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Summary
Main Entry: Isaac Jacobus Van Ness Papers

Date Span: 1903 — 1944

Abstract: Van Ness served as pastor of Immanuel Baptist Church in Nashville Tennessee
from 1890-1896 and as co-editor of the Christian Index from 1896-1900. He also served
as Editorial Secretary to the Sunday School Board of the Southern Baptist Convention
from 1900-1917 and then as Executive Secretary and Treasurer from 1917-1935. The
collection contains correspondence, photographs, reports, pamphlets, and other papers
relating to Van Ness’s career at the Baptist Sunday School Board and his time as the
editorial secretary and the executive secretary and treasurer.

Size: 17 linear ft. (34 boxes)
Collection #: AR 795 - 112

Historical Note

Isaac Jacobus Van Ness was born in East Orange, New Jersey, July 15, 1860. He was
converted to Christianity in 1877 with the guidance of Samuel Colgate, who was the
president of Colgate & Co. As a young man, Van Ness worked for J. P. Morgan Co., in
New York City, as a bookkeeper before leaving to attend Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary. He graduated in 1890, was ordained in First Baptist Church, Nashville,
Tennessee, and began his first pastorate at Immanuel Baptist Church in Nashville. He
remained at Immanuel until 1896, when he moved to Georgia to become co-editor of
Christian Index, the Baptist state paper of Georgia. In 1897, Van Ness received his D.D.
from Mercer University.

Van Ness’s career with the Sunday School Board began in 1900 when he was appointed
Editorial Secretary. He remained in that position until 1917, when he became Executive
Secretary and Treasurer of the Sunday School Board. During his years at the Board, Van
Ness also served as President of the Sunday School Editor’s Association of the U.S. and
Canada, as well as chairman of the editorial section of the Sunday School Council of
Evangelical Denominations. Van Ness was also a member of the International Sunday
School lesson committee, president of the Sunday School Council of Evangelical
Denominations, and a member of World’s Sunday School Executive Committee. In 1920,
he received his LL.D. from Baylor University, and, for many years, he was a trustee of
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary as well as the Baptist Bible Institute. Van Ness
published two works, Training in Church Membership and Training in the Baptist Spirit.



The Sunday School Board experienced much growth while Van Ness was executive
secretary. Under his administration, the Baptist Book store was inaugurated and the
Ridgecrest Assembly was improved. The Baptist Young People’s Union and Vacation
Bible School became major program ministries of the Board. The Baptist Student Union
and other student work were created, campaigns were implemented to help rural
churches, the Board assumed responsibility for collecting and reporting statistics on
Southern Baptists, and Home and Foreign Fields began to be published.

I. J. Van Ness married Frances V. Tabb June 24, 1891, and the couple had five children —
Stephen Austin, Allan Edward, Noble, Lucy Thompson, and Edwin Bell. Van Ness
retired from the Sunday School Board in 1935 and remained in Nashville until his death
February 13, 1947.

Scope and Content Note

The 1. J. Van Ness Papers consists of 17 linear feet of material, located in 34 boxes.

The collection contains material dating from 1903 — 1944 and documents I. J. Van Ness’s
career at the Baptist Sunday School Board, including his time as editorial secretary and
executive secretary and treasurer. The collection includes a large portion of Van Ness’s
correspondence, as well as some photographs, reports, pamphlets, and other papers.

The breadth of VVan Ness’s influence in the Southern Baptist Convention is reflected in
the individuals with whom he corresponded, many of whom were leaders in the Southern
Baptist Convention. Included in his correspondence files are J. B. Lawrence, Kathleen
Mallory, Victor Masters, E. C. Routh, John R. Sampey, William L. Poteat, J. W. O’Hara,
L. L. Gwaltney, B. W. Spilman, George W. Truett, Hight C Moore, Rufus Weaver, E. P.
Alldredge, Harvey Beauchamp, T. P. Bell, Lansing Burrows, Norman Cox, Austin
Crouch, E. C. Dargan, J. M. Dawson, J. E. Dillard, Arthur Flake, E. E. Folk, J. M. Frost,
J. B. Gambrell, T. C. Gardner, Everett Gill, B. D. Gray, Livingston Johnson, J. E.
Lambdin, Una Roberts Lawrence, Frank Leavell, Roland Q. Leavell, Joshua Leavering,
T. T. Martin, W. J. McGlothen, E. Y. Mullins, A. T. Robertson, L. R. Scarborough, and
Frank Tripp.

Along with prominent Southern Baptists, the Van Ness collection includes
correspondence with various political leaders, including senators, governors, and
presidents. Among those are Tennessee Governor Austin Peay and President Woodrow
Wilson. The correspondence also includes a substantial amount of family letters, mainly
from Van Ness’s children, including Noble, a fellow employee of the Sunday School
Board. The collection also includes correspondence and information on many important
topics of the Southern Baptist Convention, including Baptist Student Union work, the
Baptist Hundred Thousand Club, the Laymen’s missionary movement, rural work,
Ridgecrest, the 75 Million Campaign, and the Historical Society of the Southern Baptist
Convention.

The collection is divided in two sections, Correspondence and Subject Files, and each
section is arranged alphabetically. The I. J. Van Ness Papers were given to the Dargan-
Carver Library by the Baptist Sunday School Board in the early 1960s. It is believed that



most of the Van Ness papers prior to 1911 were destroyed when the Sunday School
Board moved from Church Street to 8" Avenue. The collection was transferred to the
Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives in 1991 and is owned by LifeWay
Christian Resources.

Arrangement
Divided into two sections, each arranged alphabetically

Provenance
Transferred to the Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives in 1991. Ownership
remains with LifeWay Christian Resources

Preferred Citation
Isaac Jacobus Van Ness Papers, Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives,
Nashville, Tennessee

Access Restrictions
None
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