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In the first decades of the nineteenth century conversion narratives were an integral part of religious life on the American frontier.  Candidates for admission to full church membership offered these narratives as evidence of their regeneration.  The narrative usually included an account of God's work in their hearts through various stages (e.g., sorrow for sin to the peace of forgiveness) and through various means (e.g., prayer, Bible reading, hearing sermons) over an extended period of time.  The narrators recounted their own gradual experience of God's regenerative grace.  While originally a distinguishing mark of colonial New England church polity, this procedure was adopted by practically all the frontier denominations from the Presbyterians to the Baptists.
  During the Second Great Awakening, these narratives often included descriptions of how God had spoken to, or Jesus had appeared to the narrators, or how God had assured them in a dream or a vision that their sins were forgiven.


Students of the Stone-Campbell Movement (the American Restoration Movement) know Barton W. Stone's account of his early experience with these conversion narratives.  He recounts how he listened to these conversion stories with great interest and understood them as the work of God.  Consequently, when in 1790 under the preaching of James McGready he "resolved...to seek religion at the sacrifice of every earthly good," he anticipated experiences like those described in the conversion narratives he had heard.  He struggled through his search for religion but could find no peace or assurance.  "For one year," he wrote, "I was tossed on the waves of uncertainty--laboring, praying, and striving to obtain saving faith--sometimes desponding, and almost despairing of ever getting it."
  Indeed, he never did get it until he heard the preaching of William Hodge in 1791 whose central theme was "God is love."  In the wake of this message, Stone retired to the woods, confessed his sin to the Lord, prayed for forgiveness and accepted God's gracious gift.  Never again would Stone doubt God's love for him because he now understood that God loves all sinners.  He believed the truth that God loves sinners and rested his assurance on the knowledge that God saves believers.
 


Stone was now convinced that God's love had a universal salvific intent.  Consequently, he began to encourage sinners to "believe now, and receive salvation" instead of seeking some special grace from God according to the pattern of the conversion narratives.
  There is no need for the sinner to wait till God loves them in a special way because God has already loved them in Jesus Christ.
  Further, once Stone became an advocate of believer's immersion in 1807, he came to understand immersion as the assurance of God's love to the believer, an assurance that the sins of immersed believers had been forgiven.
  In fact, on several occasions Stone offered immersion to those who sat on the mourner's bench as a means of assurance.
  But his invitation was never accepted (as far as the accounts go).  Stone concluded that people were not prepared for this approach because it tended to dampen the excitement of revival.  The offer of immersion, it seemed, undermined the expectation of a gracious experience.


While Stone's conversion narrative is relatively well known to students of the Stone-Campbell Movement, Alexander Campbell's own search for a conversion narrative is not.  Among historians of the Movement Stone's struggle for conversion operates as a kind of paradigm witness against conversion narratives while Campbell's own struggle is unknown.  For example, in his recent history of Churches of Christ, Richard Hughes seems to assume that it was only the Stoneites who had experienced the struggles of conversion.
  Hughes does not note Campbell's own personal struggle.


The purpose of this paper is to understand Campbell's baptismal theology in the context of his rejection of a conversion narrative as a prerequisite for church membership.  Fundamentally, he rejected conversion narratives as testimonies of regeneration because they were based on subjective experiences of God's supposed forgiveness.  Instead, he substituted believer's immersion as a prerequisite for church membership because it is God's testimony of forgiveness.  For Campbell, assurance is rooted in the objective promise of God rather than in a subjective experience.  Consequently, Campbell substituted baptism for the mourner's bench.  Instead of seeking God's communion through faithful prayer ("praying through"), the sinner should seek God's forgiveness through faithful obedience in baptism.  Instead of listening for the voice of God in the wilderness, the sinner should hear the promise of God in baptism.  The beginning point of this baptismal theology was Campbell's own pursuit of a conversion narrative.  Like Stone, Campbell was bitterly disappointed with his search.

Campbell's Search for Conversion


Alexander Campbell (1788-1866) received his early religious education in the Anti-Burgher Old Light Seceder Scotch-Irish Presbyterian Church.  He knew the Westminster Confession of Faith and its Catechisms well and was trained to expect a conversion experience.
  He was taught an "evangelical" faith which included the search for an experience of special grace.
  He expected "an interposition" of divine aid without which he was "taught" he "could derive no assurance of the favor of God."
  Consequently, he sought such an experience as evidence of his own regeneration.


At the age of sixteen, while still living in Northern Ireland, Campbell began an intense study of the Holy Spirit.  After he had noted every biblical passage which mentioned the Spirit, he began reading the best evangelical writers.  For example, he read Richard Baxter's Call to the Unconverted "that he might be converted" since it had been "highly commened by the pious."  In addition he read Arms, Boston, Bunyan, Newton and Hallburton and every other "converting" book he could find.  He was especially fond of John Owen.  He "ate up" Owen's two books on the Holy Spirit as well as reading his Christo Logia, The Person and Glory of Christ and Death of Deaths in the Death of Christ.  He was so enamored with Owen's work on the Spirit that he copied it by hand.  It became his "text-book."  By the age of twenty Campbell says that he was "perfectly indoctrinated into the right faith, as the evangelical christians called it."
 


This "system" into which he had been indoctrinated had taught him to "look for a divine interposition of a peculiar character at a certain crisis, and as the drowning man holds fast his straw, so we take hold of a dream, or a conceit, or an impression, or an impulse, or a voice, or a particular occurrence, and by a favorable interpretation imagine it a sign or token for good, and console ourselves that Heaven has now lent its long withheld aid."
  Consequently, Campbell began his search for heaven's sign that he was among the converted.  "I desired to feel a special interest," he wrote, "and for this I prayed."
  In 1827, he described his earlier search for experience:

I well remember what pains and conflicts I endured under a fearful apprehension that my convictions and my sorrows for sin were not deep enough.  I even envied Newton of his long agony, I envied Bunyan of his despair.  I could have wished, and did wish, that the Spirit of God would bring me down to the very verge of suffering the pains of the damned that I might be raised to share the joys of the genuine converts.  I feared that I had not sufficiently found the depravity of my heart, and had not yet proved that I was utterly without strength.  Sometimes I thought that I felt as sensibly, as the ground under my feet, that I had gone just as far as human nature could go without supernatural aid, and that one step more would place me safe among the regenerated of the Lord; and yet Heaven refused its aid.  This, too, I concealed from all the living.  I found no comfort in all the declarations of the gospel, because I wanted one thing to enable me to appropriate them to myself.  Lacking this, I could only envy the happy favorites of Heaven who enjoyed it, and all my refuge was in a faint hope that I one day might receive that aid which would place my feet upon the rock.


Whoever seeks this kind of experience, Campbell believed, "has been taught" to look within themselves for the "true signs of regeneration."  But when they cannot find these authentic markers, they despair and agonize over their uncertainty.  Nevertheless, others tell them that these are the "pangs of the new birth," and while drawing comfort from such counsel, they are still "tossed to and fro in awful uncertainties."  If there are no "infallible signs" of regeneration, then the believer despairs, is tormented and "concludes he is one of the reprobates."  The effect of this search was the shipwreck of the faith of thousands.


Campbell believed that people search for this kind of experience because they have been taught to seek it and they have witnessed the testimony of others to it.  They have been socialized to expect it.  He blames not only the education of the "systems of divinity" which he had studied so thoroughly in his youth, but also the pervasive style of "descriptive preaching."  This style of preaching is basically personal testimony where the preacher "tells the people his own story;" he tells "the history of his own regeneration."  Whenever the preacher speaks of his own "visions and revelations," the "preacher's spirit," Campbell wrote, "speaks of himself and not of Christ."
  It is the "gospel of their own conversion."
  Though some respond to this preaching with their own visions in the night, or they hear the voice of the Saviour as he descends to the top of the trees, "ten thousand are waiting in anxiety for a power from on high to descend upon their souls."
  In fact, such anxiety is the "genuine offspring of the theological schools.  It is the experience of a bad education."
  "I blame my religious education," Campbell wrote, "for all the darkness, and gloom, and uncertainty, of which I have been conscious."

Campbell's Baptismal Theology


At the age of twenty-four Campbell explicitly rejected this popular understanding of conversion.  When he began to read Scripture as "naked text ," "followed common sense," and began to utilize "ordinary rules of interpretation,"  he "lost [his] orthodoxy."
  It is not coincidental that Campbell was immersed in that same year.


The circumstances of his immersion indicate that he had already rejected the "conversion narrative" approach to church membership and baptism.  Campbell asked Matthias Luce, a local Regular Baptist minister, to immerse him, and Luce accommodated him on June 12, 1812.  However, Campbell

had stipulated with Elder Luce that the ceremony should be performed precisely according to the pattern given in the New Testament, and that, as there was no account of any of the first converts being called upon to give what is called a "religious experience," this modern custom should be omitted, and that the candidates should be admitted on the simple confession that "Jesus is the Son of God."...There were not, therefore, on this occasion, any of the usual forms of receiving persons into the Church upon a detailed account of religious feelings and impressions...All were, therefore, admitted to immersion upon making the simple confession of Christ required of converts in the apostolic times. 


Campbell's immersion reflected a significant theological shift.  It was not simply that Campbell was now a baptist rather than a paedobaptist, but also that he had rejected the conversion narrative theology of his early training.  He no longer sought a subjective religious experience to confirm his regeneration and assure him of the remission of his sins.  On the contrary, he now regarded immersion as that objective moment which assured him of God's forgiveness.  According to his biographer, Campbell gave an "extended defence" of his actions on that day.  Only believer's baptism was authorized he argued, and he urged the necessity of submitting to all of God's commands as one came into a clear understanding of them.  In particular, Richardson notes that "in his remarks, he had quoted, among other Scriptures, the command of Peter to the believers on the day of Pentecost:  'Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ, for the remission of sins, and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit;' and had dwelt at length upon the gracious promises of God to all who should obey him."
  Clearly, Campbell believed at the time of his immersion that his obedience involved God's testimony to him, God's promise, that all his sins had been remitted.  Campbell found the answer to his adolescent struggles with special grace in the gracious promises which God had attached to baptism.  Baptism, as an expression of obedient faith in Jesus Christ, offered him the assurance of God's forgiveness.


However, Campbell had not yet reached his most mature understanding of baptism.  For him "baptism for the remission of sins" was still figurative or symbolic in character.  In addition, baptism was unnecessary for the full enjoyment of assurance.  This is illustrated in his debate with the Presbyterian John Walker in 1820.  There Campbell argued that baptism was a emblem or sign of something that had already taken place.
  In his appendix to the debate, Campbell staked out his position in clear terms.  Any believer may enjoy the "full blessings" of the new covenant without baptism.  Baptism merely symbolizes the spiritual blessings they have already received and confirms their faith in the promises of God.
  Indeed, Campbell resisted even calling baptism a "seal of the new covenant" because this presumes too much for baptism since "no external ordinance" is able to "perfect" the seal of the Spirit.  Rather, baptism "is an ordinance by which we formally profess Christianity," by which we profess what we already possess.


However, by the time of his 1823 debate with the Presbyterian William Maccalla, Campbell had become convinced that the assurance of forgiveness and the rite of baptism were inseparable.
  Campbell pressed the connection between baptism and the remission of sins during the debate.

The blood of Christ, then, really cleanses us who believe from all sin.  Behold the goodness of God in giving us a formal proof and token of it, by ordaining baptism expressly "for the remission of sins!"  The water of baptism, then, formally washes away our sins.  Paul's sins were really pardoned when he believed, yet he had no solemn pledge of that fact, no formal acquittal, no formal purgation of his sins, until he washed them away in the water of baptism.  To every believer, therefore, baptism is a formal and personal remission, or purgation of sins.  The believer never has his sins formally washed away or remitted until he is baptized.  The water has no efficacy but what God's appointment gives it, and he has made it sufficient for this purpose.  The value and importance of baptism appears from this view of it.


Campbell called upon his Baptist brothers to assert this connection more forcefully in their own preaching.  He admonished them for hesitating when they should urge "an immediate submission to this sacred and gracious ordinance."  He called upon them to proclaim the "grand import of baptism."

Tell them you make nothing essential to salvation but the blood of Christ, but that God has made baptism essential to their formal forgiveness in this life, to their admission into his kingdom on earth.  Tell them that God has made it essential to their happiness that they should have a pledge on his part in this life, an assurance in the name of the Father and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, of their actual pardon, of the remission of all their sins, and that this assurance is baptism.  Tell the disciples to rise in haste and be baptized and wash away their sins, calling on the name of the Lord.

Baptism, then, is no mere church ordinance, moral example or moral precept as some Baptists had described it.  Rather, it is the "formal remission" of sin.  Baptism, not an experience of the Holy Spirit at the mourning bench, is "God's formal pledge on his part of that believer's personal acquittal or pardon."
   Campbell urged them to call the mourners to salvation by calling them down to the baptismal waters.  Further, baptism is not intended as a church ordinance, as if it were to be administered to members of the church.  On the contrary, "except a man be born of water he could not constitutionally enter it."  No one is recognized as a member of the church, God's kingdom on earth, until he is immersed.
 


The Maccalla debate signaled a significant shift in the baptismal theology of Alexander Campbell.  The importance of this position is seen when it is contrasted with the mourner's bench scenario so common in the early nineteenth century.  Thomas Campbell, following the steps of his son, decried the fact that many are "indiscriminately urged to pray, as a means of salvation, that they may escape hell, without any immediate respect either to the altar (symbolizing the blood of Christ, JMH) or the laver (symbolizing baptism, JMH)."  The apostolic order was:  believe the gospel, be baptized and then pray.  With this order the one who seeks salvation can be assured that he has received it when he is immersed.  Instead, many seek salvation at the mourner's bench through "inward impressions, exercises, and feelings" which are "predicated upon some peculiar inward work of the Spirit."  Once the believing community is satisfied with the "feelings" of the subject, once they are satisfied with the conversion narrative, then they admit the subject to baptism as a mere ordinance.  Thus, baptism is "sunk to the dead level of a mere moral duty" rather than as God's formal pledge to the believer that his sins are forgiven.


The Campbells, therefore, urged a reevaluation of the role of baptism in conversion narratives.  They sought to substitute baptism for the mourner's bench.
  If one has a enough faith to come to the mourner's bench, one has enough faith to be immersed.  Everyone who is immersed upon their faith in the Son of God has God's formal pledge that their sins are forgiven.  There is no more need for the mourning bench.  Baptism is God's mourning bench, or better, it is God's formal pledge by which believers are assured that God's love for them has forgiven their sins through faith.
  Whoever believes the one fact that Jesus is the Christ and submits to the one institution which gives expression to this faith is admitted into the church.  "Every such person is a christian in the fullest sense of the word, the moment he has believed this one fact, upon the above evidence, and has submitted to the above mentioned institution."  No account of an experience is required for admittance into the church, but "whosoever confesses that Jesus is the Christ, and is baptized, should be received into the church; and not an instance can be produced of any person being asked for any other faith, in order to admission, in the whole New Testament."

Interpreting Campbell's Theological Shift


The great question of the revivalist frontier was:  how can I know that I am saved?  Conversion narratives were intended to give evidence of this knowledge so that persons might be admitted to full membership in the church.  Campbell bypassed the conversion narrative by offering assurance through baptismal obedience.  Or, it might be better to say, Campbell reinterpreted the conversion narrative so that it climaxed in immersion.


Campbell rejected the traditional conversion narrative because it was rooted in a mistaken theological premise.  It assumed that God would work a special grace in the heart of his elect, and that the believer could only be assured of forgiveness if God's electing grace was felt there.  The frontier conversion narrative assumed that the Spirit must witness to the heart of the individual before one could be assured of their regeneration.  Consequently, believers sat anxiously on the mourner's bench as they sought to "pray through" and receive that special work of God's grace.  The mourner's bench created despair rather than assurance for those who did not discover this special work in their hearts.


Campbell discovered that the assurance of God's love needs no special work of grace, but that God has already assured the world of his love through the work of Christ in the gospel.  Campbell found comfort in the gospel proclamation of "whosoever will" where he had previously only known anxiety on the mourner's bench.

I reasoned thus, "I was most certainly willing, and God was most certainly a God of truth, and had most assuredly invited me to partake of his favor, and why should I not?....I found ultimately that the gospel is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth it, and the divine aid was vouchsafed in a way which I had not expected.  I had looked for it independent of all the grace revealed in the gospel, but found it inseparably connected therewith.  My experience hitherto was the experience of a misguided education, and indeed the experience of unbelief.  My present peace and joy and hope arise form a firm persuasion that in the Lord Jesus through the love of God, and the grace of the Holy Spirit, I have acceptance, and am adopted into the family of God.  Of this I have assurance from the spirit of adoption which I have received, and from the love I have to all the saints.

Sinners, therefore, ought not to agonize over whether they are loved by God, but rather they should trust God's loving work in the gospel, believe that God has loved them in Christ, and obey God's command to be immersed.  Instead of agonizing for months, they should trust God's promises in the gospel.  The "philanthropy of God" is the "foundation" of all joy and assurance.
  The search for a special grace through an oppressive experience detracts from the "simplicity of the gospel."  Campbell testified that if "I had been taught that God's philanthropy equally embraced all, and that all to whom the word of this salvation was sent, were equally warranted to appropriate it to themselves, this concern for a special interest never could have originated."
  


Further, Campbell rejected the traditional conversion narrative because he understood that all narratives are interpreted narratives.  Individual subjective experiences are interpreted within larger community narratives.  Campbell argued that "throughout christendom every man's religious experience corresponds with his religious education."
  In contemporary terms, narrative theologians and the sociologists of knowledge have taught us that the community narrative creates and interprets our experience.  Individuals find their identity in community and they interpret their experience through the social matrix they have appropriated from their community.  Subjective experience, therefore, is community-dependent and personal identity is formed within community.  The dynamic of conversion involves the role of community.  Conversion does not occur in isolation but within the context of a particular community.  The community provides the story in which one's experience is interpreted.  As Stanley Grenz appropriately comments, "the experience of encountering God together with the conceptual framework which facilitates it are mediated to us by a religious community--the church--through its symbols, narratives, and sacred documents."
  


The community proclamation, for Campbell, is the gospel, the community response is faith, and the community initiation is baptism.  In both good Lockean and Baconian fashion, Campbell stressed the objective character of the Christian faith.
  The facts of the gospel are proclaimed, the testimony is believed, and faith submits to immersion as evidence of its authenticity.  Assurance, then, rests upon the objective facts of the gospel and this assurance is personally appropriated through the willingness of faith to obey.  The subjective aspect of faith is expressed in the objective act of baptism.  The subjective and objective grounds of assurance together offer an awareness of forgiveness in one instantaneous moment.  


Campbell decried the common attitude among the Regular Baptists that assurance was based upon subjective feelings and is only gradually perceived by the believer.  "The ancient christians," he argued, "had not to gather the conviction of the pardon of their sins from internal sensations or feelings."  Those feelings were "derived from the divine testimony" that God had promised them that if they would submit to immersion (objective event), he would remit their sins through faith.
  In response to a querist on this point, Campbell summarized his thinking:

But our consciousness of forgiveness is not made to proceed from any inward impulses, voices, or operations, either instantaneous or gradual, but from a sure and more certain foundation--the testimony of God addressed to our ears.  If operations, impulses or feelings, were to be the basis of our conviction, it would be founding the most important of all knowledge upon the most uncertain of all foundations.  'The heart of man is deceitful above all things,' and 'He that trusts in his own heart, is a fool.'

Consequently, Campbell approached the moment of baptism as the moment of objective assurance.  It is an assurance based upon faith in the gospel promises rather than upon precariously interpreted subjective feelings.

For example, I believe the testimony concerning Jesus of Nazareth in the apostolic import of it.  I then feel myself commanded to be immersed for the forgiveness of sins.  I arise and obey.  I then receive it, and am assured of it, because God cannot deceive.  Thus I walk by faith--not by feeling.


Campbell saw baptism as that event which could give the believer objective assurance instead of the subjective assurance sought at the anxious seat.  Thus, baptism gives the believer, what Campbell called, a "sensible pledge."  Campbell used "sensible" in the sense of the external senses of the body, that is, the "five senses."  Baptism is an objective event.  It is visible to the eye and performed by the body.  It is "sensible" as opposed to mental.  Baptism, then, "gives the convert a sensible pledge that God, through the blood of Christ, has washed away his sins, has adopted him into his family, and made him an heir of all things through Christ."  By this objective testimony, immersed believers are assured that they have become "a habitation of God through the Holy Spirit," and God thereby "dwells" in them and they "in God by the Spirit which is imparted" to them."
  The witness of the Spirit is received through baptism where the heart is renewed and the gift of the Spirit for sanctification is given as a baptismal promise.


Since it is a "sensible" (objective) event, it is tied to a particular time and place.  The believer can look back to a specific point in time as the precise moment he was saved.  This is a key point for Campbell.

There is an instant of time, and a medium through which the forgiveness of sins is imparted as well as the other blessings growing out of adoption into the family of God.  This point is worthy of much investigation, and capable of the clearest demonstration.  That there is a definite instant of time in which all former sins are absolved, is generally admitted; but that there is a sensible means ordained by which this blessing is conveyed, is not so generally apprehended....


Faith, indeed, is the grand medium through which forgiveness is accessible, but something more is necessary to the actual enjoyment of the blessing than a conviction that it is derived through the blood of Jesus.  Hence those who had obtained this belief were commanded to be immersed for the remission of sins, or to arise and be immersed and wash away their sins, invoking the name of the Lord.

Baptism is a "sensible" moment of assurance.  God has graciously appointed this "act of ours as a medium of remission, that we might have the assurance of forgiveness, and know when we are forgiven."  Baptism is a much more satisfactory assurance than that which arises "through confession and prayer."  Baptism "heightens the grace by making us sensible when we need it, and when receive it."
  Believers can look at the objective event of their immersion and enjoy the full assurance of their pardon because they believed the testimony of God and obeyed it in a specific act.  Baptism, then, is God's work.  Baptism is God's pledge that the sins of the believer have been remitted.  


In this way, Campbell wrote, disciples are baptized "into the faith" rather than "into their own experience."  The testimony of baptism, as God's testimony to the believer, is worth more than all the testimony about "the workings of unbelief, or all the conflicts of conscience, or all the agonies of despair, all the calms and storms of the experience of John Bunyan, or any other man."
  When the believer is immersed, however, it is an act of faith in God's promises.  It is not a moment of subjective introspection.  Rather, baptism objectivizes faith; it externalizes faith in a sensible moment.  It is the moment when faith acts and the believer is assured.

"...and therefore, as was said of old, "According to thy faith, so be it unto thee," so say we of immersion.  He that goeth down into the water to put on Christ, in the faith that the blood of Jesus cleanses from all sin, and that he has appointed immersion as the medium, and the act of ours, through and in which he actually and formally remits our sins, has, when immersed, the actual remission of his sins."

Consequently, despair ends in the baptismal waters.  There is no more agony.  There is no more doubt.  There is no more search for the personal evidence of divine election.  On the contrary, the one who believes the promises of God in the gospel and who though faith is immersed is fully assured by the witness of the Spirit in the gospel.  Rather than an "experimental religion" where assurance is based upon personal subjective experiences, Campbell advocated a "sensible" religion where assurance was rooted in the promises of God attached to baptism.


Campbell's theological point was not that far from the witness of the Protestant Reformers themselves who attached more significance to baptism than contemporary evangelicals.
  Campbell himself cited a section out of Calvin's Institutes as containing "much clear and unequivocal testimony in favor of the true intent and meaning of Peter's opening speech in Jerusalem."
  While he cited the whole of Book 15, chapter 4, paragraphs 1-5, he emphasized the following section:


Baptism is a sign of initiation, by which we are admitted into the society of the church, in order that being incorporated into Christ, we may be numbered among the children of God.  Now it is has been given to us by God for these ends, which I have shown to be common to all sacraments:--First, to promote our faith towards him; secondly, to testify our confession before men.  We shall treat both these ends of its institution in order.  To begin with the first:  from baptism our faith derives three advantages which require to be distinctly considered.  The first is, that it is proposed to us by the Lord as a symbol and token of purification; or, to express my meaning more fully, it resembles a legal instrument, properly attested, by which he assures us that all our sins are canceled, effaced, and obliterated, so that they will never appear in his sight, or come into his remembrance, or be imputed to us:  for he commands all who believe to be baptized for the remission of sins.  Therefore, those who have imagined that baptism is nothing more than a mark or sign by which we profess our religion before me, as soldiers wear the insignia of their sovereign, as a mark of their profession, have not considered that which was the principal thing in baptism--which is, that we ought to receive it with this promise, "He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved."

Calvin also emphasized the visible character of baptism as that which offers us the "knowledge and assurance " of the remissions of sins "received in this sacrament."
  Campbell, therefore, asked his readers "how much more orthodox than ourselves was this celebrated reformer?"  "We leave it to the good sense of the reader," Campbell wrote, "whether John Calvin ought not to be called a Campbellite as well as the Apostle Peter."

Conclusion

Alexander Campbell, the Baptist Reformer of the 1820s, developed a baptismal theology which responded to the "mourner's bench" theology of the Second Great Awakening.  In contrast to seeking a "saving experience" through prayer, Campbell proclaimed baptism as God's objective offer of assurance to the believer.  Instead of seeking assurance in an individualist subjective experience, Campbell argued that God offered assurance in a "sensible" (empirical) pledge through which one entered the community of faith.  Baptism, then, became the communal and empirical seal of assurance for the believer based upon the promises of God.  As God's pledge, baptism is the witness of the Spirit which resides not only in the individual's heart who believes God's promises in the gospel, but also in the communal and objective character of the action itself.  Campbell's call, then, was not to "pray through," but to "be baptized."  This form of the "altar call" became an identifying mark of the historical tradition known as the "Churches of Christ."


Further, Campbell saw this as the moment when the believer was initiated into the community of God, the church.  Grenz seems to agree with this communitarian perspective.  "In the final analysis," Grenz writes, "we know that we have encountered God in that we have been brought to share in community,"
  and our entrance into this community is experienced through baptism.  According to Grenz,
 

first century believers brought together personal faith and baptism as its public declaration into one undifferentiated reality both in practice and in their understanding of conversion.  This composite view of conversion explains the otherwise difficult statements that seem to make baptism essential for salvation (Mark 16:16; 1 Peter 3:21).

John MacArthur has also called attention to this point.  While stressing that conversion "is complete before baptism" and that it functions as an "external sign that testifies to what has occurred in the sinner's heart," MacArthur nevertheless describes baptism as the "initial step of obedience for the Christian."  This initial act is a believer's testimony that they are committed to a "life of obedience and discipleship."  Consequently, the early church "viewed baptism as a turning point.  Only those who were baptized were considered Christians."  Unfortunately, according to MacArthur, contemporary evangelicalism treats baptism too casually.  While there are many unbaptized professing Christians in evangelical churches, "that was unheard of in the New Testament church."
  It appears that American evangelicalism's emphasis on conversion narratives and individualistic conversions has not only undermined a biblical baptismal theology but has also attacked the very foundations of biblical ecclesiology.


The theological point at stake is the nature of the Spirit's witness as communal and objective as well as individual and subjective.  These perspectives should not be disconnected.  The communal and objective character of assurance has been overshadowed by American individualism and the overriding desire for the personal, self-interpreting experience of God.  The sociology of knowledge underscores that our experience is communally dependent and not autonomously self-interpreting.  The historical witness of Campbell calls us to a renewed appreciation of the visible community and sacramental objectivity.  This has been traditionally known as the "sign and seal" of grace through the visible church without denying the reality of the personal subjective witness of the Spirit.  The subjective witness of the Spirit must not be severed from the objectivity of God's promises in the Word and the visible community of faith in which the Spirit offers his witness.  The baptism of believers is the "sensible" moment which unites all three:  community, God's promises, and the Spirit's witness.
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