Baptist Union Council               


The following address was given by Alan Donaldson at the Baptist Union of Scotland Council on 19th May. It was entitled “Towards a vision for the future” and the concept of a journey of collective discernment is pivotal to its understanding. 
The address was preceded by selective readings in Daniel 1and 2 and a short introduction linking Daniel’s new context in Babylon with the new post-Christendom context that we find ourselves in. It included a challenge to listen to God our Father, listen to our cultural context until we understand it well and listen with other believers. 
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You may have picked up through connect or the Baptist grape vine or even previous knowledge of me that I am quite a keen cyclist. I not only watch and but claim to actually understand the tour de france. I have visited quite a few of the tour de france stages, I have ridden some of the famous climbs, somewhat slower than the professionals, I would add. I spend a considerable part of my holidays fixing bikes for children as they cycle around the campsites. In fact one of my favourite ways to relax in an evening is tinker with bikes, fixing their brakes, indexing their gears, straightening buckled wheels. Today, I have brought a couple wheels, it’s not that I couldn’t bear to leave them behind but I actually think these wheels have a lot to say about our past our present and our future.  
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This is a fairly modern bike wheel. It is slick, light, fast and extremely effective. It’s the type of wheel that you would see on a Tour de France bike. It is kept straight and true and strong by these flat faced partner spokes. Working in tension together they allow the wheel to do its job. There is one weakness however in this modern design. If you break a spoke, your race is finished. With just one broken spoke this wheel wobbles bends and collapses.

That’s where the old wheels were better. They had double to triple[image: image3.png]


 the number of spokes. They were heavier, thicker and slower but if a spoke broke the wobble was minimal and you could finish the race with little to no adjustment. 

For me those two wheels stand as a picture of the change that the Baptist Union has gone through over the years. From the old wheel held together by many spokes to the new wheel held together by considerably fewer spokes. We will each read the history of our union slightly differently but we have seen many changes some purposefully designed to make us sleeker, lighter, faster, more able to respond to the changing world. Others that came to bear on us are as a result of a changing culture in our nation and in our churches. 

Relational

The result of these changes is that we have a union of churches that I think many feel is quite vulnerable and fragile. That the loss of another spoke, another connection could be quite critical. The spokes that gave us strength and kept the hub connected to the rim in creative tension are perilously few. Spokes that brought people together in the past like, choirs, magazines, committees, youth assemblies, regional associations, assembly accommodation for delegates these things that had a role in keeping us relationally strong and aided the general health of the union, there loss is deeply felt.
There is a critical point in any wheel design or organisational structure when the number of spokes are too few, and so one day you are riding along and a spoke breaks accidentally and the wheel is so badly misshaped that you cannot go on. One of the things that Andrew’s tour may be highlighting to us is that as a union we may be moving towards that critical point. And yet at the same the “better together tour” has begun a process of reengagement, which church leadership teams have overwhelmingly welcomed.
Let me give you an example from one church I visited with Andrew. At the close of one of the meetings I invited a church secretary to take a fresh look at Connect next week when it comes out. His reply was that he would and he would have anyway just because he now knew us. He had sensed our heart for local church ministry, our desire to be supportive and he was open to further engagement.
We are part of a culture that is facing many relational challenges and we will be impacted by that unless we positively set our values against it. For example within our culture the whole understanding of family is changing. I have noticed in the past 6 weeks that we like to talk of our union as a family, but what is that saying today. Is there a need to be married and united as one to form a family or is cohabitation an acceptable foundation, commitment for now while it makes sense but when relationships get strained, walking away. Is it a family formed by a marriage of people from different cultures where difference is embraced and enriching?  Is the family based on a marriage of convenience, where there is no love but to the authorities it gives off the right signals? Are we a dysfunctional family tearing each other apart or is our relationship today more like a step family with many who were not born within our tradition but find themselves as part of it. 
As I see things at the moment there is a real need to re-connect with one another, to maybe understand the type of family we now are and to dream of the relationships we would desire for the future. To build those connections between local churches, to embrace the modern ways of connecting without neglecting the incarnational example of relationship that we see through Jesus as the Father seeks to be known by this world. 
We are the relational children of a relational God. He calls us his sons and daughters, he makes us brothers and sisters. He says that this world will know that we are Christ followers by our love for one another. 

3 of our union aims speak of relationship. Fellowship, support and coordination are all relational. The summarised aims speak of enabling, equipping and encouraging. All relational words.
Next month our step out plus team will begin training. In July and August they will go into 17 of our churches. Young people, over 50 of them from Baptist churches around Scotland will Step-out and make relationships with one another, relationship that may well become the backbone of our union in days to come but are possibly amongst the clearest expression of our interdependent relationships today. 
And they will have a lot of fun, at least that’s what my daughter is telling my son who isn’t ready to jump in there yet.  She’s going to take the lead in our family. She is going to show her 2 brothers that there is joy in these Baptist relationships. She is going to come home after the summer and tell us stories of what God has done and who she’s met and why she’s keeping up with them and what she’ll do next year. 

We must recapture theses spokes of intentional relationship. If we are going to restructure, rebrand and reimagine what it means to be a Baptist Union of churches in Scotland it has to be in a way that captures a deeper sense of relationships. Once we learn afresh, remind one another and model what interdependent relationship means I believe we will discover our churches are craving it. That it will be life giving, body enhancing, fat shedding and God honouring.
The biblical message that we are better together needs to be proclaimed and experienced. Hospitality, generosity, fun, we need those relationships that create an atmosphere in which new approaches can be tried, where failure is not final and we are not crippled by fear of what others will say.
Missional

I want to show you another wheel now. A new generation wheel. I’m afraid my wife will not let me buy one so I can’t show you it for real but here’s a picture. It’s a disc wheel. The strange thing about this wheel is that it actually looks a bit like the first ever wheel. Cave men stuff , Flintstones, Solid round disk. The new wheel is a twist on the original theme. I believe that the future vision for the union will be found in something that looks a lot like the original vision. 

In 1869 our fore fathers came together because they believed they could do some things better together. That speaks of the relationship that I’ve spoken off. One of the key insights that they had was that they needed to reach Scotland with gospel. So the union was formed, laying aside all sorts of tensions that had caused previous attempts to falter and the union came into being to encourage the evangelisation of the nation. 
I believe there is a need to recover the missionary mandate of our inception. We have talked about having mission at our centre for many years but seem to have struggled to put it there. When I went before the board of ministry They rightly looked at what qualifications I had. Having studied in London I had a degree in theology and a college diploma in evangelism someone said it was a pity my college diploma was in evangelism and not a pastoral diploma.  I think that said something of our churches view of ministry at the time, possibly even still today. 
Our new wheel has to hold our tradition of pastoral ministry in tension like the spokes of a bike with missional ministries which are also biblical. Nigel Wright wrote in his book “New Baptists, New Agenda” “the Anabaptists, once they had embraced the believers church and believers baptism and having rejected the notion that all of Europe was Christian, set out intentionally to win converts and to plant churches.”

When we listen to the heartbeat of Scotland. When we do what Daniel did when he found himself in exile in Babylon and listened to his new culture until he understood it ten times better than anyone else in the land, scripture tells us. When we listen to this nation that we call home surely our response must be to plant churches and make disciples. That’s why we came into existence. If we are going to say that mission is a core value and at the heart of what we do. Had we not better be doing that through the way we train our pastors, by the way we call out from among our churches people with the gifts of evangelism and church planting. Is it not time to see these gifted, called brothers and sisters as core participators in ministry rather than fringe contributors. 
I dream of a union that not only trains and releases pastor teachers but also missional pastors, evangelists, church planters and actively seeks them out and then supports them, gives them the permissions to serve amongst us and financially resources them.

I was so excited that the first national strategy group meeting I attended the group agreed a proposal brought by Stuart, Andy and John that a recommendation should be made to council that there should be a  national church planting strategy that releases financial resources to encourage the planting of a couple of new, innovative churches that may teach us more about how to reach the changing culture that we live in, without the restraints of our traditional understanding of how to do church. To listen to the culture and to listen to the word of God and to do what the Spirit is saying in the midst of that listening and to act for the glory of God. And in good time, that proposal will make its way through to council in September.
I believe that our churches can embrace the mission of God in Scotland and that together we can be like the Daniel’s of Bible times, who through intentional discipleship was not assimilated into the Babylonian culture but understanding it and understanding the ways of God was able to stand against the flow and present an alternative world view, that included at it’s heart that being one of God’s people, in relationship with him is to know life in all it’s fullness. 
Building

As I draw to a close I want to say something about wheel building. Most wheels today are built in a factory somewhere. Cheep and cheerful but the best wheels are still built by hand. The wheel builders have the reputation of artists. It’s a craft, a skill an art form.

Each spoke is placed between hub and rim carefully then they are tensioned in a particular sequence. The tensions from left to right, or top too bottom are critical. The relationship of one spoke to its adjacent spoke has to be balanced with their relationship to the opposite spokes. It takes great time and patience and success is based on the eye and the hands of the craftsman.

If our desire is to be a strong, responsive, agile, fast moving, fit for purpose union of churches, then we will need to learn to live with the tensions of spokes that pull in different directions yet contribute to the nature of the whole. To be pulled by the left and the right, to be pulled to the north and to the south.

I believe we need a council that can live with tension, carefully, artistically sensing the move of God’s spirit, his challenge to respond and to tension the spokes accordingly. 

My heart longs for a union of churches that responding to Christ’s call, creatively, artistically with great precisions builds the type of relationships that make a missional impact for Christ and his Kingdom.

I am so encouraged to have arrived in this role at this time when there is a deep desire  to listen to what God is saying in and through the churches. Where time has been prioritised to make fresh engagements with the leaders of our congregations. Where the relational nature of our being has been emphasised. The challenge as I see it today is what we do with this listening. Are we willing to respond to what we have heard and hear in the coming hours? Do we agree that we have heard God speak to us and that there is something worth giving our lives too? Are we willing if necessary to restructure, refinance and even let things go from the past to emphasise what we believe is our core calling as a union of churches. 
J Oswald Sanders said “More failure comes from an excess of caution than from bold experiments with new ideas” Scots have been great down through the years at discovering new things through their bold and courageous steps. The Kingdom of God has been built by people who by faith took sacrificial decisions that lead to kingdom life. I believe there is a potential for an exciting journey of faith that has been building  and may well soon come to that crucial moment when a decision is made that sets our future tone. 
I believe we are called to Build for His glory with care amidst the tensions

To be Missional because that is His heart, he is the God who came into this world

And to be Relational because that is our calling, to love one another.
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