Nothing “Retiring” About First Baptist’s Jim Miller

By Donna Montalbano
In January of this New Year the Reverend James C. Miller retired from his post as the 35th minister to the First Baptist Church in America. But the activist minister plans to stay in Rhode Island and keep working for ethical government and the common good.
Roger Williams would have liked Jim Miller. Too bad almost four centuries kept them from meeting, because they would surely have been great friends and colleagues. Kindred spirits.

Most of us Rhode Islanders know that Roger Williams founded Providence (if you don’t; shame on you) but it is less than common knowledge that he established the first Baptist Church in America right here in his City. In fact, in 1663, Williams and John Clarke (who established the next Baptist Church in America in Newport) secured a charter from King Charles II guaranteeing civil and religious freedom. It read: “Our royal will and pleasure is, that no person within the said colony, at any time hereafter,shall be in anywise molested, punished, disquieted or called in question, for any differences of opinion in matters of religion, and do not actually disrupt the civil peace of the said colony.” Thus Providence became the first government on earth to offer true religious freedom.

Williams went a step further: insisting that Providence be the first government mandating that civil and church functions be independent of one another. We call it “separation of church and state”, and in the last few years, many of us worry the line drawn in American soil long ago is slowly disappearing. Jim Miller is one of “us.”
Reverend Miller also worries about the death of “soul liberty”. So did Roger Williams, which is probably why he was booted out of Massachusetts by the Puritans. Soul liberty is a basic tenet of the Baptist Church, though of course not exclusive to Baptists: it is the conviction that every person is responsible to God individually…that every believer is a priest unto him/herself, having full access to God without needing a church or religious leader, to intercede. Nowadays, Miller sees church hierarchy telling pulpits what to tell their congregations to believe. Church leadership, in Miller’s opinion, has stifled the voice from the pulpit. Miller wants to see more audacious preachers in churches across America. Truthtellers…or as Miller phrases it: forthtellers; who speak out about what’s wrong and how to fix it. And then climb down from their perches, roll up their sleeves, and set about fixing it. 
Before taking the post at The First Baptist Church in America, Jim Miller was the executive minister of the Rhode Island Council of Churches. He remembers getting delivery of the Providence Journal up in Rochester, New York, where he then lived, because he wanted to familiarize himself with the state. “I began circling articles in the Journal about government corruption in Rhode Island,” he says. “That paper got pretty marked up.”
So when Jim got to Rhode Island in 1991, one of the first things he did was help found the “Right Now! Coalition”: a group of concerned clergy, business leaders and citizens fighting to bring ethical reform to Rhode Island state government.  
Their rallies at the State House attracted thousands. “People saw us there, standing up for what was right. Ministers, rabbis, priests, heads of corporations. They began to believe that things could change for the better.”

Rhode Islanders grew to know Jim Miller as an ethical man who was not afraid to get involved in controversial issues, as man or minister. He personally and publicly supported gay rights, and criticized the Boy Scouts because of their stance on gay Scout leaders. He and other clergy searched for the truth after the shooting of Providence police officer Cornel Young, Jr.
In the last three years, Jim Miller has been president of Common Cause of Rhode Island. He worked hard for the passage of the Separation of Powers amendment, which was approved by voters in 2004. High five, Roger Williams!
You might think that a man like Jim Miller would heartily endorse charitable efforts such as food kitchens and clothes closets for the poor.

“I raise a lot of money for these projects,” he says. “and spend a lot of time and other people’s time collecting money and goods. But charity is not the answer. Justice and jobs and sustainability are what is needed. Churches should prod government and persuade corporations to create jobs and promote education so people can help themselves.”
Jim Miller is deeply concerned about the plight of elderly poor in America, and particularly in Rhode Island. Churches have finite resources to help them. Again, government and the private sector, according to Jim, need to step up. As the population grays, as families move away from one another, affordable housing becomes a desperate problem. For the last four years, Jim had been working with the Housing Ministries of New England to find ways that the religious community can find ways to bring affordable shelter to the elderly and indigent.
During his tenure as head of the Rhode Island Council of Churches, Jim Miller was a member of the congregation of The First Baptist Church in America. There came a time when the church needed a new minister, and the congregation wanted Jim. It is unusual for a Church to choose their leader from within the congregation, but it was right.. It is a complicated, demanding and visible job, being minister of The First Baptist Church in America. The congregation is sophisticated and intellectual; a blend of old families and new professionals and university students. The building itself, of course, is a national landmark that attracts thousands of tourists every year. When historian and author of 1776, David McCollough, visited the church, he stood in awe. “This is a sacred place in America. The kind of place that helps us make the transition from dark times to bright times.” Jim Miller was the perfect fit for this historic place dedicated to religious liberty and separation of church and state…the church where soul liberty in America was born.
As he thought about what he might say in his final sermon, he realized words alone could not convey his heartfelt emotions. So he phoned up the deacons of the old church in his Appalachian hometown, and asked them if he could borrow the pulpit where he had preached his very first sermon, back in 1951 when he was just a teenager. They agreed, and so Jim and his daughter and son in law got a truck, picked it up and brought it to Providence. 
Jim once knew a preacher down South who preached in overalls. On the morning of the Sunday he delivered his last sermon to the congregants of the First Baptist Church in America, Jim laid out a pair of overalls on his bed, intending to wear them that morning. A metaphor for the workingman he was, and the minister he strives to be. At the last minute he changed his mind. He worried that people might not “get” it. Now he wishes he had. “Rhode Islanders,” he says, “always “get” it. That’s what I love about them.” 
That last Sunday morning at the First Baptist Church in America, Reverend James Miller stood behind not his usual lofty and elegant New England pulpit, but at the humble pulpit transported from a country church in a coalmining town…and delivered his farewell to his congregation. Did this mean Jim’s journey had come full circle? Was this his way of saying he would never preach again? Those who know Jim, know better.

