“If I have seen farther, it is because I have stood on the backs of giants.”
 Sir Isaac Newton
On the Backs of Giants: The Value of Debates
The following is an excerpt from the Florida College Annual Lectures book, 1976, Restoration Heritage in America, a speech given by brother Earl E. Robertson, the section concerning the role and value of debates in the restoration heritage. I present this because some of our brethren are advocating a no-debate policy in regards to issues that divide us, for they fear that debate could cause further divisions or drive  our weaker members away.
Debates have played an exceptionally good role throughout the restoration. Debating for truth’s sake is indeed a Biblical concept. Jude said Christians “should earnestly contend for the faith” (Jude 3); while Paul said, “I am set for the defence of the Gospel” (Philippians 1:17). Furthermore, he encouraged the saints, “with one mind striving together for the faith of the gospel; and in nothing terrified by your adversaries…” (Philippians 1:27, 28). Debating for truth’s sake is following the Son of God and His apostles. Jesus and His apostles never took an inch of ground from the devil but by contest; sin and doctrinal error did not fall before the pioneers of the Restoration without sleepless vigil and painful conflict, and never shall such victories and triumph of truth continue in our day, and with our children, unless our convictions lead us to agonize for the truth! The freedom we today enjoy came with a price: some one before us had to pay! Don’t forget gratitude!

The debates Campbell had were usually not by choice, but by necessity. Both Alexander and his father, at the beginning of their work in restoration, absolutely refused the idea of debating. It was Thomas Campbell’s “fond hope that religious dissensions might be thus brought to a close, and that these would be thenceforward no occasion whatever for controversy except with those who denied the divine authority of the Bible.” He further said that “controversy formed no part of the intended plan,” and that “verbal controversy was absolutely refused.” He and others at this early stage decided to oppose public oral debates. With Alexander knowing his father’s attitude toward debates he adopted the same feelings, and, therefore declined the invitation when first urged in the spring of 1820 to debate John Walker on baptism. However, the very nature of the Restoration demanded offensive effort, and, this would then in turn, demand defence. Debating was inevitable; the restorers could not escape it! “The Restoration Movement arose amidst a strong doctrinal emphasis from Protestant denominationalism in America and had to contend with religious dissension, bigotry and superstition. There was a strong belief in Calvinistic predestination which led to a conviction that conversion involved a miracle. The widespread ignorance of the Bible that prevailed made a fertile field in which to plant these emotional and irrational conceptions. Men had no understanding of the proper divisions of the Bible. The belief that the church was a distinctly New Testament institution was rarely held. To prove their religious teachings denominational preachers jumped freely from the law of Moses to the gospel of Christ for favorite proof-texts. Launched as it was amidst such appalling ignorance and superstition, the Restoration Movement was destined for an intensive conflict.” It has further been observed that “the entire Restoration Movement was born of controversy and had to defend itself to survive. Campbell’s debates are, therefore, but a reflection on this fundamental spirit which characterized the Restoration Movement.” So, while the pressure mounted against Campbell for his first public debate, he said, “I hesitated for a little while; but my devotion to the cause of truth, and my being unwilling to even appear, much more to feel, afraid or ashamed to defend the cause of truth, overcame my natural aversion to controversy, and finally determined me to agree to meet Mr. Walker, at the time and place above specified.” 
During his hesitation the enemy boasted and boasted. Campbell’s repartee showed in his response, “Let not him that putteth on his armour, boast as he that taketh it off.” He was thus made to know that he must defend the truth. So, he went to Mt. Pleasant, Ohio June 19-20, 1820, “duly prepared” to meet error in open debate. It appears that he was not prejudiced at all, but said, “I pledge myself that, when I am convinced, I will confess my error.”
John Walker was not an equal for Campbell in this debate. Samuel Findley, a Presbyterian preacher, far more capable than Walker, was invited by and served as moderator for Mr. Walker. Mr. Findley felt his debater enter the debate “woefully unprepared.” Walker’s first speech lasted only two minutes. His efforts throughout the debate argued for: baptism in place of circumcision; Jews and Gentiles as a body are identical; and the two Testaments are identical. His Biblical proof-texts were taken from the Song of Solomon!

Campbell easily dealt death-blows to the efforts of this man. In this debate Campbell was made to clearly see the blessings of open, honest debate to elicit truth and combat error. In the last part of his last speech he said, “I have now accepted the invitation or challenge of the Seceders, and having now fully satisfied their most eager desires for an interview of this kind, I conceive it is my time to give an invitation or challenge to any Pedo-baptist minister; and to return the compliment with the utmost ceremoniousness, I this day publish to all present, that I feel disposed to meet any Pedo-baptist minister in any denomination, of good standing in his party, and I engaged to prove in a debate with him, either viva voce, or with the pen, that Infant Sprinkling is a human tradition and injurious to the well being of society, religious and political.”

The background preparation Campbell had made him the man of the hour. His constant study of the word gradually built him into this giant. Whether he was ploughing in the fields or lodging his New Testament was his companion. While the mules rested he read! Some four years after this debate with Walker, and some six or seven months after he debated W.L. Maccalla from October 15th through the 22nd, 1823, he wrote, “Public discussion is, we are convinced, one of the best means of propagating the truth and of exposing error in doctrine or practice. We now reap the benefits of the public debates of former times, and we have witnessed the beneficial results of those in our own time. And we are fully persuaded that a week’s debating is worth a year’s preaching, such as we generally have, for the purpose of disseminating truth and putting error out of countenance. There is nothing like meeting face to face in the presence of many witnesses and ‘talking the matter over;’ and the man that cannot govern his own spirit n the midst of opposition and contradiction, is a poor christian indeed.”
The role this very first debate played upon the work of the Restoration and the subsequent years that followed may never be fully known. But let it be said that this courageous effort has given incentive to many and wise counsel to all who so engage themselves in spiritual warfare. What might well be considered the minority, springing from this Restoration, does now and always has believed in debating as an excellent method of teaching. It seems that when God’s people are no longer sensed as a minority, they, then, do not believe in debating. One can learn this without being a student of history.

