The Baptist Calling: Living in Community (Part 3 of a Series)
by Bruce Gourley

Baptist History and Heritage Society

www.baptisthistory.org

The Baptist story began in 1609 with the conviction that God alone is lord of the conscience and therefore freedom of conscience and religious liberty for all persons is a God-given right that neither governmental nor ecclesiastical authorities may violate. As such, the Baptist calling begins with the essence of the God-created human being, the conscience.
Yet the Baptist calling did not, and does not, stop with freedom. Not everyone could be Baptist. Being Baptist involved living in a voluntary community of faith defined by, but not confined to, certain core biblical convictions and practices. Personal faith in Christ as Lord, believer’s baptism, belief in the Bible as spiritually authoritative, a commitment to basic individual freedoms, the spiritual equality and priesthood of all believers, and the autonomous, democratically-governed local church as the fundamental expression of corporate faith collectively characterized Baptist community.

Voluntary personal profession of faith in Christ as Lord and Savior prior to baptism and central to salvation countered a long-held orthodox narrative of baptism as salvific grace, to be administered upon infants by law. To Baptists, Christian community was voluntary, rather than coerced by ecclesiastical or governmental authorities. For their unacceptable form of religious community, Baptists were severely persecuted by Christian governments on both sides of the Atlantic, the persecution in colonial America lasting into the 1770s.

Early Baptist communities, comprised of baptized believers, also held in common a belief in the spiritual authority of scripture. Ancient church creeds, politically-facilitated documents to which Christians historically were often required to submit or face punishment, lacked authority in Baptist communities: they were intentionally absent in the worship and functioning of local congregations, and were little utilized by individual Baptists. The Bible alone was deemed sufficient in Baptist life, the only authoritative written guide to spiritual faith and practice. Individuals (and groups of individuals) interpreted scripture and sometimes composed their own statements of faith, typically known as confessions, non-binding statements of faith that spoke only for the composers, and for those who later voluntarily embraced the statements. 

A commitment to basic individual freedoms of professing Baptist Christians also characterized early Baptist communities. Joining the community was voluntary, as was leaving the Baptist family: that is, a given Baptist congregation could vote to expel a member, but could not decree the offender to be not of the Baptist faith. The voluntary nature of community participation reflected Jesus’ emphasis on voluntary faith. Within the Baptist family at large, individuals were allowed to think, speak, live and interpret the Bible according to their own conscience. Baptists of like mind and doctrine, not surprisingly, often coalesced into local communities reflective, and sometimes protective, of certain beliefs and/or practices. The earliest Baptists were Arminian in theology, with Calvinist Baptist congregations emerging later. Since that time, Baptist theology has become increasingly diverse. Some 250 distinct types of Baptists exist today, making Baptists perhaps the most diverse religious group in the world.

In addition, Baptist belief in the Reformation concept of the priesthood of all believers (see 1 Peter 2:5-9) was foundational to spiritual equality in early Baptist communities. Early Baptists accepted women deacons and placed the preacher on equal footing, literally, with the remainder of the congregation during worship services. As late as the second half of the 19th century, many Baptist congregations in America selected their preachers on an annual basis by congregational vote, often choosing someone from within their midst to serve for the year. In practice, however, Baptists’ belief in spiritual equality has advanced haltingly over their four hundred-plus years of existence. Women pastors, for example, are more excepted today than in the past, although not universally. 

Finally, early Baptists’ commitment to individual freedom translated directly into autonomous local congregations governed by democratic polity under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, a New Testament model of community. Community autonomy and democracy, to be sure, was messy from the beginning. Rejecting outside ecclesial and civil authority in church governance, each Baptist congregation was governed internally by democratic processes, the pastor allowed the same one vote as every other church member. Unlike secular democracy, faith and scripture provided the foundation of Baptist community decision-making. In the course of time many Baptist individuals and congregations created external structures–such as associations, societies and conventions–that expanded Baptist community through collaboration, while yet maintaining the primacy of the local congregation.

In short, the early Baptist commitment to God-endowed individual freedom of conscience led Baptists to redefine and shape Christian community in a powerful way that underscored biblical commitment over and above common historical practice. While it was far from clear in their early days as to whether Baptists would long survive alongside historically coercive, dominant forms of Christian community, in time their freedom-centric model of community transformed Christendom and the world.
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