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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This is a study of adults recently baptized in the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC). It is
based on telephone interviews made with more than 1,350 adults during July and August,
1994. These adults were selected to be representative of the 152,681 adults reported as
baptized on the 1993 Uniform Church Letter.

FINDINGS

Six out of 10 respondents were baptized prior to their recent baptism. Of those previously
baptized, 1 of 3 were previously baptized in a Southern Baptist church. If all (not just those
previously baptized) respondents are considered, then 1 of 5 adult baptisms are rebaptized
Southern Baptists.

Interviewers asked respondents to think about their recent baptism and indicate one of four
responses which best describes their recent baptism. The following figure shows the self-
classitication of respondents,

Classification of Baptisms

40.5%
40.4%

Conversion
Rededication
Transfer
Other

5.2%

Only 2 of 5 adults baptized in SBC churches identified a first-time commitment to Jesus as
the primary reason for being baptized. Projecting to the population, this means that of the
approximately 150,000 adults baptized only 60,000 represented conversions of the lost to
Christ. An almost equal number were baptized as a result of a rededication of their life to
Christ. Thus Southern Baptists may not be reaching as many lost adults as the raw baptism
figures indicate and rededication is a major motivation in persons being baptized.

The following open-ended question was asked only of those who indicated that their
baptism was the result of accepting Christ as their personal Savior for the first time.

Other than the work of the Holy Spirit, what was the one, single most
tmportant influence that led you to accept Christ as your Savior?

The following figure shows categories of response that were developed from answers to
this question.




Primary Influence for Conversion

People 33.9%
Internal 31.4%

Life Crisis

Church Related

Miscellaneous

People influence—This category includes all those who identified particular people or
groups of people as the most important influence. The influence may have come from a
spouse, a parent, or another family member; it may have been a friend, a co-worker, or a
pastor. That influence may have been a personal witness, an example, or friendship.

Internal factors—Other than the work of the Holy Spirit, these influences seemed to
have no external source. These persons were motivated primarily by an inner desire, a
feeling, a realization. The desires ranged from wanting to go to heaven to wanting to have a
positive influence on children and family.

Life crisis/problems—~Some adults named a life crisis or problem as the most important
influence in their decision to accept Christ. These events caused people to open themselves
up to the presence of God in their lives. Examples are divorce, sickness, alcoholism, and
death.

Church-related religious activities—This category of influence includes a wide
variety of responses, all related to some church event, program, activity, or some religious
practice. For example, preaching, teaching, Bible reading and study, Sunday School, and
revivals were grouped in this category.

Miscellaneous/don’t know—There were a variety of other responses that were
difficult to categorize. In addition, a number of persons simply could not name the single
most important influence on their decision to accept Christ—they just did it.

Realizing that influences in a person making a decision for Christ are probably many and
varied, questions were developed to probe other factors believed to be important in
conversion. Respondents were asked about 11 different items thought to be an influence in
the lives of people making a decision for Christ. The following chart shows the percentage
of new converts who said each item was a major contributing influence in their decision to
become a Christian.
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Contributing Influences for Conversion

Attending church : A Dol RREA
worship services [l —— ' —

Reading the Bible § o S 57.5%
on your own : — -

Someone personally shared |§ : - 56.6%
the plan of salvation - :

Watching the way a person _ 53.0%
lived as a Christian : : Mo

Someone told about their _ : _ 47.2%
own personal experience M '

Attending Sunday School :
or Bible Study : 46.4%

Experienciq ga ' 45.6%
personal Cr181s

Attending a revival 27.9%
or crusade

Experiencing 25.9%
major change

‘Watching/listening religious 21.6%
program on TV/radio

Reading a religious 16.9%
booklet or tract

Attending church worship was clearly the most important of the contributing influences
indicated by new converts. When combined with those who cited attending Sunday School
or Bible study as a major influence and those who cited attending a revival or crusade, then
these church-related events, programs, or activities, underscore the effect that a church
environment has on the unsaved. Of those people who are new converts, 83.6 percent
indicated that at least one of these three items was a major contributing influence in their
becoming a Christian. The results lend support to the importance of bringing people into
the church as a strategy for effectively evangelizing them.

The second most-cited contributing influence was “reading the Bible on your own.” If this
question is combined with attending Sunday School, then 71.5 percent of new respondents
indicate that Bible study either personally or corporately is a factor in their conversion.

More than half the adults who were baptized as a result of a first-time commitment to Christ
reported that someone personally sharing the plan of salvation was important. Almost half
said that someone who told them about their own personal experience with God was a
major influence in their decision to accept Christ. More than half indicated that watching the
way a person lived as a Christian was a major influence. Combined, 81.3 percent of new
converts cited at least one of these personal witnessing items as a major contributing
influence in becoming a Christian.

One of the questions in the survey pertained to the issue of church growth. All respondents
were asked why they decided to join the particular church in which they were recently
baptized. The primary reasons for joining a church are listed below.




Reasons People Join Churches

Warm/friendly

X W 52.7%
congregation g

Influence of family
and friends

Influence of
pastor

Location

Spiritual reasons

The most important reason for selecting a particular church was the warmth and
friendliness of the congregation. The influence of family and friends was the second most
important category. Third was the pastor—from his preaching and teaching, to his personal
relationships, to his personal witness. The major influences for choosing a church are
warm and friendly congregation, family and friends, and the pastor. A combined 86.9
percent of respondents listed at least one of these factors as the reason they chose their
particular church.

The majority of adults interviewed participated in some form of organized religion prior to
baptism in a Southern Baptist church. Only 17.5 percent of respondents said they had little
or no prior church experience. In contrast, among new converts 28.6 percent had little or
no prior church experience before their baptism. Since new converts comprise 40.5 percent
of recently baptized adults, this means that 1 of 9 baptized adults is converted from a non-
church background.

One of the findings resulting from gathering names and telephone numbers of recently
baptized adults for the study is that churches had already lost contact with a significant
portion of the people they recently baptized—possibly a third or more. This causes concern
that many newly baptized adults are not being adequately discipled and cared for.
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The following figure shows the percentages of previously baptized adults by the
denomination or religious group where they were previously baptized.

In what denomination or religious group were
you previously baptized?

Southern Baptist
Catholic
Methodist

M 35.8%

Presbyterian

Other/Don’t Know

All other Baptist

Lutheran

Church of Christ

Pentecostal/Holiness

Christian/Disciples

Episcopal

Nazarene
Nondenominational

Mormmon

Assembly of God

Church of God




CLASSIFICATION OF BAPTISMS

One of the essential tasks of this study is to identify those persons who have been baptized
as part of a recent conversion experience. To do so requires classification of persons
according to the reason for or meaning of their recent baptism. Interviewers asked
respondents to think about their recent baptism and indicate one of four responses which
best describes their recent baptism. The following table shows both the question and
responses.

Which of the following best describes your recent baptism in a Southern
Baptist church? Was it primarily the result of:

Accepting Christ as your personal Savior for the first time. 40.5%
Rededicating your life to Christ. 40.4
The requirement of moving your membership from a non-Southern
Baptist church. 13.7
Something other than the reasons mentioned above. 5.2
Refused to answer. 0.2
Total 100.0%

A simplified graphic of this information is as follows:

Classification of Baptisms

40.5%
40.4%

Conversion

Rededication

Transfer 13.7%
Other 5.2%

The results are quite surprising. Only 2 of 5 adults baptized in SBC churches in the 1992-
1993 time period identified a first-time commitment to Jesus as the primary reason for
being baptized. This means that of the approximately 150,000 adults baptized, only 60,000
represented conversions of the lost to Christ.

An almost equal number were baptized as a result of a rededication of their life to Christ.
Some of this high response results from an overlap between the two categories
“rededicating your life to Christ” and “the requirement of moving your membership from a
non-Southern Baptist church,” i.e., these two categories are not mutually exclusive. Many
of the individuals who actually transferred from another denomination viewed their
decision to be baptized as more a result of their personal rededication than just a
membership transfer—even though they would have likely been required to be baptized to
join a Southern Baptist church. They chose to emphasize the spiritual dimension of their
experience and view it as a rededication,

Almost 1 of 8 recently baptized adults did say their baptism was primarily the result of a
requirement for moving their membership from a non-Southern Baptist church. A follow-
up question was asked to determine the source of their prior membership. Of these, more
than one-third (34.7%) moved from a Methodist church and 13.9 percent came from a
Presbyterian church. Interestingly, the denomination with the third highest percent (8.4) of




