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[Bill Hull] knew more than well enough the trials of a peacemaker standing  
determinedly between two hostile sides. Standing so, he was “seeking clarity 
rather than victory,” as he believed his faith required him to do. In this last testi-
mony, out of his knowledge and his experience, he accomplished a momentous 
and greatly needed clarity.

Novelist and poet Wendell Berry,
in a letter to David Hull

Bill Hull possessed one of the brightest and keenest minds among Baptists of 
his generation. Through his preaching, teaching, and writing he demonstrated 
a special gift of bringing wisdom, clarity, and challenge to difficult and signifi-
cant issues. He was a consummate theological middleman, bridging the unique  
domains of the academy and the church. In this his last book, written in the final 
days of battling a debilitating terminal illness, he pushes the reader toward rec-
onciling two polarities that seem irredeemably opposed and ultimately incom-
patible. For Christians weary of the culture wars and repulsed by the ugliness of 
partisan politics, Conservatism and Liberalism in the Christian Faith is a helpful 
guide. Bill Hull leaves the legacy of a generous book that is creative, redemptive, 
honest, and hopeful. 

J. Bradley Creed, President
Campbell University

Buies Creek, North Carolina

William E. Hull’s work, Conservatism and Liberalism in the Christian Faith, 
warns us against falling into the trap of “false choices” by looking for ways to 
build bridges between seemingly opposing viewpoints. Hull shows us how a 
truly Christian compromise doesn’t violate anyone’s integrity, but offers instead 
a path toward reconciliation that raises the possibility of a future forged in coop-
eration and mutual beneficence, both hallmarks of the historic Baptist witness 
and one with which Mountain Brook Baptist Church is so pleased to be a part.

Doug Dortch, Senior Minister
Mountain Brook Baptist Church

Birmingham, Alabama



The rare combination of gifts and commitments I found in Bill Hull form the last-
ing portrait of a scholar and pastor whom the late John Claypool called “the hardest 
working man I’ve ever known.” It will be no surprise to anyone who knew him, then, 
that Bill finished this last book even while working through the tortured paroxysms 
of ALS, which systematically took his voice and his motor skills—though even the 
tentacles of death were no match for Bill’s scholarship and Christian conviction. 

Few honest academics have shared Bill’s pastoral passion for church and con-
gregation, and fewer pastors have even begun to grasp the broad range of disciplines 
he had mastered. Bill exercised these dual passions in a time of schism that ruptured 
his beloved denomination, left and right, and that continues to threaten the nation 
at large. 

It is appropriate, then, that a thoroughgoing dissection and analysis of our bi-
furcated conscience is the focus of this, his final gift of scholarship. And his most 
generous contribution, a lasting tribute to his legacy, is his unique, visionary capacity 
to see a path of harmony and synthesis for church and state, so beautifully endowed 
is humanity with God’s generous diversity. 

Bill Hull embodied the right and righteous desire of the conservative: making 
the collective wisdom of a lived tradition the foundation of our present, while simul-
taneously embodying the spirit of the liberal: marching fearlessly into an unknown 
future, clearing new paths, even proclaiming new truths without fear or hesitation. 
As with everything else Bill Hull taught me, I know I will do well to try to follow 
his lead.

Russ Dean, Co-pastor
Park Road Baptist Church
Charlotte, North Carolina

Somebody told me in the 1980s, “Bill Hull has a mind big enough to understand 
all sides of the denominational dispute. He can explain the position of opponents 
better than they can.” He kept on explaining in 2013, even after degenerative disease 
silenced his speech. 

His conversation with God intensified. His mind rose to new heights of per-
spective. He reached into the depths of his mind to assimilate great knowledge. He 
laboriously, relentlessly, overflowed his synthesis of life through a fountain pen onto 
sheets of paper that fell to the floor. 

He was a man on divine mission. Awesome! Unforgettable. We can now read 
the last words of Bill Hull. “God approved of his gifts; Bill being dead yet speaks” 
(Heb. 11:4). We should read and heed.

Catherine B. Allen, Hull Legacy Committee
Mountain Brook Baptist Church

Birmingham, Alabama



A French philosopher said, “No man is strong unless he bears  

within his character antitheses strongly marked.”. . . Not ordinarily  

do men achieve this balance of opposites. . . . But life at its best is a creative 

synthesis of opposites in fruitful harmony. The philosopher Hegel said that 

truth is found neither in the thesis nor the antithesis, but in an  

emergent synthesis which reconciles the two.

—Martin Luther King, Jr.
Strength to Love
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Foreword

In Conservatism and Liberalism in the Christian Faith: Toward a Moder-
ate Approach, William E. Hull—scholar, educator, pastor, preacher, 
mentor—provides strategies for understanding and responding to 

what seem incessant fractures within the Christian church, ideologically 
represented in our time by the labels “conservative” and “liberal.” Hull 
knew those labels well, not only from his academic research, but also in 
his own person, particularly in his long association with the Southern 
Baptist Convention (SBC). Indeed, Hull uses America’s largest Protestant 
denomination (ca. 14 million and declining) as something of a case study 
for illustrating the larger dynamics of his analysis. 
 For many, Hull personified those dynamics in himself. Baptist 
conservatives saw him as the consummate liberal, promoting modernity 
in his approach to biblical criticism and theological speculation. Yet for 
many liberals, Hull was the conservative “company man,” representing 
institutional establishments amid accomplished academic rigor. Hence 
this book, Hull’s literal “last words,” aimed, he says, at “reconciliation” 
of issues, ideas, and attitudes that, in his view were present from the 
church’s beginnings, and necessary for its survival! 
 Before we attribute conservative and liberal approaches solely to 
the so-called modern or postmodern eras, Hull asks us to recognize 
their presence in first-century Christianity. Thus Hull identifies certain 
apostolic “conservatives” such as James who sought to retain various 
Jewish boundaries for anchoring and informing the fledgling Christian 
communities. He also explores the approach of apostolic “liberals” such 
as Stephen and Paul who pushed those boundaries beyond Judaism until 
the Gentiles “received the gospel.” Consequently, he traces the roots of 
both ideologies from the earliest Christian communities, placing modern 
conservatism and liberalism within the broader context of longtime bibli-
cal, historical, and theological debates and perspectives 
 Hull’s intent is to enlighten in an attempt to reconcile disparate 
groups within the church, or at least encourage recognition that those 
disparate approaches to faith, dogma and yes, even gospel, were and 
remain elements of Christian identity. Using Baptists as one historical 
example, Hull insists that their radical/liberal response to seventeenth-
century religious establishments reflects their conservative attempt to 
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return to an earlier vision of the church, lost, they believed, across centu-
ries of religious establishmentarianism. In his words, for early Baptists, 
“the only way to conserve the normative past was to rebel against the 
traditional past.” They broke with the “normative” church of their era “in 
order to forge a forgotten continuity with the New Testament church.” 
For Hull, Baptist beginnings represented a creative, albeit often chaotic, 
relationship between certain liberal/conservative insights. I’m still think-
ing on that. 
 Likewise, Hull stretches the limits of conservative/liberal outlooks 
and attitudes in his chapter on theology, exploring topics such as these:

UÊÃV�>Ì���}ÞÊ�ÃÊ��`½ÃÊ iÜÊ�>ÞÊÌ�i�Ê�ÀÊ��Ü¶®
UÊÊ
�À�ÃÌ���}ÞÊ��ÜÊ��}�ÌÊ�ÕÀÊºÕ�w��Ã�i`Ê
�À�ÃÌ���}�V>�ÊiÛi�Ì»Ê`iw�iÊ
º>Ê`�ÃÌ��VÌ�ÛiÊ
�À�ÃÌ�>�ÊV��ÃiÀÛ>Ì�Ã�Ê>�`Ê��LiÀ>��Ã�»¶®
UÊÊ*�iÕ�>Ì���}ÞÊº�vÊÌ�iÊÃ�ÕÀViÊnever changes,” but “the situation always 
V�>�}iÃ]»ÊÌ�i�ÊÜ�iÀiÊ�ÃÊÌ�iÊ-«�À�ÌÊ��Û��}Ê�ÕÌÊ>�i>`Ê�vÊÕÃ¶®

In this brief book, Hull calls us to account, whatever our ideology of 
theology and gospel. Churches and schools should find it a valuable 
introduction to ways of confronting diverse ideas and thought-forms.
 And now to full disclosure: I am not terribly objective about Bill 
Hull and his ideas. Dr. William E. Hull employed me for two of the three 
legitimate jobs I have ever held as an academic. In 1975, as I was finish-
ing my Ph.D. at Boston University, he hired me, with faculty approval, 
to teach church history at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 
Louisville, Kentucky, where he was provost (chief academic officer). I was 
among the last of his “hires,” since in 1975 he departed the seminary to 
become pastor of First Baptist Church, Shreveport, Louisiana. 
 Some sixteen years later, he hired me again, this time at Samford 
University, where he was then provost. By that time I had become identi-
fied with the “liberal” element in the SBC, and, as he notes in this study, 
he was intentional about having me and my more conservative friend, 
Timothy George, together on the Samford campus. The plan worked, 
even as Hull received letters praising and/or blaming him for employing 
one or the other of us. I left Samford after five years to move to Wake 
Forest University, but his balancing plan continued with other represen-
tative conservative/liberal leaning faculty.



 At Samford, Bill and I had frequent lunches over which we discussed 
current events and research interests. He never let me get away with 
anything, exploring ideas and pressing me on every thesis I proposed—
and demanding that I push back. It was great learning and great fun, for 
both of us, I think. In short, Bill Hull gave me a first and second start: the 
first when I was a fledgling professor learning the academic ropes, and the 
second when conservative/liberal conversations turned to diatribe and 
schism at the very educational institution that offered me a start. He 
helped me begin and continue, and I am ever grateful.
 So this fine work, written with both insight and courage on his way 
out of this world as a result of ALS, represents Bill Hull’s final attempt at 
reconciliation, or at least recognition that liberal/conservative ideas and 
ideologies are essential, inescapable, and unending, even in the Church 
of Jesus Christ. For Hull, they are realities that were present from the 
church’s origins, but they need not (he might say must not) destroy the 
Spirit of Christ that unites us all whether we like it or not. Perhaps in 
listening to him we will better learn to listen to one another, differing 
without destroying each other and the Body of Christ. 

Bill J. Leonard 
James and Marilyn Dunn Professor of Baptist Studies 

and Professor of Church History
Wake Forest University, Winston-Salem, North Carolina
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Preface

My dad hoped that he would live long enough to finish writing a 
book about dying. For several years he had been on a journey 
with ALS (Lou Gehrig’s Disease). His book, The Quest for a 

Good Death, was the story of his experience and it offered guidance to 
others as they faced death. All my life I had learned how to live from my 
father. In those years following the diagnosis of his terminal disease, I was 
learning how to die from him as well. He did live long enough to finish 
the story, even though the book was published after his death.
 And then Dad kept on living. . . . After finishing his final book, what 
Ü�Õ�`Ê�iÊ`�Ê�iÝÌÊÜ�Ì�ÊÌ�iÊÀi�>����}Ê���Ì�ÃÊ�vÊ��ÃÊ��vi¶Ê	ÞÊÌ��ÃÊÌ��iÊ�iÊ
could not speak or eat or move anything but his hand and fingers. Yet his 
mind was still moving, and his spirit was not ready to give up. He kept on 
writing until he literally could not hold a pen any more. You are holding 
this last gift to the world.
 Why would he continue to write when it had become so physically 
`�vwVÕ�Ì¶Ê	iV>ÕÃiÊ�iÊ�>`Ê Ã��iÌ���}Ê Ì�Ê Ã>ÞtÊ��ÃÊ }À>�`Ã��Ê >�`Ê v>�Ì�vÕ�Ê
caregiver, Andrew Hull, was there to help—along with a wonderful team 
of other caregivers. But they could not do the writing for him. Only 
Bill Hull—the noted scholar, educator, pastor, and Baptist leader—could 
push through the overwhelming challenges in order to get the insightful 
thoughts from his head on to the paper for us to read. In his last months 
this became his mission.
 What was so important about writing a book about liberalism and 
V��ÃiÀÛ>Ì�Ã�¶Ê7�Ì�Ê>��Ê�vÊÌ�iÊ�LÃÌ>V�iÃÊÃÌ>�`��}Ê��Ê��ÃÊÜ>Þ]ÊÜ�ÞÊ��ÌÊ�ÕÃÌÊ�iÌÊ
Ì��ÃÊÌ�«�VÊLiÊÌÀi>Ìi`ÊLÞÊÃ��i��iÊi�Ãi¶Ê/�iÊ>�ÃÜiÀÊV��iÃÊvÀ��Ê>�Ê��ÌiÀÛ�iÜÊ
between my teacher, Dr. Walter “Buddy” Shurden, and my father.
 Not too long before my dad experienced the onset of ALS, Dr. 
Shurden posed twenty questions to him. Dr. Shurden later shared the 
questions and answers with me, and they were also published as “Bill 
Hull’s Twenty Questions” in Christian Ethics Today (Spring 2014,  
pp. 22-25). Question #14 was provocative: “What is the most important 
�`i>Ê��ÊÞ�ÕÀÊ��vi¶Ê�À>Vi¶Ê
>����}¶Ê-ÌiÜ>À`Ã��«¶Ê�ÃÊÌ�iÊChristian Century 
��ViÊ>Ã�i`°Ê¼7�>ÌÊ�`i>Ê�>ÃÊÕÃi`ÊÞ�Õ¶½»Ê�iÀiÊ�ÃÊ��ÜÊ�>`Ê>�ÃÜiÀi`ÊÌ�iÊ
question:
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In a word, my controlling idea is Reconciliation. I seek to 
overcome that polarization by which we keep apart those realities 
that belong together. Fear and anger almost always lurk where 
alienation is allowed to flourish. I deplore the ideological rigid-
ity that has rent both our denomination and our country into 
competing groups. I realize that both ideas and people differ 
greatly; therefore some type of uniformity is both impossible 
and undesirable, but I am always striving to achieve balanced 
complementarity even when it involves holding in tension a 
great deal of diversity.

 Reconciliation was a profound idea that did control Bill Hull. In fact, 
he spent the last ounces of his energy to share this idea with others. In a 
day of too much polarization and division, he had an idea that needed to 
be heard. After a lifetime in ministry that was divided up too starkly with 
terms such as “liberal” and “conservative,” he had an idea that needed to 
be heard. This book is his effort to “overcome that polarization by which 
we keep apart those realities that belong together.” He truly believed that 
liberalism and conservatism are “realities that belong together.” Now, 
that is an idea that needs to be heard! Thanks for listening.

David W. Hull



Introduction

I never imagined when I entered the Baptist ministry in 1950 that the 
categories of conservatism and liberalism would come to dominate 
and determine the success or failure of my vocation. The terms and 

their meaning played no part in the churches where I had been raised 
(1930-1950), nor did they influence the early years of my ministry 
(1950-1970). I became aware of fundamentalist movements (at Bob 
Jones University and Tennessee Temple, for example) that used this 
terminology, but they were on the fringes of Southern Baptist denomi-
national life.
 Suddenly, and to many surprisingly, a completely new emphasis 
arose that contended aggressively and successfully for control of the 
Southern Baptist Convention (1970-1990). At first, the leaders of this 
movement used “inerrancy” as their watchword, but, when it proved too 
complex for grassroots clergy and laity to understand, they shifted to 
“conservative” and its opposite “liberal”—which had the advantage of 
already being used by Southerners to explain their sudden shift from 
the Democratic to the Republican Party. The SBC had long been proud 
of its unity despite a good bit of intramural conflict, but this polarizing 
campaign shattered its solidarity for the foreseeable future.
 One might suppose that so momentous a schism would call forth 
a great deal of scholarly study by Baptist intellectuals of the key words 
“conservative” for the winners and “liberal” for the losers. Instead, the 
initial literature from both sides of the split was partisan and memoirist, 
as might be expected from so painful a rupture. Perhaps we are now far 
enough away from the infighting (1990-2010) to attempt a more objec-
tive approach controlled by the canons of established scholarship. 
 This book is a modest probe in that direction. It seeks to take no 
side, to interpret only the facts of the subject, and to mediate its under-
lying scholarship so as to be accessible, not only to Baptist scholars, but 
also to denominational leaders, pastors, and interested laity. Here, then, 
is a tract for the times that at least attempts to be serious with a light 
touch.
 An honest word about my own scholarship as reflected by the 
footnotes: In recent years I have majored on writing books instead of 
reading them. I could not do both because I have also struggled with 
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the latter stages of a terminal illness, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Sad 
to say, ALS has now done its paralyzing work on my arms and hands so 
that I can no longer pick up a book or turn its pages. I have been able to 
provide a brief bibliography of works consulted and to document in the 
endnotes all instances of direct dependence on a published source. Schol-
ars who note that these citations become sketchy after 1990 and almost 
non-existent after 2000 are encouraged to fill in the gaps.
 Despite these restrictions, I have decided to proceed with publication 
for two reasons. First, my dialogue here is not with the relevant literature 
or the scholars who produced it but with the way that the subject is being 
implemented in Southern Baptist life today.
 Second, I have been deeply involved on both sides of the struggle 
summarized above from its beginning to the present; thus, I felt obligated 
to share what I have learned both as a participant-observer and as a 
student of the relevant literature. I leave my readers to judge whether I 
have been fair to all of the available evidence.
 It is a pleasure to acknowledge my first serious treatment of this 
subject in the Deere Lectures delivered at the Golden Gate Baptist 
Theological Seminary in 1983. Revised portions of that presentation are 
embedded in the present work.

William E. Hull


