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The Way Forward 
In April 1980 I was invited to write an article for Fraternal on "What Baptists 
ought to be thinking about in the next ten years". Twelve months later I was 
elected as David Russell's successor in the General Secretaryship of the Baptist 
Union. Let that be a salutary warning to budding authors about the devious ways 
of editors and committees! In my heart I have exonerated them from all blame 
and dare to believe, humbly I hope, that it is all of divine providence. I also take 
heart from the apostle's confidence that the God who calls us is reliable and will 
enable us to fulfil His tasks. 

Now that I have taken up office the editorial committee has asked me to put 
pen to paper again with this brief- "to think about the state of the Union and 
where you hope things might go in the next few years". Having re-read the 1980 
article, I have no wish to withdraw any of it. I will therefore leave readers to 
peruse it again, while I concentrate in this article on going deeper into some of 
the issues and introduce other matters for consideration. 

One of the important words of the New Testament is KO/NON/A. Its variety of 
shades of meaning includes togetherness, sharing, partnership, communicating. 
lt is to be expressed and experienced in worship, prayer, mutual support and 
encouragement, and the pooling of resources. Its essence is agape- love, the 
first fruit of the Spirit, without which all powers, gifts and policies are nothing. lt 
is the Koinonia of the Holy Spirit, created and sustained by the Spirit among 
those who acknowledge Jesus as Lord, Son of God and Saviour. Here is the 
authentic life of the church, which continually experiences the renewing, 
empowering and leading of the Spirit. The same Spirit was at work in creation, 
brooding over the waters, bringing order out of chaos. He is the one Spirit of 
God, eternally the same, the Spirit of the Living Christ, making all things new and 
drawing us into His saving activity. In this way, Christians are committed to 
partnership with the Spirit and therefore to fellowship with one another, for the 
fulfilment of Christ's mission in the Father's world. 

This is for me the theological focus of the local church, the Association, the 
Union, and the whole church of Christ. As Baptists we have always rightly laid 
stress on the importance of personal conversion and the autonomy of the local 
church. At its best this double emphasis leads to a faith of strong conviction and 
to responsible, committed church membership. At its worst it produces 
excessive individualism and extreme independence. Not a few of our ills stem 
from this for personal preference and even human pride and ambition take over 
at those points in our life together where the theological focus of Koinonia ought 
to prevail. 

This makes me want to talk about triangles of relationships rather than lines of 
authority. In a triangle members, ministers or deacons, or local churches, 
Association and Union are bound together in an inter-related life with a common 
purpose and bond. A line leads from Baptist Union to Association to local 
church, or from minister to deacons to members, and inevitably raises questions 
of status and authority, to be imposed or resisted. The language and thought
form of the triangle is "us"; of the line it is "us" and "them". Lines can be parallel 
but unrelated. They can cross and become confrontational. They can even start 
from the same point and move further and further apart until they are so far 
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separated as to appear to have no common origin. The nature of a triangle is 
unbroken unity. This is why I see it as a symbol of the Koinonia which is the 
theological focus of our life in the church. Is it, I wonder, pressing the point too 
far to reflect that the divine life and nature are trinitarian? Koinonia is of the 
essence of the Godhead as it is of the church. The more our common life is 
grounded in the unity of Father, Son and Spirit, the less will church, Association 
and Union be seen as an end in themselves, and the more they will become a 
natural expression of our life in Christ and the means of sharing in His mission to 
the world. 

This seems to me to be the fundamental solution to all the current questions, 
frustrations, debates and exhortations about denominational life. The structures 
of denominationalism are under attack. Some argue that they are unscript.ural; 
others that they are bastions of administrative conservatism. Some suspect their 
motives and policies, or complain of the lack of them. Many are frustrated by the 
slowness of their procedures and move out into para-church groups in which 
they claim to find new life and the structures to express it, and to which they are 
willing to give a level of support which they have never felt able to give to Union 
or Association. Inevitably, this has aroused cries for loyalty, followed by the 
immediate retort that truth and spirituality are the real issues at stake. So we are 
polarised into our lines, sometimes parallel but unrelated, sometimes receding 
into separation, sometimes crossing in censorious confrontations. 

With the local church I see the same dangerous trend. Frustrating tensions 
over ministry, leadership, discipline, worship and church meeting are leading in 
some places to authoritarian structures which may produce conformity but 
threaten true Koinonia. The results are often division and exclusiveness- in 
some churches, a subtle sort of excommunication. The line of authority leads to 
a legalism in which "the tradition of the elders" stifles the liberty with which 
Christ has set us free. lt is no accident of history that has made Baptists 
consistently uphold the liberty of conscience before God. In its purest 
expression this always leads away from both individuals and authoritarianism, 
and enters into willing relationships with the Lord's people. These relationships, 
let me repeat, are not an end in themselves. They are meant to be the means 
whereby we live and work together, in and for Christ. 

Thus in the local church the way forward is not to abandon the church 
meeting or the diaconate, and to replace them by new forms of hierarchy. We 
must rather rescue both from the rut they are in, with their dull routine and false 
human democracy. We must discover together ways of their being transformed 
into living expressions of our Koinonia in Christ by the Spirit. This will mean that 
prayer, pastoral concern, evangelistic strategy, spiritual nurture, training and 
release for service in church and society will form the major part of the agenda. 
In this way a new sense of spiritual urgency will be implanted, and a new 
openness to the Lord, to one another, and to the world. There is another triangle 
of purposeful relationships. 

Again, the way forward is not to abandon or opt out of the Association. The 
widespread feeling that Associations are not fulfilling their true function is 
generally justified. Committees and assemblies have grown too rigid. They 
spend a long time on routine - some would say arid - matters. A frequent 
complaint is that there is never enough time for major spiritual issues to be 
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discussed or brought to God in sustained prayer. The pattern of Association 
assemblies needs a new look. More open consultation, more prayer fellowship, 
more depth exploration of crucial issues and shared strategic planning, 
interwoven with inspiring worship and celebration, with communion and a 
deeper sharing - all this could rejuvenate Association life. Its relevance and 
spiritual purpose could become magnetic to ministers and members alike, and it 
could let loose a chain reaction of visionary encouragement to even the smallest 
church. 

To pursue this beyond the writing and reading of this article, I will pose several 
questions. I hope that this may be fruitfully discussed at ministers' fraternals and 
conferences and in Association committes, or even in inter-Association sharing. 
1. What steps must we take to ensure that constitutional business and routine 

administration are properly done without overwhelming the agenda and 
deadening the growth of new life? 

2. Can we encourage each Association to examine its contemporary role and 
prayerfully set itself two or three specific policy aims for the next few years? 
(These should be made known, be set high on the agenda, with actively 
encouraged church participation and a constant review of progress). 

3. How can the Association become an effective resource centre which is the 
focus of area strategy and wins the confidence of the churches? 

4. What is the role of the General Superintendent in the Association? (Surely 
we need more than reports from him. He is also more than a trouble-shooter 
and minister-finder). Could we not enable him, in partnership with 
Association Secretaries and Pastors, to develop area strategy, to feed Union 
strategy into the Association and to feed back into the Union local thinking 
and needs? 

5. How can we draw more key people, lay and ministerial, into Association life 
(not only on committees) thus using their particular skills and experience 
more widely, and reflecting church life of many styles? Is this the long-term 
way to bring new life and personnel into the Baptist Union Council and 
committees? 

6. Perhaps the most important question of all- has this the potential to equip 
and release our churches and members for their calling in the world? 

lt is not coincidental that all these questions presuppose the triangular 
relationships of Koinonia between local church, Association and Union, and 
depend on a strong spiritual bond of missionary purpose. 

The way forward for the Union is similar. We must discover relationships and 
structures which release us to serve God's purpose for today rather than inhibit 
and bind us to yesterday. We must have the will to allow the Lord to lead us to 
clear spiritual strategy with definite goals. These must not be inflexibly 
standardised in a way that will stifle local initiatives; yet they must be sufficiently 
comprehensive to inspire local participation. This is more likely to happen if 
there have been the following two features in the developmentof the strategy. 

First, we need more effective channels of communication, with genuine 
consultation and sharing of experience. So many exciting things are happening 
as God works out His purpose with a rich variety of methods and in a wide range 
of contexts. In many places one finds a new air of spiritual expectancy. 
Elsewhere fresh insights into the role of the church in the community, and the 
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relevance of the gospel to social and personal crises, have led churches of 
varying theological hues into adventurous outreach. Among young people 
there is a strong surge of committed discipleship. lt shows itself in ways as 
different as charismatic worship, eager bible study, committed service and an 
ardent search for a Christian understanding of political action. Our calling in 
Baptist Church House, it seems to me, is to draw upon all this experience and, in 
close co-operation, discover where God is leading us in the shaping of our 
corporate policy. Looking from the other end, so to speak, I feel that there is an 
urgent need for the churches to recognise us at headquarters as servants of the 
same Lord, who have been set apart for a special ministry, not simply of 
administration, and not of hierarchical authority. In this ministry we are given the 
responsibility to stand back and reflect on what is happening, look at the 
churches' work in depth, and by God's grace dream dreams and see visions 
which can be formulated into bold spiritual strategy. Then it is our calling to 
share this with an enthusiasm which is spiritually infectious, and with a 
prophetic challenge that carries the note of convincing authority. We shall then , 
be clearly what I am sure we are meant to be, a resource centre for life and 
mission in Christ. 

The second need is united persistent prayer. There is an historically proven 
link between prayer and effective evangelism, between prayer and growth to 
maturity, between prayer and discernment of God's purposes. In the past year a 
useful tool for corporate prayer has been put into our hands and we have failed 
to use it- "God gives growth", the prayer cycle for use in all our churches. I 
would like to see a large army of personal intercessors using this all over our 
land. Each church too could use it to provide prayer material for prayer 
meetings, house groups, and church services. This would ensure an unceasing 
volume of prayer for associations, churches, colleges, committees, headquarters 
staff and many other aspects of our denominational life. This in itself would 
undoubtedly strengthen our Koinonia and prepare us for whatever the Lord will 
do among us, or through us. The last thing I would plead for is an ingrown 
prayer-life, concerned only with Baptist issues. As I have recently written 
elsewhere the priesthood of all believers commits us to costly intercession for 
the whole of God's creation. Our prayers are often not sufficiently earthed. But 
to say this in no way detracts from the importance of the Baptist family being 
bound together in heart-felt, continuous prayer for one-another, that our 
churches, Associations and Union may be where and what God desires. 

I would be false to my convictions if I did not strike several warning notes. 
However much we want to see our Union strong and our churches bound 
together in mission and fellowship, we must not be narrowly denominational. 
God's ways always transcend our man-made limitations. We would be 
unforgivably blind if we did not recognise His hand at work in other churches and 
denominations. We would be stubbornly deaf to scripture if we did not grasp 
that the revelation of His eternal purpose in Christ points to a uniting of all His 
creation into perfect harmony. Therefore no church, no denomination has a 
monopoly of the truth; and none of us has yet glimpsed the full vision of His 
completed church. In this setting 1982 is likely to be a significant year. Some 
denominations will come to their decisions about covenanting for unity. 
Whether the covenant is established or not the church scene in Britain will never 
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be the same again. If it is established Baptists and Catholics will have to decide 
from a position of possible isolation how to stay in the mainstream of English 
church life. If it is not established wemayhaveasignificantly important role to 
play in ascertaining the reasons for the failure, and the new directions which 
may have to be taken to reach a totally new goal. 1982 will also be the year of the 
actual or postponed papal visit, with all the ecclesiastical and political 
implications it has raised. In this same year has come the ARCIC report on future 
Anglican and Roman Catholic relations, to be followed ironically next year by 
the celebrations to mark the 500th anniversary of Martin Luther's birth. Whether 
we like it or not, our relationship with the whole church of Christ, is on God's 
agenda. Baptists must not act as if this were not so. We must not feel or create a 
false guilt, that to live in the ecumenical dimension is to play Judas. Here again 
the key to mutual trust, understanding and a common seeking of the mind o1 
Christ is the true Koinonia described earlier in this article. 

Finally, I plead for theology. For lack of it we are often shallow and superficial. 
Through fear of it we endure too much mediocrity. Through mistrust of it we 
stunt spiritual growth, lose convincing relevance, and are in danger of staying at 
the level of human exhortations. What we need is persuasion by the convincing 
utterance of God's word, and that calls for theology. Let me mention several 
fundamental words for the Christian church - kingdom, salvation, mission, 
reconciliation, body of Christ, servant, authority- many more could be added. 
We cannot be a true church without these words translated into action. Their full 
meaning must give content to our life and work. They must be at the heart of the 
message we declare and the faith we hold. They are a call to the mind as well as 
the heart. They demand theology alongside today's emphasis on heart-warming 
experience. We then need to learn that our various theological positions are 
partial and distorted versions of the one gospel, which have been caused by our 
alienation (lack of Koinonia). Our life and strategy need to be rooted in what 
Richard Lovelace calls a "unitive evangelicalism" which none of us has yet 
reached, but into which the Spirit will lead us together if we are willing. 

Bernard Green 

A Future for the B.M.S. 
Perhaps some of you would feel that the title for this article should more 
honestly have been either "A future with the B.M.S.", or else the present title, 
but with a question mark at the end. The first would have declared my own 
vested interest whereby, after over twenty three years of pastoral Ministry, 
now my very livelihood depends on the ongoing life and financial viability of 
the Society. The second would have taken note of the basic and prior 
question as to whether or not there is a future for the B.M.S. in the 
contemporary world. 

I make no apologia pro sua verba but rather an affirmation of faith. The B.M.S. 
has a future. it stems from the nature of God and His ongoing mission of love; it is 
part of the great purposes God has for all men, indeed for all creation; it is 
expressed in terms of partnership with God's people throughout the world as we 
seek to live under the tordship of Christ and by the power of His Spirit. Because all 
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