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To the congregation of River Road Church, Baptist,
which has always given its pastors a free and open pulpit and

which has expected its pastors to share their best preaching gifts in the 
proclamation of the Good News
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Foreword
Easter is experienced every Sunday at River Road Church, Baptist, in 
Richmond, Virginia. It is evident in the congregation that assembles 
in high expectation of worship. It exudes in the grand music of the 
Christian faith presented through voice and instruments, as well as the 
king of instruments. It also appears from the pulpit where the resurrec-
tion message is repeated through a variety of themes and subjects. Easter 
may be a once-a-year holy day for most Christian churches, but at River 
Road it is a continuum. 

The preached Word has been central among the River Road expe-
riences through five pastorates spanning sixty-five years. It has been 
characterized as a search for truth. Vernon Richardson, a pastor who left 
a lasting imprint upon the church, put it this way:

[River Road is] a church where we will be able to believe our beliefs. 
They ought to be true to the message of Scripture, for ours is an 
historical religion, intellectually respectable, responsibly held, 
subject to review in the light of new knowledge, and a witness to 
the whole of Christ’s church, not to an isolated fragment of it.

James Slatton, the pastor with the longest occupancy of the pulpit, 
once said: “We must all find the truth for ourselves. Truth is never wrapped 
in cellophane and handed out predigested. Well, it often is, actually, but 
you should not swallow it whole that way.” Truth is respected and exam-
ined from the River Road pulpit.

In the course of nearly seven decades, the pastors who occupied 
the pulpit have addressed many issues. David Browning, the founding 
pastor, considered communism. As early as 1970, Vernon Richardson 
preached about environmental issues. Nine years later, James Slatton 
delivered a sermon on the central issues that divided the Southern Baptist 
Convention and became known in short as “the controversy.” He also 
prepared a new sermon in the few days between September 11, 2001, 



viii

and the next Sunday. “We mourn not only the dead,” said the pastor. 
“We mourn also the loss of something more. What seems lost, and what 
we have begun to mourn, is a sense of freedom and security in which we 
moved about just a few short days ago.”

From the crow’s nest pulpit in the church’s sanctuary, the pastor may 
appear calm, cool, and collected. No one is aware of the nerves beneath 
the skin. Finally, in a sermon delivered as pastor emeritus, Jim Slatton 
confessed: “I never came or come into the pulpit without my heart being 
up in my throat. If I look under control, it’s sheer theater.”

In this collection of a few choice sermons among the many delivered 
at River Road, we must imagine what those in the pews never realized—
the energy and emotion that privately were poured into the creation of 
the sermons, the hopes and aspirations of the preacher, the long unseen 
years of preparation that gave foundation to a twenty-minute message. 
And the reader can find the Easter message—one small nuance of it—
carefully crafted within each sermon.

Fred Anderson

(Fred Anderson, a member of River Road Church, is executive director of the 
Virginia Baptist Historical Society and the Center for Baptist Heritage and Studies 
located on the campus of the University of Richmond.)



Preface
Preaching has always had a central place at River Road Church, Baptist. 
With an early connection to the University of Richmond faculty and 
students and the initial worship held in the university’s Cannon Memorial 
Chapel, this congregation, from its inception, has expected well-crafted, 
thoughtful, challenging, and intellectually informed preaching. The 
pastors who filled the pulpit of this congregation since its beginning in 
1945 have not disappointed the congregation. As John Killinger reminds 
us:

Preaching, at its best, is not a solo task. It is done by 
an individual, but it is the sum of many things—of the 
community of faith, the Bible the community holds at 
its center, the tradition of proclamation it has nurtured, 
and the gifts, experiences, and artifices of the preacher.1

The congregation of River Road Church helped form and shape lofty 
expectations of the preaching event in its sacred worship space. In fact, 
the very structure where worship takes place for this congregation played 
a large role over the years in preaching expectations. Granted, the current 
worship structure was not always a part of the regular worship, but plans 
for such a structure were designed early in its infancy.

The formative worship in the chapel on the university campus, the 
design of the university chapel for worship with its divided chancel and 
lofty architecture, and the beautifully planned and anticipated sanctuary 
all shaped the expectations for elevated preaching from the pulpit. “The 
proclamation of the gospel,” Jürgen Moltmann asserts, “always belongs 
within a community, for every language lives in a community or creates 
one.”2 The River Road Church community without question helped 
shape the dynamic preaching from the church’s pulpit.

The layout of the sanctuary itself beckons the worshipper to high 
expectations. On entering the building, designed in a Colonial style of 
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architecture, one’s eyes are immediately drawn to the high ceiling that 
magnifies the sense of calling into the presence of holiness. Looking 
down the center aisle, eyes are drawn to the cross on the communion 
table and to the stained glass window depicting Jesus as preacher, teacher, 
and healer. An open Bible is on the communion table reminding us of 
the story of redemption and God’s abiding love for humanity. From the 
church lectern, the Scriptures are read each week. The church building 
itself is shaped like a cross, reminding the worshipper of the one who laid 
down his life on a cross. 

The pulpit in the sanctuary is elevated up high, not to glorify the 
preacher, but so the preacher can be seen and heard more easily. The 
pulpit rests on a chalice-shaped pedestal in the nave of the church and is 
set out among the congregation to attest to the reality that the pastor is a 
part of that community of faith.

Thomas Long, the distinguished professor of preaching at Emory 
University in Atlanta, Georgia, states that the preacher must be seen from 
two perspectives. “First, in every way the preacher is a part of the congre-
gation, a member of the assembly who rises from the midst of the gathered 
people to perform the task of preaching.” But Long continues to note that 
the preacher also secondly “moves to a new position, getting up from the 
congregation to stand in front of the community.”3 The preacher has been 
called by the congregation for the very function of being a proclaimer, but 
he continues to be a part of the worshipping community.

The pulpit in the River Road Church has six sides, which depict that 
the one speaking here is not perfect, but, like all persons, is imperfect and 
incomplete as he or she proclaims the message as he or she understands it. 
We remember the number seven was the biblical number for perfection 
or completeness. While the preacher seeks to proclaim holy truth, the 
preacher is also a human with imperfections.

The image of “the shield of faith” is located around the top of the 
pulpit and depicts the preacher’s dependence on faith as the Word is 
heralded. The canopy over the pulpit dates to the ancient past when 
nothing in worship was to be uncovered, including the heads of those 
who worshipped in the building. Today, it serves as a sounding board to 
assist in the hearing of the preached Word. The “wine glass-shape” of the 
pulpit pedestal reminds us that Jesus is the one who brings us “new wine,” 
or new life, as we respond to the redeeming Word proclaimed from the 
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pulpit. Vernon Richardson’s sermon, “Meaning in Material,” gives a vivid 
description of the church sanctuary, the pulpit, and the meaning of all its 
components.

The membership of River Road Church, Baptist, includes a wide 
spectrum of persons of varying educational attainments, wide economic 
levels, and all ages from children to seniors. They represent a variety of 
careers including merchants, trades, professions, community leaders, 
and educational faculty in the local schools, colleges, graduate schools, 
and seminaries. No matter the educational level of the membership, the 
church sought a highly educated clergy. The pastors called to serve River 
Road Church came with advanced graduate studies and earned doctor’s 
degrees.

The five preachers in this volume span almost seven decades.  Each 
stayed a length of time to accomplish the challenges he faced in the build-
ing up of the congregation and the enhancement of the spiritual life of 
the membership. The third pastor, Vernon Richardson, had his tenure cut 
short by illness and death. James Slatton was pastor for thirty-one years, 
almost half the life of the church. Each preacher brought different gifts of 
preaching, management styles, craftsmanship, and vision.  

Most of the sermons in this collection were available in complete 
manuscript form, such as the ones delivered by Woodrow Hasty, Vernon 
Richardson, James Slatton, and Michael Clingenpeel. The sermons 
crafted by David Browning, now deceased, were only available in outline 
form except for two, “The Mysteries of Life” and “This Is My Body.” The 
outlines, however, were thorough, and made it possible to flesh them out. 
The exact dates when some of Browning’s sermons were preached at River 
Road could not be determined due to the lack of many church bulle-
tins during that time period. All of the sermons were preached at River 
Road Church with the possible exception of the two manuscript sermons 
by Browning. They are included because they give a good example of 
Browning’s preaching. Unfortunately, we had few of his sermons in our 
collection. I selected the sermons by Browning, Hasty, and Richardson 
but gave Slatton and Clingenpeel the opportunity to select their own 
sermons for inclusion in this collection. 

This volume offers the reader a unique look into almost seventy years 
of preaching by the pastors of this special church. If the occasion of the 
sermon is known or the date it was delivered is known, then one or both 
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is included in a note with the sermon. The sermons address a variety 
of needs and occasions. Some of them were preached many years ago, 
but still have a freshness and contemporary tone. These sermons can still 
inspire, challenge, direct, and encourage a quest for deeper awareness of 
Christ and the meaning of the Christian faith and how it relates to our 
lives today.

Fred Craddock, who taught both preaching and New Testament and 
lectured and preached around the country and the world, declared that 
preaching finds power in its appropriateness to the context in which it is 
preached. In other words, he said “preaching has to fit.” “That’s why the 
preacher par excellence in this country,” he asserts, “is the pastor, because 
the pastor is able to say the word that fits.”4 In this collection of sermons 
from five different pastors who spoke in different decades, the sermons 
still speak today because they fit the occasion when they were preached. 
And they fit the needs of the congregation known as River Road Church, 
Baptist.

I want to express appreciation to Barbara Jackson for her assistance in 
locating sermons by the early pastors of River Road Church in the church 
archives and for her special editorial work. I also want to thank Sandi 
Bassett for her typing of many of the sermons in this collection, espe-
cially the ones by Browning that she typed from his outlines, scanning 
many others and assisting in various other ways. A special word of credit 
is also extended to Warren Johnson for the picture of the River Road 
Church pulpit on the cover of the book and photographs of the portraits 
of the former pastors and of Michael Clingenpeel, the current pastor. 
Special appreciation is extended to  the Endowment Fund of River Road 
Church for underwriting the publication of this collection of sermons. 
My prayer is that this collection will continue to affirm the importance of 
the preaching ministry of River Road Church, Baptist, and encourage the 
congregation to maintain its strong support of this church.

William Powell Tuck
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Contributions
The River Road Church, Baptist, Endowment Fund is pleased to under-
write the publication of The Pulpit Ministry of the Pastors of River Road 
Church, Baptist. This gift was made possible because of the foresight and 
dedication of church members who believed that practicing Christian 
stewardship includes establishing and contributing to the endowment 
fund. The fund directly supports the church and its programs as well as 
activities that the church would support if it had the funds. 

We are blessed to have this fund. As River Road’s general needs and 
the scope of its ministry continue to grow, we hope our support can grow 
as well. Most of the contributions received by the endowment fund since 
its inception were planned gifts, primarily bequests. We urge all members 
of River Road Church, regardless of their age and stage in life, to consider 
the Endowment Fund in their vision of Christian stewardship. If you have 
additional questions about the Fund, please contact a Board member or a 
member of the pastoral staff.
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A Pastor Preaching: Toward a Theology of the Proclaimed Word. He was 
awarded an honorary Doctor of Divinity degree from the University of 
Richmond, and in 1997 received the “Parish Pastor of the Year” award 
from the Academy of Parish Clergy. He and Emily are the parents of two 
children and four grandchildren.



Endorsements
“Are some churches more blessed of God than others, or are they simply 
lucky in the pastors they get? It says volumes of good things about River 
Road Church, Baptist, that they have called these five excellent preachers. 
You are wasting your time in telling me that preachers and preaching do 
not matter. And William P. Tuck, creative as always, devised in this book 
a new way to whet the appetite for local church history.” 

Walter B. Shurden
Minister at Large, Mercer University

Author, The Baptist Identity: Four Fragile Freedoms

“To speak of the elevated pulpit of River Road Church, Baptist, is much 
more than an architectural statement. This marvelous selection of sermons, 
drawn from each of the church’s five pastors, demonstrates the elevated 
style of scholarly, thoughtful, and faithful preaching that has character-
ized this church from its inception. Rooted in a deep piety that welcomes 
doubt and questioning, each of these ministers presents a gospel message 
that responds to the issues of their day with a courageous faith confronting 
a variety of social, political, and religious topics. You can read this book as 
an insightful church history, as a fine collection of sophisticated sermons 
with unforgettable illustrations, as a fascinating sociological study of a 
changing church community, or as simply biographical glimpses of five 
outstanding religious leaders of our day. However you read it, you will 
benefit from this description of how these masters of the craft of preach-
ing presented the gospel message with honesty, relevance, and challenge.” 

Tom Graves
President Emeritus,

Baptist Theological Seminary at Richmond


