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“What do you do?” 

How do you respond to this question? And do you find yourself sometimes asking this question of a new acquaintance? 

A typical reply to “What do you do?” points the inquirer to one’s professional occupation or job title, perhaps involving a brief description of one’s work. 

Sometimes the answer solicits no further queries. In some instances the questioner prods his or her subject to further unpack the brief response, whereupon the one quizzed may or may not wish to journey too deeply at that moment in time.

I oftentimes listen with interest (and/or amusement) to how such conversations unfold in the (ever more cramped) confines of an airplane. Some persons are quite reluctant to reveal much about themselves to their seat mate, while others speak at length about their jobs with seemingly no inhibitions (sometimes to the dismay of those seated nearby).

Although personal identity is often equated with the activity by which one earns financial income, what we do is really a much broader dynamic. Faith, for example, is vocational for both professional clergy and voluntary, active laypersons. Whether clergy or laity, how do you talk about what you do as a Baptist? Communicating who we (as a faith group) are to strangers is enough of a challenge in our 21st century world; explaining what we do requires digging a little deeper.

In addition, younger generations in our contemporary Western world value action over rhetorical principles. Beliefs and identity in the abstract are fine, but what do we do as Baptists?

Where to start? Historically, Baptists are a people of action. At a time when Christians were typically defined by doctrinal statements that mandated beliefs and identity, early Baptists, emerging in the seventeenth century, were known more for what they did, public actions that were radically daring and often unorthodox.

Early Baptists were a people who seemed intent on endangering their own lives. They defied kings and religious authorities by fighting for freedom of conscience and religious liberty for all persons, and by resisting church state entanglement. They formed communities on the basis of voluntary public confessions of faith and believer’s baptism. They championed the dignity of the lowly and despised. They devoted themselves to redeeming the world as representatives of a Christ of love, rather than as purveyors of Old Testament-like civil laws or ecclesial creeds enforced by synods, law or sword.

The actions of the early Baptists oftentimes evoked strong reactions from Christian civil and ecclesial authorities: beatings, whippings, jailings, stonings, waterboarding, confiscation of lands, forced removal of children from their homes, and many other forms of persecution were deployed in efforts to thwart and silence the Baptist witness. And yet these brave Baptists continued living out their faith, willingly accepting the persecution brought about by their actions.

In the Western world, the days of Baptist persecution are long past. Our pluralistic society and secular government today welcomes and protects a multiplicity of religious beliefs and behavior. In some other nations of the world, however, the living out of one’s Baptist faith is an invitation to persecution, typically from government-religion alliances. 

Even so, Baptists around the world, despite varied circumstances, broadly share some general commonalities in terms of what they do, from generation to generation having generally lived and acted in certain ways that cut across theological variety, ecclesial differences and geographical boundaries to publicly define a diverse faith group that harbors an elasticity of beliefs within a common confession of Jesus as Lord.

In answering the question of what do we do as Baptists, in the following months we'll explore the Baptist “calling,” a word and concept – often under-emphasized in contemporary congregational settings – that focuses on the living out of one’s faith convictions. 

I hope you’ll join me in exploring a calling beyond belief.
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