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Virgil A. Olson, Professor Emeritus, Bethel College and Seminary | If
names could be added to the roster of faith, as listed in the eleventh
chapter of the book of Hebrews, I would like to add: “By faith John
Alexis Edgren founded a seminary, and he believed that God would
provide for the needs.”
The spirit of Edgren is manifested in his response to his first student, Christopher Silene. Silene hesitated leaving Minneapolis to go
to Chicago to study because he lacked sufficient funds. Undaunted, Edgren wrote to his first
potential student: “Come, brother, God will provide.” And God did provide!
And what I want to do this evening is to tell the story of leaders at Bethel, who together
with their colleagues, believed that Bethel Seminary, Academy, and College were in the plan
of God, and that they were convinced that if they were faithful to the trust given to them,
God would provide.
It is a story of struggles, of failures, of victories, of poverty, of plenty. A story of disciples who,
when they were at their best, followed the Pauline maxim, “Walk by faith and not by sight.”
This address is based on a lecture, one of four, which was presented at the Adolf Olson
Memorial Lectureship, which was part of the program of the hundredth anniversary of Bethel
Seminary in 1971. I have made a number of modifications and corrections, but the basic
format of the lecture remains much the same as I gave nearly thirty-one years ago. There are
only a few here who were in attendance during that lectureship. And if I know them, their
memory is not that good that they would remember what I said three decades ago.



continued on p. 2

Ypsilanti, Michigan: Here We Come!
Ron Saari, Senior Pastor of Central Baptist
Church in St. Paul, Minn. | In just a week or
so, I’ll be making my journey with my wife
to the annual meeting in Michigan. Since
1972 we have missed only three annual
meetings. In 1976 I led a mission team to
Mexico. In 1990 we transitioned in pastoral
ministry from the Chicago area to St. Paul.
In 1996 I co-led a tour to Israel. I have always
considered the annual meeting an important
aspect of my summer planning.
This year in preparation for traveling to
Michigan I have mused as to whether this
year’s annual meeting will be remembered as



one of the milestone annual meetings of the It is my prayer that we will be able to rally
Baptist General Conference. After WWII we around Dr. Sheveland and that our focus
had a milestone annual meeting that
as a “Conference” will again be on
gave birth to the mission slogan
mission. It is my prayer that
In essentials
52 by 52. The BGC is always
we will find healing for the
UNITY
at its best when missions is
division that has separated
on our heart. The slogan
us. It is my prayer that our
In non-essentials
highlighted our dream of
historic pietistic themes of
DIVERSITY
52 missionaries by 1952. We
Sola Scriptura, Personal
In everything
met and exceeded that goal!
Conversion, Holy Living,
CHARITY
This year we will be electthe Great Commission and
ing a new president of the Baptist
Irenic Spirit will again be domiGeneral Conference. What will the
nant themes that are the heartbeat
leadership of Jerry Sheveland bring to us? of our Conference.
continued on p. 11
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One Step from Extinction, from p. 2

I want to consider two topics: First,
“Faith at the Crossroads,” and then secondly,
“The Cultural-Economic Lag of the Swedish
Baptists.”
Faith at the Crossroads

The Board of the Theological Seminary
has never assumed the support of this department, and under the pressure of the
times does not feel authorized nor able
to do so. Professor Edgren believes that
God has called him to this work, and he
clings to it with most heroic faith. But he
has now used up every available dollar of
his means. He has absolutely nothing left,
and unless help comes at once, he must, to
avoid starvation, abandon his work.¹
In response to this appeal, $414.50 came
in. It was a good amount but still far short
of the amount of $2,000 for which Morgan
pleaded. It was enough, however, to keep
Edgren and his family from giving up.
On another occasion, the funds had
diminished to the last five dollars. Edgren
prayed with his family for $25 which was
needed to keep going. Prayer had just been
offered when there was a knock at the door. It
was Dr. Osgood of the Seminary who offered
Edgren a check for $25, stating that someone
had recently sent this money to him designated for the Scandinavian department.

photo from bgc archives

During the initial years of Bethel’s history, under the leadership of Edgren, faith
was not just an academic and scriptural topic
to be discussed. It was a way of life!
Again and again the future (by that I
mean the immediate future: the next day,
the next week, the next term) was uncertain
as far as Edgren’s seminary was concerned.
When Edgren was invited by the Baptist
Union Theological Seminary to head up the
Scandinavian Department, he was responsible to raise his own salary. The Union
Seminary provided a library of 20,000 volumes and a place to meet. For six years the
Seminary was located at the present site of
the University of Chicago, and the remaining period of its Chicago years it resided
in a building in Morgan Park, a beautiful
residential district twelve miles south of
Chicago’s center.
Edgren became weary of going to the
churches that were less than enthusiastic
about supporting the school. At one time,
finances were so critical that Mrs. Edgren
went out to solicit funds. Professor T. J.

Morgan, of the Baptist Union Theological
Seminary, was a strong supporter of Edgren’s
program. He wrote in The Standard, the
American Baptist periodical, on one occasion in the fall of 1875 as follows:

In 1875 the district conferences (The General Conference did not organize until 1879)
pledged to give Edgren $800 a year.² This was
the largest promise of money that Edgren was
to receive from the churches while he stayed
with the school in Chicago. However, the reality of giving fell far short from the promises.
The average annual giving to the Seminary
from the Conference churches during these
years was only $423.00. The lowest amount
in 1884 was $107.31.³
When this period of Bethel’s history is
reviewed, one cannot help but admire this
pioneer of Conference Baptist ministerial
training. What a tenacity, dedication to a task,
and a faith that was rugged and realistic.
There is the other side of this faith venture. It was faith in God. And if God was
behind this man and this school, why did
he not shower supplies, pushed down and
overflowing, so there would be no room to
receive them?
Why keep Edgren just one step away
from extinction?
I don’t know the answer to that question. If
I was running the show, I think I would have
helped Edgren out a little more. But walking
by faith and not by sight is never easily understood and even more difficult to practice.
It not only takes the heart of faith to
act upon God’s promises, but it also takes
the eye of faith to discern God’s acts on the
premises.
And many, many times during the first
seventy-five years, Bethel was only one step
away from extinction.
Reading the minutes of the Board of
Education, especially during the first four
decades of this past century, it is evident
that while every effort was made to contact
churches and other financial resources for
support, and to manage the educational
programs with care and creativity, the final
outcome of paying off the indebtedness and
remaining financially solvent was always
looked upon as a miracle of God’s mercy.
Time and again funds would come in from
some unsuspected source to tie the program
over until the next crisis.
Here I can make an interesting illustra-



Bethel Academy, circa 1935
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Our Voice for Religious Liberty: The Baptist Joint Committee on Public Affairs
Vic Winquist, Retired BGC Pastor; former
member of the Governing Board of the Baptist Joint Committee | The Baptist General
Conference states in its Affirmation of Faith,
Article 10:
We believe that every
human being has direct
relations with God, and is
responsible to God alone
in all matters of faith; that
each church is independent
and must be free from interference by any ecclesiastical or political authority;
that therefore Church and
State must be kept separate
as having different functions, each fulfilling its duties free from
dictation or patronage of the other.
Unfortunately, there are those who call
themselves Baptists, even members of Baptist General Conference churches, who do
not really believe this statement defining
Religious Liberty.
It is important to realize that what we affirm as Religious Liberty is not based on legal
documents, but is deeply rooted in our understanding of the Scriptural teachings about the
nature of people created in God’s image. It is
also rooted in the very real, at times bloody,
historical experiences of Baptists.
Religious Liberty flows from our Biblical
understanding that God created us as free
moral agents with the ability to make individual decisions concerning faith. It is also
rooted in the pietistic understanding of the
nature of personal faith. To be truly authentic,
faith must be freely and willingly exercised.
The very early Baptist leaders in England
clearly understood this. James I of England,
the sponsor of the King James Version of
the Bible and an avowed enemy of Baptists
and other dissenters from the state church,
had Baptists thrown into prison. He stated,
“I will make them conform themselves or I
will harry them out of the Kingdom or else
do worse.” In response Leonard Buster, a
Baptist leader wrote in 1614 in his tract, Religious Peace—A Plea for Liberty Of Conscience,
“as kings and bishops cannot command the
wind, so they cannot command faith.” Roger
Williams, an early founder of the Baptist

church in America, later expounded further
on forced faith, “on its good days coerced
religion has produced hypocrites and on its
bad days rivers of blood.”
John Leland, a Baptist
minister and one of the
people responsible for the
first amendment to the constitution of the United States
stated, “let every man speak
freely without fear, maintain
the principles that he believes,
worship according to his own
faith, either one God, three
Gods, no God or twenty Gods,
and let the government protect him in so doing.”
The Baptist General Conference is part of
this historical heritage of Religious Liberty.
We were born in conflict, the conflict of Religious Liberty versus coerced faith. The Lutheran church in Sweden was granted state
church status in the 16th century. In an effort
to suppress other faiths in Sweden, the Conventicles Act was passed which prohibited



the assembly of people in homes for religious
purposes. For gathering in homes to study
the Bible and pray many early Swedish Baptists were arrested and imprisoned, some on
bread and water for 100 days. F. O. Nilsson,
one of the early Baptist pioneer leaders, was
banished from Sweden in 1850.
Many of these Swedish Baptist pioneers
came to America in search of Religious
Liberty. But unlike the Puritan fathers,
whose idea of religious liberty was liberty
for themselves to practice their religion as
they saw fit, but not liberty for others, the
Baptist leaders understood clearly that if
they wanted liberty for themselves they had
to grant this same liberty to others, even
those with whom they disagreed.
They also understood through bitter experience that a major barrier to Religious
Liberty was the intervention and interference
of the state in religious matters. This could
occur either by the state establishing and/or
subsidizing religion or by the state interfering with the freedom to exercise religion as
a person saw fit.
continued on p. 6

Bicentennial Tribute to the “Wall of Separation”
John F. Anderson, Associate Pastor, Central
Baptist Church in St. Paul, Minn.; Former
Executive Minister of the Minnesota Baptist
Conference | As the year 2002 began, an
important anniversary passed unnoticed by
most citizens of our great nation. Certainly
we as Baptists should be leading a celebration
by all who cherish religious freedom! Two
hundred years ago the recently inaugurated
President Thomas Jefferson, responded to an
autumn inquiry from a religious group who
wondered why Jefferson, unlike Washington
and Adams, seemed disinterested in calling
the nation to the observance days of prayer,
fasting or thanksgiving.
The historic response to the Danbury
Baptists was dated January 1, 1802:
Believing with you that religion is a
matter which lies solely between man
and God, that he owes account to none
other for his faith or his worship, that
the legislative powers of government
reach nations only, and not opinions,



I contemplate with sovereign reverence that the act of the whole American
People which declared that their legislature should, “make no law respecting the
establishment of religion” thus building a
wall of separation of Church and State.
Jefferson’s “wall” metaphor provides enduring insight into the interpretation of the
First Amendment to our Constitution. John
Leland, a Baptist leader in Virginia, opposed
the Constitution because it had no specific
guarantees for religious liberty. After a meeting with James Madison, Leland withdrew
as a candidate and through his support to
Madison who agreed to support a Bill of
Rights that would include guarantees of
religious freedom and separation of church
and state. Madison played a major role in
the development of the First Amendment
to the Constitution which reads:
Congress shall make no law respecting
an establishment of religion, or prohibitcontinued on p. 4
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Greg Boyd Resigns from Bethel College,
Spring 2002
G. William Carlson, Professor of History and Political Science at Bethel College | Dr. Greg Boyd resigned as Professor
of Biblical and Theological Studies in the Spring of 2002.
He balanced teaching at Bethel with being Senior Pastor of
Woodland Hills Church. Greg believes that God has called
him to devote more time to his pastoral, speaking, and writing ministries. When asked why he retired from Bethel he
told the students:
“Around January or February, one time on a Saturday
afternoon I felt I was really going into a funk. So I asked the
Lord to try to figure out the issue here and I finally entertained the idea or admitted it out loud. I said, ‘Lord, are you
asking me to resign from Bethel?’ The minute I even asked the question, it was like God
hollering from the clouds, ‘Duh! I have been telling you for over a year.’”
Over the past year Woodland Hills Church has moved into a new building and has
grown from 3000 to 5000 people in attendance. Around 700 have accepted Christ as
Savior and Lord in 2001. Greg Boyd has written a number of books including Letters
From a Skeptic (Chariot 1996), God at War (InterVarsity 1997), Satan and the Problem
of Evil (InterVarsity 2001), and God of the Possible (Baker 2000). Letters From a Skeptic
is a wonderful collection of letters between Greg and his father after which his father
accepted Christ as Savior and Lord. It is an effective evangelistic tool, especially for
those who are reluctant to consider the claims of Christ.
Dr. Boyd has had a Christ-honoring ministry at Bethel College over the past fifteen
years. Dr. Brushaber stated that “Greg has acted with complete integrity, always portraying
Christ-like compassion and understanding. The pastoral heart we have all observed in
him continues to draw him to an even greater ministry in the church.” Greg also defends
Christian beliefs in debates held at secular campuses throughout the nation.
Greg did not resign from Bethel because of the open theism controversy. The campus leadership has considered Dr. Boyd’s ideas, although a minority viewpoint, to be
within the bounds of the evangelical spectrum. In a recent interview, Boyd stated that
he felt “tremendously supported by the administration and the faculty throughout
this whole thing.”
He also wishes to thank the members of the Committed Pastors group for their willingness to encourage the Baptist General Conference to include Dr. Boyd’s theological
ideas within the bounds of the “Affirmation of Faith,” even though most of his fellow
conference members do not share his biblically-based commitment to open theism.
Although Dr. Boyd may have become frustrated at times with the constant attacks
against his theological beliefs, he felt it essential to embrace his opponents in the
spirit of civility and grace. In doing so he welcomed the Baptist pietist convictions of
the denomination, even John Edgren’s principles of theological discourse based on a
commitment to Sola Scriptura and a non-creedal heritage. He has always articulated a
bibliocentric and Christocentric theology and shared that enthusiasm with his students
and fellow faculty members.
The prayer on pg. 5 is Greg Boyd’s last commencement at Bethel College as a faculty
member. It is an excellent illustration of his Christian commitments and his desire
that students embrace Jesus Christ as Lord and cherish Kingdom values.
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ing the free exercise thereof, or abridging
the freedom of speech, or of the press; or
the right of people peaceably to assemble,
and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.
For over two hundred years our nation has
wisely resisted efforts to allow major breaches in the wall between church and state.
History is replete with tragic results
wherever Christian conformity and governmental enforcement has been present. Our
Swedish Baptist ancestors experienced this
first hand in the 19th century through the life
of individuals such as F. O. Nilsson. He was
banished from Sweden in 1850 for preaching
the Baptist message and refusing to support
many of the laws regarding church practice.
He argued that the Bible, not the official state
church, was the basis for determining spiritual truth and religious practice.
He came to the United States in 1853 and
played a role in planting Baptist churches
in Iowa and Minnesota. This summer I had
the opportunity to view Nilsson’s grave site
while participating in the memorial service
for Neal Floberg in Houston, Minnesota.
Likewise, recent history demonstrates the
moral void when governments refuse their
citizenry free expression of their religious
convictions. Seventy years of Soviet rule
were but one example of this practice. Today
in many nation-states we have examples of
religious repression because of the merging
of religion with the state. The distorted Islamic expressions of the Taliban and Osama
bin Laden have brought these values to the
forefront of our reality.
Forgetting or ignoring the precedence
and history of the relationship of religion
and governments makes us vulnerable to
short sighted solutions to complex social
problems. Government sponsored prayer,
religious school vouchers and funding of
religiously sponsored organizations challenge the principle that has served us so
well for two centuries.
President Jefferson’s immortal words
need to be pondered often, so that future
generations can continue to enjoy the first
of all freedoms—religious freedom.

Bethel College Commencement Prayers, May 25, 2002


Keep Their Eyes Fixed on You
Greg Boyd, Professor of Bible and Theology
at Bethel College | Heavenly Father, in awe,
we stand here today as undeserving recipients of the love, life, and joy you eternally
share with us in the fellowship with the Son
and Holy Spirit. Lord, our prayer for each
of these graduates is that they would live
out of the unsurpassable fullness of life that
you have given them in Jesus Christ. We
pray that they would in all times, all places,
and all circumstances be defined by you, by
what you have done for them at Calvary, and
not by the world, by other people, or even
by their behavior. Lord, we pray that they
would never, ever forget who they are and
whose they are. We pray they would forever
remember the incomprehensible price you
were willing to pay for each one of them and
for each one of us so we could live in love
before you now and forever.
Abba Father, out of the fullness of life you
have given them, we pray that each of these
students would be
Light in the midst of darkness,
Hope in the midst of despair,
Forgiveness in the midst of conflict,
Love in the midst of apathy and hate.
We ask that you preserve them as living
epistles reflecting your life and love known
and read by all people. Lord, we pray they
would before all people manifest the outrageous, reckless, and unconditional love that
you are and want to share with all, however
undeserving our culture may judge them to
be. Lord, whatever their vocations, O Lord,
we pray that the passion of their love will be
a puzzle so baffling to nonbelievers that they
are led to embrace Jesus Christ as Lord as the
only adequate explanation. We pray that by
their love others will come to know that you
are real and that you are love.
Finally, protecting Comforter, we ask you
to keep these students untarnished from the
love of the world. Protect their minds and
protect their hearts from the diabolic idolatry
of the American dream, from the life-sucking
illusion that life is found in things acquired,
money earned, and people impressed. Keep
their eyes, Lord, fixed on you and their hearts
always cherishing kingdom values.
In love, Lord, we ask that you bother

them profoundly if they ever forget that the
greatest joy of being blessed is in blessing
others. Help them to always have as their
first and highest priority the kingdom of
God while they simply trust that you will
add to their lives all that they need. Keep
them steadfast in the truth, the truth that
the fullness of life is found only in you and
that the only thing that ultimately matters is
overflowing with this life in grace and love
toward others.

We thank you Father for all these students have become, but we thank you even
more for what they are going to become as
you continue to grow them and live your
life through them. Heavenly Father, impact
the world profoundly through them. We are
confident that you who began a good work in
them will see it through to completion and
for this we give you our Highest praise.
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit, Amen.

Looking Out the Window
G. William Carlson, Professor of History and Political Science, Bethel College | It is the
end of the school year, Lord, and we have the opportunity to reflect on our experiences
as mutual learners. Over the past year I have had the opportunity to reflect on the joys
of “gazing out the window…”
As I looked out the window, this spring, I see:
Winter (sorta) turning into spring;
Children riding big wheels down the sidewalk;
People dashing with coats flapping trying to meet the bus;
An immigrant Hmong family trying to make it in their new country.
On this day of celebration, Lord, may we be Christians who, after we look out the window:
Celebrate the glories of the creation.
Engage children with the love and message of Jesus Christ.
Work and play using well the gifts that you have given to each of us.
Compassionately respond to people who hurt and reach out to those who suffer.
Lord, recently I have become overwhelmed by two stories of Christi ans and the windows
in their lives; stories that I have shared with students in my classes this spring.
A former President of the Southern Baptist Convention asked a Holocaust survivor
what she remembered most about her experience. She said the “empty windows.” As
she walked down the streets on her journey to the concentration camps she looked up
and saw only empty windows. Where were the members of the community who she had
previously known and loved? No one was watching.
In a second story, a philosophy professor cried when he read the account of a lone,
young Jewish boy sitting in a bus to be taken away to a concentration camp from the French
village of La Chambon. The Christian children of the community passed precious pieces
of chocolate to him through the window. They were unwilling to let him be alone.
Lord, may we, this day, be the people of God who are always willing to intentionally
look out the window;
Lord, may we, this day, be the people of God who never let those who experience
oppression pass by without being observed;
Lord, may we, this day, be the people of God who pass “pieces of chocolate”
through the window to people who hurt;
Lord, may we, this day be the people of God who use the gifts that we have
developed over the past few years to live out the healing presence of Christ.
Lord, we ask you to bless this ceremony and all who participate. Amen.
~5~



Religious Liberty, from p. 3

This was the reasoning behind the first
amendment to the constitution of the United
States, strongly supported by Baptists which
says, “Congress shall make no law respecting
an establishment of religion or prohibiting
the free exercise thereof.”
So, from both a Biblical understanding of
the nature of people created in God’s image
with the ability to choose either faith or un-

belief, and from a history of persecution, true
Baptists have always stood for Religious Liberty and its corollary, the separation of church
and state. Separation of church and state simply means, as the first amendment clearly implies, that government should not be involved
in promoting or subsidizing religion, nor
should it prohibit the practice or non practice
of religion as a person deems appropriate.

Neal Floberg, Champion of Baptist Pietism
G. William Carlson, Professor of History and Political
Science, Bethel College | This spring I participated in
the memorial service for Neal Floberg that was held at
the Houston Baptist Church in Minnesota. Neal was
a distinguished Christian leader in the Baptist General
Conference. He pastored churches in Sturgeon Bay,
Wisc.; Warren, Pa.; Eau Claire, Wisc.; and Anoka, Minn.
He was Director of Church Planting for the Minnesota
Baptist Conference (1983–1991) and Director of Church
Planting and Enrichment for the Florida Caribbean
Baptist Conference, 1993–2002. Neal Floberg was not the
only friend of the Committed Pastors and Lay Leaders
Dedicated to Preserving Pietism, Evangelism, and Civility in the BGC to enter the heavenly kingdom over the past two years. Others include Rev. John Peterson, Rev. Alrik
Blomquist, Dr. Donald Larson and Rev. Leonard Carlson.
For my wife and I, it was also the loss of “Uncle Neal.” He and Marge opened their
home to all and shared the Gospel to all. He was always engaged in the mission of the
church. His favorite passage of Scripture was 1 Corinthians 1:29–31, part of which reads
“the person who wishes to boast should boast only of what the Lord has done.” We
learned at the memorial service that Neal never tied his own tie, he always wore clipons. No wonder we almost always saw him with his shirt collar buttoned and tie up to
the chin! Receiving one of Neal’s ties was an honor for several members of the family.
After the 1999 Florida Baptist General Conference convention, Marge Floberg prayed
faithfully on the Friday afternoon debate concerning the foreknowledge amendment to
the Statement of Faith that after the dialogue and voting, John Piper and Greg Boyd would
meet together on stage, maybe give each other a Christian embrace, and commit themselves to praying that God would bless each other’s ministry within the Baptist General
Conference. Although Boyd desired both to be within the Baptist General Conference,
Piper seemed to be unwilling to grant Boyd the same right of fellowship unless Boyd
changed his theological beliefs on God’s foreknowledge.
When the debate on “God’s foreknowledge” continued and resolutions were framed
for the 2000 Annual Meeting, Rev. Neal Floberg became concerned that the discussion
was significantly challenging the Baptist pietist heritage of the denomination. After receiving material from the Edgren Fellowship, he decided to write down his reflections.
It was part of a packet of letters written by several Conference pastors and passed out at
the 2000 Annual Meeting at Bethel College.
Neal Floberg’s letter is included in this issue of the Baptist Pietist Clarion on pg. 7. It
is done in tribute to Neal Floberg’s wonderful service in the Baptist General Conference
and his unswerving commitment to the essential characteristics of Baptist pietism. He
expresses his full trust in the Bible, a commitment to the salvation message of Jesus Christ
and a concern about those who argue that their systematic theology is the gospel.
~6~

That is why Conference Baptists, from
the very early years of its formation in the
1940s, have been supporters of the Baptist
Joint Committee on Public Affairs. The
BJCPA is a watchdog group, sponsored by
a variety of Baptist groups in the United
States, to promote Religious Liberty.
The Baptist General Conference has
had continual representation on the Board
of Directors of the Baptist Joint Committee.
Conference leaders have also served in major
administrative positions in the BJCPA. The
second Executive Director of the BJCPA was
C. Emmanuel Carlson, who was the Dean of
Bethel College. He served as director from
1954–1971. Dr. Walfred Peterson, former
professor of political science at Bethel College, served as the committee’s Director
of Research. His book, Thy Liberty in Law
(Nashville, Tenn.: Broadman, 1978), is a
classic articulation of a Baptist perspective
on Religious Liberty.
The Baptist Joint Committee on Public Affairs (BJCPA) has at least a two-fold
purpose. It is a voice for Religious Liberty
in Congress, the courts, and other governmental offices and agencies. It also serves as a
source of information to its constituency and
other interested parties on church state issues. It has repeatedly defended both clauses
of the first amendment.
The BJCPA has opposed, for instance,
state organized and composed prayer in
schools, but has defended the right of student initiated and led prayer gatherings, as
long as they do not interfere with rights of
others who choose not to pray.
They have opposed state subsidies of
religion, including vouchers for private religious schools, but have defended the right
of religious groups to meet in state own facilities, if these facilities are also open to use
by non religious groups. In a case recently
before the Supreme Court, they filed a brief
defending the right of Good News Clubs to
meet in elementary schools after class to provide children with moral instruction from a
religious viewpoint. They defended Attorney
General Ashcroft’s right to hold Bible studies and prayer meetings with Justice Department personnel in his own office.
They were the leaders in constructing a
broad based coalition of groups across de-



continued on p. 7

God is Too Big to Fit into Any Theological Box
Neal Floberg, Former BGC Pastor and
Minnesota District Leader, First published
Summer of 2000 | Dear Delegates and Friends,
I am deeply disappointed as it seems that the
Edgren Fellowship is once again determined
to divide the Conference—the Body, misrepresenting Edgren, ignoring a basic Baptist
distinctive and the examples of Scripture. Let
me make it very clear that I believe in the
foreknowledge of God, period! The Bible is
my sole authority for truth. However, when
I received this information from the “Edgren
Fellowship” I was deeply disappointed.
Yes, what you said about Edgren is true as
far as you went. But what bothers me is what
you did not say about Edgren’s convictions!
You asked us at the last annual meeting to
vote against a basic Baptist distinctive, which
Edgren held dearly too. You asked us to add
someone else’s theology to the Bible. Edgren
asserted that the primary basis for theology
within the denomination was not systematic
theology, even his own, but a commitment to
sola scriptura! Did the Edgren Fellowship innocently omit all that Edgren wrote concerning
this, or did they intentionally leave this out?
In so doing they are not truly representing
Edgren, but doing him a great disfavor.
I also find that the conduct of the Edgren
Fellowship is contrary to the example of Jesus (Luke 9:50). Certainly, it has not been
in the spirit of the Apostle Paul! (Phil. 1:
15–18). What was important to Paul? He
expressed it in Corinthians 14:3, 4 when he
said “…as of first importance, that Christ
died for our sins according to the Scriptures,
that he was buried, that he was raised on the
third day according to the Scriptures.”
I wish this was a matter of just voting
for the “foreknowledge of God,” but if we
are honest it isn’t. It’s a matter of, do we
trust the Bible or not, or do we have to add
man’s systematic theology? At this point
the question is not “is theology right or
wrong,” rather do we really have faith in
the Scriptures?
The last few years I have become very
skeptical of man’s systematic theologies.
Men putting God in their little boxes, but
God just doesn’t fit! PTL It caused Pharisee-ism during the time of Christ on earth,

the Roman Catholic church denying the lay
people the Bible until Vatican II, and many
splits in the modern church. It was the reason the founders of the BGC left Sweden. I
believe that Edgren would have been one of
the first to vote against this at our annual
meeting last June.
My parents took me to church from
birth. I have been learning about God, in
Sunday Schools, sermons, in Bible classes, in
seminary, in seminars, devotional reading,
sermon preparation, radio and TV programs
for over seventy years. Yet, as I reflect, I really
know little about God. For example, here
are some things I don’t understand about
God. Can you explain the Trinity to me?
God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy
Spirit—one person. Yet I believe it by faith!
What about the God/Man Jesus Christ? How
can Jesus Christ be both God and Man? I
can’t explain it, but I believe it, because the
Bible teaches it! How can you put together
the sovereignty of God and the free will of
man? but the Bible teaches it, and I believe
that God is sovereign and that John 3:16
says what God meant, and because of it, I
am His child. How can God be all powerful
(which He is!), and yet there are some things
that He cannot do. God’s word tells us so.
One of the most difficult questions, which
bother many people is, how can God be all
present and yet evil is all about us? Or, how
Religious Liberty, from p. 6

nominational and faith lines to issue a joint
statement on Religion in Public Schools: A
Joint Statement of Current Law (April 1995)
(http://www.ed.gov/Speeches/04-1995/
prayer.html) which clearly articulated what is
or is not permitted concerning religion in the
public schools. They incorporated groups as
diverse as the National Council of Churches,
the National Association of Evangelicals and
the American Jewish community.
Their convictions are basic. Let the state
be the state and let the church and the people
of God be the church. Isn’t that what Jesus
meant when he said, “render unto Caesar
the things that are Caesar’s and unto God
the things that are God’s” (Matt. 22:21).
I am a strong supporter of the Baptist
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can a God of love still allow evil? How can
an all-knowing God ever regret what He has
done and other times change His mind? We
see this in the Scriptures. By faith we accept
even though we can’t explain.
On and on we can go, but this ought not
to bother those who live by faith. After all,
if we could explain everything about God,
we wouldn’t have much of a God! But God
has revealed to us, all that we need to know,
for salvation, for living, for dying. Praise the
Lord! For we are to live by faith and not by
sight! It is honorable and a Biblical mandate to
study the Scripture, to learn all we can about
God! The problem is not in the studying of
God (theology), but the danger comes when
scholars spend a great deal of time and begin
to believe that their “systematic theology” is
the gospel! They attempt to put God into their
little theological boxes, and if you don’t like
their box, obviously you’re a heretic.
But the truth is, God is far too big to
fit into any of our theological boxes. Yes, I
could give you, what I believe, to be some
pretty sound answers to the above questions, but while they might satisfy me, yet
they are not conclusive and others very likely
wouldn’t agree with me on all of them. The
truth is, that we often learn more from those
that disagree with us than from those that
agree with us. Let us never quit being good
“Bereans” (Acts 17:11).


Joint Committee because I agree with most
of their stands (not all, or we wouldn’t be
Baptists) and because they are really the
only game in town for us when it comes to
defending the historic Baptist understanding
of Religious Liberty.
For further information see “On Guard
for Religious Liberty—Six Decades of the
Baptist Joint Committee” by Pam Barry
(Smyth and Helwys, 1996. See also the
BJCPA web site (www.bjcpa.org). The
Baptist General Conference attorney, Rick
Bloom, also has written an solid, interpretative essay entitled “The Relationship of the
Baptist General Conference to the Baptist
Joint Committee on Public Affairs” (http://
www.bgcworld.org/newstand/bloom.htm).
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tion of what I have just stated. In the Svenska
Standaret (Swedish Standard), the denominational paper for the Conference Baptists,
Dr. G. Arvid Hagstrom, the President of
Bethel, wrote the following account in the
December 20, 1932 edition:
A very interesting advertisement appeared unknown and unsolicited by
our institution which was sent forth
to thousands of homes in the wrapped
bread of the Zinsmaster Company. It
stated: “To promote higher education
under religious influence, the Swedish
Baptists of America established Bethel
Institute on its present site in 1915,
though the Theological Seminary dates
back to 1871 in Chicago.

Cultural-economic Lag of the Swedish
Baptists
Even though Bethel was blessed with capable,
responsible leaders during the first seventyfive years of its history, the school never

photo from bgc archives

The article then described buildings, the
library, faculty and courses, recommending
Bethel as a good, high-quality, church-related school in St. Paul.
It was about this time, either 1932 or 33,
when I was a student in Bethel Academy, that
Dr. Hagstrom came to chapel one day to ask
all of us to pray for the future of Bethel. He
stated that the funds were so low that unless money came in soon, they might have
to close down the school. So he asked all of
us to get on our knees to pray, to ask God
to supply the needed funds for Bethel.
Some of us high school boys were not at
that time tuned in to spiritual concerns, and

we tended to take Bethel’s future for granted.
So while everyone was on their knees praying, we crawled out of the chapel on our
hands and knees. I remember it was spring,
a beautiful warm day. We ran across Snelling Avenue to the Fair Grounds and there
we had a pick-up game of baseball. I don’t
know what God thought of our irreverence. At least none of us were struck down
by a plague of any kind. Maybe God was
amused. And, God did answer the prayers of
the faithful. Bethel Academy and Seminary
survived, it stayed open, just one step away
from extinction.
Whatever one can say about this way of
life, praying and depending upon unexpected resources to meet the crisis, history does
affirm that the school did continue to exist,
and all during those tenuous times, these
Swedish Baptist schools on North Snelling
Avenue had an influence for the building of
the Kingdom of God that was far beyond
their resources and the size of the operation.
It was a kind of a blind man’s walk with a
cane of faith, trying to feel out the way, day
by day, and trusting in the mandate of John
Alexis Edgren, “God will provide.”

Virgil Olson (left) and his father, Adolf (right) in 1940. Adolf Olson was professor of Systematic
Theology at Bethel Seminary from 1922–1955.
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seemed to be able to rise above the cultural
level of the supporting constituency.
In the early days, Edgren had a difficult time convincing the churches that a
trained ministry was necessary. Swedish
immigrants, who had experienced a religious awakening, and especially those who
had left the national church of Sweden, had
little use for a trained ministry.
The priests in the parishes back in Sweden, more often than not, opposed the evangelical Läsare, the Readers, who worshiped
outside of the church, meeting in religious
conventicles in their homes. These pietist
separatists often experienced forms of persecution in fines, imprisonments, harassments
of various kinds by neighbors, merchants,
officers of the law. The Lutheran State
church tabbed these people as heretics.
When these immigrants came to America
to form Swedish Baptist churches, they had
little respect for the Lutheran church, and
not the least, its ministers. For to them the
parish minister had a dry and cold religion.
And he, more often than not, was the oppressor of these Baptist separatists, who claimed
that they had discovered in the Bible the true
Light for living the abundant Christian life.
There was no way that they would be induced
to have a church similar to the oppressors
back in Sweden with a trained clergy.
It is not difficult to understand, then,
why Edgren found resistance to an educated
ministry among the early pioneer Swedish
Baptists. For decades there was the common
saying, “If you send the young man to the
seminary, it is like putting him in the cemetery. He will become spiritually dead!.”
When evangelistic fervor and missionary dedication swept across the immigrant
churches in the mid-ninetieth century,
there was the feeling that let’s not put out
the fires of revival with the cold waters of
an educated clergy.
Contributing to this feeling, no doubt,
was the educational level of the church
members. For the first seventy-five years
of Conference history few church members
had an education beyond the elementary and
secondary level.
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The program at Morgan Park was a three
year course until 1892. When the Seminary became a part of the Divinity School of the University of Chicago, a four year course of study
was instituted. This program for immigrants
was basically a combination of a high school
studies coupled with theological subjects.
When the seminary moved back to St.
Paul, to join with the Academy in 1915, a
high school diploma, for the first time, was
required for admission to the seminary. In
1931 the Conference voted to begin a junior
college program. Then two years of college
studies were required before entering the
seminary. And finally, in 1947, when the
four year college program was inaugurated,
a Bachelor’s degree became the acceptable
credential for incoming seminary students.
In contrast, the Swedish Lutherans started
their college, Augustana College in Rock Island, Illinois, in 1860. And from the beginning
this church made college training a necessary
prerequisite for theological studies.
It was not until after World War II, when
the GI’s returned and took advantage of the
GI bill to receive a college education, that the
educational level in the Conference churches
began to rise significantly.
When I was called to be the senior pastor
of the Emerald Avenue Baptist Church in
Chicago in 1945, there was only one college
graduate outside of my wife and me among
650 members. This condition was not uncommon among Conference churches in
the early 40’s. In fact many churches felt
that graduates from Bible Schools, such as
Moody and Northwestern, which provided
only two to three years beyond high school,
were more desirable for the pastorate than
ministers who had a college education and
then three years of seminary studies
Another cultural lag among conference
churches was the poverty complex of the
people.
The pioneers were poor. Preachers always
had meager salaries. Christopher Silene was
called in 1879 by the newly organized Swedish Baptist Conference to be a missionary

to reach the Swedes in the West. He was
promised $400 annually, with the thought
that he would receive another $400 from
the American Baptist Home Mission Society. Out of the $800 he was to pay all of his
traveling expenses. And he was expected to
cover the territory from the Mississippi River
to the Pacific ocean.
Support for the school by the conference churches during the 1920s was mixed
and inconsistent. Under the leadership of
President Hagstrom an endowment fund of
$160,770 was raised,⁴ a significant amount at
that time. But during the same period, from
1921 to 1932, the Conference did not even
support 50% of the annual budget which
the delegates had approved at the conference meetings.
In 1932 the Board of Education revealed
the desperate situation. A report was presented in the Svenska Standaret (the Swedish
Standard). A portion of this article which is
as follows:
• In 1921–22 the budget approved was
$41,000; income $20,380
• In 1926–27 the budget approved was
$39,600; income $16,240
• In 1927–28 the budget approved was
$39,600; income $13,340
• In 1931–32 the budget approved was
$33,000; income $25,180
Imagine trying to run an academy, junior
college and seminary on that meager gift
income. No wonder my father, who was a
professor of theology in the seminary during
those lean years, voluntarily, together with
his seminary faculty colleagues, took a cut in
salary from $110 a month to $90 a month.
Today to pay for a college education for one
student for one year is about equal to the
amount of the total gift income for Bethel
during the nineteen twenties.
Walfred Danielson, the dean of the
newly formed Junior College, reported in
1932 that Bethel was $34,000 in the red.
Gifts of several thousand dollars from the
Northern Baptist Convention kept the
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deficit from appearing worse.⁵
While it is true that the income of the average Conference Baptist in those days was in
the lower economic levels, it is also true that
few of the members in the churches thought
of themselves as having sufficient means to
tithe, and much less to give outside of the
church to the needs of higher education, like
Bethel. They were controlled by a poverty
complex. I can remember, when growing
up, hearing pastors and church leaders
speak about the “fattiga Svenska Baptister”
(the poor Swedish Baptists). This mentality
hung on for years and it had its effect on the
support of the school.
Another characteristic, perhaps not a cultural lag so much, but a point that should be
mentioned, is the independent character of
the Swedish Baptists.
From some points of view, these Swedes
could alternate between dependence and
independence. Throughout the decades the
Swedish conference received aid from the
American Baptists to keep the seminary going. Through the good graces of the Baptist
Union Theological Seminary, the American
Baptist Education Society, the University of
Chicago, thousands of dollars were given to
the support of the school. The Northern
Baptists Convention (later the American
Baptist Convention) continued supporting
Bethel with a few thousand dollars annually
up into the late forties.
On the other hand, the Swedish Baptists never wanted to be controlled by the
American Baptists. One of the reasons
Edgren pushed for an independent school
was that the churches would support the
school better and, further, the school could
run its own program without pressure from
outside power groups.
Dr. Frank Peterson, a great pastor and
missionary statesman, who led efforts for the
establishing of Bethel Academy in 1905, and
also pushed for the moving of the Seminary
to St. Paul in 1914, strongly emphasized the
need of having a seminary of “our own.”
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During the 1930s when the school was
facing some of its most difficult periods financially, as well as establishing its identity
as a legitimate seminary, Dr. Hagstrom,
President of Bethel, was encountered by the
patristic leader of the Norwegian Baptists,
Dr. Peder Stiansen, who was the church history professor and Dean of Northern Baptist
Theological Seminary. The Norwegian Baptists saw the handwriting on the wall and
they felt they had no excuse for existence
as an immigrant church body when the immigrant movement was over. They decided
to join in with the Northern Baptist Convention. With this frame of mind, Dr. Stiansen
said to Hagstrom, “Val, bruder, it von’t be
long before you Svedes will join us in the
American Convention.”
Dr. Hagstrom who had struggled for
Conference independence for many decades,
stiffened and crisply replied, “Brother, you
are mistaken. That merger will not take place
in your life time nor mine.” Hagstrom’s
words proved to be true.
It is that spirit of independence that
caught fire during World War II and the
post-war years in the forties, which promoted “our own foreign mission,” “our own
home mission,” “our own Bethel.” Without
this spirit, the Seminary could easily have
become extinct.
Some Final Reflections
In closing I want to make a couple of reflections based upon this story. First, even
though Edgren and his followers believed
that God would provide, they still felt that
they had to work hard, be good stewards, to
keep the seminary going.
Work hard, did I say?
Edgren must have considered himself an
inexhaustible giant. He carried the entire academic teaching load of the Seminary during
the early years. Listen to this amazing report
given by Edgren in the Baptist Standard.

We have made the Bible itself our
chief study, going over it in a chronological order with the use of needed helps,
and in connection with devotional exercises. We also go through a complete
but more or less concise course of Biblical
Geography, Antiquities, Introduction,
Hermeneutics, Evidences of Christianity, Systematic Theology, Ecclesiology,
Homiletics, Universal and Church History, with special reference to the interpretation of prophecy, and finally, the
Scandinavian, Greek, and Hebrew languages, with translation and grammatical
analysis in both Testaments. This work
has rested upon one teacher, with such
occasional aid as he might have been able
to secure through students themselves.”
But that is not all! Hear this!
One serious difficulty has been the
lack of suitable textbooks in the languages of the students in some of the
most important studies. Hence, it has
been necessary to prepare complete
lectures in Hermeneutics, Homiletics,
Evidences of Christianity and Systematic
Theology, partially, also, in Ecclesiology.
Considerable labor has been given to this
work.” But this not all…Hear on!
The teacher has also published a dissertation on the state of the dead and the
eternal punishment of the wicked, in
refutation of soul-sleeping and annihilation theories. Of this publication, a second
edition has been printed and a European
translation in Danish has appeared.⁶
No wonder Edgren had to take a cruise to
Sweden to recuperate in 1872, and little
wonder that his body was broken at the age
of forty-eight, forcing him to retire.
Pray that God will provide. Yes. But if
you believe you have a mission, you sacrifice
everything, give all that you have, and some
more, that the cause of God’s Kingdom will
be advanced.
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The second reflection is this: There is joy
in trusting the fact that God will provide.
The Seminary leaders in the times of poverty knew what the Apostle Paul was talking
about when he said of himself, “Poor, yet
making many rich; having nothing, and yet
possessing everything” (2 Cor. 6:10).
I remember my father, in the days of the
Depression, often saying when we sat down
to a meal of fried side of pork and creamed
potatoes, “Så lite vi har, men så gott vi mår”
(We don’t have much, but we still feel so
good). There is something challenging about
a hand to mouth existence, especially if it is
my mouth and God’s hand.
Little blessings, small enterprises, inadequate resources may have spelled out a
program at Bethel in the early days as being
insignificant. But even a casual review of
Bethel’s history, which tells of a people who
walked this daring journey of faith, it will
show that the results of being faithful to the
mission are nearly incalculable in terms of
the expansion of the Kingdom of God all
around the world.
This evening, in spite of the fact that
we may be living at ease in Zion, the challenges are still before us. And they stretch
our imagination and our faith. So again, I
say, let us listen to Edgren, “Come brother,
come sister, God will provide.”
Notes
1. T. J. Morgan, “Edgren’s Scrap Book,”
Standard (Sept. 1875), p. 19.
2. J. A. Edgren, “Edgren’s Scrap Book,”
Standard (May 1876), p. 29.
3. L. J. Ahlstrom, John Alexis Edgren
(Chicago: Conference Press, 1938) pp.
110–11.
4. Årsbok för Svenska Baptistförsamlingarna
inom Amerika (Del. 1, 1930–31), p. 61.
5. Walfred Danielson, “Bethel Institute
and the Financial Crisis,” Svenska Standaret
(Aug. 1931), p. 4.
6. J. A. Edgren, “Edgren’s Scrap Book,”
Standard (May 1876), p. 29.
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This year’s annual meeting will again be
preceded by a theological conference sponsored by the Edgren Fellowship. Though the
theme of this year’s conference is one that
we can all embrace, it remains as a reminder
of the division among us. How much better
it would be to have a theological conference
sponsored by Bethel or the Conference itself
with input from differing points of view. As
long as the Edgren Fellowship independently
sponsors a conference, it will be viewed by a
number of Conference Baptists as having a
possible future political agenda. The speakers will have had to pass the litmus test of the
theological beliefs of the Edgren Fellowship.
Once as a pastor I had a well-meaning
gentleman offer to sponsor a missions conference at the church by himself. I responded
well to the invitation until he said that he
wanted to pick the speakers himself. I tried
to explain that the church has elected individuals to give leadership to these situations
and self-selected individuals are not in the
best interest of the body. As I believed in that
situation, so I believe now in this situation
that self-selected theological conferences are
not in the best interest of the body.
This year’s annual meeting will set the direction for the next decade should the Lord
tarry. The leadership team that will be put in
place, in all of the denominational institutions, will define the themes that will guide us
as a denomination. I see great opportunity before us as churches and as a denomination.
There is a spiritual hunger present in
our world that cries for the message of the
gospel of Jesus Christ. There is a passion to
love and serve God among His people that
is heart-warming. There is much to do with
little time to do it. However, the lurking
danger is that we will become embroiled in
a debate that will deflect our attention from
our mission emphasis and we will battle each
other rather than take our ministry to the
world. That would be tragic and sad.
Join me in praying that this year’s annual meeting will be an annual meeting to
remember in a positive way. I’m so hopeful
that there is a brighter tomorrow ahead of
us. As Adoniram Judson, that great Baptist
missionary to India once said, “The future
is as bright as the promises of God.”

Bethel Seminars

Presented at the 124th BGC Annual Meeting in Ypsilanti, Michigan
Friday, June 28, 2002 • 10:30 a.m.–12:00 p.m.
Leaders as Heart Surgeons/Effective Change from the Inside Out • Greg Bourgond
Effecting transformational change in our lives and the lives to whom God has called
us isn’t getting any easier. Part of the problem has to do with confusion of how life
change is accomplished from a Biblical point of view and where fundamental change
begins. Wrapping a steel band of discipline around our behavior to conform to some
acceptable standard isn’t cutting it anymore. Some of us have gotten so used to living
in what A.W. Tozer called “the misty low lands of mediocrity” we have forgotten that
God designed us to soar like eagles. This workshop will show us how to soar again.
The Challenge of Thessalonians: Living the Gospel in an Alien Culture
Michael Holmes
In his day, Paul faced the challenge of helping new believers, many coming from a
pagan background, understand what it meant to live as followers of Jesus Christ in a
culture that was “alien to the Gospel.” This was especially the case with regard to the
new congregation Paul established in Thessalonica. In the Thessalonian letters we get a
clear view of Paul at work as he sought to disciple or “resocialize” his new converts.
Ministering to a New Generation of Children • Denise Muir Kjesbo
An exploration of the characteristics of “millennial kids” and the implications for
ministry to children and families in the church today.
Moving Through Success to Significance • Paul L. H. Olson
Success is a scorecard of what we do and significance is a legacy of who we are. Leveraging time, talent and treasure for maximum impact and lasting eternal value resonates
among Christians today. This session provides a perspective, suggests a process and
outlines a plan for moving through success to significance.
Event Planning • Avis Soderstrom
Are you looking for new ideas to freshen up your church events? Team up with the
Baptist party girls, Avis Soderstrom and Donna Sahlin, for this fun-filled workshop.
They will share ideas and quick tips for a variety of church events.
Integrity In Preaching • Mark Strauss
In a world full of gimmicks and deceptive advertising, the pulpit from which the Gospel
is proclaimed must be the place of greatest integrity and authenticity. Unfortunately,
the preacher’s integrity may often be compromised by the mishandling of the Biblical
text, shoddy exegesis, misuse of the original languages, or passing off fictional and
sensationalistic illustrations as true. This seminar is a call to high integrity in all aspects
of sermon preparation and delivery.

For more information about the

Committed Pastors and Lay Leaders
Dedicated to Preserving Pietism, Evangelism,
and Civility in the BGC
Contact Ron Saari, Senior Pastor at Central Baptist Church,
420 N Roy Street, St. Paul, MN 55104 • Phone: 651-646-2751 • Fax: 651-646-0372
E-mail: central@centralbaptistchurch.com
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This mural celebrating
the Baptist, pietist
heritage for Bethel’s 125th

Baptist General Conference
History Center at Bethel
For more information, contact

anniversary was painted
by Dale Johnson, Bethel
College professor of art. It
is located in Bethel’s CLC
building and appears on

Friends of the BGC History Center
3949 Bethel Drive, St. Paul, MN 55112
http://www.bethel.edu/bgcarchives

the cover of Persevere,

Join us!

and Diana L. Magnuson.
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Läsare, and Clarion,
by G. William Carlson

