fellowship the doctrines of “worship, roles of men and women, and 

baptism” (Kerry Anderson, March 2006) and “(1) leadership changes that ignore the gender and 

qualifications of elders and deacons; (2) worship innovations without scriptural authority; and (3) spiritual 

fellowship with those not in fellowship with God” (Jimmy Jividen, August 2006).  
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I pick on these two great authors and leaders despite my tremendous respect for 

and gratitude for their work. They've done some wonderful things for the work of Christ 

on earth. Nonetheless, this tendency to teach great truths using weak and even erroneous 

arguments is costing a very high price. 

If you read the literature and websites of the conservatives, you find they have no 

trouble disposing of the progressives’ arguments. We progressives just haven’t done a 

good job of proving our case from scripture.  

A proper theology would define not only who is saved but who is not saved and 

who is no longer saved. More precisely, we must be able to answer the following 

questions strictly from the scriptures (without any reliance on the writings of Campbell, 

Luther, or Augustine): 

• What doctrinal error is covered by grace and what doctrinal error is not? (that is, 

what truly are tests of fellowship?) 

• Will God forgive unrepented sin? Any sin or just some sin? 

• When does a saved person fall away or fall from grace? 

• How does a person who has fallen away get back into grace? 

• What is the scope of the doctrine of disfellowshipping? Must we disfellowship 

over honestly held doctrinal error? All error or just some error? 

• At what point does teaching legalism become the teaching of a different gospel 

that, as Paul teaches in Galatians, causes the teacher to fall from grace? 

• Will God overlook imperfections in a baptism? (All denominations teach baptism. 

We mainly disagree over what makes a good baptism.) 

These are the doctrines that define the boundaries of grace. A successful 

progressive theology, that is, a theology that is both true and persuasive, must respond to 

each point with a comprehensive, whole-Bible theology. And it all needs to fit together as 

a consistent whole—and be teachable in a Sunday School class.  

Progressives also must be prepared to defend their positions from various counter-

arguments. The key counter-arguments are— 

• How can we have a broad view of grace and not condone license, that is, willful 

sin? 

• How can we have a broad view of grace and retain the Biblical teaching on 

baptism? 

• How can we have a broad view of grace and still honor the command to 

disfellowship certain sinners? 
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• How can we have a broad view of grace and preserve our distinctive teachings, 

especially our insistence of a cappella singing in worship? 

If the progressives work out these essentials—in language understandable to 

someone raised with a conservative mindset—then at least we’ll have a message to 

communicate. 

My own views are laid out in The Holy Spirit and Revolutionary Grace and Do 

We Teach Another Gospel? http://oneinjesus.info/do-we-teach-another-gospel/, an 

unpublished manuscript dealing with Galatians.  

IV. Possible solutions to our disunity 

Even if we were to discern the perfect theology, very few conservatives would 

ever hear it. There are simply no periodicals or other means to efficiently spread the 

word. A real solution requires more than a better theology—we also have to find a way to 

disseminate the better theology among the progressives and conservatives. 

And there aren’t many options. There never have been many, but as feelings are 

hurt more and more, and as more and more lies are told, it’s getting harder and harder to 

even imagine a way to teach enough people the truth to avoid the coming division. The 

middle ground is rapidly disappearing, and when the middle ground is gone, there will be 

no place for the forces of unity to stand. 

Certainly, the most commonly suggested solution is for one side to finally 

persuade the other side of its error and so create unity of doctrine. Of course, those who 

take this position are unaware of our history. With the possible exception of the Boston 

Movement, in over 200 years of our history, not a single doctrinal division has ever been 

healed. This is not surprising. It’s true of Christendom in general.  

Many assume that in a generation or two the conservative churches will, quite 

literally, die out. And studies show that the conservative churches are in numerical 

decline.
4
 It might happen. But no one alive today will see it, and many people will suffer 

in the meantime. Moreover, the non-institutional movement is still alive 50 years after 

that split. There’s no reason to suppose the conservative mainstream Churches will die 

out any faster. 

Wishful thinking is not going to solve any problems. Hoping someone else will 

fix it will not either. Ignoring the problem violates the Golden Rule. Rather, the solution 

is to use the most powerful institutions God has given us to spread the true gospel within 

our midst: our periodicals, our schools of preaching, and our universities.  

                                                 

4
 This is based on hearsay information indirectly from Dr. Flavil Yeakley. See also Samuel Dawson, 

What Is Wrong With Most Churches of Christ & How They Can Avoid Extinction: “In the 50 years from 

1955 to 2005, Churches of Christ have dwindled from … from 18,000 to 12,963 congregations.”  
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It’s been true for quite a long time that these are the institutions that train our 

preachers and elders and that spread either good or bad theology. Web sites and Internet 

mailings lists help, but until these three major centers of influence assist the progressive 

cause, the Churches of Christ will continue their march toward division. 

Although little is being done in print, there are excellent web-based services 

carrying the progressive banner, such as Ed Fudge’s GraceNotes, Al Maxey’s 

Reflections, and Cecil Hook’s Freedom’s Ring, which have been powerful influences that 

should not be understated. However, this medium is operating about as effectively as I 

can imagine. These guys do extraordinary work, and yet the division continues to widen. 

Division must be attacked in many more ways. 

A. Periodicals 

Traditionally, we’ve analyzed church splits as doctrinal issues, and certainly 

doctrine usually characterizes our splits. But our splits also fragment around centers of 

influence. Historically, these centers have been periodicals. 

When the followers of Barton W. Stone and the followers of the Campbells 

decided to unite their movements, they had the wisdom to use their periodicals to foster 

unity. Stone invited John T. Johnson, long a part of Campbell’s movement, to become co-

editor of Stone’s Christian Messenger to solidify the union. Stone and Alexander 

Campbell had published separate hymnals, but as the unity effort became reality, they 

combined the two into a single hymnal to avoid the frictions that competition would risk. 

Of course, by far the most influential periodical before the Civil War was 

Campbell’s Millennial Harbinger. To foster unity and discourage factionalism, Campbell 

maintained an open editorial policy. He very generously opened his pages to people who 

disagreed with him. Sometimes he responded in the same paper. Other times he waited to 

respond. And other times he merely noted his disagreement and never wrote a response. 

In fact, he published many articles by other authors without approval or disapproval, so 

much so that historians are often perplexed as to whether these articles reflect his own 

views. 

As a result, for the decades during which Campbell was editor the Restoration 

Movement was indeed a single movement, and God’s work prospered mightily as its 

ideals were spread across the nation. 

By the close of the Civil War, Campbell had died and the Movement had already 

begun to divide, with each division being centered on a periodical: the future Churches of 

Christ centered on the Gospel Advocate, the future independent Christian Churches 

centered on the Standard, and the future Disciples of Christ (Christian Churches) 

centered on the Christian-Evangelist. The non-institutional movement within the 

Churches of Christ can be traced to the writings of Daniel Sommer as editor of the 

American Christian Review, and to Benjamin Franklin (not that Benjamin Franklin!) 

before him.  
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The present divide can be traced to some extent to the division of thought between 

the Gospel Advocate and the Firm Foundation that arose during the 1960’s and 1970’s. 

The Firm Foundation was originally founded as a more-conservative opponent of the 

Gospel Advocate, but by the late 1960’s, Reuel Lemmons was teaching a more 

progressive theology. This led to the Texas and other Western churches, the primary 

readership of the Firm Foundation, often having a more progressive attitude than the 

Southeastern churches, influenced primarily by the Gospel Advocate, which remains 

quite conservative. 

However, things are different with the present division. The progressives do not 

have a theological periodical of consequence. Image folded. Wineskins is now out of 

print, available only on the Internet and not widely read. On the other hand, the 

conservative wing of the Churches has several highly influential periodicals  

Thus, there presently exists no periodical to advocate for the progressive 

viewpoint, while the conservative viewpoint is being continually reinforced by a barrage 

of argument and invective from their several periodicals. 

I refer to a  publication that’s open to both viewpoints as “moderate.” There are at 

least two moderate publications, The Magnolia Messenger and the Christian Chronicle. 

The Messenger, with a subscription base of around 25,000, is widely read among 

conservatives and yet it allows articles to express theology that is progressive. 

The Christian Chronicle largely avoids theological controversy, and publishes 

interviews and articles reflecting all elements of the Churches. In fact, the Chronicle is a 

good example of what it means to be moderate today.  

B. Schools of preaching 

Perhaps the most influential institutions among the conservative Churches are the 

schools of preaching, most of which are very conservative. Tennessee Bible College and 

the Memphis School of Preaching are particularly influential in the Southeast, and they 

are quite conservative.  

There are dozens of schools of preaching among the Churches of Christ. Some are 

accredited. Some are not. Some are free. Some charge. Very few are affiliated with a 

university. Most are independent. A very unofficial and likely out-of-date list is attached 

as Appendix 1. They are nearly all very conservative—some militantly so. 

Schools of preaching generally offer no course work other than in ministry and 

Bible. They are designed to train preachers and missionaries. Many of their students are 

men who are preparing for a second career and who may already have a college degree. 

However, most do not require a college degree for admission. Students often elect to 

attend a school that is close to home despite its academic weaknesses. The students often 

have a working wife and family and just can’t move. 

Many missionaries and preachers come from these schools. The graduates largely 

preach for small, rural churches. However, there are a lot of small churches, so that the 
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doctrine being preached throughout the Churches is very heavily influenced by these 

schools. (According to Dawson, “74% of our churches have less than 100 members. Only 

11% have 200 or more members. Less than 2% have more than 500 members.”)  

I’m not aware of a single even arguably progressive school of preaching, with the 

possible exception of the Harding School of Biblical Studies in Searcy. 

C. Church universities  

The Churches of Christ have had colleges for many years, but recently some of 

the universities have become much more than educational institutions. ACU Press has 

published many of the most important books in the progressive movement. ACU’s 

ElderLink program and Center for Conflict Resolution have served as valuable resources 

to churches across the country.  

Pepperdine and ACU, branded as hopelessly liberal by the conservatives, are no 

longer listened to except to find fault. Lipscomb, Oklahoma Christian, and Harding are 

moderate, meaning trying very hard to maintain their support among all factions, so far as 

I can tell. Freed-Hardeman and Faulkner are very conservative.  

Nonetheless, to my knowledge, there’s no Christian college or university with a 

vision to unify the Churches. Certainly, most if not all would celebrate a unification. 

After all, a split would be devastating to many of these school. But working for unity 

means taking risks, and most of our universities are heavily dependent on the goodwill of 

all factions. 

D. Conclusion 

Every Church of Christ institution with the power to encourage unity is either 

actively working to oppose unity or else doing precious little to help the cause. It’s 

hopeless to persuade most of the existing periodicals and schools of preaching to begin 

teaching a truer gospel and encouraging unity.  

Hence, the only institutions with the influence and resources to improve things are 

the universities—if they consider the goal worth the risk. To my way of thinking, 

rescuing the Churches of Christ from another century of division would be well worth it. 

V. A plan 

A. Periodical publishers 

1. Periodicals 

Historically, as previously noted, the Churches’ periodicals define orthodoxy. 

Conservative elders and preachers are much more influenced by the Gospel Advocate and 

Firm Foundation than by the professors at Freed-Hardeman or Faulkner.  
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The absence of a progressive theological periodical presents a rare and surely 

God-given opportunity to restore some measure of unity simply by publishing a 

periodical that, like the Millennial Harbinger, publishes articles responsibly advocating 

for both sides of the divide. In a perfect world, like Stone’s Christian Messenger, the 

periodical might even have editors from both sides, to assure the readers that their side 

will be fairly heard and published—and to demonstrate that God’s people can work 

together for the Lord’s Kingdom despite finding themselves in disagreement. 

The genius of Stone’s and Campbell’s editorial policy was simply this: if I’m a 

progressive, I will not bother to read the Gospel Advocate. After all, I believe I’ve already 

heard the arguments and I’ve rejected them. Why hear them again? Just so, if I’m a 

conservative, I won’t read the books and websites of the progressive wing. After all, I’ve 

already made up my mind, too. But if neither side will listen to the other, division is 

unchangeable.  

However, if a responsible periodical publishes both sides—and if the editors 

require each side to actually respond to the arguments of the other side—both sides will 

read the periodical—and the other side’s arguments. Our preachers and elders would feel 

compelled to read debates between the best and brightest of both movements. In fact, the 

periodical would make for fascinating reading. 

There are three ways this might be accomplished: 

• The editor of an existing periodical might be persuaded to change editorial 

policies. Perhaps the Magnolia Messenger would go this direction. It is 

very theological and has a large base among the conservatives. 

• An existing periodical might be bought by someone willing to pursue this 

policy. This unlikely, but certainly outside God’s power to accomplish.
5
 

• A new periodical might be published. 

Because Image and Wineskins both failed, a businessman would have to be very 

courageous to fund a start up periodical. I think any investor would make a ton of money, 

but the economic risk involved means an investor would have to be motivated by passion 

for truth and compassion for his brothers and sisters. Over time, the periodical could well 

become the 21
st
 Century’s Millennial Harbinger. 

2. Sunday School material 

Among conservative congregations, especially the most conservative, the 

publishers of adult Sunday School materials are highly influential. These publishers are 

also the publishers of the leading periodicals. (Hence, the progressives have no such 

material.) 

                                                 

5
 If any publisher is looking for a buyer, I have one. Call me! 
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 Historically, the Gospel Advocate quarterlies had a huge impact on Church of 

Christ theology. These are not nearly as popular as they once were, and other publishers 

compete in the market. The series are generally of poor quality, and yet they remain in 

common use among the most conservative churches 

The publisher of a neutral, respected periodical could multiply its effectiveness 

just by producing a higher quality quarterly that helps open minds to progressive ideas. 

By providing uniformly superior quality, more middle-of-the-road materials could come 

to dominate and expand the market. 

B. Universities 

As helpful as a new periodical would be, the reality is that reunification has to 

come from the universities. There is no other way. There simply is no other institution 

with the resources and heart to make it happen—or even to meaningfully help. 

1. Symposia 

In the scholarly world, universities often bring together thought leaders in a field 

to present ideas and compare ideas. Often the results are published and so have a huge 

impact on the field. Perhaps this is the means whereby the progressives get their act 

together theologically. 

Freed-Hardeman has recently held a couple of symposia on the instrumental 

music controversy, and they should be congratulated for having done so. But they’d serve 

the Churches better by bringing together progressive and conservative thought leaders to 

compare ideas and discuss their differences. Other universities could do the same thing. 

2. Elders 

One of the greatest blessings the universities could offer congregations would be 

training for elders and men aspiring to be elders. Already ACU and Lipscomb offer an 

annual one-day seminar on topics of interests to elders, called ElderLink. It’s a great 

program. It has little impact on the unity issue, however. The conservatives have branded 

ACU as digressive and so won’t attend the programs.  

Faulkner has an elder support program, called ElderConnect. Harding’s 

lectureship has an elder track. 

Faulkner and Harding are well positioned to speak directly to elders. The tricky 

part is for the universities to teach elders the truth of the gospel without finding 

themselves branded as liberal and thereby killing the very program designed to solve the 

problem—or even the university itself.  

The best solution, I think, would be to present both sides. The teaching of the 

progressive perspective should be by elders or preachers not on the payroll of the 

university.  
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The idea is that an elder would hear a class on one point of view and then on the 

opposite point of view, both by teachers who strongly but lovingly advocate their own 

views. Both teachers should make themselves available for questions and answers. If 

nothing else, the lesson would be that the progressives are entitled to a respectful hearing 

and that both sides can teach at the same seminar without being hateful or divisive. 

Of course, such a seminar could take on many other topics of interest to elders. 

And such a seminar should be taught at multiple locations. Churches rarely have the 

budget to fly an elder to a seminar. 

3. Lectureships 

The Church universities sponsor annual lectureships at which classes are taught, 

sermons are preached, and alumni and friends from around the country visit, learn, and 

share ideas. These can be quite controversial. 

The universities could gingerly present both sides in the same lectureship. It 

would allow elders from conservative congregations to hear the other side and force 

leaders from both sides to share a podium. In fact, the best talk might be about what the 

two sides agree on.  

4. Books 

As mentioned already, the need for a better theology is desperate. The universities 

have the resources to work through the details and present a systematic approach to the 

gospel from the progressive perspective. And they have the ability to persuade the 

publishing houses to print the conclusions. 

I by no means intend to suggest a need for a church council where some sort of 

official pronouncement is made. Rather, we just need good theology to be published.  

The universities have the talent and influence to make this happen.  

5. Periodicals 

Books don’t sell nearly as many copies as a good magazine, and periodicals can 

deal with issues that don’t require book-length treatment. Of course, periodicals are also a 

great means to push book sales for topics that do require book-length treatment. 

Starting a new periodical takes money, a network of contributing writers, and a 

mailing list. Universities have all this. 

The university should forthrightly sponsor the publication, as the goodwill and 

respect of a major institution of learning will help stimulate subscription, will give 

credibility to the arguments made—and will help impose civility and Christian gentleness 

on the authors. 
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Now, it might be argued that a periodical in which leaders argue and debate will 

tend to widen the chasm and solidify positions, but that’s just not true. It might have been 

true at one time, but the chasm is already close to being unbridgeable and the positions 

are already quite hardened. A periodical could hardly make things worse. 

6. Instruction 

Without a doubt, the most significant influence of the universities is in teaching 

their students a better, truer doctrine. Unfortunately, the efforts of the universities in this 

regard are, at best, uneven. After all, many students come from very conservative 

backgrounds and have no interest in learning a contrary viewpoint. Moreover, many 

board members and donors are either conservative or see no harm in the conservative 

viewpoint. In addition, many professors are of the conservative school, and if they 

weren’t allowed to teach their own beliefs, controversy would ensue—and controversy 

makes securing students and donations only more difficult. No school would want to go 

through the hell that Bert Thompson and Buster Dobbs visited on ACU in recent years. 

Also, and less controversially, the universities need to do a better job of teaching 

the history of our Restoration Movement. For non-Bible majors, generally the course is 

an elective, and it’s often taught as a hagiography of dead heroes rather than the story of 

men who attempted something great and yet failed to accomplish their foremost goal: the 

unification of the Kingdom of Heaven. At least the schools of preaching routinely include 

their view of Restoration Movement history in their required course of study. It’s 

shameful that our universities do such a poor job of teaching our history. 

7. Schools of preaching 

There’s no governing body that can influence these schools. Most are run by local 

congregations and so can’t be bought. Rather, the only way to overcome the false 

doctrine they teach is to out-compete them. The progressives need to provide a better, 

more attractive education. And yet they don’t.  

Some of these schools are in astonishingly small towns and are plainly schools 

taught by a preacher or two in the evenings and on weekends. For example, Guin, 

Alabama, home of the School of World Evangelism, is a town of less than 2,500 in a very 

rural setting. If Harding, Lipscomb, or Faulkner offered a better program in Columbus, 

Mississippi or Birmingham or Tuscaloosa, Alabama, their students would surely make 

the short drive for the more-respected degree—and they and their future congregations 

would be greatly blessed by the improvement in their educations. 

Therefore, it is imperative that the progressives organize their own preaching 

schools. Men wishing to prepare themselves for ministry or missions as a second career 

need to have access to a low-cost, convenient progressive education. 

If I had my way, there’d be a progressive preaching school in every major city in 

the Bible Belt offering an education as close to free as possible. If men choose a 

conservative education, that’s their choice, but they should have a choice. 
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The institutions in the best position to accomplish this are the universities. Any 

university willing to teach from the progressive perspective should expand its reach by 

offering instruction at multiple locations. 

Harding’s School of Bible Studies is an important first step. However, the courses 

are taught in Searcy, Arkansas, and so are unavailable to men who can’t take two years 

off work to learn ministry skills. Wouldn’t be great if our universities offered similar 

programs in Memphis, Birmingham, Atlanta, Nashville, and St. Louis? 

One approach would be to rotate the school among multiple campuses, teaching 

two years in one town and then moving to another on an eight- or ten-year rotation. Thus, 

a town that might not have a market large enough to fill a class every two years may well 

fill a class every eight or ten years. The University of Alabama’s Law School runs its 

L.L.M. in taxation program this way and has done so successfully for over 20 years. 

Some universities will object, considering offering a two-year degree beneath 

them. These universities struggled mightily for decades to grow into four-year institutions 

with graduate programs. Why go backwards? Why cheapen the university’s name by 

associating it a school of preaching?  

Here’s why— 

• Church universities were founded to train ministers and missionaries, and 

they aren’t producing nearly enough.  

• Only the universities have the ability to out-compete the free, fly-by-night 

schools of preaching that produce scores of militantly conservative 

preachers every year, many of whom work vigorously for the disunity of 

the Churches of Christ, having been taught that this is God’s will. 

• The respect engendered by the university’s name on the degree would 

make a two-year degree from, say, Faulkner or Harding vastly more 

marketable than a two-year degree from a stand-alone school run out of a 

congregation’s basement. 

• The university would assure a much higher quality of instruction. 

• Generations of Christians would be rescued from the miseries of a false 

gospel. 

If all the Church universities would undertake such a program in just their own 

part of the country, in a generation the impact on the Churches of Christ would be huge.  

VI. Why take the risk? 

Why should a university that depends on the goodwill of both the progressives 

and conservatives involve itself in this dispute? It’s hardly obvious that taking on such a 
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task would benefit a Faulkner, Oklahoma Christian, or Harding. On reflection, however, 

the reasons should be not only obvious but overwhelming. 

Love. First, we owe a plain and great duty to our fellow Christians to help them 

escape from legalism and, for some, even damnation. If someone else could do the job 

more effectively, then that someone else should do so. But inescapably, the Church 

universities are best positioned to make the greatest difference. In fact, except for divine 

intervention, the case is nearly hopeless otherwise. 

Survival. Second, without serious and comprehension intervention, the Churches 

will split and all universities will be forced to be on one side or the other. The deadline is 

about 10 years away—maybe five. Spend some time on the internet reading the 

periodicals and bulletins of the conservatives. Read the Firm Foundation and the Gospel 

Advocate. The clamor for separation is deafening. It’s easy to see the same attitudes and 

same tactics that preceded and produced prior divisions. We haven’t learned much from 

our history. 

These splits will not be pretty and may well lead to the demise of some 

universities, as a divided church cannot support as many institutions as a united church.  

While I’d be very surprised if this plan were to completely heal the division, if it 

only slows the division while progressive theology can make gains, perhaps the 

universities will lose only 25% or less of their support rather than half or more when the 

preachers and editors insist that the universities pick sides. 

In the short run, the mere fact that a university tolerates the progressive viewpoint 

will raise the ire of some editors and preachers, but in the long run, only by proactively 

slowing the divide and spreading a sound, loving, uniting theology will the universities 

all survive another 20 years. 

Cost. Third, none of these ideas will be expensive. Periodicals and Sunday School 

literature could even be profitable, as could continuing education for elders.  

Off-site courses that compete with the schools of preaching could also fully pay 

for themselves, as could upgrading the course of study for undergraduates to better teach 

progressive theology. 

 Most universities already publish slick periodicals for their alumni, funded out of 

their advancement offices. Publishing a periodical designed to re-unite the Churches 

would only be a little more expensive—and increased advertising revenue would more 

than pay for the effort. 

VII. Conclusions and summary 

• The unification of the Churches of Christ is so important that all who can help 

should feel compelled to do so—even if risk is involved. There are, after all, huge 
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risks involved in not resolving the problem. The stakes are souls—not to mention 

the survival of our great universities.  

• The tools available to seek unity are very, very limited. For example, there is 

presently no one place where the two sides may meet and honestly and fairly 

discuss their differences. Hence, absent visionary leadership by an institution of 

considerable influence, division is inevitable, barring divine intervention. 

• This problem is exacerbated by the failure of the progressives to articulate a well-

defined theology that communicates what we should be saying to the 

conservatives. This failure further leaves the progressives susceptible to becoming 

too progressive, that is, failing to insist on the rules and limits that God really 

does insist on. In fact, this is very much the history of the Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ), among many other denominations that have sunk into 

theological liberalism. (This should be a very scary thought). 

• There is no progressive theological periodical of consequence. A new periodical 

ought to be founded, open to writers from both sides, edited neutrally—but with 

insistence on honesty, loving discourse, and fair play.  

• The institutions with the greatest power to make a difference are the universities. 

Among the actions that may make a dramatic difference are— 

� Founding a periodical as described above 

� Sponsoring lectureships that focus on the theological issues that define the 

division—perhaps encouraging speakers from both sides to spell out their 

differences and commonalities 

� Sponsoring a “continuing education” program for elders that presents both 

views for consideration and discussion 

� Making certain all their students are exposed to the theological views of 

the progressives and the story of the Restoration Movement, so students 

can see the division and pain caused by the theology of the conservatives 

� Producing more preachers with two-year degrees by offering off-site 

programs that compete head-to-head with schools of preaching, providing 

a better education and a more valuable degree—and unburdening the 

Church from men taught a vitriolic, hateful version of Christianity that 

compels congregations to attack and even lie about each other. These 

schools should be taught at as many locations as possible or as 

correspondence courses, respecting the fact that many of the students have 

to work to support a family while studying for the ministry. 

Jesus promises blessings for peacemakers, and Paul tells us how to do so—  
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(2 Tim. 2:24-26)  And the Lord’s servant must not quarrel; instead, he 
must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. Those who 
oppose him he must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant 
them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth, and that 
they will come to their senses and escape from the trap of the devil, 
who has taken them captive to do his will. 

This sounds like a job for a university to me. 
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Appendix 1 

List of Schools of Preaching 

The following is an unofficial, slightly out of date, list of Church of Christ schools 

of preaching taken off the Internet:
6
 

• Abilene Christian University, College of Biblical & Family Studies, Abilene, TX 

Bay Area School of Religion, Pleasanton, CA  

• Bear Valley Bible Institute of Denver, Denver, CO 

• Biblical Studies Institute, Columbus, GA  

• Birmingham Bible School for the Deaf, Birmingham, AL  

• Bristol Road School of Biblical Studies, Flint, MI  

• Center For Christian Education, Irving, TX  

• Central Ohio School for Preacher and Teachers, Columbus, OH  

• Des Moines School of Evangelism, Des Moines, IA  

• East Tennessee School of Preaching and Missions, Knoxville, TN  

• Eastside School of Preaching, Duncan, OK  

• Fairbanks School of Biblical Studies, Fairbanks, AK  

• Florida School of Preaching, Lakeland, FL  

• Gateway School of Preaching, Fairview Heights, IL  

• Graduate School of Practical Ministries, Byesville, OH  

• Great Commission School, Nashville, TN  

• Harding School of Biblical Studies, Searcy, AR  

• Heritage University, Florence, AL  

• Kansas-Nebraska School of Biblical Studies, Sabetha, KS  

• Los Angeles Bible College, Los Angeles, CA  

• Memphis School of Preaching, Memphis, TN  

• Mount Carmel School of Biblical Studies, Mount Carmel, IL  

• Nashville School of Preaching, Nashville, TN  

• New York City School of International Missions, New York, NY  

                                                 

6
 Harding University has a two-year school of preaching that operates on its campus in Searcy, 

Arkansas. Although Abilene and Oklahoma Christian are listed in this table, I can find no evidence that 

either runs a two-year program. Pepperdine, Cascade, Rochester, Lipscomb, Faulkner, and Freed-

Hardeman do not appear at all. 
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• Northeast School of Biblical Studies, Clifton Park, NY  

• Northwest Florida School of Biblical Studies, Pensacola, FL  

• Oklahoma College of Bible and School of Preaching, McLoud, OK  

• Owasso School of Biblical Studies, Owasso, OK  

• School of Biblical Studies, Las Vegas, NM  

• School of Biblical Studies, North Little Rock, AR  

• School of Religious Studies, Greenville, MS  

• School of World Evangelism, Guin, AL  

• Southern California School of Evangelism, Buena Park, CA  

• Sunset International Bible Institute, Lubbock, TX  
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Appendix 2 

About the Author 

Jay Guin is an attorney practicing law in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, with his firm, 

Tanner & Guin, LLC, working primarily in the areas of finance, bond law, and low-

income housing. He was graduated from David Lipscomb College (now Lipscomb 

University) in 1975. He was graduated from the University of Alabama School of Law in 

1978.  

Jay is the author of The Holy Spirit and Revolutionary Grace and taught at the 

ACU Lectureship in 2006 on his unpublished manuscript Do We Teach Another Gospel? 

Regarding The Holy Spirit and Revolutionary Grace one reader wrote— 

That book really opened my eyes to things I had never realized 
before. My faith has been strengthened and I live a life of assurance 
and trust instead of insecurity and lingering doubts. … Not that I did 
such a good job but with the help of Jay’s book, [the preacher’s] 
preaching (which has been more outstanding than ever) and the good 
Lord; this congregation has grown and changed greatly. Seemingly 
everyone enjoys being together for church services—and many other 
times. We have never been a part of such an alive congregation. Our 
fellowships are wonderful. We have a lot of new members and lots of 
visitors every service (guest are even bringing guests) and our 
membership is back up to 397 per [the church secretary] this week. 
Please tell Jay “Thank You” for having the courage to stand up and 
point out scriptures that have been ignored, downplayed, and 
misused for so many years by the church in general. 

One reader of Do We Teach Another Gospel? recently sent Jay this comment— 

• I believe you have written a book that will be heavily scrutinized 
over time especially when it gets to the preachers of the far right 
camps in the churches of Christ.  

• With that said I say to you bravo because I believe you wrote 
your book with all the love and yet with all the urgency that needs 
to be placed on this.  

• I hope and pray that your book will find its way into the hands of 
all the people I grew up with so they can truly see the danger of 
this elitism that they live in as I once lived in it too.  

Jay has been an elder for three years at the University Church of Christ in 

Tuscaloosa. He has taught Sunday School classes nearly every Sunday since 1978.  
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Jay is the husband of the former Denise Hendrix, whom he met at David 

Lipscomb. Jay and Denise are the parents of fours sons, two of whom are graduated from 

Harding University and two of whom are still in high school. 


