


special Carleton committee, the published transcript of 
which Cowling vehemently rejected as inaccurate.'^ 

THERE WERE THREE groups that saw maintaining 
Carleton's affiliation with the Minnesota Baptists as a 
means to three essentially different ends. The outcome 
of this divergence was a disorganized and somewhat 
contradictory defense against Riley's charges. Most im­
portant to Carleton, the first of the three partners, was 
"freedom in the search for truth." The ideal of "Chris­
tian co-operation," though impor tant , was one to 
which Cowling was committed more for the sake of the 
churches than for the college; he was willing to aban­
don this dream if "it must rest upon a foundation of 
common theological beliefs." Early in the controversy. 
Cowling and the trustees believed that Riley was not 
likely to succeed with his resolution. Hence an active 
defense was adopted, aimed at maintaining Carleton's 
integrity first and advancing interdenominational co­
operation second. So, shortly after the 1926 convention 
several Carleton trustees spoke publicly in defense of 
academic freedom. Cowling gave his speech condemn-

" Stewart G. Cole, The History of Fundamentalism 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1931), 94-95; [W. R. Riley], 
"Carleton CoUege Divorced by Minnesota State Baptist Con­
vention,"" Christian Fundamentalist, Nov., 1928, p. 10—12. 
The secretary of the committee, Duluth lawyer Leslie S. 
High, was confident that the resolution could be turned back 
and was deeply antipathetic to Riley and all that he stood for. 
His mind was made up from the start. So, too, on the other 
side, were the minds of Rev. Earle V. Pierce and Rev. C W. 
Foley. See High"s letters to Cowling, Sept. 21, 1927, to 
Dorothy Pattee (Cowling"s secretary). Mar. 20, May 9, 21, 
Aug. 14, Oct. 13, Nov. 2, 1928, in Baptist Church, Presidents" 
Office, 1908-62, CCA. 

" Minneapolis Morning Tribune, Oct. 13, p. 2, Oct. 14, 
p. 1, Oct. 15, p. 1—all 1926; Cowhng to John Gardner, Nov. 
L 1926, Trustees" Records, CCA; North Star Baptist, Dee., 
1926, p. 10—11. Though controlled by modernists, the journal 
was in theory representative of the entire MBC and hence 
was circumspect in its positions. It did continue to publish 
advertisements for Carleton (even, for a time, after the con­
vention severed its affiliation), and it studiously ignored the 
resolutions against Carleton (and, for that matter, all other 
fundamentalist activities in and out of the state). 

'" Cowling to High, Sept. 29, 1927, CCA; George R. Ly­
man to Cowling, Oct. 17, 1926, H. P. Dewey to [Cowling], 
Oct. 12, 1928, Cowling to R S. Bell, Dee. 17, 1927, and to 
John Gardner, Jan. 22, 1927—all in Trustees" Records, CCA; 
Cowhng to High, Oct. 29, 1927, Baptist Church, Presidents" 
Office, 1908-62, CCA; Cowhng to Frank A. Day, Oct. 19, 
1928, Frank W. Padelford to Cowling, Oct. 18, 1928, Cowl­
ing to Padelford, Oct. 31, 1928, American Baptist Board of 
Education, Central Records, CCA. Nelson, "Fundamental­
ism," 185-186, implies that in this respect Cowling was an 
astute actor. The generally conservative lay members of the 
MBC may have been reluctant to repudiate even demonstra­
bly modernist schools at the risk of denominational division. 

ing orthodoxy as a "dam to human progress," and the 
one substantive defense of the "Christian character ' of 
Carleton to appear during the entire episode was pub­
lished in the North Star Baptist (the liberal-controlled 
MBC journal). '" 

By late 1927, however. Cowling allowed privately 
that be was sure Riley would win. If defeat were cer­
tain, Carleton's goals were best advanced by refusing to 
compromise with Riley but also by refusing to debate 
him publicly. Cowling did not want to antagonize Bap­
tist moderates in Minnesota by aggressively proclaim­
ing Carleton's liberalism in a lost cause. Should an ad­
verse vote by the Minnesota convention occur, the 
president hoped that the liberal and moderate Baptist 
churches in the state might still be inclined to support 
Carleton individually and that the NBC would con­
tinue its affiliation and financial support. As a practi­
cal matter. Cowling noted in 1928, the NBC, not the 
state Baptists, had proven to be the more productive 
and influential partners in his experiment of co-opera­
tion. Moreover, as two trustees suggested, Riley's 
charges might help the school's popular standing more 
than damage it: "So far as hurt ing Carleton goes, the 
Trustees should vote him [Riley] a salary,' one re­
marked. Turning the other cheek seemed like the most 
productive course for the college. So Cowling took no 
active hand in the case. Indeed, he was little given to 
worrying about the controversy and was out of the 
country during the five months before the 1928 Baptist 
state convention.'" 

The second partner in the defense—the Northern 
Baptist Convention, represented by Frank W. Padelford 
of the Board of Education—could not look upon a pos­
sible Riley victory with such equanimity. Interdenomi­
national co-operation was one of the lynchpins of the 
NBC agenda but, more importantly, it was from the 
states that the NBC's financial and other support came 
and through the states that the organization imple­
mented its programs. Should the fundamentalists take 
control of the Minnesota convention, the NBC's hold on 
the state would be seriously jeopardized. Padelford 
fired off a virtual barrage of panicky letters to Cowl­
ing, worrying about defeat and suggesting strategies to 
avoid it. His most alarming letter suggested that per­
haps, as a means of placating the conservatives—if not 
the fundamentalists—and thus gaining a narrow edge 
in the convention, "Dr. Fitch would not rather resign if 
the case were squarely put to him than to allow himself 
to be the pretext for the breaking down of our policy 
which has seemed to me to be so exceedingly signifi­
cant." Cowling replied firmly that "our whole situation 
would be seriously hur t by this procedure," and politely 
asked Padelford to but t out. Whde Padelford had, coin­
cidentally, written an early article for the state Baptist 
journal giving a liberal definition of "Wha t Makes a 
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Frank W. Padelford, 1908 

Leslie S. High, about 1940 

School Christian?" and made an appearance at the 
1928 convention, he apparently had little concrete 
assistance to offer. "* 

The third part of the defense, the liberal Baptists in 
Minnesota, personified by attorney Leslie S. High, the 
Special Carleton Committee's secretary, rightly saw the 
fight over Carleton as a fight to determine whether 
fundamentalists or moderates would control the con­
vention. High, as Carleton's chief friend within the 
committee, was ultimately responsible for turning back 
Rdey's resolution. He was beset with several problems, 
however. His extreme personal antipathy toward Riley 
gave a somewhat mean tone to his rebuttal of the fun­
damentalists, which Riley succeeded in avoiding in his 

attacks on Carleton. Moreover, High was not an effec­
tive politician. He actually had a majority of three on 
the flve-man committee to recommend continuing the 
afflliation with Carleton at the state convention in 
1928. But instead of working to strengthen the majority 
report, he insisted upon writing his own. 

High's independent "Report of the Special Carleton 
Commit tee" argued that Carleton was an excellent 
Christian educational institution, producing a goodly 
crop of ministers and missionaries; that its theology in 
1928 was the same as it had been in 1916 when the 
Baptists began the affdiation; that in any case "all of 
the individuals named in the Rochester Resolution have 
terminated their connection with Carleton College"; 
that Baptists had always "stood steadfasfly for freedom 
of conscience' and "against any definite creedal state­
ment" and therefore should not use orthodoxy as a 
standard for the afflliation; and that no at tempt had 
been made "to understand mutual problems and to ad­
just any differences which exist." But this report was 
never seen by the convention because High was bested 
by the fundamentalists in some parl iamentary maneu­
vering. So in the end only a bland majority report, 
written by the two moderates, and a fiery fundamen­
talist minority report, written by Rev. Earle V. Pierce, 
were issued to the delegates and debated. High's big­
gest handicaps were, however, not of his own making: 
Carleton participated only passively in its own defense, 
the NBC proved ineffectual in its assistance, and funda­
mentalist strength in the MBC was growing steadily.'" 

THE PROOF was in the pudding. The convention 
voted 172 to 135 in October, 1928, to accept the minor­
ity report and sever its ties with Carleton. The liberals 
claimed that the vote did not represent the opinions of 
the Baptist lait>-, but on this point they were probably 

" Padelford to Cowling, June 16, 1927, Cowling to Pa­
delford, July 1, 1927, Padelford to Cowhng, July 2, 1928, 
American Baptist Board of Education, Central Records, 
CCA; Padelford, ""What Makes a School Chrisrian?" North 
Star Baptist, Mar., 1926, p. 8. Fundamentalists and Swedish 
Baptists had been sniping at the NBC's passive control of the 
Minnesota state convention since at least 1922, so Padelford 
had good reason to be worried; see Beeklund, "History of the 
Minnesota Baptist Convention,"" 37-38. Fitch knew he was 
causing problems and, after writing an open letter praising 
Cowling"s defense of academic freedom, resigned to take a 
prestigious pastorate in New York City; Carleton Board of 
Trustees Minutes, Nov. 5, 1927, p. 2, CCA. 

'" High to Pattee, Aug. 14, Oct. 13, 1928, Baptist Church, 
Presidents" Office, 1908-62, CCA; High, "Report of the Spe­
cial Carleton Committee," Baptist Church, Presidents' Of­
fice, 1908-62, CCA. For the depth of High's hatred of Riley 
see the Leslie S. High folder. Baptist Church, Presidents' Of­
fice, 1908-62, CCA. Riley remained anathema to High after 
this clash; during the 1940s High went so far as to compare 
Riley and Hitler. 
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wrong. The graduates of Riley's fundamentalist North­
western Bible and Missionary Training School were 
coming to dominate the pulpits of outstate Minnesota, 
presumably with the approval of their congregations. 
After eight more years of parliamentary and rhetorical 
wrangling, in fact, the fundamentalists succeeded in 
winning complete control of the state convention in 
1936. Immediately, they began to reduce drastically 
their co-operation with and support for the NBC, even 
though Pierce was elected president of the parent body 
the following year. Riley, though something of a spiri­
tual leader for the separatists, remained a member of 
the NBC until 1945, and his friend Pierce, too, "held 
against the strains of separatist impulses" into the 
1940s. In 1946 (exactly 20 years after the introduction 
of Rdey's resolution to disaffiliate wdth Carleton), all 
fundamentalist patience was exhausted and the MBC 
withdrew from the Northern Baptist Convention en­
tirely. But the fundamentalists' victory was ultimately 
rather hollow.-" 

For separatism bred further separatism. The Swed­
ish Baptists withdrew from the state convention, and so 
did the German Baptists; liberal Baptist churches left 
the MBC in 1954 to form the Minnesota Convention of 
American Baptist Churches; in 1965 the fundamental­
ists themselves split between moderates (the Fellowship 
of Minnesota Conservative Baptist Churches, repre­
sented for a time by Billy Graham, whom Riley ap-

™ The best accounts of what happened at the convention 
come from the fundamentalists, who were much happier to 
tell the story than the liberals. See [Riley], "Carleton College 
Divorced,"" 9-15; Earle V. Pierce, "Carleton College and the 
Baptists,"" Christian Fundamentalist, Dec , 1928, 18-20. The 
Northwestern Pilot 9 (Nov., 1928): 17, listed its graduates 
attending the convention and thanked them "for the benefi­
cial influence*" they wielded. By 1942 Riley could count one-
tenth of all Minnesota Baptists as members of his Minneapolis 
congregation, and at least 35 percent of Baptist pastors in 
Minnesota were graduates of Riley"s schools by 1930; Trol-
linger, "Northwestern Bible School," 39, 205-209; Beeklund, 
"History of the Minnesota Baptist Convention,"" 41-58. See 
Nelson, "Fundamentalism,"' 422, 430 on separatism as a na­
tional issue for fundamentalists throughout the NBC in the 
mid-1940s. 

While debates over separatism at the national and re­
gional levels have received much scholarly attention, the im­
portance of that issue at the state level has been ignored. The 
MBC, which produced two of the most important actors in 
the 25-year fundamentalist-modernist struggle within the 
NBC—Riley and Pierce—was the first, and perhaps only, 
state convention to separate formally from the NBC The tide 
of fundamentalism and separation within the Baptist 
churches of Minnesota was crucial for determining its course 
throughout the northern states. 

" TroUinger, "Northwestern Bible School,"" 240; Beek­
lund, "History of the Minnesota Baptist Convention,'" 60-61, 
67-71. Nelson, "Fundamentalism,"" has a table which clearly 
illustrates the national separatist movements. 

pointed his successor as president of the Northwestern 
schools) and radicals (the New Testament Association of 
Independent Bapti.st Churches). As one historian put it, 
"The result of all this striving for purity was that by 
1970 one could not distinguish Baptists in Minnesota 
without a scorecard.""-' 

For Carleton, on the other hand, the "defeat" at the 
convention proved to be a blessing. Cowling's refusal to 
bow to the pressure of either the fundamentalists or the 
NBC brought a resounding vote of confidence from the 
school's faculty and the students. The convention's 

Carleton student Horace Nickels posing with his pet 
monkey, W. B. Riley, 1927 
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action did temporarily end NBC financial support of 
Carleton. But the affiliation with the Northern (later 
American) Baptists continued until 1970, during which 
time the school and church co-operated in several im­
portant ventures, including an exchange program with 
two all-black colleges in the South during the early 
1960s. Nor was Carleton's general standing and reputa­
tion undermined by the case against it. On the con­
trary, one trustee crowed when the dust had settled that 
"the action will stimulate the popular favor of the col­
lege," and the board ultimately decided there was no 
need even to issue a statement about the convention's 
action. Carleton struggled through the Great Depres­
sion and emerged to become one of the nation's leading 
liberal arts colleges. It also carried its nonsectarianism 
and modernism to what the fundamentalists would 
have called the ultimate conclusion of secularism."" 

THE CASE against Carleton was not an example of 
critics outside the academy trying to conquer or alter 
the school's curriculum or philosophy. The episode was 
rooted as much in the Protestant phenomenon of plu­
ralistic doctrine as in the secular principal of academic 
freedom; the college became a proxy in the battle be­
tween liberals and fundamentalists within the Minne­
sota Baptist Convention. Rdey and his supporters 
wanted to purge Carleton from the Baptist fold in an 
effort to return to what they defined as the fundamen­
tals of their faith. For Carleton, defending its goals of 
theological liberalism and academic freedom went 
hand in hand; this was considered far more important 
than maintaining an affdiation with the Baptists. 

It was a battle that everyone could be said to have 
won. Rdey used the issue to turn the MBC firmly 

toward fundamental ism. In this respect, the case 
against Carleton was a significant episode in the yet-
untold story of the role that state organizations played 
in the fundamentalist-modernist controversy within 
the NBC. For his par t . Cowling seized the opportunity 
to place Carleton within the emerging mainstream of 
an increasingly modernis t Amer ican Christianity, 
which saw no conflict between religious ethics and ra­
tional inquiry. Both the fundamentalists and the col­
lege community felt purified by the ordeal. Each could 
say, with equal fervor, "it is better that we have no 
fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness."'" 

" Padelford to Cowling, May 20, 1931, American Baptist 
Board of Education, Central Records, Dewey to [Cowling], 
Oct. 12, 1928, Trustees' Records, and Minutes of the Board of 
Trustees, Oct. 27, 1928—ad CCA. The trustees at this meet­
ing appointed a committee to frame a reply which would 
need approval of two-thirds of the board before being re­
leased. This is the last mention of a response; apparently, the 
reply was never written. 

Requirements for religious worship were abandoned in 
1964, the term "Christian liberalism" was stricken from the 
mission statement in the catalog in 1970, the year that the 
school disaffiliated from the American Baptists and Episco­
palians. Carleton dropped all but associate status in the 
United Churches of Christ"s Council for Higher Education in 
1982 rather than adopt the UCC"s proposed creedal state­
ment. 

-' Dewey to [Cowling], Oct. 12, 1928, Trustees' Records, 
CCA. 

The photographs on p. 17, 18, 21 are in the MHS collections; 
that on p. 16 is from Northwestern College Library; those on 
p. 20, 22, and 25 are from the Carleton College Archives; the 
one on p. 24 (top) is courtesy of the American Baptist Histori­
cal Society, Rochester, N. Y'.; p. 24 (bottom) is from the North­
east Minnesota Historical Center, Duluth. 
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