
 

 

 

 

 

 

THE GARBC AS HEIR OF THE BAPTIST BIBLE UNION: 

A CASE STUDY IN 20
TH

 CENTURY  

AMERICAN FUNDAMENTALISM 

By Kent Berghuis, Dallas Theological Seminary 

 

  In May of 1932 a slim crowd with 34 delegates from 22 churches of the Baptist 

Bible Union (BBU) met at the Belden Avenue Baptist Church in Chicago. Their Union was 

in disarray,  as the prominent leaders of the movement had discredited and abandoned the 

organization through personal battles. This left those committed to its core principles at a loss 

for direction. Reorganization attempts had failed in 1931, and it was decided to put the Union 

to rest. But out of its demise would emerge a new separatist, fundamentalist movement that 

would gradually grow into a national organization, the General Association of Regular 

Baptist Churches (GARBC). 

  The demise of the BBU and the emergence of the GARBC provides an 

interesting case study in the history of American fundamentalism. This transition amply 

illustrates George Marsden‟s points in his discussion of “the crucial years” of 1917-1925 as 

an offensive that stalled and broke apart, resulting in “dislocation, relocation, and resurgence” 

in the following years.
1
 But when comparing the movement to Joel Carpenter‟s Revive Us 

Again, it is clear that the GARBC remained true to the initial separatist impulse of the 

fundamentalist movement, generally resisting the trend toward evangelical cooperation 

characteristic of the later evangelical resurgence in America.
2
 Still, a certain constructive 

approach toward the ministry marked the GARBC. This slow but steady maturing also 

illustrates something of Carpenter‟s basic thesis, that fundamentalists had to turn from pure 

militancy to the building of their own networks and institutions in order to regain a certain 

amount of cultural presence. 

  Why was it necessary to reorganize the BBU into the GARBC? While there are 

certain similarities in attitude and purpose, the GARBC differs from the BBU in several key 

respects. In order to discover the nature of this “parent-child” relationship it will be necessary 

to briefly sketch the historical background of the BBU and the formation and subsequent 

early development of the GARBC. This will lead to an analysis of the elements of continuity 

and discontinuity between the movements, focusing on their fundamentalist and separatist 

militancy, organizational structures, and doctrinal commitments. 
                         

1George M. Marsden,  Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of 

Twentieth Century Evangelicalism: 1870-1925 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 

141-95. 
 
2Joel A. Carpenter, Revive Us Again: The Reawakening of American 

Fundamentalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). 
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A Historical Sketch of the BBU and GARBC 

 

  The transition from BBU to GARBC marked the passing of an era. During the 

1920‟s “fundamentalists” expressed real hope for reversing the “modernistic”
3
 trends in the 

Northern Baptist Convention. The BBU was formed to militate for change from outside the 

convention, including representatives from other conventions, in the hopes of forging a new 

alliance that would be free from modernism and eventually rid the convention structures of 

modernism as well. The GARBC emerged when it became apparent that the dreams of the 

BBU would not materialize. While lacking the BBU‟s prominent leadership, the new 

movement would separate all ties with convention structures, codify separatism and 

premillennialism, and grow its own batch of leaders in the next generation. 

 

 

The Baptist Bible Union 

 

After Charles Darwin published his book and scientific innovations began their 

invasion of “holy places,” alarmed conservatives struggled to dispel such intrusions as 

one would an unwanted house guest. At length, however, they conceded that the 

guests had taken over the ecclesiastical house and departed to build another which 

would be “for conservatives only”. This movement is known in Baptist jargon as 

“separatism”. Beginning with the first experiment in Baptist separatism, the Baptist 

Bible Union, these movements have been characterized by splits, turmoil, and 

controversy. The four largest separatist Baptist groups on the North American 

Continent today are traceable to the Baptist Bible Union, and their histories are 

replete with schismatic revolts and disruption.
4
 

 

  The brief but colorful era of the BBU lasted from 1922-1932. This decade saw 

the movement go through phenomenal organizational growth and momentum until leadership 

issues resulted in the group‟s near-total collapse. 

 
                         

3
The terms “fundamentalist” and “fundamentalism” as used here refer to the self-

described movement of the 1920‟s and following which was willing to “do battle royal for 

the fundamentals” as coined by Curtis Lee Laws (Marsden, 159). “Modernism” was the 

movement to accommodate religious doctrine to the modern era, characteristically marked by 

an openness toward evolution, biblical higher criticism, and liberal social implications of the 

gospel. 

4
Billy Vick Bartlett, A History of Baptist Separatism (Springfield, MO: Baptist 

Bible Fellowship Publications, 1972), 1. The four groups he refers to as traceable to the BBU 

are the GARBC, the World Fundamental Baptist Fellowship, the Fundamental Baptist 

Fellowship, and the Baptist Bible Fellowship. 
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The Rise of the BBU 

 

  By 1922 conservatives had been attempting to change the direction of the 

Northern Baptist Convention for several years. J. C. Massee was leading a pre-convention 

conference of conservatives to try to influence the convention from within. The more militant 

conservatives began to grow dissatisfied with Massee‟s willingness to cooperate with the 

opposition. They felt especially betrayed by his willingness to table the sale of The Baptist in 

1920, the liberal magazine of the convention that was deeply in debt.
5
 Then in 1921 Massee 

failed to bring a confession proposed by conservatives to the floor of the convention, in the 

interests of peace. GARBC leader Robert Ketcham would later remark, “The very first battle 

we joined we would have won hands down if Massee hadn‟t thrown the switch under us, and 

that became Massee‟s pattern.”
6
 

  The growing unrest of the more militant fundamentalists caused some of them to 

agitate for a new organization. Pastors R. E. Neighbour (Fist Baptist of Elyria, Ohio), O. W. 

Van Osdel (Wealthy Street Baptist, Grand Rapids), and William L. Pettingill (North Baptist, 

Wilmington, Deleware, and dean of Philadelphia College of the Bible) “cooperated to form 

the Baptist Bible Union as a premillennial, separatist fellowship.”
7
 Later that year, J. Frank 

Norris, pastor of the First Baptist Church of Fort Worth, and William Bell Riley, pastor of 

First Baptist Church, Minneapolis were added to the executive committee, at the urging of 

Neighbour.
8
  

  Riley in turn invited T. T. Shields from Jarvis Street Baptist in Toronto to come 

on board as president the next year (1923) . At this point it was necessary to revise the intent 

of the group, because Riley was not a separatist, and Shields was not premillennial.
9
 Norris, 

Riley, and Shields would take the reins of leadership in the BBU, while some of the original 

founders gradually left.  

  The charismatic style of leadership of the “big three” plus their geographical 

diversity helped the BBU to experience meteoric growth. By 1925 the BBU grew to 30,000 

                         
5
David O. Beale,  In Pursuit of Purity: American Fundamentalism Since 1850 

(Greenville, SC: Unusual Publications, 1986), 196. 

 
6
Robert George Delnay, A History of the Baptist Bible Union (Winston-Salem, 

NC: Piedmont Bible College Press, 1974), 27-28; also cited by Beale. 

 
7
Kevin Bauder, “Chronology of the Early Regular Baptist Movement” 

(unpublished paper). 

 
8
Delnay, 39. Ketcham writes that Neighbour conceived the idea, and that Norris, 

Shields, and A. C. Dixon were present at the first meeting. He says that Riley became 

prominent later (Ketcham, “RE: Baptist Bible Union,” unpublished paper/letter, April 11, 

1967.) Perhaps Ketcham was mistaken in his recollection many years later.  

9
Ibid, 40-42. 
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members, and peaked in 1926 with about 50,000.
10

 Even in its first year, the executive 

council was able to put together a council of representatives from every state in the union and 

each province of Canada.
11

 The state councils took up the call, and grass-roots local 

movements were coordinated.
12

 These fundamentalists were a force with which to reckon, 

transcending convention boundaries and launching a vigorous campaign against 

“modernism.” 

  Their campaign was essentially a reactionary one. Attempts were made to 

influence Baptist life at all levels. The visible leaders traveled far and wide, appearing before 

or at the Northern, Southern, and Canadian conventions. Perhaps it was this reactionary 

stance that eventually led to the BBU‟s faltering. Much energy was placed in opposition, with 

less thought for direction. Robert Delnay, the movement‟s biographer, analyzes the situation: 

 

It is not greatly over-simplifying the issues to suggest that the fundamental reason [for 

the BBU‟s collapse] was that from the beginning some of the leaders failed to grasp 

the nature of their undertaking. The men who founded the movement in 1922 and 

1923 were driven by their convictions to protest. . . . But its leaders could not agree as 

to how far to carry their protest. With the perspective of hindsight, the movement was 

inherently separatistic; but it is clear that few of the early leaders grasped this fact. 

The problem was not so much the lack of an out-and-out separatist policy as a lack of 

understanding.
13

 

 

The Demise of the BBU 

 

  The rapid decline of the BBU is truly amazing. In a matter of four years the 

national organization, which numbered in the tens of thousands and maintained extensive 

state and local networks, would reduce itself to a handful of faithful adherents--who would 

quietly bury it. 

  How can such a change occur? Billy Vick Bartlett wrote: 

                         
10

Beale,  214. 

11
“Information Concerning the Baptist Bible Union of North America with By-

laws and Aims and Confession of Faith. Booklet issued by the Baptist Bible Union of North 

America (no date), 2. See also J. Murray Murdoch, Portrait of Obedience: The Biography of 

Robert T. Ketcham (Schaumburg, IL: Regular Baptist Press, 1979), 98. There remains some 

question in this writer‟s mind as to whether there were truly organizations in every state and 

province, or merely representative membership. Delnay discusses this in chapter eight. 

12
Stewart G. Cole, The History of Fundamentalism (New York: Richard R. 

Smith, Inc., 1931), 288-289. Cole is no friend of the movement, calling it an “experiment in 

sectarianism.” 

13
Delnay, 188, 189 (also quoted by Murdoch). 
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The crucial problem appears to be leadership. The Baptist  Bible Union was ruled by a 

presidential triumvirate, and its history reinforces the validity of the maxim 

concerning “too many chiefs”.
14

 

 

  1926 proved to be the BBU‟s pivotal year. The high point came at the Southern 

Baptist Convention, where Norris persuaded the delegates to adopt an anti-evolutionary 

statement. All the schools and boards were asked to sign the statement, and it was viewed as 

an “unprecedented victory,” which would hopefully send a signal to the Northern Baptist 

Convention.”
15

 

  Such hope was short-lived. The Northern Convention did not carry the same 

mood as her Southern sister, and the conservatives‟ initiatives went down to overwhelming 

defeat. They attempted to present an alternative ballot for convention nominees, with sincere 

hopes of getting a voice in the convention political machine. However, when the votes were 

counted, the conservatives had lost by a margin of 1,708 to 481, with 224 mixed ballots.
16

 

Conservative losses were attributed to the fact that all convention employees were voting 

delegates, and had their way paid by the convention itself. After a similar incident the 

following year, it became apparent no real progress was being made. John Roach Straton 

from New York and William Bell Riley were holding out in the hopes that they could 

disenfranchise the convention employees. In a telling exchange with Riley, the issue became 

settled for the younger Robert T. Ketcham: 

 

 “Yes, that‟s right, Dr. Riley. But do you really have any notion that you‟re going 

to get this crowd to disenfranchise themselves?” 

 . . . “Oh, I guess not, Bob; I guess not.” 

 . . . In a voice choked with emotion, Bob softly said,  “No, I guess not. I‟m 

through, Dr. Riley; I am going home and I will never be back!”
17

 

 

  With the loyal becoming disillusioned with their chances of victory in the North, 

J. Frank Norris would become embroiled in the controversy that would ultimately discredit 

his leadership. Norris repeatedly attacked the Roman Catholic mayor of Fort Worth, H. C. 

Meacham, in his sermons and papers. Meacham responded by firing several of Norris‟ church 

members from his department store, only further aggravating the “Texas Tornado.” The 

confrontation climaxed when a friend of Meacham‟s, a wealthy lumberman named D. E. 

Chipps, came to call on Norris at the church office. Norris had received threats on his life, 

                         
14

Bartlett, introduction. 

15
Ibid., 12, referring to the Gospel Witness edition of May 20, 1926, p. 19. 

16
Delnay, 97. 

17
Murdoch, 117. 
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and Chipps appeared to have been drinking. After an exchange of words, Chipps returned to 

the door. Just before leaving, he whirled around and had his hand in his pocket,  

 

. . . a gesture that was still pregnant with implication in the unsophisticated cowtown. 

Norris, watching out of the corner of his eye, lifted what was later described as “the 

night watchman‟s gun”, and fired three
18

 shots into Chipp‟s massive frame. They 

were shots heard around the Fundamentalist world. . . . By the following Sunday, 

fundamental Baptist preachers were sheepishly entering pulpits all over the country in 

want of an adequate explanation.
19

 

 

  A jury ruled the incident “justifiable homicide,” after Norris produced a weapon 

that was supposedly on Chipps at the time. He had withheld it from the prosecution, saying 

he was afraid it would not be used as evidence.
20

 After this Norris had “the good sense to 

dissociate himself from the movement.”
21

 

  With Norris‟ radical personality now bearing the albatross of the Chipps incident, 

a second BBU giant would find his own bird to wear. T. T. Shields was president of the BBU 

in 1927, but resigned.
22

 In his opinion, “only a modern miracle” could save the BBU.
23

 The 

“miracle” came when Des Moines University, a rather liberal school owned by the Iowa 

Baptists, was offered for sale due to financial problems. The BBU financed the purchase,
24

 

and now the BBU had a school--albeit a liberal one. Shields resumed the presidency of the 

BBU. He hoped to turn the school into a bastion of fundamentalism, but apparently the 
                         

18
Delnay, 100, says four shots were fired. Roy Falls, A Biography of J. Frank 

Norris (Euless, TX: published by author, 1975), 59, says that one of the four shots was fired 

at the ceiling. 

19
Bartlett, 15. 

20
Murdoch, 126. 

21
Delnay, 101. Norris makes almost no mention of this incident in his sketchy 

book, Inside History of First Baptist Church, Fort Worth and Temple Baptist Church, Detroit 

(apparently published in 1938). On two pages (94-95) he describes his “deep dark valley,” 

saying he experienced sorrow over the event, but never remorse. 

22
Delnay, 108, lists Shields‟ stated reasons as his own work in Toronto, the desire 

to let someone new take over, and the fact that the major battle was in the Northern Baptist 

Convention. 

23
Bartlett, 16. 

24
Bartlett suggested that a wealthy layman largely financed the purchase for the 

BBU; but according to Delnay, 143, it looks more like the BBU put the money together in 

piecemeal fashion from pledges, assets, and good faith. 



7 

 7 

school did not care to be changed. “The two year history of Des Moines University is a 

history of the blunders of Shields, who assumed the presidency.”
25

 Later Shields hired a new 

president, Harry Wayman, whom he had not thoroughly investigated, even though Wayman 

had been let go from William Jewell College. Shields still ran the school from Toronto with 

the aid of his secretary in Des Moines, Edith Rebman. Apparently the faculty and students did 

not get along well with her, and they reacted strongly to several administrative decisions. 

Rumors spread about Shields‟ relationship with Rebman. A violent campus riot broke out in 

1929 during a board meeting while Shields was in Des Moines. Shields had to flee for his 

own safety, and the board decided to close the school down.
26

 Shield‟s retreated from BBU 

leadership so as not to further embarrass the movement--but it was sufficiently embarrassed 

already. 

  By 1930, Riley, upset with Shields, would not take leadership in the BBU. Van 

Osdel called an organizational meeting at his church in Grand Rapids. A committee was 

selected to draft a new constitution and issue a later call for a meeting. The committee 

included both Ketcham and Shields, and Shields wrote the new draft. Ketcham opposed the 

new structure, and resigned, being replaced by Van Osdel.
27

 No meeting was called in 1931.
28

 

  Van Osdel finally called for a meeting himself in 1932. Neither Shields nor 

Ketcham would attend.
29

 This last meeting of the BBU took place at the Belden Avenue 

Baptist Church in Chicago. Of the 30 named registered messengers present, 14 were from 

Illinois, 1 from Indiana, 2 from Iowa, 6 from Minnesota, 2 from Ohio, 3 from Michigan, and 

2 from California.
30

 They decided to reorganize and change their name, though they had no 

constitution at this point.
31

 Harry Hamilton from Buffalo, New York was elected president of 

                         
25

Ibid., 17. 

26
Murdoch, 127-128. 

27
Ibid., 129 

28
Bauder, “Chronology.” 

29
Shields‟ wife was dying, in addition to the strained relationships (Delnay, 184). 

Ketcham had also recently assumed a new pastorate. 

30
Paul N. Tassell, Quest for Faithfulness: The Account of a Unique Fellowship of 

Churches (Schaumburg, IL: Regular Baptist Press, 1991), 385. Many GARBC documents say 

34 delegates were at the meeting, but only 30 names appear listed. At least a couple of men 

elected as officers do not appear on the list (Hamilton and Muntz from New York). I grew up 

at First Baptist of Eldora, Iowa, whose pastor in 1932 was one of this group. 

31
Joseph M. Stowell, A History of the General Association of Regular Baptist 

Churches (Hayward, CA: J. F. May Press, 1949), 32-35. Stowell lists some of the minutes of 

that first GARBC meeting. 



8 

 8 

the group, and they would meet the following year at his church as the General Association of 

Regular Baptists.
32

 

 

 

The General Association of  

Regular Baptist Churches 

 

  While 1932 is generally looked at as the first meeting of the GARBC, it was by 

nature a transitional meeting. The 1933 gathering in Buffalo would begin to shape the 

fledgling organization, as delegates haggled over a new constitution. Shields and Ketcham 

returned to the fold, only to come into conflict over the new proposal. Ketcham felt that the 

new constitution too closely resembled the Northern Baptist convention structure, with its 

boards and agencies. He spoke up: 

 

“You say it‟s all right because it‟s fundamental fellows establishing it. Well, 

fundamentalist fellows were running the Northern Baptist Convention at one time!  

. . . Now I don‟t want this machine-like thing; what I want is a free-wheeling 

fellowship.”
33

 

 

  Shields defended the report, and the delegates sent the matter back to committee, 

inviting Ketcham to join in revising. “This incident marked the end of Shields‟ involvement 

with the GARBC.
34

 

                         
32

Tassell, 28. Apparently the name was derived from the title of the sermon 

preached by host pastor and chairman Howard C. Fulton, “What Regular Old Fashioned 

Baptists Stand For.” Tassell and other GARBC sources regularly include the word 

“Churches” in the title, even though the official documents did not initially include it. Often 

in the early years the group would be referred to as the GARB, with the “C” being used 

regularly much later. An official name change to “The Association of Independent Baptist 

Churches in the United States” was proposed (1935?), but apparently defeated (“Manifesto,” 

cover). 

33
Murdoch, 131-132. This attitude toward the convention became a key issue in 

the structure of the GARBC. Even to this day, the word “convention” draws a strong reaction 

with GARBC leaders. The leadership strongly resists calling the GARBC a “denomination,” 

preferring the term “association.” 

34
Ibid., 132. Shields is listed as a speaker at the 1936 meeting, however. Perhaps 

he was able to renew friendly terms without actually taking part in the leadership of the 

GARBC. But 1936 is also the year when the GARBC adopted its confession of faith, which 

included premillennialism. One may wonder if that had something to do with Shields‟ exit as 

well, since he was amillennial in his eschatology. 
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  In 1934 the GARBC met in Gary, Indiana, where Ketcham was pastor of Central 

Baptist Church. A constitution was approved for a one-year period, but this is basically the 

same document the GARBC uses today.  

  Two other key decisions were made. The first was the result of the desire to start 

a mission board, although Ketcham vigorously opposed anything resembling the convention. 

A compromise was reached, called the “approval” system. Mission boards could be formed 

independently and seek GARBC approval, but the Association itself would not instigate such 

actions.
35

 

  A second key decision was defining the GARBC as a separatist organization. 

Many of the churches involved were by now already separate from the NBC.
36

 Dual 

membership was advocated by some, as a means of encouraging others to leave the NBC. 

Ketcham‟s opinion again ruled the day, as he remarked:  

 

“When we see these fellows going down the stream, we can throw them a lifeline. 

We‟ll throw it out to where they can get it, and we‟ll stand where we can pull them in 

to where we are. But we must not let them be members of us until they are 

members.
37

 

 

  This commitment to separation from the Convention marked a course of action 

the GARBC would consistently follow through the years. The issue would resurface in the 

1940‟s, resulting in the formation of the Conservative Baptist Association which would allow 

dual membership.
38

 

  Ketcham was elected president of the GARBC in Gary, and re-elected in Grand 

Rapids in 1935. At Grand Rapids Ketcham listed the purposes of the GARBC: 

 

(1) To provide a haven of Fundamental Fellowship, (2) To promote Independent, 

Orthodox, Baptist Missions, and (3) To disseminate authentic information concerning 

conditions in the Northern Baptist Convention.
39

 

 

                         
35

Ibid. Later this same policy was adopted for education and social institutions. It 

has recently been replaced by a looser “partnering” approach. 

36
Van Osdel had begun a separatist group in Michigan as early as 1909. In Ohio 

Ketcham had been part of such a group in 1927. 

37
Murdoch, 133. 

38
“The Difference Between the CBA and the GARBC” (no author listed, though 

it was almost certainly Ketcham), from the GARBC home office file. 

39
Stowell, 63. 
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  While the movement obviously still had a polemical objective as evidenced by 

point (3) above, a more pro-active approach toward ministry objectives was taking shape.  

  In 1936 the GARBC adopted its “Articles of Faith.”
40

 They were patterned after 

the New Hampshire Confession of Faith,
41

 which the Northern Baptist Convention had 

rejected back in 1922, prompting the formation of the BBU.
42

 But there was one significant 

difference. The GARBC added premillennialism as an article of faith. This was apparently 

the position of the vast majority of the churches involved. However, a few churches were 

excluded by this test of faith, and notably T. T. Shields, an amillennialist, was a speaker at 

this annual conference.
43

 

  Another ghost from the GARBC‟s BBU past came back to haunt that meeting. J. 

Frank Norris came to town, with glowing praise for the new organization. He presented 

credentials from his huge Temple Baptist Church in Detroit for membership in the 

GARBC.
44

 Ketcham, who was no fan of Norris, instructed his assistant not to include Temple 

until some research could be done. Louis Entzminger, Norris‟ assistant at Temple, later sent a 

copy of deacons‟ minutes where they voted to join the GARBC. Ketcham suspected forgery, 

and after contacting several lay people, church officers, and deacons, found that none of them 

had ever heard of the GARBC.  

  The GARBC meeting of 1937 took place in Johnson City, New York. Norris 

informed Ketcham that he would be there to speak. Ketcham said,  

 

“It then became my painful duty to write Dr. Norris and advise him that while we 

would be glad for his presence in Johnson City, that I must call his attention to the 

fact  that no one had asked him to speak.”
45

 

 

                         
40
“Constitution and Articles of Faith of the General Association of Regular 

Baptist Churches.” Schaumburg, IL: GARBC (no date; pamphlet published as the GARBC‟s 

official “Literature Item” #1). The Constitution was amended in 1980 to enlarge the Council 

from 14 to 18, and the Articles of Faith were “clarified” at the 1975 and 1976 annual 

meetings. These documents also appear in the annual “Church Directory.” 

41
Beale, 276. 

42
Delnay, 39. The GARBC Articles follow the BBU‟s revision of the New 

Hampshire Confession, reinstating the premillennialism that had been removed in deference 

to Shields and Southern Baptist BBU members. 

43
Tassell, 46. See also footnote 32 above. 

44
Norris was also still pastoring First Baptist in Fort Worth, commuting and 

alternating between the two huge churches. 

45
Murdoch, 150. 
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  Norris began a campaign of personal attack against Ketcham.
46

 He accused 

Ketcham of controlling the GARBC, demanding that the fellowship be rid of structure 

altogether. Ketcham responded by reminding Norris of his own apparent need for power.  

  At the meeting in 1938, Ketcham presented a new plan for leading the GARBC. 

He had grown sensitive to Norris‟ charges, and decided to step down as president, offering a  

14-member “council” instead. All executive officers would be eliminated at the national and 

state levels.
47

 The Association agreed, and a council was elected which included Ketcham, 

but the chairman would be Earle Griffith. Ketcham was asked to take over editing the Baptist 

Bulletin monthly magazine, which he accepted enthusiastically. Norris interpreted all of this 

as the GARBC firing Ketcham, but the GARBC rallied around Ketcham and rebuffed further 

contact with Norris. The ties with the old BBU giants were severed, never to be rejoined. 

 

An Analytical Comparison of 

the BBU and the GARBC 

 

  While the GARBC became the legal descendant of the BBU, questions arise as to 

similarities and dissimilarities between the movements. Were they one movement with a 

different name? If not, in what ways did the GARBC differ from its BBU roots, and why? 

These questions can be addressed by analyzing the elements of continuity and discontinuity 

between the two in light of the previous historical sketch. 

 

Elements of Continuity 

 

  At least three areas of continuity can be demonstrated between the two 

organizations. To summarize, a few of the BBU‟s less prominent leaders molded the GARBC 

to continue the BBU‟s militantly fundamental Baptist mindset. 

 

Baptist Orientation 

 

  Many in the BBU were interested in interdenominational affairs. Riley had his 

World‟s Christian Fundamentals Association as his pet project. The Bible conference 

                         
46

Murdoch, chapters 17-18, thoroughly chronicles this little known aspect of 

Norris‟ career. Norris revealed a great propensity for malice. Ketcham considered this the 

greatest spiritual battle of his life, culminating in a vivid experience. Ketcham locked himself 

in his bathroom until he could “pray in love” for Norris. After several hours he finally was 

granted victory. 

47
The GARBC would later hire H. O. Van Gilder, pastor of Temple Baptist in 

Portsmouth, Ohio as its first “National Representative” in 1944 (Tassell, 81-82), and open a 

“home office” in Chicago (not “headquarters” like in the Convention, a point frequently 

made).  
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movement was still alive and well, involving speakers from across the denominational 

spectrum. 

  This willingness to cooperate beyond ecclesiastical borders did not, however, 

mean that the BBU leaders did not consider their Baptist distinctives worthwhile. While 

irenic toward fundamentalists who were not Baptists, the BBU‟s energies were directed 

specifically toward the Baptist denominations. 

  The GARBC would continue this trend. Leaders would regularly interact with 

non-Baptists, speak in each other‟s schools and conferences, and watch with interest others‟ 

denominational affairs--especially the Presbyterians at Princeton and Wheaton.
48

 But their 

articles of faith clearly defined them as Baptists, and they made their appeal for members to 

Baptists only, and without apology.  

 

Militant Fundamentalism 

 

  In its “Information” booklet, the BBU repeatedly referred to its mission of 

opposing modernism. If a fundamentalist is one who would “do battle royal for the 

fundamentals” as Curtis Lee Laws suggested, then certainly the BBU folks qualified. But not 

only were they fundamentalists, they were militantly so--unlike the Fellowship within the 

Northern Convention. They declared: “The Union will be no respecter of persons: the 

principles of Modernism must be put to the sword by whomsoever they may be espoused.”
49

 

  The GARBC continued this militancy. Every Baptist Bulletin issue for years 

carried some article about liberal affairs in the Northern Baptist Convention or elsewhere. In 

an early “Manifesto of the GARBC,” the question is asked, “Why the Association?”
50

 The 

answer is that the Convention is laced with modernism, and this cannot be promoted, but 

rather should be repudiated.  

 

                         
48

Early years of the Baptist Bulletin reveal frequent glowing remarks about 

Wheaton, and carry articles by Machen and letters of correspondence (see November, 1935 

issue about Wheaton; November 1933 for a letter from Machen). The Council of 14 would 

even “approve” Wheaton in 1939 (Bauder‟s “Chronology”), only to back off when other 

Baptist schools complained (see Bulletin article of November, 1938 for an example of Los 

Angeles Baptist Seminary‟s president complaining about the siphoning off of Baptist funds to 

unnamed schools, apparently referring to Wheaton). David Otis Fuller, a Wheaton graduate, 

was editor of the Bulletin for a few years. When Ketcham took over, no more reports about 

Wheaton appeared. 

49
“Information” booklet, 10. 

50
“Manifesto of the General Association of Regular Baptist Churches in the 

United States” (no author or date listed; published by the GARBC in Gary, IN). Almost 

certainly Ketcham is the author, and the date is likely late 1935 or early 1936. 
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Some Leadership 

 

  It is interesting to note that Van Osdel was on the original committees of both 

groups. When the BBU was disintegrating, he took the initiative to reorganize it into the 

GARBC along principles he believed would restore integrity to the movement. 

 

In assessing the place of Oliver W. Van Osdel among fundamentalists, the 

acknowledgment must stand that he never packed the clout of Shields, Norris, or 

Riley. Van Osdel, however, was much stronger at building organizations and guiding 

movements than were the “big three.” His influence was strong only in the militant 

wing of fundamentalism, but his place is that of patriarch among Baptist separatists of 

the North.
51

 

 

  Ketcham, “patriarch of the GARBC,”
52

 was one of the younger rising stars in the 

BBU. Several of the other early GARBC men were also involved in BBU leadership at 

various levels.  

 

Elements of Discontinuity 

 

  Despite the legal succession and the points of contact above, the case can be 

made that there is more discontinuity between the GARBC and the BBU than continuity. The 

aims, while still bearing common denominators, were nuanced to restrict the new 

movement‟s scope and clarify its focus. The methodology employed would differ in order to 

more strategically accomplish new objectives. As a result, the GARBC would start with a 

small nucleus of pastorally minded leaders, would gradually grow, and would generally retain 

its character. This contrasts sharply with the BBU, an immediately large, loosely organized 

group with unclear focus, based on charismatic personalities, that would implode from its 

own weight in a short time. 

 

Primary Leadership 

 

  It is interesting to note that both Shields and Norris would involve themselves 

with the GARBC for a time, leaving after it became apparent that they were no longer in 

control of the movement. The BBU had been intended by Neighbour, Dixon, Pettingill, and 

Van Osdel as a premillennial, separatist group, as described previously. This had of course 

changed when Riley and Shields came on board. This demonstrates something of the BBU‟s 

domination from the cult of personality. They were willing to shape the movement around its 

leaders, rather than find leadership based on the movement‟s principles.  

                         
51
Kevin Thomas Bauder, “Biography of O. W. Van Osdel” (ThM Thesis, Denver 

Baptist Theological Seminary, 1983), 55. 

52
Beale, 273-278. 
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  The twenties were a colorful decade, and colorful characters dotted the landscape. 

Norris especially epitomizes this. Immensely popular at the national level, despite being 

controversial, he rode high in the saddle in the 1920‟s. One may wonder if the 1930‟s, 

marked by depression and worry, militated against this style of leadership. 

  GARBC leaders emitted a much more pastoral tone than the pulpit giants of the 

likes of the “big three.” Ketcham‟s biography bears this out,
53

 as does Van Osdel‟s. It 

certainly seems that the ego factor, so huge in the BBU, was toned down considerably in the 

GARBC. Though the GARBC still had plenty to say about modernism in the Convention, 

they managed to avoid being the lightening rods of controversy as had been the case 

previously. 

 

Geographical Distribution 

 

  The geography of the movements grew out of their respective leadership nuclei. 

The BBU had its Northern (Riley), Southern (Norris), and Canadian spokesmen (Shields). 

This broad scope gave the Union a sense of size, but may have cost its effectiveness. Travel 

strains were enormous, and the energy of the leaders is almost awe-inspiring. Shields 

reportedly traveled 40,000 miles one year on behalf of the Union, often returning to Toronto 

on Sunday morning just in time to walk into his church service.
54

 

  The GARBC, on the other hand, would primarily draw from the North, and the 

churches would almost entirely come from the Northern Baptist Convention. They were 

probably open to bigger things, but the movement would retain three basic stronghold areas: 

the Mid-Atlantic, the Midwest, and the Pacific Coast.
55

 

  In 1938 the GARBC added the word “North” to its name. This was when Norris 

was making overtures to the group, and Odell writes, “The observation would seem to be that 

Norris was to take the south and GARBC the north in Baptist fundamentalism in America.”
56

 

By the next year, however, “North” was not a designation of the GARBC. In 1936, 

Ketcham‟s “Manifesto” qualifies the scope of the group as “The GARBC in the United 

States.” This would seem to concur chronologically with the problems Shields was having 

with Ketcham over the structure of the GARBC.
                         

53
I have personally visited in well over a hundred GARBC churches while doing 

itinerant work, and often older folks would give glowing reports of their memories of 

Ketcham. I seldom encountered any who did not like him. In retrospect we can see some 

overstatements he made and perhaps question his judgment at points, but he was certainly 

well-loved in the fellowship he loved. 

54
Delnay, 82. 

55
Calvin Odell, The General Association of Regular Baptist Churches and its 

Attendant Movement (Salem, OR: College Press of Western Baptist Bible College, 1975), 

“Geographical Distribution” charts, 94-99. 

56
Ibid., 26. 
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Organizational Structures 

 

  In that same “Manifesto,” Ketcham declares, “This is an Association of churches. 

One of the weaknesses of the old Baptist Bible Union was the fact that it was an association 

of individuals.”
57

 In order to be a member of the BBU, “Individuals were required to make 

application for membership by signing a card which committed them to an acceptance of the 

Confession of Faith. Anyone who thus signed was „in.‟”
58

 In this sense the GARBC was a 

tightening of accountability in the organization. 

 On the other hand, the GARBC steered clear of “clanking machinery.” Ketcham argued 

for a:  

 

. . . free wheeling fellowship, . . . sufficiently cohesive to hold us together in one great 

task of providing a „City of  Refuge‟ for Baptist churches which could no longer 

endure the machinery of a Convention, even if it was a good Convention.
59

 

 

  The resulting structure in the GARBC would be a Council of 14 (later 18), 

usually pastors (though later, 4 could be agency employees). The Council moves to approve 

(or now, “partner with”) mission boards, schools, social agencies, etc. The churches have the 

final say, usually of course going along with the Council they elected.
60

 

  This balancing act has been difficult for the GARBC to maintain through the 

years. At times the organization seems to lack the authority to accomplish much as a 

movement. To others, the system looks like a quasi-convention format, making the most 

independently minded skittish or upset.
61

 Nonetheless, it moved the GARBC away from both 

Convention “conventions” and personality driven leadership, both of which were difficult for 

the BBU to work out. 

 

Separatism 

 

  The BBU protested long and hard that it was not a separatist movement:  

 

                         
57
“Manifesto,” 4. 

58
Ketcham, “Re: BBU,” 1. 

59
Ibid., 4. 

60
Ketcham, “How the GARBC Operates” (pamphlet, Schaumburg, IL: GARBC, 

no date; published as official “Literature Item #4”). 

61
For an example of this problem, see David A Norris‟ booklets, “Struggle 

Within the National Organization of the GARBC,” and “Churches at Risk: Problems at the 

National Level of the GARBC” (1988 and 1990, published by Norris in Ames, IA).  
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Baptists of the various Conventions, therefore, need not fear the Baptist Bible Union 

as a separatist movement. The Union has been organized to preserve our beloved 

Denomination, not to destroy it.
62

 

 

It had been originally intended as a separatist group, but Riley changed all that with his 

leadership role in the Minnesota Baptist Convention.   

  The GARBC, then, went back to the BBU‟s beginnings to resurrect separatism as 

a key plank. Dual membership in the Northern Baptist Convention was ruled out by 1938. 

This would later result in the logical conclusion that the GARBC would  not merge with the 

Conservative Baptists, because the CBA would not take the same separatist stand. The 

GARBC also logically affiliated with Carl McIntire‟s American Council of Christian 

Churches rather than the National Association of Evangelicals over the same issue.
63

 

 

Premillennialism 

 

  The GARBC went back to the BBU‟s founding principles not only for 

separatism, but also for premillennialism. This may also have contributed to the geographical 

factor, since many Southern Baptists were not premillennial. It would also eliminate Shields, 

who had been the main reason the BBU had dropped the doctrine as a prerequisite for 

membership.  

  The GARBC would later clarify their premillennialism even further, adding a 

dispensational approach to the rapture question.
64

 

 

Ministry Focus 

 

  The BBU never was able to emerge from its image as a protest movement. It 

spoke loudly about what it was against, but accomplished very little organizationally. There 

was often discussion of mission programs and the like, but precious little was done. The Des 

Moines University experiment in education needs little comment. 

  The GARBC, on the other hand, was able to get itself off the ground in these 

areas. It took some time to actually work it out, but by April of 1936 the Baptist Bulletin lists 

                         
62
“Information Concerning the BBU,” 9. Italics in original. 

63
Ketcham, “The Position of the GARBC on Separation” (Schaumburg, IL: 

GARBC, no date; published as “Literature Item #6”). 

64
Robert McCaul, “The Inside Story of the Proposed Expulsion of the Brooklyn 

Baptist Tabernacle from the General Association of Regular Baptist Churches” (paper on file 

at GARBC Home Office, no date, but apparently 1961). McCaul chronicles the gradual move 

of the GARBC to an official pre-tribulationism against the dissent of a handful of pastors 

who felt very betrayed.  
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six approved missions associations. Articles about “approved” colleges and seminaries also 

begin to appear about that time. 

  Ketcham expressed his frustration with the BBU in this area. It was founded as a 

protest movement to recover the denominations, but it was ineffective to do it:  

 

We never won a single battle on any issue. Beginning with the 1920 meeting in 

Buffalo straight through to the disbanding of the Union in May 1932 we went home 

each year soundly defeated in every attempt to clean up the Convention.
65

 

 

  For the GARBC, separation became not only a means of purifying the group from 

compromising associations with infidelity (though it surely was that), it also became a means 

of channeling resources to like-minded causes. For them this meant money for fundamentalist 

missionaries, sending young people to trustworthy schools, etc. 

 

Longevity 

 

  All of the above factors culminate in this final point of discontinuity between the 

BBU and the GARBC. The disruptive qualities inherent in the BBU insured that it could not 

long endure. It really was experimental in one sense, and the early GARBC leaders benefited 

from BBU trials and errors.  

  The GARBC continued to grow numerically for 43 consecutive years, showing 

its first net loss in 1985.
66

 Growth was never explosive, but consistently strong until the 

1980‟s, leveling off between 1,500 and 1,600 churches, though it has dipped now to around 

1400. Early growth was generally due to churches leaving the Northern Convention, while 

some of the later growth was also due to church planting. These facts beg the question of why 

the movement seems to have plateaued and is beginning to decline. Though that cannot be 

fully answered here, it may have much to do with the passing of the original impetus for the 

GARBC as a reorganized protest movement which has lost specific relevance today.  

 

Conclusion 

 

  It was necessary to reorganize the BBU into the GARBC in order to create a 

structure based on principle rather than personality. This allowed the core convictions of 

fundamentalist Northern Baptists to find expression through a separatist fellowship. While 

the BBU‟s explosion left a great deal of fallout, enough protest energies remained to enable 

the GARBC to gradually establish itself as a movement once integrity had been restored 

through its leadership. A question that might face GARBC leadership today is how to 

validate the organization‟s continued existence, now that the original driving issues have 

faded and separatist questions are framed much differently. 

                         
65
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66
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