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Introduction 

The Cooperative Baptist Fellowship (CBF) has long faced a particular challenge rooted in its 

own denominational makeup and historical background. As heirs to a long Baptist history, the 

CBF believes fervently in the principle of soul freedom. This principle becomes difficult to 

uphold in a group intent on preserving a big-tent mentality allowing for a diversity of thought 

while preserving a moderate and inclusive stance at the organizational level. This is the 

challenge of being a cooperative fellowship of Baptists, and I intend to argue here that the CBF 

has sometimes gone astray in their attempt to preserve this cooperative spirit. 

 In particular, I am here referring to the CBF’s Organizational Policy on Homosexual 

Behavior Related to Personnel and Funding, which prevents LGBTQ individuals from being 

hired as staff members or missionaries. The policy has been the source of much strife in recent 

years. This paper will examine sentiment regarding the hiring policy and the CBF’s recent step in 

responding to criticism of the policy: the Illumination Project. I will then assess the hiring policy 

as it relates to the principle of soul freedom. Ensuring our policies are most fully in alignment 

with all our principles is the only sure way to live into our identity as Cooperative Baptists. 

Soul Freedom: The Right to Deal with God on My Terms 

The freedom and competency of the individual to make decisions regarding their own spiritual 

life is one of the most fundamental tenets of Baptist doctrine. It is important enough to have been 

labeled as one of the “Baptist distinctives” set apart by Bill Leonard, to be among Walter 

Shurden’s Four Fragile Freedoms, and to be included as an important element of E.Y. Mullins’ 

Axioms of Religion.  
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As defined by Shurden, soul freedom is “the historic Baptist affirmation of the 

inalienable right and responsibility of every person to deal with God" without interference.1 

Mullins delves even deeper into the fundamental character of this freedom, stating that soul 

competency, to use his language,  

“simply asserts the inalienable right of every soul to deal with God for itself. It 

implies of course man’s capacity to commune with God. It assumes the likeness 

between God and man. It is based on the principle of the soul’s competency in 

religion. It asserts that on the question of spiritual privilege there are no such 

differences in human nature as warrant our drawing a line between men and 

claiming for one group in this particular what cannot be claimed for others. It 

denies that there are any barriers to any soul to any part of the Father’s grace. 

There can therefore be no special classes in religion. The spiritual belong to God’s 

family. They all have equal access to the Father’s table, the Father’s ear, and the 

Father’s heart.”2  

 

This right is fundamental not only to Baptist experience, but Christian experience more broadly, 

and “to deprive any soul of direct access to God is tyranny.”3 

This emphasis on soul freedom in Baptist life goes back to its beginnings with John 

Smyth and Thomas Helwys writing in 1612 that “God created man with freedom of will, so that 

he had ability to choose the good, and eschew the evil, or to choose the evil, and refuse the 

good.”4 This freedom of will is, furthermore, biblical. An example can be found in Mt 16.13-20, 

in which Jesus asks his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” Jesus’ question presupposes an 

agency on the part of his disciples to make a judgment for themselves about who Jesus is. Peter’s 

response in v. 16 further exemplifies the ability to state for ourselves our belief in Jesus as 

informed by our conscience. 

                                                 
1 Walter B. Shurden, The Baptist Identity: Four Fragile Freedoms, (Macon, GA: Smyth and Helwys, 

1993), 23. 
2 E.Y. Mullins, The Axioms of Religion, ed. C. Douglas Weaver, (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 

2010), 89, emphasis added. 
3 Ibid. 
4 William L. Lumpkin and Bill J. Leonard, ed., Baptist Confessions of Faith, 2nd Rev. Ed., (Valley Forge, 

PA: Judson Press, 2011), 117. 
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This emphasis on soul freedom reflects an individualism with a deep Protestant past. One 

could trace these ideas to Luther’s rejection of the Catholic establishment in favor of the 

priesthood of the believer. Perhaps a closer connection could be made to Schleiermacher’s 

emphasis on individual response to God. I would argue that this emphasis grew in large part out 

of a response to the Anglican establishment from which the early Baptists sought to escape. 

Smyth and Helwys and their Baptist community fled England seeking freedom because they saw 

a narrow doctrinal conformity that limited spiritual expression. But, further, the early Baptists 

simply “wanted freedom from a state-enforced religion because they thought that the freedom of 

the human spirit was worth saving. They rebelled against the priority of institutionalism because 

they believed that the priority of the individual was worth saving.”5 

Important for our discussion is the fact that this emphasis on soul freedom should not 

only allow for but encourage spiritual diversity. Expectations of conformity run counter to 

everything the early Baptists fought for. As Shurden says, “Correct and accurate intellectual 

comprehension of the Christian faith has never been the basic demand in historic Baptist life . . . 

Five right responses to five right questions never made a Christian out of anyone.”6 

Southern Baptist Roots 

To fully understand how the CBF arrived in its current situation, we first must briefly address its 

theological “home,” if you will. The CBF grew out of the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC), 

and its current struggles cannot be fully grasped without an understanding of the structure and 

struggles of the SBC.  

                                                 
5 Shurden, Four Fragile Freedoms, 27. 
6 Ibid, 28. 
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The SBC was founded in 1845 as Baptists in the South chose to remove themselves from 

the Triennial Convention in response to the rejection of a slaveholder as a missionary.7 The 

denomination purportedly intended to create an association of Christians separate from the 

world, but on the contrary came to reflect in almost every way the culture they inhabited.8 As 

arbiters of the religion of the Lost Cause, SBC churches lamentedly became early adopters and 

perpetuators of the practices of Jim Crow. During Reconstruction, Southern churches rose to a 

position of prominence as they generated identity and dictated norms. The Southern Baptist 

church and pastor became central elements in small towns as they shaped practice and mediated 

a unique identity of “Southern Baptistness.”9 The SBC laid aside their prophetic voice, assuming 

a Southern identity over merely a Christian identity, falling into a state of “cultural captivity,” in 

the words of John Lee Eighmy.10 

The SBC has preserved the principle of soul freedom, albeit increasingly with some 

Calvinist caveats. The Baptist Faith and Message, as it currently reads, states that “In the 

beginning man was innocent of sin and was endowed by his Creator with freedom of choice.”11 

Through most of Southern Baptist history, the emphasis on individual freedom remained 

paramount. In the latter part of the twentieth century, however, this preservation of individual 

freedom for all began to wane, as certain factions within the SBC began to place limits on what 

was acceptable practice or doctrine. In the face of repeated controversy over the perceived 

                                                 
7 John McCardell, The Idea of a Southern Nation: Southern Nationalists and Southern Nationalism, 1830-

1860, (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1979), 192. For further discussion of the Triennial Convention and 

the conditions leading to the split, see Robert G. Gardner, “Triennial Convention,” in Encyclopedia of Religion in 

the South, Second Revised Edition, Samuel S. Hill, Charles H. Lippy, and Charles Reagan Wilson, ed., (Macon, GA: 

Mercer University Press, 2005), 795-796. 
8 Southern Baptist Convention, Proceedings, 1845, 

http://media2.sbhla.org.s3.amazonaws.com/annuals/SBC_Annual_1845.pdf, 19. 
9 Bill J. Leonard, Baptist Ways: A History, (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press, 2003), 48. 
10 John Lee Eighmy, Churches in Cultural Captivity: A History of the Social Attitudes of Southern Baptists, 

(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1972), 19-20. 
11 Lumpkin and Leonard, Baptist Confessions of Faith, 514. 
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encroachment of “liberalism,” conservatives moved to enforce confessions such as the Baptist 

Faith and Message as binding documents. Such moves limited the soul freedom of many within 

the SBC, and led to an exodus of those caught on the outside looking in. 12 

Cooperative Baptist Branches 

One such group forced into exile was the CBF. Having grown from the structure discussed 

above, it is clear to see where Southern Baptist impulses may remain prominent in CBF life. The 

CBF was not formed out of desire but out of necessity; this is a group made up of those who 

wished more than anything to remain Southern Baptists. That identity of “Southern Baptistness” 

was of great value to those of the SBC, and to lose it was a painful experience.  

 For the sake of brevity, I will here discuss only the CBF commitment to soul freedom. 

CBF continues to hold this tenet as an important marker of their Baptist identity, perhaps 

emphasizing this moreso than Southern Baptists in their prominent display of soul freedom as 

one of its Core Values.13 One could argue that the encroachment of neo-Calvinism in SBC life 

has led to a declining emphasis on soul freedom, whereas the CBF has attempted to adhere more 

closely to the concept as averred by Mullins as central to our religious life. 

 This commitment to freedom is also something of a resistance to the SBC’s penchant for 

doctrinal conformity from which the CBF fled in the first place, as evidenced by the large 

                                                 
12 This is by no means an exhaustive treatment, for further information, consider such resources as Charles 

Reagan Wilson, Baptized in Blood: The Religion of the Lost Cause, 1865-1920, (Athens, GA: University of Georgia 

Press, 1980); Rufus B. Spain, At Ease In Zion: A Social History of Southern Baptists 1865-1900, (Tuscaloosa, AL: 

University of Alabama Press, 2003); Samuel S. Hill, Southern Churches in Crisis Revisited, (Tuscaloosa, Alabama: 

University of Alabama Press, 1999); and Keith Harper, ed.. Through A Glass Darkly: Contested Notions of Baptist 

Identity, (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 2012); Nancy Tatom Ammerman, Baptist Battles: Social 

Change and Religious Conflict in the Southern Baptist Convention, (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 

1995); Barry Hankins, Uneasy in Babylon: Southern Baptist Conservatives and American Culture, (Tuscaloosa: The 

University of Alabama Press, 2002),; Walter B. Shurden, Not a Silent People: Controversies That Have Shaped 

Southern Baptists, (Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys Publishing, 1995); and Bill J. Leonard, God’s Last & Only Hope: 

The Fragmentation of the Southern Baptist Convention, (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, 1990). 
13“Core Values,” Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, http://www.cbf.net/core-values/. 
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number of articles in the recently-released CBF at 25: Stories of the Cooperative Baptist 

Fellowship, itself written in honor of “Free and Faithful Baptists on the 25th Anniversary of the 

CBF,” which focus on or reference freedom as a defining element in the formation and growth of 

the fledgling denominational group.14 But, in spite of this claimed commitment to soul freedom 

for all, a difficulty persists in the diverse theological makeup of the CBF. Given such a gathering 

of Baptists across the theological spectrum, many of whom were raised within the institutions of 

the SBC and imbued with its values and unique expectations of identity and norms, how would 

harmony be preserved?15 

Hiring Policy 

An example of this difficulty can be seen in the CBF’s hiring policy. This policy, the 

Organizational Policy on Homosexual Behavior Related to Personnel and Funding, was adopted 

in 2000 by the CBF’s Coordinating Council. It reads as follows: 

    As Baptist Christians, we believe that the foundation of a Christian sexual ethic 

is faithfulness in marriage between a man and a woman and celibacy in 

singleness. We also believe in the love and grace of God for all people, both of 

those who live by this understanding of the biblical standard and those who do 

not. We treasure the freedom of individual conscience and the autonomy of the 

local church, and we also believe that congregational leaders should be persons of 

moral integrity whose lives exemplify the highest standards of Christian conduct 

and character. 

    Because of this organizational value, the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship does 

not allow for the expenditure of funds for organizations or causes that condone, 

advocate or affirm homosexual practice. Neither does this CBF organizational 

value allow for the purposeful hiring of a staff person or the sending of a 

missionary who is a practicing homosexual.16   

                                                 
14 Aaron D. Weaver, ed., CBF at 25: Stories of the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, (Macon, GA: Nurturing 

Faith, 2016).  
15 This big tent approach had not necessarily persevered so well in its Southern Baptist manifestation, cf. 

Leonard, God’s Last and Only Hope.  
16 CBF Coordinating Council, Organizational Policy on Homosexual Behavior Related to Personnel and 

Funding. Of note is the fact that when one searches for the hiring policy on the CBF website, the page no longer 

exists and the visitor is redirected to a page discussing the 2017 General Assembly, as 

http://www.thefellowship.info/media/import/4ff861e3-6f0d-40a0-8eff-dba9c01f884b.pdf now appears to redirect to 

http://www.cbf.net/generalassembly/exhibitor/. 
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Of particular note in this policy is the explicit mention of a commitment to soul freedom and 

church autonomy. The policy does not dictate standards for churches, and thus it could be argued 

that the CBF has here established a policy which does not infringe on these values. I think it is 

also worth noting that there is explicit mention of the need for clergy to exemplify moral 

integrity. Regardless of whether or not the policy applies to every church, this mention of clergy 

integrity in relation to the statement regarding the hiring of LGBTQ individuals does cause the 

reader to make certain connections about CBF’s expectations. 

To gain a better understanding of general sentiment regarding the hiring policy, I 

distributed a questionnaire to individuals with varying levels of involvement in CBF life. In 

response to questions about the origination of the policy, most answers were similar. Only one 

respondent had been involved with the Coordinating Council in the years prior to 2000, and this 

person was also involved with the planning of the 2000 Assembly. Even so, this respondent 

states that they “did not know of plans to adopt a policy (let alone the specifics) until shortly 

before the assembly convened.”17 The policy arose in response to a perceived need for unity in 

the face of Southern Baptist criticism over CBF’s liberalism. The goal was “to preserve 

fellowship and to hold together different ideological viewpoints.”18 The move was described as 

“pragmatic” by one respondent, with the CBF’s hope being that the decision was framed in such 

a way that it would not “potentially divide the membership.”19  

There was broad lament among the respondents regarding the policy’s impact on CBF 

life. While the policy has “reassured” some, it has also led to many departures.20 The policy is 

                                                 
17 Respondent 1, questionnaire, March 7, 2017.  
18 Respondent 2, questionnaire, March 12, 2017.  
19 Respondent 3, questionnaire March 9, 2017. 
20 Respondent 1. 
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viewed as having acted as a “deterrent to what would have been a more natural migration of 

subsequent generations to CBF.”21 While noting the influence of hindsight, one respondent 

described the cost of the policy as “significant,” wishing that the “ugliness of the Atlanta meeting 

in 2001, as well as the hurt and division” since, could have been avoided.22 Words such as 

“embarrassment” were used, and it was described as sending “a chilly message to our LGBTQ 

brothers and sisters.”23  

Illumination Project  

In response to a growing number of individuals voicing concerns regarding the hiring policy, the 

CBF has begun to take steps to respond. At the 2016 General Assembly, Executive Coordinator 

Suzii Paynter announced the next step the CBF would be taking. Multiple sessions at this 

General Assembly would be devoted to hearing concerns from CBF members, and a new 

program was announced: the Illumination Project. 

 Developed by the Governing Board, the Illumination Project’s intent is “to illuminate the 

qualities that have built unity in CBF, and through discernment, to identify intentional processes 

by which we can maintain and grow unity through cooperation.”24 The document distributed at 

this gathering acknowledged the difficulty in discerning the boundary between issues of church 

and issues of culture, concluding that the CBF’s role as a partner in ministry “can be strained 

when attention is overly focused on cultural issues that divide us.”25 One of the final questions in 

this document represents the greater question for the CBF: “Can CBF be a big tent with 

                                                 
21 Respondent 4, March 26, 2017.  
22 Respondent 2. 
23 Respondent 5, March 9, 2017 and Respondent 3.  
24 Governing Board of the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, “Illumination Project,” 2016. 
25 Ibid. 
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cooperative culture?”26 The challenge goes beyond merely maintaining a big tent, as the tent 

must be maintained without forcing anyone outside. 

 While some in CBF life perceive the Illumination Project as too little, too late, others 

have rejected the need for it at all. Baptist ethicist Robert Parham was among these, questioning 

the necessity of such a project and seeing other issues as more important.27 Parham is not alone 

in his line of thinking that there are more pressing issues for the CBF.28 Many in this camp 

represent what one respondent describes as CBF’s penchant for “wringing its hands and fretting 

over whether younger Baptists were going to come along behind the founding generation and 

validate their legacy.”29 Parham’s article reflects an appreciation for CBF’s past coupled with a 

disconnect from what matters to younger generations and those outside of his realm of 

experience. 

 Questionnaire responses offered a mixture of hope and cynicism. While there was hope 

found in that this project “could serve as a model for ongoing conversation about essential 

issues” and could lead to a response to this issue that is pleasing to those across the spectrum, 

there was far more discomfort with the project.30 Called a “brilliantly typical stall tactic . . . to 

kick the can down the road” and a “doomed effort to dialogue our way to consensus,” some saw 

the project as harboring the potential to “bury or obfuscate” the goal.31 Some also expressed 

misgivings about the project’s methodology, noting the small number of churches in the sample, 

                                                 
26 “Illumination Project.” 
27 Robert Parham, “Observations on CBF’s 25th Anniversary,” EthicsDaily.com, June 30, 2016, 

http://www.ethicsdaily.com/observations-on-cbfs-25th-anniversary-cms-23505. 
28 Parham specifically questions whether the Illumination Project will “lead to church growth and expanded 

global mission efforts.” This is a prime example of the way in which some CBF members are simply Southern 

Baptists in new clothing. The emphasis on revivalistic methodology which was so prominent in Southern Baptist life 

has lived on in CBF life, and perhaps admirably so. But, when we are so focused on growing churches and 

evangelizing foreign lands that we neglect the souls at our own doorstep, this is an issue which must be addressed. 
29 Respondent 4. 
30 Respondent 3. 
31 Respondents 4, 5, and 1. 
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“only the top 300 giving churches,” left them with the sense that “there are some who are leading 

this initiative who are operating with a foregone conclusion of what the outcome will be.”32 

Understanding the Hiring Policy in Relation to Soul Freedom 

How can we understand this hiring policy, and the efforts of the Illumination Project, given our 

earlier discussion of soul freedom as a distinctive of Baptist life? Is the hiring policy fully in line 

with this central Baptist principle?  

 Many of the respondents to the questionnaire stated that the policy runs counter to CBF 

identity or the traditional Baptist commitment to soul freedom. The difficulty in this particular 

case, as noted by other respondents, is the challenge of negotiating soul freedom, local church 

autonomy, and decision-making at CBF’s organizational level. At one level, the policy is 

acceptable in that it does not dictate binding restrictions to churches. However, I argue that the 

policy is still infringing on soul freedom in two respects. In one respect, as stated previously, the 

troubling inclusion of a Baptist commitment to clergy who exemplify moral integrity in such 

close proximity to a statement on right marital relations makes it appear as though CBF would 

prefer that its clergy oppose non-traditional marriage.33 More importantly, whether churches and 

individuals retain their personal soul freedom is immaterial to the fact that those who wish to 

serve at a CBF office or answer a call to mission work face being turned away based on who 

they are or who they love. This is not allowing for personal freedom of expression under the 

guidance of the Holy Spirit. If anything, this quenches it. Even if this is “limited” to the 

organizational level, that is not acceptable in a traditional Baptist framework of soul freedom. 

 

                                                 
32 Respondent 2. 
33 CBF Coordinating Council, Organizational Policy on Homosexual Behavior Related to Personnel and 

Funding. 
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Conclusion 

To conclude, it is time for the CBF to take a stand. The name of this “denomi-network” is the 

Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, and its current credo is “forming together.” CBF must be 

intentional about living into each of these words. The group must cooperate to preserve its big 

tent. It must preserve Baptist commitments to soul freedom. It must remain in right fellowship 

with one another despite differences. And it must truly continue forming and growing together. 

The hiring policy at the center of this discussion runs counter to traditional Baptist 

conceptions of soul freedom. A Task Force addressing the issue in 2012 and the Illumination 

Project are a step in the right direction, but CBF should also take note of steps taken by the 

Alliance of Baptists, such as their Task Force on Human Sexuality established in 1992 and 

subsequent efforts to educate their churches and pastors through provision of resources and 

fostering discussion.34 Finally, it would be wise to remember the words of Walter Shurden, 

which are especially pertinent in this case: “To take Soul Freedom seriously, we must be 

prepared to accept the diversity of religious experience.”35  

                                                 
34 Andrew Gardner, Reimagining Zion: A History of the Alliance of Baptists, (Macon, GA: Nurturing Faith, 

2015), 32. 
35 Shurden, Four Fragile Freedoms, 29. 


