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Jack Harwell carefully researched the first 150 years of The Christian 
Index and his exploration and examination of the history of America’s old-
est religious publication ( Jack calls it the second oldest) resulted in this 
well-written book, published in 1972. His personal observations and in-
terpretations of Baptist life in the past and the editors that preceded him 
provide many interesting and compelling insights. 

I was very pleased when Roger Alford, the current Christian Index 
editor, asked me if I would be interested in bringing Jack Harwell’s book up 
to date. This year, 2022, marks the 200th anniversary of our Georgia Baptist 
state publication. Adding the past 50 years of history to Mr. Harwell’s work 
was appealing to me and I responded with a resounding “yes.” 

I came to Georgia from North Carolina in 1959 to go to Mercer Uni-
versity and graduated four years later. After graduation, I took unto myself a 
wife – one of Georgia’s superlative Baptist treasures, Martha Jean Maxwell 
from Newnan. After getting married we returned to my home state to go to 
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary. I pastored churches in North 
Carolina, South Carolina, and Mississippi before returning to Georgia in 
1990 to pastor Peachtree Corners Baptist Church in Norcross and then 
Eastside Baptist Church in Marietta. So, I have lived in Georgia for 36 
years – almost twice as long as in any other state. This is home to me until 
God calls me to my eternal home. I love Georgia, and I love Georgia Bap-
tists. 

I minored in history at Mercer and have been fascinated by the valiant 
struggles and amazing victories of Georgia Baptists for many years. The 
Peach State has had her share of saintly heroes and heroines and The Index 
has been faithful to chronicle many of those stories through the years. How-
ever, even good history books can often communicate so many facts, figures 
and bygone minutiae that reading them becomes laborious and exhausting. 
The chapters I have written contain some history, some biographical snip-
pets, some battles, some blessings and some anecdotes included to keep you 
alert and focused on the important issues of the past 50 years. Hopefully, 
you will discover that The Christian Index is really “An Old Friend, With 
New Credentials” – and a very promising future.  

Gerald Harris 
Christian Index Editor 

2003-2018

BRIDGE
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In chapter 19, Jack Harwell touted John J. Hurt as having set the lon-
gevity record among all those who served as editors of The Christian Index. 
However, in 2022 Harwell stands on the top of the hill in terms of tenure, 
having served for 30 years with the publication and more than 21 years as 
editor. He was the quintessential journalist; and it is an honor to add a few 
chapters to Harwell’s noble work, because although I am one of his succes-
sors at The Index, I still consider myself a fledgling writer who stands in the 
shadow of those notable and prolific men who preceded me as the editor of 
America’s oldest religious publication. 

Harwell’s famous editorial about Dr. Martin Luther King evoked criti-
cism as previously indicated in this volume, but his willingness to face oppo-
sition and stand for what he believed characterized his role as editor of The 
Christian Index. During his years with The Index, I was pastoring churches 
in North Carolina, South Carolina, and Mississippi, but my mother-in-law, 
Fannie Maxwell, would save all the copies of The Index and give them to 
me in a bundle when we visited her in Newnan. I eagerly read Harwell’s 
editorials in the days following our visit and frequently disagreed with his 
editorializing, but thoroughly appreciated his writing style and boldness to 
put his convictions and opinions down in print.

While Harwell had his share of adversaries, he became a friend to many 
preachers. When a pulpit vacancy occurred in Georgia, he rarely hesitated to 
recommend a pastor to the church’s search committee. He knew hundreds 
of pastors across the Southeastern states and became familiar with their 
pastoral ability, preaching skills, philosophical persuasions, political incli-
nations and had reasonable success in helping those pastors find churches 
to serve. Consequently, many of those pastors looked to Harwell as their 
archetype or barometer as they navigated through the challenges of their 
pastorate and as they faced issues relative to the direction of the convention.

By his own admission, the most fulfilling interview Harwell ever expe-
rienced was with Billy Graham after the 1973 Crusade in Atlanta’s Fulton 

Chapter 21 
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County Stadium, where the famed evangelist spoke to an average 38,000 
people every night and a total of almost 10,000 persons made public deci-
sions for Christ. The Index editor, who had been given the distinctive honor 
of serving as the publicity chairman for the Crusade, reported that Gra-
ham went to the offices of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution the day after 
the crusade ended to personally thank the editors and reporters for their 
news coverage. Harwell stated, “During a private ‘coffee break’ he shared 
with news reporters, Dr. Graham’s mother came by to say goodbye as she 
returned to her home in Charlotte. Dr. Graham jumped up to hug her, kiss 
her and introduce her to every reporter there. The pride and tenderness 
he spontaneously lavished on his 80-year-old mother visibly touched every 
one of those hard-bitten newshounds.”1 

On that same day Harwell recounted that the North Carolina evange-
list requested permission to visit the offices of the Georgia Baptist Conven-
tion and the Home Mission Board (now North American Mission Board). 
He went to each place expecting to stay thirty minutes and stayed more 
than one hour at each entity.2

At the Southern Baptist Convention in Dallas, Texas, in 1974 Dr. W. 
A. Criswell, pastor of the host city’s First Baptist Church, made a motion 
that the name of the convention be changed and had indicated that his 
preference was Continental Baptist Convention. A seven-member commit-
tee was appointed to study the possibility of a name change and Chauncy 
Daley, editor of Kentucky’s Western Recorder was named as the chairman of 
the committee.3 I found it interesting that in an open letter to Daley, Har-
well suggested naming the SBC the Cooperative Baptist Convention and 
sixteen years later he was instrumental in the founding of the Cooperative 
Baptist Fellowship, the moderate offshoot of the SBC.4

Harwell’s prowess for writing and speaking gave him a significant in-
fluence not only in Georgia but in the nation. In 1977, he was elected to 
serve as the president of the Southern Baptist Press Association. During his 
presidency he was privileged to address the trustees of the Southern Baptist 
Brotherhood Commission during a four-day meeting at the Capital Hilton 
in Washington, D. C. He urged the trustees “to lead people to emphasize 
the good qualities of others and to take Christian stands on Biblical truths 
which may conflict with social practice.”5 During that same week, he also 
had the privilege of speaking to representatives of the Baptist Joint Com-
mittee on Public Affairs. Through Harwell’s leadership the influence of The 
Christian Index was expanding.
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During his tenure as president of the Southern Baptist Press Associ-
ation, Harwell reported a combined state paper circulation of 1,852,000 
and a goal for 1980 for a circulation of two million. He stated, “The work 
of Southern Baptists will prosper as long as it is articulated and supported 
by the state paper.” 6

In August 1977, the Southern Baptist state paper editors were inter-
viewed concerning their view on First Amendment rights pertaining to 
television programing. Several editors insisted that local citizens should 
have a voice in what is presented for possible viewing in their homes – that 
while there are dangers in the local control of programing, that it is the best 
solution to the problem. Harwell begged to disagree, stating, “There is no 
such thing as ‘regional morality,’ what is wrong in New York City is wrong 
in Phoenix, Atlanta or elsewhere.”7

It was during Harwell’s stint as editor of The Christian Index that the 
Conservative Resurgence emerged and reached a defining moment at the 
1979 Southern Baptist Convention in Houston. Adrian Rogers, pastor of 
the 10,400 member Bellevue Baptist Church in Memphis and champion 
of the conservative movement, was elected president over four other can-
didates, including William L. Self, pastor of Wieuca Road Baptist Church 
in Atlanta. Rogers greeted the press in a conference after the election and 
stated, “I’m not here to represent any splinter groups. I am here to represent 
the Lord Jesus Christ … If I can’t be the president of all Southern Baptists, 
then I don’t want to be here.”8

Harwell, who was skeptical of Rogers’s election was gracious in an open 
letter he penned to Dr. Rogers in which he stated, “You are truly a dynamic 
person, a powerful preacher, a fervent soul winner, and a gracious gentle-
man. Please, Dr. Rogers, use all that dynamism, power, fervency, and gra-
ciousness to rally Southern Baptists together around Bold Mission Thrust, 
and not to divide us around futile doctrinal extremities.” 9

While The Index editor’s open letter to the new SBC president seemed 
appropriate, his phrase about “futile doctrinal extremities” raised eyebrows 
and provoked concern among many Georgia Baptists. Previous statements 
by Harwell provided clarity about his theological position and his letter to 
Rogers ignited a certain amount of angst among those who were propo-
nents of the Conservative Resurgence. His editorials left no doubt among 
fundamental Baptists that he was supportive of the moderate element in 
the convention.

When the Baptist Press wrote a summary of the state conventions in 
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November 1979, the article was titled, “States Face Some Houston Rever-
berations.” In Georgia, forces led by William Powell, editor of the Southern 
Baptist Journal, attempted to generate support to terminate Harwell, citing 
a letter The Index editor wrote five years earlier answering specific questions, 
which interpreted the Adam and Eve account in Genesis in a manner unac-
ceptable to Powell’s group. The effort to fire Harwell failed ingloriously, but 
it was likely the beginning of the end for The Index editor. 10

After the failed effort to fire Harwell at the 1979 GBC annual session, 
a joint Georgia Baptist Convention – Christian Index study committee af-
firmed Harwell’s freedom to discuss issues deemed “to be of interest and 
concern to Georgia Baptists” but instructed him to be governed by the Bap-
tist Faith and Message statement and to “reflect the spirit and theological 
position of Georgia and Southern Baptists.” 11 The establishment of the 
study committee and their stern counsel was not a thorough rebuke of The 
Index editor, but an obvious slap on the wrist in an effort to get his attention.

Three years before Rogers’ election, Harold Lindsell, editor of Christi-
anity Today and author of “The Battle for the Bible,” took Harwell to task by 
citing 1974 correspondence in which The Index editor explained that he did 
not believe Adam and Eve were “one man and one woman” but represented 
“mankind and womankind.” Harwell also wrote that he did not believe in 
the “verbal plenary inspiration of the Bible” because, as he said, of many, 
many instances where a literal, absolute, blind acceptance of the Bible with-
out an understanding of human nature leads to all types of contradictions.

Lindsell wrote, “Once a denomination departs from a belief in biblical 
infallibility, it opens the floodgates to disbelief about other cardinal doc-
trines of the faith.” The theological drift of the SBC “will not get better if 
the disease now eating at the vitals of the convention is not treated and the 
patient not cured.” 12

Subsequently, Jesse Fletcher’s book, “The Southern Baptist Convention: 
Sesquicentennial History,” cited Georgia as being the center of theological 
controversy in the wake of the election of Adrian Rogers and declared that 
Jack Harwell was a major point of controversy for conservatives. 13

Years later, William T. Neal, who served as Harwell’s associate editor of 
The Christian Index, admitted, “( Jack) Harwell was a respected editor, but a 
very controversial one, serving during a time of great division in Baptist life 
over both theological and social issues. He was part of the moderate branch 
of Southern Baptists that would later break away and form the Cooperative 
Baptist Fellowship.” 14
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In 1985, the attendance for the Southern Baptist Convention annual 
session in Dallas, Texas, was so large that “mind-boggling, amazing, un-
believable, and awesome” were some of the adjectives used to describe the 
crowd. The Dallas Convention Center manager estimated 50,000 to 51,000 
people attended the Tuesday session.” 15 Charles Stanley, pastor of First 
Baptist Church of Atlanta, defeated Winford Moore, pastor of First Bap-
tist Church of Amarillo, Texas, by a margin of 55 percent to 45 percent. 16

Jack Harwell expressed his concern about the outcome of the Dallas 
convention in this subsequent editorial: “‘Historic’ is much too mild a word 
to describe the size and significance of last week’s convention: ‘epic’ might 
be more appropriate. In a fellowship racked by controversy and tension, 
people were praying fervently for any display of hope for healing. Such a 
rainbow surfaced in the surprise election of Winfred Moore and Henry 
Huff as vice-presidents; both are ‘moderates’ while President Charles Stan-
ley is an inerrantist. 

“But the rainbow of promise evaporated in the acid rain of conflict 
which raged the next two days over the report of the committee on com-
mittees, naming a new committee on boards. The committee on boards is 
the ‘jugular vein’ which inerrantists have been grasping for six years; it is the 
most significant power the president wields … Yes, the Southern Baptist 
Convention family is a divided family. Healing did not come in Dallas. 
Polarization is sharper than before … Our witness, and our works, and our 
world are at stake.”17

As history would show, the conservatives outnumbered the moderates 
in successive conventions for years. Conservative leaders ascended to places 
of leadership throughout all the agencies and institutions; and although 
the editorials and influence of Jack Harwell were effectively articulated 
and courageously presented, they were not well received by a multitude of 
Georgia Baptists who embraced the Conservative Resurgence. One source 
indicated that the number of subscribers to The Christian Index was reduced 
from 125,000 in 1980 to 61,734 in 1998. Many of the state Baptist papers 
took sides with the moderate contingent in SBC life and “the net decrease 
of all state papers between 1979 and 1998 was approximately 35 percent.” 
One fundamentalist explained, “Subscribers have been voting with their 
subscriptions, and they have cast their ballots against these liberal-biased 
relics of the past.” 18

In Georgia, history seems to show that when the editorial philosophy 
of the state Baptist publication changes, the subscription rate always fluc-
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tuates. In the past 45 years, The Christian Index has had a moderate editor, a 
conservative editor, a moderate editor, and conservative editors in that suc-
cession. It seems inevitable that when a new editor comes in with a different 
philosophy/theology than his predecessor, he loses more subscribers than 
he gains. In more recent years the emergence of the digital era has changed 
the way readers view publications.

Harwell became the editor of The Christian Index during Searcy Gar-
rison’s leadership as the executive director of the Georgia Baptist Conven-
tion. The convention had a policy that employees should have an automatic 
retirement at the end of the year in which an employee becomes 68 years 
old but granted an exception for Garrison and agreed that he could re-
main in his position until he was 70 years old. At the Executive Committee 
meeting in March 1980, he announced that he would be 68 years old in 
November and would conclude his tenure of service at the end of the year in 
accordance with the established policy of the convention. Harwell respond-
ed to his decision with an editorial by writing: “Surprise, shock, heart-break, 
sadness, sorrow, inevitability – these were some of the emotions verbalized 
last week as members of the Georgia Baptist Executive Committee received 
news of the December 31 retirement of Searcy Garrison.” 19 Harwell later 
added, “Searcy S. Garrison will go down in history as one of the greatest 
administrative leaders Southern Baptists have ever known.” 20

In many ways, Jack Harwell’s legacy is rich and remarkable. He was 
unwavering in his convictions and was a leader among his peers, but, as 
the conservative movement gained momentum, his security as the editor 
of America’s oldest religious newspaper began to erode. In August 1986, an 
editorial review board was created by The Index board of directors to “over-
see the editorial policies, practices and personnel” in response to a 32-page 
document of complaints alleging that Harwell had editorialized against 
conservative nominees elected to the SBC’s boards, commissions, and com-
mittees at that year’s annual meeting. 21

On August 25, the Atlanta Constitution reported that there were six 
specific charges leveled against Harwell including: “that he has lost his ob-
jectivity and sides frequently with the moderates, that he has served as a 
director of a potentially competing newspaper, SBC Today, an independent, 
Decatur-based journal that favors the moderates, and that he labels people 
unfairly in his editorials.” 22

Tensions were so acute that one member of the committee told The 
Index editor that he needed to know that he was one unacceptable editorial 
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away from being fired. Having to work under such scrutiny prompted Har-
well to announce his resignation in October 1987. He stated that he “could 
not continue with the restrictions or the pressures that have been created by 
the review board analyzing everything we do.” 

At the annual meeting in November in Savannah, which attracted 
4,863 messengers, the moderates prevailed and approved a motion express-
ing their “profound gratitude and appreciation” for Harwell’s 21 years as 
editor of The Christian Index and “respectfully requested that he reconsider 
plans to retire. Additionally, a motion was made to dismiss the review board 
to preserve editorial freedom and integrity. However, the following month, 
the GBC Executive Committee, vested with the final authority to deter-
mine Harwell’s fate, narrowly voted that Harwell’s resignation remain in 
effect by a three-vote margin – 57 to 54. Harwell retired on December 31, 
1987, at age 55. 23

In June 1988, Harwell was selected to succeed Walter L. Knight, found-
er and editor of SBC Today (currently known as Nurturing Faith), as the sec-
ond editor of the national, autonomous, independent publication modeled 
after USA Today to cover the SBC controversy in a manner commensurate 
with his theological and philosophical inclinations. Harwell retired from 
his role at SBC Today in 1997 as the editor emeritus. After his retirement, 
Harwell, who served the Lord as a layman throughout his career, was or-
dained by First Baptist Church in Morrow, Georgia, where he and his wife, 
Teliea, served together. Leliea was the minister to senior adults and Jack 
served as the Minister of Pastoral Care for eleven years until failing health 
force his third retirement. He died on January 18, 2019, at age 86. 

Even though Harwell was clearly identified with the moderate contin-
gent of the convention and considered abrasive by some, he had a heart for 
reaching out to the weak, poor, and needy. That kind of benevolence was 
often evident in his writing and in his actions as well. One clear indication 
of that was his decision in 1986 to provide The Christian Index for the blind 
by having the words on the printed page of The Index narrated onto cassette 
tapes and mailed to the blind across the state. That decision required sig-
nificant time and effort but illustrated Harwell’s compassion for those who 
could not see.

Fundamental, Bible-believing inerrantists may have considered Har-
well a spokesman for the wrong side in the Conservative Resurgence, but 
when writing the last paragraph on a man’s life in a book he initiated and 
wrote with passion and gravitas, I wish to conclude that Jack Harwell had 
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many noble qualities that mark him as an honest, devoted, and visionary 
leader. I did not know him well, but in my last conversation with him, he 
was inquiring about a portrait that had been painted of him while he was 
editor of the Georgia Baptist state paper; and he was raising dogs as a hob-
by. We had a wonderful conversation. He knew I was on the opposite end 
of the spectrum from him in the Conservative Resurgence, but he was gra-
cious, helpful, and encouraging. The conversation proved that people may 
disagree and still respect and love each other.
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Conflict is common to mankind as evidenced in the strife between 
Cain and Abel, Jacob and Esau, Saul and David, and even the Apostle Paul 
and John Mark. William Shakespeare writes about the beautiful romance 
between Romeo and Juliet, but he also highlights the struggle between their 
two families and the conflict the two lovers had with their own kin. In The 
Lord of the Flies, William Golding describes the conflict a group of British 
boys stranded on an uninhabited island have with each other as they try to 
govern themselves. In To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee portrays the young 
protagonist Scout, the daughter of Atticus Finch, and describes the conflict 
she faces as she attempts to understand prejudice and how it leads to the 
death of Tom Robinson.

Even Southern Baptists have had conflicts periodically in their 200 
years of existence. By the time Jack Harwell retired, the kerfuffle that had 
erupted in the Southern Baptist Convention in 1979 had manifested itself 
at the state level. The Georgia Baptist Convention was split down the mid-
dle in the moderate vs. conservative struggle for control. It would not be 
easy to find a conciliatory interim editor to succeed Harwell. Anyone given 
that responsibility would be scrutinized by both sides of the Baptist brawl.

Dr. James N. Griffith, the executive director-treasurer of the Georgia 
Baptist Convention, earned a degree in Journalism/English from Mercer 
University and won numerous accolades and awards for his writing ability. 
Following his newspaper career, he entered the ministry, graduated from 
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, and served churches as pastor 
in South Carolina and Georgia before becoming the official leader of the 
GBC staff in 1981.1 He realized that finding an interim Christian Index 
editor to follow Harwell’s long tenure of service and satisfy a state conven-
tion divided by the controversy would be no easy task for The Index board 
of directors.  

Chapter 22 

THE CONSERVATIVE RESURGENCE 
COMES TO THE STATES
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After prayerful consideration, Jack Lowndes, who had an extensive re-
sume of denominational service, was chosen to succeed Harwell until an-
other editor was selected. Lowndes had served pastorates in Georgia, Ken-
tucky, Virginia, and Tennessee. His Christian ministry included service as 
vice chairman of the Southern Baptist Christian Life Commission, acting 
chaplain for the United States House of Representatives, president of the 
Home Mission Board’s Board of Directors, and as executive secretary-trea-
surer of the Baptist Convention of New York. He was also the director of 
Church-Minister Relations for the Georgia Baptist Convention and later 
served as Executive Director of the Lord’s Day Alliance and editor of Sun-
day Magazine.2 Lowndes managed to stay above the controversy during his 
18-month interim and the rhetoric from both sides subsided to a significant 
degree. 

In the March 23, 1989, edition of The Christian Index, interim editor 
Jack Lowndes announced that R. Albert Mohler Jr., age 29, was elected to 
serve as the next editor of the Georgia Baptist publication. Mohler was a 
graduate of Samford University and Southern Baptist Theological Semi-
nary and was a candidate for the Doctor of Philosophy degree from South-
ern at the time of his election. He was also employed at the seminary as the 
director of capital funding/assistant to the president of the seminary. The 
new Index editor explained that, “He was not an inerrantist but affirmed 
inerrancy. He stated, ‘Inerrancy is one important thing to be said about the 
Scripture, but it is not the only thing. The most important things to be said 
about Scripture are its authority and inspiration.” 3

Because of Mohler’s age and the fact that his faith had not really been 
tested in the fire of controversy, some wondered where his loyalty stood in 
the battle for the Bible. I decided to find out for myself. Soon after his ar-
rival to Atlanta, I had Mohler come and speak at Peachtree Corners Baptist 
Church for a Wednesday evening service. He got a flat tire on the way to 
the church and arrived just minutes before he was to speak. Every time I 
have seen him, he has been dressed in sartorial elegance, but not on this 
Wednesday evening. He had on a very nice suit and tie but looked very 
much like he had been in fierce warfare in the changing of that tire – some-
what disheveled and exhausted from the experience, but his message was 
biblically true, powerfully delivered, and well received. 

On another occasion, when he was president of Southern Seminary, 
Frank Cox, pastor of North Metro Baptist Church in Lawrenceville, and I 
flew to Louisville, Kentucky, as representatives of the SBC Funding Study 
Committee to get his ideas about how the Cooperative Program budget 
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should be allocated. We went out to dinner in a fashionable restaurant, had 
our discussion, and then I asked Mohler if I could see his library. It was my 
understanding that he had an enormous collection of books. He graciously 
agreed and we went down to the lower level of the president’s home on the 
seminary campus, and he indicated that he had at that time about 55,000 
books. I was amazed at his expansive library. But throughout the evening 
his graciousness and hospitality were on display and most exemplary. He 
made Frank Cox and me feel like the most important persons in the world. 
He was kind, courteous, and extremely engaging. Those are commendable 
qualities for seminary presidents and editors of Christian publications. 

During the early months of his service as editor of The Index, Mohler 
wrote an editorial providing the following assessment of the convention’s 
struggle: “As the 1990s dawn, Southern Baptists are further along the path 
to a permanent two-party denominational reality. This two-part structure 
has long been a reality among the mainline Protestant denominations, 
where the progressives have been in control of the denominational appara-
tus, while the conservatives have fought for control. The situation is reversed 
in the SBC, where the conservative movement launched in 1979 is firmly in 
control of the elective denominational structure, while moderates struggle 
to regain control … The future of the Southern Baptist Convention will 
likely be determined in the 1990s.”4

When the Georgia Baptist Convention met in Savannah for the 169th 
annual session with 5,627 messengers on hand for the proceedings, Truett 
Gannon, pastor of Smoke Rise Baptist Church in Stone Mountain, squared 
off against Bill Harrell, pastor of Abilene Baptist Church in Martinez, and 
won the election by no more than a handful of votes. Gannon’s victory was a 
win for the moderate camp and Harrell’s lost a grievous defeat for the con-
servative cause. Outgoing GBC President Dwight “Ike” Reighard, stated, 
“With two thoroughbred candidates nominated, the GBC could not lose, 
no matter which one wins the election.” While Reighard appeared to be 
impartial, The Index editor threw his support behind Harrell, solidifying his 
position with the Conservative Resurgence.5

In 1991, the SBC met in Atlanta, and Mohler summed up the annu-
al session by writing, “[This year’s Southern Baptist Convention] is most 
properly understood as a transition point in recent Southern Baptist history. 
Though the meeting stood in marked contrast to recent years, it is not yet 
the shape of things to come. The political contest between denominational 
moderates and conservatives no longer constitutes the essence of the meet-
ing, for the elected conservative leadership is now fully in control.” 6
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It had become apparent that the conservative victories won at the na-
tional level had not yet translated into successes on the state level. When 
Georgia Baptists met in Augusta for the 1991 annual session, there were 
two preaching/pastors’ conferences for the first time. The new “Preaching 
Conference” planned and organized by Bill Harrell of Abilene Baptist 
Church met at Curtis Baptist Church which was filled to standing room 
only – The Christian Index announced a modest estimated attendance of 
1,700, and an attendance of 400 for the traditional Pastors’ Conference.7 
Mohler surmised in his next editorial, “The state conventions have now 
emerged as the most critical fields of battle in the enduring denominational 
conflict.” 8

In 1991, Mohler responded to an article in Newsweek that supposedly 
listed three characteristics of the modern (1990s) church. (1) “The modern 
church has a salad-bar spirituality that features a “‘mix’ em, match’ em salad 
bar’ where ‘the consumer is king:’ and where the consumers are looking for 
something other than the Gospel. They are looking for rituals, self-help 
groups, professional contacts, potential mates, and fellow souls interested in 
a spiritual quest. (2) They want a consumer religion. With many churches 
willing to make their ‘product’ fit the wishes of the customer. The Unitarian 
launched an advertising campaign that said, ‘Instead of fitting into a reli-
gion, I have found a religion that will fit me.’ (3) The next characteristic is 
airbrushed sin. The modern church wants to airbrush sin and many preach-
ers have airbrushed sin out of their sermons.”9 

Mohler responded, “The shift to a ‘happy church’ approach, which 
makes the message fit the expectations of the audience, can be seen even in 
some evangelical congregations. This is a market-driven form of the mod-
ern apostasy, which threatens the integrity of the church and will bring 
judgment upon its disciples.”10

While Mohler’s editorials were convictional and well received by 
the great majority of Georgia Baptists, the circulation continued to de-
cline from 99,000 near the end of Harwell’s tenure to 65,000 at the end of 
Mohler’s service as editor in 1993. Despite the decline in circulation, the 
eloquent tongue and prolific pen of Dr. Mohler merited him consideration 
and election as the successor to Dr. Roy Honeycutt as the ninth president 
of Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. His inauguration occurred on 
October 14, 1993, with Rev. Billy Graham present for the epic event.

At the 2018 Southern Baptist Convention in Dallas, I saw the South-
ern Seminary president at the hotel where I was staying and facetiously 
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said to him, “Dr. Mohler, I have been attempting to follow your legacy and 
have been sitting by the phone in my office at The Christian Index in hopes 
of getting an offer to become a seminary president, but there have been no 
such calls. I don’t understand how I have been overlooked for a position like 
that for 15 years.”

He responded, “I think I might have messed up my role at the seminary 
so badly that no Baptist state paper editor would have a chance at being 
considered for the presidency of one of our seminaries.”

He had to be joking, but I took his words as an expression of comfort 
and encouragement.

J. Robert White was selected to replace the retiring James N. Griffith 
as the executive director-treasurer of the Georgia Baptist Convention in 
the latter part of 1992; and he had not gotten his family moved from Pa-
ducah, Kentucky, before Mohler announced that he was moving to Lou-
isville, Kentucky. However, there was no need for a transitional or interim 
editor because The Index board of directors moved quickly to name William 
T. Neal III as the next editor. Gary Abbott, pastor of First Baptist Church 
in Milledgeville, and chairman of The Index board of directors, told the Ex-
ecutive Committee, “In the course of our search twenty-five names were 
considered, seven of those individuals were interviewed; but the decision 
to nominate Neal, who served as associate editor from 1987 to 1991, was 
unanimous on the first ballot.” 11 

Neal was serving as the director of student work for the convention at 
the time of his election as editor of The Index and was a nineteen-year vet-
eran of service to the convention. J Truett Gannon, Neal’s pastor at Smoke 
Rise Baptist Church in Stone Mountain, said, “Neal is a gifted administra-
tor, an ideal boss and supervisor, and is the perfect and ideal person to be 
the editor of The Christian Index.”12 The new executive director-treasurer 
described Neal as a gracious, genteel, Christian gentleman.

In 1995, Atlanta became the host city for the Sesquicentennial Celebra-
tion of the Southern Baptist Convention. The annual session drew 20,230 
messengers and was marked by greater harmony than had been experienced 
in recent years. The messengers apologized for past and present racism and 
adopted a resolution on racial reconciliation. Neal wrote in his editorial 
following the convention, “Indeed, it does require maturity and humility 
to take responsibility and apologize for past wrongs, but the apology was 
overdue, and the time was ripe, considering the pro-slavery position taken 
by founders of the Convention 150 years ago.” 13
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During Neal’s decade of service as editor of The Christian Index, tech-
nological advances created significant changes in the way the publication 
was operated. Changes always present their challenges in written commu-
nication. I suppose it all began with hieroglyphics written on stone tablets 
and has continued to modern weightless electronic delivery. In the millen-
niums in between, written messages, communiques, and transmissions have 
gone through many stages of progress. History records the creation of the 
linotype machine in the later part of the 19th century and the advent of pho-
totypesetters in the 1970s, which streamlined the production of newspa-
pers, made them affordable and created a boom in the newspaper business. 
But the dawn of the computer age and digital technology has significantly 
altered the printmaking process and transformed the way people get their 
information.

Historian Charles Jones revealed that, while transitioning The Index 
from a printed edition to a digital publication did not come until later, un-
der Neal’s tenure a shift was made from laborious typesetting, cutting, and 
pasting processes to the use of computer-generated graphics. The incorpo-
ration of color was also introduced into the printing process. Because of 
the proliferation of the Internet, The Index began to provide feature articles 
about individuals, churches, Christian music, mission ventures, and cultural 
events that readers were not likely seeing on the Internet. 

Jones added, “In 1996, the staff of The Index began the production of 
another periodical, E Street Journal, a quarterly feature magazine named 
after the paper’s original address in Washington, D.C. The new publication 
was to be launched as an outreach tool for churches to distribute among 
their peers and in their communities prior to the 1996 Olympics in At-
lanta.” I was on the Executive Committee when the first edition was in-
troduced and an appeal was made for the members of the committee to 
secure a bundle of E Street Journals for their churches to place in barber 
shops, physicians’ offices and hospital waiting rooms, libraries, etc. I recall 
getting a couple of bundles for the church I was serving to be distributing 
throughout our community. 

In 1997, a special edition of The Christian Index was published to com-
memorate the 175th anniversary of the Georgia Baptist Convention and its 
companion publication. As a part of the Terquasquicentennial Celebration 
William Neal and The Christian Index staff sponsored a historical trip 
to Washington, D. C. to place a commemorative plaque at 925 E Street 
near the house which Luther Rice had purchased to provide the first site 
of The Index.
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Editor Neal wanted to be able to conduct the ministry of The Christian 
Index in a location apart from the Georgia Baptist Convention building on 
Flowers Road and, in 1997, was offered facilities owned by Jackson Hill 
Baptist Church in the Druid Hills section of Atlanta. Neal considered the 
property an ideal home for America’s oldest religious publication. Accord-
ing to a website called abandonedsoutheast.com, the church was attached 
to a beautiful Tudor-Revival mansion called Pinebloom, which was built in 
1914 by architect Walter Downing for Preston S. Arkwright, second pres-
ident of the Georgia Power Company and former owner of the Atlanta 
Crackers minor league baseball team.

Pinebloom also had a rich historical significance for Neal that he felt 
was worthy of preserving. Billy Sunday, the fiery evangelist in the early 
decades of the 20th century, had preached the largest cottage revival of his 
career in the home. After Arkwright died, the property was sold to the 
Southern Baptist Convention and became the home of the SBC Radio 
Commission. The Baptist Hour radio program was broadcast from the third 
floor of the mansion for years until the agency was relocated to Fort Worth 
and renamed the Radio and Television Commission. After the property was 
offered to Neal, he asked the Executive Committee of the Georgia Baptist 
Convention to vote to accept the land and accompanying buildings as a gift 
to provide office space for The Christian Index. The Moreland Avenue Bap-
tist Church was meeting in the sanctuary of the church for their worship 
services. The Jackson Hill Church had been reduced in size to the extent 
that the solarium of the mansion had become quite sufficient to accommo-
date their worship attendance and other meetings.

I was on the Executive Committee at the time of Neal’s request. The 
thought of the two churches continuing to meet on the property and The 
Christian Index receiving the property as a gift seemed appealing. When it 
came time to vote on accepting the property, I voted with the majority of 
Executive Committee members in favor of accepting the gift. I thought, “If 
this gift doesn’t prove to be worthwhile, the worst-case scenario would be 
for The Index to vacate the facilities, put the property up for sale, and use the 
proceeds for missions.”

The editor had explained that some of the money which The Index had 
in the Georgia Baptist Foundation would be needed for the refurbishment 
of the mansion. Neither the members of the Executive Committee nor this 
writer and future Index editor fully comprehended the cost it would take for 
the extensive renovation, the enormous expenses of maintaining the large 
building complex and grounds, and the paying of utilities which Jackson 
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Hill was requiring in perpetuity. We all eventually discovered that there are 
some gifts that are not worth receiving.14

Johnny Pierce, who had become a part of The Index staff as managing 
editor in 1994, not only wrote for the publication, but also assumed nu-
merous responsibilities in editing, administrative duties, and a primary role 
in producing the E Street Journal. He also served on the transition team 
responsible for the renovation of Pinebloom, and the subsequent move 
of The Index to the mansion on South Ponce de Leon Avenue in Atlanta. 
Pierce was significantly involved as a moderate in the “Battle for the Bible” 
during the Conservative Resurgence. However, in the last weeks of 1999, 
he departed from The Index staff and became the editor of Baptist Today, 
the publication of the moderate wing of the SBC.15 It should have been no 
surprise that Pinebloom became a frequent meeting place for those who 
were aligned with the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship.

In 1990, weekday newspaper circulation in America was 63.2 million, 
but since then newspaper circulation has been in a steady decline. 16 In the 
‘90s, the U. S. Postal Service began to raise nonprofit mailing rates, a harsh 
reality that would be repeated numerous times in the following years. The 
cost of printing The Index also increased and as the number of subscribers 
decreased, the decision was made to transition the paper from a weekly to 
a fortnightly publication. Although this decision cut the number of yearly 
issues in half, it did manage to keep the Georgia Baptist publication from 
experiencing financial stress.

On March 31, 2000, William T. Neal wrote an editorial that demon-
strated his theological viewpoint and moderate position, which ultimately 
demanded an apology. The editorial was entitled, “Changing times demand 
religious sensitivities.” In the editorial, he criticized a Florida Baptist pastor 
for his invocation before the Florida House of Representatives. Neal’s con-
cern was that the pastor’s prayer likely offended the pro-choice legislators, 
because he prayed that God would instill in the hearts of the lawmakers, 
“a desire to protect the unborn.” He closed his invocation by praying, “In 
the precious name of the Lord Jesus Christ,” which in Neal’s mind likely 
offended the eleven Jewish legislators who “did not think the name of Jesus 
should be invoked in the public prayer.”17

Neal offered a suggested prayer for a public forum: “Almighty God, we 
have gathered here as Christians, Jews, Muslim, adherents of other world 
religions, and in some cases, religious seekers. We all pray to you in our own 
way, addressing you by various names, but united in our desire to honor and 
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serve you as our Creator and Lord. Amen.” The Index editor maintained 
that we live in a more pluralistic society than ever; and therefore, we need 
to be more sensitive when we pray in public. The editorial became a topic of 
conversation among pastors throughout the state, and some expressed their 
discontent in The Index Forum.

Charles Mitchell, the pastor of Waverly Hall Church, wrote, “Why pray 
such an ‘inclusive prayer and encourage people to believe there are many 
paths to heaven … We do the lost no favor by praying wishy-washy inclu-
sive prayers.” Todd Wright, pastor of Midway Macedonia in Villa Rica, and 
Christian Index Board member, wrote: “I, like you, have also been involved 
in praying in various public arenas … However, I have never been tempt-
ed to believe or acknowledge that ‘Christians, Jews, Muslims, adherents of 
other world religions, and in some cases religious seekers’ are all praying to 
the same God, who is the Creator. When you encouraged the Georgia Bap-
tist reader to handle their public prayer life in such a manner, you greatly 
violated the sacred trust that Georgia Baptists and the Board of Directors 
have placed in your office as Editor of The Christian Index. Georgia Baptists 
should know that your viewpoint in this particular issue is not ‘The Index 
view,’ nor is it the view of this member of the Board of Directors.” 18

On January 27, 2003, Index Associate Editor Joe Westbury wrote an 
article published by Baptist Press indicating that William T. Neal III an-
nounced to The Index Board of Directors that he was taking early retire-
ment effective January 31. His decision was unanimously accepted. GBC 
Executive Director J. Robert White commented, “Georgia Baptists greatly 
appreciates the ministry of Bill Neal during his 28 years of service with 
the Georgia Baptist Convention. We wish him and Judy the best in their 
retirement years.”

Johnny Pierce, executive editor of Good Faith Media, looked back on 
Neal’s experience at The Index and wrote, “When the early waves of Funda-
mentalism washed upon the Georgia Baptist shore, I moved on though it 
was hard to leave working with Bill and other good people. Soon the rising 
sea of Fundamentalism washed Bill out of the editorship despite remark-
able success.”19

It was not long until Neal rejected the idea of retirement and became 
the president and CEO of the Atlanta-based Developmental Disabilities 
Ministries, a nonprofit, charitable corporation providing safe and support-
ing homes for persons with disabilities. When he retired from that ministry 
in 2015, Pierce hailed him for his “genuine Christian commitments, … for 
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being a creative thinker and a faithful doer, … as the least selfish person 
I’ve ever known … and (as a man) who always took the high road.” 20 My 
personal contacts with Bill Neal were limited, but I saw him at Executive 
Committee meetings and the funerals of former GBC Executive Direc-
tor-Treasurer James N. Griffith and Baptist statesman Edwin L. Cliburn 
and on several other occasions. He also asked me to write Sunday School 
lessons and one feature article for The Index. I believe he was everything 
Johnny Pierce said he was.

Joe Westbury, an Index staffer and career Baptist journalist, was se-
lected to become the interim editor following Neal’s retirement. Westbury, 
a native of Orlando, Florida, was called into Christian journalism under 
the ministry of Jerry Spencer during his pastorate at Edgewood Baptist 
Church in Orlando. Westbury graduated from Union University in Jackson, 
Tennessee, with a degree in journalism, and his writing credentials were 
impressive. His writing prowess at The Index became evident through the 
years as he gleaned multiple awards, including at least two Frank Burkhalter 
Awards for Exceptional Achievement in News Writing at the annual meet-
ings of the Baptist Communicators Association (BCA). He also became 
the president of the prestigious BCA. Westbury’s neutral position during 
the Conservative Resurgence also made him a suitable interim for those 
who had fought on both sides of the Baptist controversy. During his six 
months of service between editors, he introduced a Georgia Baptist centric 
philosophy for The Index focusing on news and features from the Baptist 
churches, institutions, and people in the Peach State.
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In late January 2003, J. Robert White called me and asked, “Would you 
be willing to pray about becoming the editor of The Christian Index?” 

I had not even heard that Bill Neal had announced his retirement. I was 
in my ninth year as pastor of Eastside Baptist Church in Marietta and had 
never given one thought about being the editor of a state Baptist publica-
tion. I did agree to pray about the matter and continued to pray for about a 
month, but never heard another word from White or anyone else associated 
with The Christian Index. Five months later, White called again and asked 
if God had given me any sense of direction. My first thought was, “Has He 
given me any direction about what?”

I agreed to meet with The Index board of directors, but I was not sure I 
wanted to leave the pastorate. I had been a pastor for 41 years, and, at age 
62, I was not sure I was ready to begin a new career. I was also concerned 
that I might be stepping out of the will of God, because of Romans 11:29 
where the Apostle Paul writes: “For the gifts and calling of God are with-
out repentance.” I knew that I was gifted to be a pastor and a preacher of 
God’s Word and wondered if I would be violating God’s plan for my life 
if I became the editor of a Baptist publication. Those responsible for filling 
the vacancy at The Index seemed to be favorable toward me filling the posi-
tion, but I was still not sure. I called some of my most admired pastors and 
denominational leaders for counsel. Each one provided a similar response, 
“You will still have ample opportunities to preach, and you will have the 
chance to mentor younger pastors.” Their advice satisfied my spirit, and I 
informed Dr. White and The Index board that I would accept the position 
and started on June 21, 2003.

During those first weeks on the job, from a purely fleshly point of view, 
I enjoyed driving to one of the most fashionable sections of Atlanta and 
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walking into a stately Tudor Mansion that had been beautifully renovated 
with plush carpets. Seeing me sitting behind an executive desk that con-
veyed power, importance, and sophistication would have impressed my 
mother. The staff was cordial, cooperative, and knowledgeable. That was a 
blessing, because I didn’t have a clue about what I was supposed to do as 
their supervisor. Joe Westbury told me up front that he was going to put 
training wheels on me until I could reinvent myself and get the hang of 
publishing a newspaper.

I made some serious blunders as the editor of The Index. One of the 
most critical errors was depending too much on my staff. On my first day in 
the office, I called my secretary/administrative assistant into my office and 
asked her to fax something for me. She responded by saying, “If you will 
come into the workroom, I will be happy to show you how to fax letters or 
documents.”

I replied, “Liz, if you show me how to do it, I may not need you.” She 
was wonderful. She helped me when I called her, and she began to an-
ticipate my needs and learned to help even before I asked. I never ascer-
tained how to fax, arrange conference calls, sign my name on the computer, 
download photos, keep my own calendar, copy and paste, etc. That may be 
somewhat of an exaggeration, but I had become so dependent on my ad-
ministrative assistants through the years that when I retired, I didn’t know 
how to do anything. Today I am relatively helpless, but fortunately I have 13 
grandchildren who can assist me with computer issues, and I am constantly 
calling them for help.

My first article was about Larry Wynn’s 25th anniversary as pastor of 
Hebron Baptist Church, one of the largest and most remarkable churches 
in the Georgia Baptist Convention. It was also the only church in the state 
that had ever given over a million dollars to the Cooperative Program. I 
thought I did a decent job of writing the story until someone told me that 
I misspelled the pastor’s name seven times in the article. It was Wynn, not 
Winn as I had spelled his name throughout the story. I suppose I was think-
ing about the Winn-Dixie store where my parents bought their groceries 
when I was a boy. The pastor handled my error with grace and a good sense 
of humor, but I was humiliated. It was not the last time I was embarrassed 
and mortified as the editor of The Index.

The first major decision I made had to do with Hollywood. I had not 
been on the job a month before I got a call from a gentleman by the name 
of Howard Loberfeld, who identified himself as the associate producer of 
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a film that was going to be made about Bobby Jones, the Georgia amateur 
golfer who was one of the most influential figures in the history of the 
sport. The movie was to be called “A Stroke of Genium.” Loberfeld had seen 
Pinebloom from the outside and wanted to see the inside of the mansion. 
When he and the director of the film came to Pinebloom a week later, he 
said the property would be ideal for several scenes in their production and 
promised a generous amount of money for the privilege of using the man-
sion for a movie set.  

The visitors from Hollywood professed to be Christians and said the 
movie would likely have a PG rating and that Jim Caviezel, who had been 
cast as Jesus in The Passion of Christ, was going to play the part of Bobby 
Jones. I was not prepared to give anyone from Hollywood the permission 
to use a Baptist facility for a movie unless I could read the script. When I 
received and read the script, I found several profane words that were un-
acceptable to me. In a visit with Dr. White, he agreed that the profanity 
would have to be eliminated if the Pinebloom property was to be used in 
the movie. I was shocked when the associate director called a week later 
and said they had eliminated the profanity, but there would be one scene at 
Pinebloom that would involve an inebriated Bobby Jones in a bathtub. I was 
intrigued by the idea of having our place of ministry used in a Hollywood 
film but told Mr. Loberfeld that as a conservative, Bible-believing Baptist I 
would have to decline his request and urged him to find another venue for 
his Hollywood production.

The distractions caused by the visitors from Hollywood and the dis-
tance separating The Index staff from the Baptist building became a matter 
of concern, so I made the call to move our operations back to Flowers Road 
with the Georgia Baptist Convention staff. I believed it was a wise move, 
because I knew it would provide greater networking relationships and give 
us the opportunity to better represent the various ministries of Georgia 
Baptists. It would also give us the advantage to interact with Georgia Bap-
tists who would not likely come to our location near downtown Atlanta, 
but who would come to the Convention building located near the I-85 and 
I-285 highway exchange north of the city. We published our last copy of 
The Christian Index from Pinebloom on September 25, 2003, and our first 
issue of the publication back at the Flowers Road address on October 9. I 
loved being with my own staff, but the working atmosphere on the cam-
pus of the Georgia Baptist Convention Center was helpful, refreshing, 
and invigorating. 
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The Christian Index began to establish an Internet presence in 2003. 
Those interested in reading wholesome news, features, and commentaries 
were able to find The Index online. Each article published was marked by 
certain key words to assist readers in finding the information they desired. 
Having established our web presence, we attempted to drive traffic to our 
website by enlisting subscribers via email without requiring them to pay. 
With the help of the GBC Communications Department, we were able to 
develop an aesthetically appealing and properly organized online presence 
that provided visitors significant information about Georgia Baptist and 
Southern Baptist events, narratives, and personalities. 

However, when our publication appeared on the Internet, it suddenly 
became available for the world to see, and the world – as well as some Bap-
tists – did not agree with some of my editorializing. I wrote a commentary 
entitled “Do Muslims Really Qualify for Religious Freedom Benefits” in 
which I stated, “Islam is not a religion, but a geopolitical group.” That state-
ment ignited the ire of CAIR, the Council on American-Islamic Relations 
and I received a call from Edward Ahmed Mitchell, executive director of 
the Georgia chapter of the organization, and was invited to the Islamic 
Community Center of Atlanta to receive a lecture on Islam 101.1

On another occasion, I wrote an editorial entitled, “When sin has a face” 
that provoked a bit of a dustup. I explained, “The U.S. Supreme Court has 
just announced its ruling on the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) and 
Proposition 8. The high court decided to overturn provisions in DOMA 
signed in 1996 by President Clinton protecting traditional marriage be-
tween one man and one woman as husband and wife. The decision not only 
allows, but encourages same-sex marriage in our country … What happens 
when the Supreme Court rules against our biblical principles or what hap-
pens if those sins suddenly have a face?” Then I reported that Rob Portman, 
a senator from Ohio, reversed his stance on same-sex marriage two years 
after learning that his son was gay. The calls we got in our office, first han-
dled by my administrative assistant, were so derogatory and censorious that 
we had to block certain numbers from our phone line.2

In a related story, The Christian Index published an article on November 
10, 2005, exposing an organization at Mercer University called the Mer-
cer Triangle Symposium, which was structured to promote the LGBTQ+ 
agenda at the university. The organization had sponsored a National Com-
ing Out Day on October 11 and publicized the event in The Cluster, the 
campus newspaper. In addition, it published the names of 29 faculty and 
staff that supported the organization and its goals. Among those showing 
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their support were Professor of Christianity Margaret Dee Bratcher and 
Assistant Professor of Christianity Janell Johnson. When asked about the 
organization, Mercer President Kirby Godsey said that neither he nor his 
administrative staff had seen the Triangle website. He indicated that the 
administration purposely separates itself from Student Government As-
sociation clubs, organizations, and symposiums for fear that a suppression 
of free expression would result in repercussions that would jeopardize the 
academic integrity of the Christian university. Days later the messengers at 
the Georgia Baptist Convention meeting in Columbus voted to sever its 
172-year-old relationship with the university.3

On another occasion I wrote an article entitled “The Calvinists are 
here” which probably provoked the most criticism. I explained that there 
was the encroachment of a brand of Calvinism into Southern Baptist life 
that was entirely different from the kind of reformed theology embraced by 
James Petigru Boyce, the founder of Southern Baptist Theological Semi-
nary. I tried to explain that I was not anti-Calvinist, but an anti-aggression-
ist and concerned about what I perceived to be a hyper-Calvinism.4 The 
Internet lit up with good Baptists objecting to my editorial. One Baptist 
journalist compared me to Senator Joe McCarthy, who was known in the 
1950s for insinuating that many American leaders were disloyal and that 
the government had been infiltrated with traitors and spies. I kept a very 
large file folder of letters from those who objected to my editorials and 
vowed to make friends of those who seemed to be opposed to my views and 
opinions. Jack Harwell, in the last paragraph of chapter 19, admitted that 
his editorials were often controversial, stating, “(The Index) has never pre-
tended to speak for Georgia Baptists. It speaks to them and to others who 
would listen.” There is a sense in which I agreed with Harwell’s statement, 
but I always wanted my editorials to be supported by God’s Word. I don’t 
know that I always succeeded, but it was my intention to do so.

Plans had been underway for several years to move the Georgia Baptist 
staff to another setting, and on May 22, 2006, that move became a reali-
ty. As the 55-foot cross was being hoisted into place by a huge crane, the 
Georgia Baptist Convention (as was the DBA name at the time) staff was 
moving to their new ministry center. The land and construction of the state-
ly five-story building cost of $43 million dollars and was located at 6405 
Sugarloaf Parkway in Duluth on 42 acres of prime property. The biblical 
symbolism of the building, the ceiling murals and the paintings by Frank 
Murphy, campus minister of Berry College in Rome, the marble statues of 
Jesus and the children and the Apostle Peter, and the stained-glass window 
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of Jesus praying in the Garden of Gethsemane provided an atmosphere and 
spirit that made the convention staff feel like they were working in a holy 
place.5

After three years on the job, by God’s grace and as my mentors had 
predicted, I had multiple opportunities to preach in churches across Geor-
gia and the Southeastern states and developed wonderful relationships with 
pastors. I had the opportunity to mentor some of them. In many of the 
churches where I was invited to preach, I found out fascinating things about 
the pastors and church members that I considered newsworthy. One of the 
most fulfilling series of articles I had the privilege of writing was about 
some of the great pastors/preachers of the past including R. G. Lee, W. A. 
Criswell, Adrian Rogers, Homer Lindsay Jr., and Bailey Smith.

During my fifteen and a half years of service as editor of The Index, I 
was blessed to be able to interview many wonderful pastors, church staff 
members, missionaries, and denominational leaders. Among those inter-
viewed were U. S. Senators and members of the House of Representatives, 
governors,  a U. S. Attorney General, Olympic athletes, sports’ personali-
ties with the Atlanta Braves, Falcons, and Hawks, football players from the 
University of Georgia and Georgia Tech. I have had the joy of meeting and 
interviewing some of the most gracious, godly and phenomenal Georgia 
Baptist men and women with fascinating stories about how God inter-
vened in their lives and gave them victory in the midst of formidable trials 
and challenges. 

Between 2007 and 2009, countries around the world experienced what 
some called “The Great Recession” that started in the United States. It was 
the longest and deepest economic turndown in many countries, includ-
ing the U. S. since the Great Depression that started in 1929. Churches 
and various religious groups did not escape the impact of this crippling 
economic season. Chuck Warnock, a Mercer graduate and the pastor of 
Chatham Baptist Church in Virginia, wrote about the domino effect of 
the recession. He stated, “Like cascading dominoes, the economic effects 
radiated out from the subprime mortgage crisis to investment banks, to real 
banks, to automobile manufacturers, to homeowners, and to the religious 
community as well.”6 Consequently, many churches were forced to post-
pone capital/building projects, reduce their budget, terminate staff, dig into 
reserve funds, and for many Baptist churches reduce their budget allocation 
to the Cooperative Program. The domino effect caused some churches to 
eliminate The Christian Index from their budget and ceased providing the 
publication for their members.  
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We launched the Christian Index Press thinking that the proceeds from 
those who chose to write books would provide some financial help for our 
publication. We had several people use the publishing arm of The Index, but 
the time it took to proof (in some cases rewrite book submissions), prepare 
a galley copy, and negotiate pricing with the printer and devise a marketing 
plan was too time consuming and provided very little income. So, after two 
years, that process was abandoned.

The circulation of The Index was declining, and although I tried to make 
a plaintive marketing appeal to pastors and offered a “sweetheart deal” re-
garding the price of subscriptions, the response seemed to be minimal. I 
began to feel like the indigenous inhabitants of Manhattan who attempted 
to sell the entire island to the Dutch for the sum of $24 worth of beads and 
trinkets. The only problem was that they finally succeeded; and I did not.

More and more people were reading The Christian Index online rather 
than paying the price of subscriptions for the printed editions. The digital 
age was having a significant impact on our publication. I suspected that 
more people were reading it, but the number of people and churches pay-
ing for the printed edition was decreasing every year. I sensed that the day 
would come when a shift to an online edition would be complete, and the 
printed paper discontinued. At the same time, I realized that faithful Bap-
tists who were getting much older, like me, would have trouble navigating 
through the web to find our publication and some did not even have com-
puters or smart phones to access the web. The prospects of discontinuing 
the printed copies of The Index people could hold in their hands gave me 
considerable grief and a sense of failure.

The 2010s became the decade of social media. The Index established 
a social media presence through Facebook and Instagram. Facebook was 
founded in 2004 by Mark Zuckerberg and became the most popular and 
successful social media website in the world and currently has 2.9 billion 
monthly users.7 It has been relatively easy to use for most generations and 
has not faced significant competition as of this writing. It has been popu-
larly used to connect friends, but it became a conduit for The Index so that 
users could read our publication. Instagram joined the social media network 
scene in 2010 and provided another favorable platform for connecting Bap-
tists with The Christian Index. Instagram quickly had 15 million users before 
the end of the first few months of its start and today (2022) has 1.22 billion 
active users. 8 Having an Internet presence afforded The Index the ability to 
gauge online readership using state-of-art analytics.
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The demographics indicated that more people were reading The Index 
than ever, but the number of subscribers to the printed edition continued 
to plummet. In response to the economic reality, including the rising cost 
of production, increasing postal rates, declining subscriptions, loss of much 
of our advertising income, the expense of continuing to pay the utility cost 
and maintenance of Pinebloom, and declining Cooperative Program funds 
from GBC to help underwrite operations, the decision was made to cease 
the printing of The Christian Index and move to a digital publication.

In 2015, the decision was made to dissolve the board of directors as 
a cost saving move and bring The Christian Index under the umbrella of 
the authority vested in the Executive Director and Executive Committee. 
(It should be noted that the staff who were employed to do the work of 
the Georgia Baptist Convention had been operating under the same DBA 
name. In 2016, Dr. White commissioned the staff to serve as the Georgia 
Baptist Mission Board, which continues to carry out the business of the 
Executive Committee.) 

Due to the new online format, the Index staff was reduced from eight 
to four. The circumstances could be cited as the reason for the decisions that 
were being made, but I couldn’t help but feel like I had failed Georgia Bap-
tists. I could see faithful widows and retired pastors without computers hav-
ing no access to their Baptist state paper. It was a heartbreaking decision.

There were those who thought this change would cause The Index to 
have to forfeit its freedom and independence. I always believed that the ex-
ecutive director was the publisher of The Index, and I was the editor under 
his authority. No one in authority had ever questioned my editorials, and I 
believed I had the freedom to write whatever I wanted to write if it was not 
contrary to Biblical principles and the values faithful Christians hold dear. 
I believe we must always have a free press and that an editor has a fiduciary 
responsibility to report truth as carefully and honestly as possible. I trust 
that will always remain true. In 2022, it appears “that justice is standing afar 
off, and truth has fallen in the streets” as Isaiah proclaimed (Isaiah 59:14). 
But The Index, like the preacher, is meant to be “the watchman on the wall” 
to exhort and warn God’s people as describe in Ezekiel 3. 

I must admit that the decisions forced by economic shortfalls made me 
feel very much like the architect or the builders of the Tower of Pisa. The 
project was begun in 1173. Those who were responsible for its construction 
were not able to properly calculate the soil profile at the tower’s base and al-
though the Romans used massive stones to undergird the structure it start-
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ed leaning five years after the work started. The famous bell tower of the 
cathedral of Pisa is a fascinating tourist attraction, but a colossal architec-
tural and construction failure. 9 As I reflected on my ministry at The Index, 
I sometimes felt like Steve Sax who committed 30 errors from second base 
during his second year with the Los Angeles Dodgers, because his ability to 
make easy throws to first base suddenly disappeared. Sax had great ability, 
but his erratic throwing became a psychological problem and the more he 
worried about it the worse it got. His wild throws to first base got so bad 
that the fans behind the dugout began wearing batting helmets.10 I feared 
that my legacy would cause people to recall the failure of Bill Buckner, the 
first baseman of the Boston Red Sox who let a routine ground ball dribble 
between his legs in the 10th inning of the sixth game of the World Series 
on October 26, 1986. The New York Mets had a runner on third base who 
was able to score on Buckner’s error allowing the Mets to win the game and 
ultimately the World Series. 11

In 2016 we went fully digital, the first Baptist state paper to do so. We 
dropped all subscriptions and advertising income. We produced an 8-page 
monthly digital/print format during the transition. The staff worked hard 
and tried to find a way to meet the needs of all demographics of our won-
derful Baptist family, but it was to no avail. It was a valiant attempt to 
defy defeat, but it appeared to be another failure. While I was licking my 
wounds like Rocky Balboa licked his wounds after that third fight with 
Apollo Creed, J. Robert White was gracious enough to say that The Chris-
tian Index was leading the way into the digital age of Christian publications. 
The good news was that we added mobile platforms such as phones and 
tablets to increase readership. I suppose White was right, because in 2018, 
just 24 months after going fully digital The Christian Index was the first of 
the old-line state papers to generate one million annual page views.

As I began to think about concluding my ministry with The Index, I 
knew I had to decide what I was retiring to before I could justify retiring 
from the role I had come to cherish with Georgia Baptists. I had traveled 
the state for nearly 16 years and met some of the greatest Christians on 
earth. I had gotten to know hundreds of pastors who enriched my life. I 
loved our institutions and agencies. My colleagues at the Georgia Baptist 
Missions and Ministry Center were precious friends and my staff at The 
Christian Index was like family. J. Robert White was like a brother. He had 
asked me to write the history of the Georgia Baptist Mission Board to 
complement James Lester’s chronicle of the first 150 years. It was a won-
derful labor of love. My wife had graciously accepted my desire to continue 
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to be employed until my 78th birthday, but I knew it was time to make the 
decision to turn the page to a new chapter of my life. It had been a great run 
and my life has been fulfilled. 

On June 1, 2018, I announced that I would accept the role of senior 
editor of The Index and retire at the end of the year. At that time Scott 
Barkley was promoted to editor. Scott had been an English teacher in the 
Carterville school system but came to The Index in January 2004. He served 
as a layman, a deacon, a Bible study leader and a children and youth group 
leader at Cartersville’s First Baptist Church.

Barkley graduated from Jacksonville State University in Jacksonville, 
Alabama, where he earned a bachelor’s degree in Secondary Education. 
While in college, he served as president, community ministries director, 
worship director, and as a small group leader of the university’s Baptist 
Campus Ministries. After serving in summer missions in Colorado and 
Wyoming, Barkley was engaged as a North American Mission Board US/
C-2 missionary for two years in Cheyenne, Wyoming. Barkley and his wife, 
Amy, have four children: Rylee, Jackson, Bryce, and Charlotte – three of 
them through adoption. From the time he was a teenager, Barkley began 
to have articles published as a freelance writer and the Baptist Communi-
cators Association has honored him through the years for his outstanding 
journalism. 

However, in 2019, the new editor discovered that it would be necessary 
for him to carry on his daunting task as editor of The Index with the help of 
only one other person, Myriah Snyder, an award-winning writer who also 
doubled as the social media coordinator. 

On September 11, 2019, Thomas Hammond became the successor to J. 
Robert White as the new Executive Director of the Georgia Baptist Mis-
sion Board. The GBC Executive Committee members “voted with a single 
‘yes’ to the search team’s recommendation of Hammond. At the time of his 
election Hammond was 56 years old, senior pastor of First Baptist Church 
in Alpharetta and had served as president of the Georgia Baptist Conven-
tion from 2015 to 2017. Bob Jolly, pastor of First Baptist Church in Cum-
ming and chairman of the search team, said, “We wanted someone who 
loves Jesus, loves people, loves the church, loves making disciples and loves 
Georgia Baptists. We wanted someone doctrinally sound, denominationally 
connected, diversity-inclusive and dedicated to unity. We wanted someone 
who was Great Commission-driven, Georgia-focused, but globally aware 
and concerned.”12



226 AN OLD FRIEND WITH NEW CREDENTIALS

One of the first things Hammond did was negotiate the sale of the 
Pinebloom property. It was not easy to dispose of the property due to the 
restrictions outlined in the original agreement when the property was 
received as a gift. The contract was crafted to grant Jackson Hill Baptist 
Church the right to have exclusive use of the first floor of the mansion 
every Sunday and every Wednesday evening until the dissolution of the 
church and the right to have family reunions, weddings, funerals, etc. after 
the dissolution of the church. Furthermore, if the property were to be sold 
within fifteen years after the Trust Agreement was signed all unpaid bills 
would have to be paid by the proceeds from the sale and The Christian In-
dex would receive 25 percent of what remained, and Jackson Hill Baptist 
Church would receive 75 percent. After fifteen years Jackson Hill would 
receive 25 percent and The Index would receive 75 percent of the money 
received from the sale of the property. It also appeared that Jackson Hill had 
the right to cast the deciding vote on all matters concerning the renovation, 
maintenance, use and sale of the property. When the property was finally 
sold 23 years after the agreement was signed it was a welcomed relief to the 
GBMB and The Christian Index.

In addition to a depleted staff, one year into his tenure as editor, Barkley 
found himself trying to provide news to Georgia Baptists amid a ravaging 
pandemic. Social distancing norms and nationwide lockdowns may have 
led to a surge in the use of digital technologies, but also created challenges 
in interviewing individuals, securing fitting photos, and the allocation and 
collaboration of work responsibilities. 

For seventeen years, Barkley served Georgia Baptists with distinction 
and excellence, but in December 2020 a door was presented to him that was 
too significant not to open. Jon D. Wilke announced, “The SBC Executive 
Committee has hired award-winning journalist Scott Barkley as national 
correspondent for Baptist Press … George Schroeder, the Executive Com-
mittee’s associate vice president for convention news, added, “We wanted to 
add a highly competent journalist with a deep understanding of the SBC 
to better fulfill our ministry assignment of providing news of, about and for 
Southern Baptists. Scott easily exceeds those requirements.” 13

In the months that followed with no Index editor, Linda Wilkins, con-
tent director for the GBMB Research and Development team, stepped in 
to continue writing, sourcing articles from pastors in Georgia, and updating 
the website and social media accounts.

Executive Director Thomas Hammond knew that one of the most stra-
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tegic decisions he would have to make would be his choice for editor of The 
Christian Index to replace Barkley. Hammond knew who he wanted, and 
that individual was Roger Alford, who was the founding editor of Kentucky 
Today, an online newspaper serving Kentucky Baptists that had experi-
enced remarkable success, recording 1.8 million page views in 2018. Al-
ford brought nearly four decades of journalism experience, which included 
a long stint with The Associated Press, the world’s largest news-gathering 
operation.

The announcement in The Christian Index stated, “Alford began his 
journalism career working for the New York Times Regional Newspaper 
Group as a reporter in the southeastern Kentucky town of Middlesboro. He 
worked at newspapers in Ashland, Ky., Portsmouth, Ohio, and Columbus, 
Ohio, before joining The Associated Press, first as a correspondent covering 
the impoverished central Appalachian region, and later covering govern-
ment and politics.

“Late in his career with AP, Alford surrendered to the Lord and be-
came a bi-vocational pastor at Long Ridge Baptist Church in Owenton, 
Ky. It was during that time that International Mission Board President 
Paul Chitwood, then-executive director of the Kentucky Baptist Conven-
tion, invited Alford to become the KBC communications director. Alford 
remained in that role five years before moving to the IMB for a brief stint as 
vice president for communications. He has been serving as pastor of South 
Fork Baptist Church in Kentucky for the past two years.”14

Alford, in his own innovative and creative way, discovered that with one 
million immigrants in Georgia it was not prudent to produce a publication 
exclusively in the English language. Therefore, he found a way to have The 
Index translated into 10 languages in addition to English. By 2022 he was 
having The Index translated into Arabic, Filipino, Hindi, Korean, Persian, 
Russian, Spanish, Thai, Urdu, and Vietnamese, the languages most spoken 
among immigrants in Georgia.15 In the first year of his tenure as editor of 
The Index, 25,000 readers were regularly logging onto its website and peo-
ple from 187 countries read stories from the publication over a one-month 
period.  Alford explained, “Our analytics show that people in Georgia are 
logging into our website from 3,497 locales across the state, which, I assume 
is just about every dot on the state map.” 16    

Hammond commended Alford’s leadership as editor of The Index by 
saying, “Roger Alford is uniquely gifted and able to attract a broad au-
dience to The Christian Index. His vast background in secular journalism 
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and years of pastoral ministry, coupled with an exhaustive knowledge of 
Southern Baptist practice offers the perfect combination of skill and ex-
perience. These characteristics are critical for the one sitting in the Editor’s 
chair. Alford does an amazing job keeping Georgia Baptists informed on all 
things newsworthy. With great intentionality, Alford enables his readers to 
stay well-informed on secular and sacred news, while consistently helping 
them see their world through biblical lens. Because of Alford’s commitment 
to excellence The Christian Index will continue to be the first place Georgia 
Baptists go to stay connected in an ultra, fast-paced world.”

As a former editor of The Index and the one writing this addition to 
Harwell’s book, I must say that it has been a joy to get to know Roger 
Alford. I would say without hesitation, reservation, or qualification that he 
is the perfect choice for editor at this critical time in this digital age and 
at this season in the history of our Georgia Baptist and Southern Baptist 
Conventions. He is a gentle and gracious soul, a bright and imaginative 
journalist, the kind of leader people want to follow and a true Christian 
gentleman. The Christian Index has survived wars, conflicts, denominational 
controversies, depressions, recessions, and criticisms, but under the leader-
ship of Roger Alford and if his successors are anything like him, this oldest 
religious news publication in American will survive another two hundred 
years – if the Lord tarries.
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