SHREVEPORT AT THE CROSSROADS
William E. Hull

(A sermon preached in the First Baptist Church, Shreveport, Louisiana, on
July 3, 1977)

Shreveport is a city in erisis. Although a litany of our woes is regu-
larly recited in the public media, let me draw together some hasic ingredients

in our present predicament for vour fresh consideration.

I,

The State of Louisiana provides the larger contexf in which the struggle
of Shreveport must be set, Here the story is one of disconnection, depletion,
and deprivation. Caught in a {ratricidal political conflict that cleaves the
state into cowpeting reglons, Shreveport rules its corner in splendid isola-
tiomn, still‘éfter'all these vears without the life-giving arteries of a North-
South eupresswvay or a Red River waterway. = Once the crude oil capital of the
state, Shreveport has seen its prime industry shift in the postwar veavs first
to South Louisiana and then even farther away Into the waters of the Gulf of
Mexico. Dependent since the days of Huey Long on severance tax revenues from
ﬁetroleum extraction to underwrite nearly half the state's budget; Louisiana
has watched its known reserves decline throughout this decade, with experts
ominously predicting that gas and oil wells could be pumped dry within five
to fifteen years, Until méjor replacement revenues can be found from other
sources, the prospect is bLleak for any improvement in essential government
services, such ss education, which are now neasr the bottom nationally in per
capita exponditures.l

Here at home, our city was tested recently in a national survey and its
"quality of Life" vated “"substandard" {the lowest of five'categcrigs), rank-
ing Shreveport soventicth among the eighty-three nediwm-sized metropolitan
areas in America (population 200,000 to 500,{)0(}).Z Immediately, even before
the results of the study were available for careful scrutiny, our town fathers
cried with appropriate indignation that we had been judged unfairly by a com-
puter using obsolete data, and just as quickly the matter was forgotten. But
once the report did arvive, its results turned out to be based not on fuzzy

speculations but on 123 carefully weighted "quality-ol-1ife" factors involving



economic, political, environmental, health-education, and social components.
Nor is there any evidence that the results were skewed by using 1970 data
which, because of the decennial national census, are the most adequate avail-
able. Doubtless Shreveport has made pregress since the begioning of this
decade, but there is no indication that it surpasses progress made by other
cities with which we wmust be compared,

In fact, in one area the intervening vears have bheen particularly un-
kind to our fair city, that of governmental Ieadership. We need no computer
to tell us that the "quality of life" at City Hall has declined precipitously
during this decade! In swift succession two members of our congregation
were propelled into public service din the aftermath of emergencies that were
not without embarrassment, while another heads a citizen's panel which has
lodged stinging criticisms of shortsightedness in the prudent management of
pension funds and cother fiscal reséurccs.3 Brooding over all this confusicn,
unmentioned but not forgotten, looms the larger-than~life tragedy of George
D'Artois, To be sure, the picture is not all daxk, but any light which we
can now see must be etched with a dimension of disgrace,

The upshot of it all is a subtle mood of attrition, a nagging hunch
that our city is being diminished rather than enhanced. The sense of loss
is all about us: our leaders are languid, our deowntown is drooping, our

spirits are sagging. Most of all, we mourn the ewodus of our people, A

fur

recent article in Fortune depicted a map of the Sunbelt which showed that
"every state in the region except Louisiana gained on balance from migration
during the first half of the Seventies.”é All of the parishes in Shreveport's
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area were colored as losers. Commented a
local journalist after musing on that map: "The fact that the numboers are
going somevhere elsc is symptomatic of a general rocognition that something

; 5
is wrong here."

TI.

Does Christianity have anything to say to the plight of our city? Many
of its most avid believers would answer strongly in the negative. To them,
the Gospel deals almost exclusively with personal salvation and so is directed
primarily to individuals and to their relations within the church., Aay talk
about God-and-City smacks of a now-discredited “Social Gospei” advocated by
"liberals" in the early decades of this century. Detter to leave such things

to the politicians so as to keep the sacred and secular realms clearly distinct,



Despite the popularity of this view in a time of intense privatism, the
plain fact is that it simply does not do justice to significant dimensions of
our faith. The Bible is full of explicit teachings on the cities of its day,
S0 vast are these Scriptural resources that we have time to select only the
most important example, Jerusalem, as the illustration for our discussion.
The three great epochs in its destiny provide a typology by which to under-
stand and evalvate any city, including Shreveport, in the light of the pur—
poses of God.

The first significant phase in Jerusalem's history from a Biblical per-
spective was its choice to serve as a unifying conter for the People of God
(I Kings 11:13). A pagan city had loung existed on the site (Judges 19:10-12)
when David wrested it from the Jebusites (JI Samuel 5:6~10; T Chronicles
11:4-9) and made it the capital of his kingdom. Lyving between Israel and
Judah, it belonged to none of the twelve tribes but was a cowmmon possession of
them all. 1In subsequent centuries, as the Jows séattered in every direction,
Jerusalem remained the one focal point to which thoir loyalties turned (e.q.
Psalms 87, 122, 137). Decause Lhe one true God dwelt in His Temple therve, it
was to be supremely a city open o all of the authenric aspirations of the
world, a beckoning wmountain to which all peoples could flow in their quest
for justice and peace (Isaiah 2:2-5; Micah 4:1-5),

Here we discover the foundations for a Biblical definition of what any
true city should he. Tagan towns are tribal in character; as such, they are
designed to protect and to prosper a particular vace or clan. But because
God is no local deity but a universal Lord, his cities bring together many
tribes and nations, thereby fashioning strangers separated by birth and bhlood
inte fellow-citizens of one new community of mankind. shreveport was once a
pagan gite like the Canaanite Jebus, inhabited by the Caddoe TIndian tribe and
thus narrowly exclusive in character. But then came socjourners whe had mi-
grated from "Bgyptian" bondage in Eurcpe, possessed of a faith which made
possibie here a new kind of city, one open to pilgrims from every wilderness,
alike only in the desire to order their common life by the dictates of justice
and peace,

In the sccond phase of her Biblical history, howover, Jerusalem faltered
in fulfilling the God-given design. David's successor, Solomon, was lured
‘into ddolatry by his multiple marriages, thereby comwpromising the strength

of the people's allegicnce to one universal God., As ihe city reverted to



fragmenting competition between pagan cults, divine wrath was kindled (IT Kings
23:26~27) which soon allewed the monarchy to be divided and then to be devas-
tated by its enemjes. Despite this painful lesson, which reduced Jerusalem to
ruins for more than a generation (586--520 B, C.), the city was in danger of
making the same fatal mistake during the ministry of Jesus. “This time the
idolatry came not from pagan neighbors but from an inward disposition to ex-
clude the rest of the world {(i.e. the "Gentiles") from their city by making
God the Lord only of the Jewish race, When at last the Temple on Mount Zion
became a fortress from which to kill outsiders, rather than "a house of prayer
for all the nations” {Mark 11:17), divine wrath fell with such finality that
Jerusalem forfeited its place as a city in the purposes of God (Matthew 23:37-
38).

This grim chapter tells us that the same Lord who is the "builder and
maker' of cities with foundations of faith (Mebrews 11:10) is also the judge
and destroyer of cities that no longer welcome the sojourner from afar, that
close thelr gates to a stranger such as Abraham who "went out not knowing
where he was to go (Hebrews 11:8). Uistory is littered with the wreckage of
once-proud citics that shut theiy doors to surprises, turning inward vncil
they were suffocared by a self-imposed cleustrophobia., Shreveport is not
exemplt from this fearful judgment. Jesus uttered woes against specific
cities, Chorazin and Bethsaida, for their refusal to change in the face of
a New Age dawning before their very eyes (Matthow 11:20~2&; Luke 10:13-15),
and He will do no less to Shreveport if we worship the ddolatrous god of the
status quo, . ‘

But judgment was not the last word for Jerusalein. Instead, it was the
crucible din which tragedy was pounded into the substance of hopa. Paul knew
that if “the present Jerusalew" was in slavery, "the Jerusalem above is free,
and she is ouy nmother" (Galatians 4:206), Isaiah (1:20-27) and Rzekiel (40:1-
58:35) anticipated the outlines.of that archatypal city from afar., But the
early Christians realized that they hod alyvcady "eome to the city of the liv-
ing God, the heavenly Jerusalew' (llebrews 13:22). Even now, John of the
Apocalypse could see "the holy city, new Jevusalem, coming down out of heaven
from God" (Revelation 21:2), and he described with unforgettable imagery the
metropolis of his dreams (Revelation 21:1-22:5). As the Bible ends, the
dialectic of urban failure and fulfillment reaches its ultimate cxpression,

first with a terrifying dirge over fallen Babylon (Revelation 1811-24),
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symbolic of all the pagan cities of histery, then with a celebrvation of that
celestial city whose "gates shall never be shut! (Revelation 21:25) and wvhosc
architect is lim who declares, "Behold, I make all things pew'"{(Revelation 21:5).

Vhat this vivid language seeks to express is the conviction that cities,
like the citizens within them, can also be redeemed! Cod intends to save per-
s0ns both in thedr individuality and jn their collectivity., Cities do not
have to become enslaved by the strictures of their cultusre, They can choose
to model themselves after the "Jerusalem above' and become truly "free cities"
into which shall be brought "the glory and honor of the nations" {(Revelation
21:26). Always there is the awful.tempf&ﬁion to be like Babylon, proud and
powerful on the outside but already condemned and dead on the inside. Shreve-
port could succumb and go the way of once-mighty Rome in the time of Aungustine
or it could resolve to foreshadow that "City of God" which is our sure habita-
tion in this world and in the world to cone.

ITT.
How that we have sketched a Biblical framework against which to measufe

the cities of man, we may sek what can be don

surc not just the survival
but the spiritual vitality of Shfnvoport in the years to come. FYrom the theo-
logical critique of Jerusalem just attenpted, we sec that the crucial issue
is one of openness and freedom, Will Shreveport become a "tribal" tovn of
closed groupings based on race and class and kin? Or will it summon the faith
ko rise above such idelatrous pagonism by serving the one universal Lord who
calls all nations and pecples to dwell topether in justice and peace within
the City of God?

In large measure the answer to that question will be detcermined by the
qualiﬁy of leadership which emerses to meet the present crisis.  "Politics"
is the art of fashioning an suthentic "polis" (the Greek word for "eicy'y,
and that task must be entrusted in no swsll part to those fitted for it by
training, resources, Opportunity, and coreem,  Yor its size, Shreveport has

"Establishment” with more thon enough education, wealth, leisuve,

a splendid
and reputation to get the job doue. But deoes this elite pessess the requisite
attitudes -- indecd, the sturdy faith ~- to build a New Jevusalom on the banks
of the Red River?

Hy misgivings come at the point of a classic French concept, noblesse
oblige, which affirms that "nobility {or rank or station) imposes coblieations'.

This is but a specialized application of the Biblical imperative, "To whom



much is given, of him will much be requirved" (Luke 12:48). Having paid close
attention to this "gifted" group for nearly two years, I am afraid that too
many within its number now follow the opposite philosophy that "rank confers
privilege.” Yoc many of our potential leaders who have enough money seem
concerned only about how to make more of it! Jesus once called for a drastic
reordering of priorities by asking what it would profit a man if he gained

the whole world but lost his own soul (Matthew 161265 Mark 8:3635 Luke 9:25),
We may address that wisdom to those among us with an inordinate itch for progs-—
perity by asking, "What shall it profit a man if he makes money to spare but
loses the city in which to enjoy it?" .

The pyvoblem is not just that the names of our nobility seldom appear on
the ballot. Very few are needed to run for public office, but those few who
de need to be like the tip of an iceberg, wndergirded by and representative
of aﬁ informed and committed Lstablishment willing to forfeit voluntarily
some of its - -fTastidiousness and get its hands dirvty building a better place
to live, There is a rich literature on the city, of which the name Lewis
Mumford is only Suggestive58 that wen who have weinorized Dow-Jonecs averages
and the Hall Street Journal by heavt know nothing about. | sugrest that the
time has come for informal study groups o syring up in cxecutive sultes all
over the city, for out-of-town business trips to include shop-tallt with cre-
ative city planners, for dormant committses in civic clubs to he replaced by
tasik forces that complete action projects; in short, for the talented pecple
of this town to escalate the seriousnces with which they contribute to the
determination of its destiﬂy.

Hy puess is that most have heard this plea to the Tstablishment in al-—
most- exclusively masculine terms, which ig, in iteelf, & problem since Tully
half our citizenry belong to the opposite cex. The "model of political re-—
sponsilbility for women in Shreveport is entively too passive, too prim, too
demure. Somevhere the tradition has arvisen that the role of the male nobility
is to make money and of the female nobility is to give pavties. Surely there
is no place on the face of the carth where ladies can dress up more elegantly
and entertain more enchavtingly than in shreveport! Ror is this pasttime any
less worthy than the pursuit of honest pain by the men, The issue, rvather,
is one of priorities and proportion. If officeholders think that half of
their clectorate are concarnad 6nly with social amenities, then all that

they will de for them is drink an occasional cup of tea. DBut if they know



that these women arve aware both of the political apenda and of their abiiity
to dinfluence it, if they are forcibly reminded that these women will both

vote their convictions at the polls and urge others to do so, then an entirely
new climate of expectations is created which significantly lifts the quality
of their performance.

There is one point at which our male and female nobility collaborate to
expend enormous resources of time and money, and that is in those recurring
rituals by which the social pecking order is regulated and reaffirmed., Since
these gala events have at times drawn the ire of Daptist preachers, usually
because of their dancing and drinking, ieﬂ me here indicate —-- without applaud-
ing or condemning those practices -- that I think they serve a harmless and
perhaps even useful function. Dipby Baltze119 has argued that a clearly iden-
tified and institutionalized establishment ie necded to provide stability in
a time of excessive social upheavai, and he may be pavtly covrecc. My ohger-
vation is, however, that the "first families" of Shreveport are already well
known and that, except for winor adjustments to eccomwndate a very fev, such
as a new commanding generval at Barksdole, their constituencey scldom changes,
L s mot a little dyonle that a pover structure so static poes Lo such lengths
to belabor what is already cbvious o everyone. 1f this sort of thing could
be cut dn hailf, with equal energy and effort going inte urban revitalization,
I strongly suspect thet cverybody would be just ag happy and that those need-
ing social vecognition would get all of it which they deserve.

Since, in the Bible Delt, the ministry occupies a special niche in the
Establishment, let me conclude this erxitique of ocur local leadership with a
leok at the Shreveport clevpy. HMeasured by depth of concern, height of
vision, or breadth of dnvolvement, both the Shrevepore tnisterial Associarion

and the Baptist Pastor-Staff Confevence ave disaster arcas. Uierh the orcenbion
3
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3 atf First United lMethodist

of pitifully few, such as D. L. Dyk s Tost ministers
in this area have ccted neither ecunenically, denowinationally, or unilaterally
to do anything significant about our city os a whole, 1t is not that we have
tried and failed, which wmight be comnendable enouch: it is rathey that we do

not even have the real issues on our agendal T¢ 1s true that Baptists are
often hesitant in this avea because of the strong localism in their church
polity. But we have scarcely begun to channel the contributions even of this
individual congregation in building a better Shreveport.,

L have concentrated here on the "movers and shapers" of our city because



of their heavy responsiblity to provide leadership in the days just ahead.
But all of us may rightly ask what we can do to meet the present malaise., 1T
have two specific suggestions, First, work to overcome the excessive fragmen-—
tation vhich has compartmentalized our city into isolated enclaves. You have
heard me call repeatedly this year for a metropolitan rather than a neighbor-
hood outlook, but that commitment is hard in coming. Although our historic
role as a First Baptist Church is to serve the entire area, just now we find
ourselves rather cozily ensconced on the south slope of Mount Zion! But we
cannot build a twenty-foot wall arcund South ltighland-Pierremont-Spring Lake
and call that our city, Instead, we must reach ocut and pet deeply involved
in whét is happening to the Nofth and Vest as well ag at the center of our
metropolis,

A second suggestion is Lo beware of {he ideclogical trap which is being
set as a result of our vegional devotrion to the word "conservatism." When
that term is used to vefer to the preservation of our most cherished values
it is precious dndeed and worthy of all acceptance.  Buf when it becomes the
codeword for a reacticnary defense of the otatue quo it needs to be just as

enphatically rejected as a misreading of veality. Cherdished values do nob

change, but civeupstances do, and we are s

stieking ouvr lieads in the

sand nol Lo recognize it. The Bodessz o1l fields have changed, The Queensg-

borough comaunity has changed. The headguarters of Texas Eastern and United
&2 g (= 1
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Gas have changed. We must build a Shrovepory responsive toe the
of yesterday but of tomorrvew, and 4n so doing we dare not be impeded by a mis-
placed use of the term ”coﬁservatism.” -

Yes, Shreveport is at the crossroads, juast as Jerusalem was on that day
when Jesus looked down from the Mowmit of 01iv sy saw the loly City in ites true
condition, and "wept over it (Luke 19:41) . e cared that mucl, not just forv
individunls but for a city! And when we learn His costly compasgsion, when

lis tears become our tears, there is hepe for the vedenption of our city.

Where cross the crowded ways of life,
Where sound the cries of race aud clan,
Above the noise of selfish strife,

We hear Thy voice, 0 Son of man!

In haunts of wretchedness and need,

OUn shadowed throesholds dark with fears,



From paths where hide the lures of greed,

We catch the vision of Thy tears.

0 Master, from the mountain side,
Make haste to heal the hearts of paing
Among these restless throngs abide;

0 tread the city's streets again,
vl

Till sons of men shall learn Thy love
And follow where Thy feet have trod; .
Till glevious from Thy heav'n above

. . 10
Shall come the city of our God.



