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I was sitting at dinner in London with a number of my sisters friends. It was my birthday. Many of them were fairly well educated holding posts of assistant governor in the prison service. One of them spoke to me over the table. Forgive me, he said, I don’t mean to be a rude – but what is the ‘Baptist Church?’

Last month I was sitting in the barbers in Paisley. In a conversation that had started by me responding to the question what do you do, I asked the young thirty something tattooed female hairdresser – ‘have you heard of the Baptist Church’ – no she said, what is that? 

WHO DO WE THINK WE ARE?

Who do we think we are?
Such incidents may suggest – that often we think of ourselves ‘more highly than we ought!’
Who do we think we are? 
I cannot actually answer that because I don’t know who you think we are...and you as well as I make up this thing known as the Union of Baptist Churches in Scotland.
While I cannot say who we think we are, I suspect, on the basis of some evidence, that perhaps not a few here might feel that it is an irrelevant question.

For surely:

‘We live in a day and an age when and where people don’t bother about denominations’.
Fair comment! 

But are we really saying by this comment that it is better not to think about who we are, than it is to think about who we are?
Surely not!

Are we really saying that un-thoughtful ignorance really better than theological reflection?
Surely not!

And are we really saying that the opinions:
‘I don’t care about denominations but:

 will join the Church that has the best youth programme, 
best worship style, 
biggest car park 
and so on – are ethically superior opinions to that which says I want to worship among those who uphold such values as religious liberty etc?
Surely not!

Moreover it seems to me that in one of the New Testaments key passages that focus on the person of Jesus Christ, that correct thinking about who we are is both important, and has very practical outcomes.

Read: Philippians 2:1-11.

I don’t know who we think we are. 
Philippians 2:1-11, however, suggests that there are better and worse ways in which Christians can think about themselves. Furthermore it suggests that thinking about ourselves in such a way that results in us modelling our lives on the example of Jesus is the way to go.
Hopefully that idea resonates with you. 
It is also an idea that can be found in the history of that known as Baptist. This is particularly the case if we are prepared to see at least a connection with the 16th century Reformers known as the ‘Anabaptists’. Because for them there was a clear understanding, we might say ‘base conviction’ that discipleship is about following in the way of Jesus so that we allow our lives to be concretely shaped by his teaching and example.

In this respect the name and writing of the Anabaptist leader Hans Denck c. 1495-1527 is one which I have found appearing recently in a variety of literature concerned with Christian mission and ministry today.
One could say that what made Denck an Anabaptist leader was that he was prepared to think for himself and not be told by Church authorities whether Protestant or Roman Catholic.
In fact, however, where his thinking for himself, took him was to the place where he desired to think in the way that Jesus would have him think so that it would impact his daily life. 
Denck’s motto became: "No one truly knows Christ unless he follows him daily in life."
Projecting that into our contemporary context American Baptist writers Stassen and Gushee write at the beginning of their work on Kingdom Ethics: 
‘We think that the Christian life consists of following Jesus- obeying his teachings and practicing the way of life he taught and modelled’.

Of course I am not saying:
that Philippians only applies to Baptists

or

that we are the only ones who hold such a conviction about modelling our discipleship on the example of Jesus Christ

I am saying, however, that this thinking about modelling ourselves on the way of Jesus, in service and suffering, trusting that God will lift us up is important thinking, has Baptist resonance, and can play a part in shaping our identity.

Perhaps one way this could be done in local congregations is asking ourselves some questions in relation to the teaching of Jesus and asking:

Where in our mission and ministries do we lower ourselves into vulnerable situations to serve the interest of others and not ourselves...?
Or where are we actually to be found loving our enemies...

Or how in our community can we actively be peacemakers in situations of conflict and violence...

Anyway as I said - I don’t know who we think we are because I don’t know who you think we are...
WHO DO WE SAY WE ARE?

What I do know, however, is who we say we are.

Although, I have discovered that I might be a bit unusual on this.

For it has been my regular experience in teaching Baptist Identity classes at the Scottish Baptist College that when I refer to the Scottish Baptist Union’s Declaration of Principle, that very few people know what it is, or that it exists, let alone what it says. 
This is also my common experience with people in Baptist Churches.
For this reason I asked for the Declaration it to be put into the Council papers.

Okay you may say – but does it matter?

Well it matters only insofar as we think that what we say about ourselves, to one another, and to the wider public, should be an accurate and honest description of who we are.
For this Declaration of Principle is the stated Basis of our Union, it is the statement that despite all of our variety we are gathered around.
It is this Declaration that many who are being are ordained as Baptist ministers are asked to publicly affirm they will uphold.
It is this Declaration that is enshrined in the legal and public nature of the Union’s Constitution and as suggested in the model church constitution that which should be attached as an appendix to local Baptist Churches.
It is this Declaration that is the Scottish expression of historic Baptist Principles, these principles being one way in which we talk about ourselves when pressed with the question: What is a Baptist?
These Baptist principles can be variously described sometimes in clever memorable ways, which I keep forgetting (!), and anyway I am not convinced that it is possible to reduce big ideas to a sound byte or tweet.
Anyway, depending how you describe these principles people come up with different numbers of them...despite the way they are framed, however, they usually include the following which I offer as exemplary rather than definitive:
· Authority of Jesus Christ

· Centrality of Scriptures

· Baptism of Believers

· Church as a believing community

· Autonomy of the local church

· Priesthood of all believers

· Separation of Church and State

· Freedom of religion for all

· Committed to mission

(Others could easily be added – celebrating the Lord’s Supper; exercising restorative Church discipline) 

On this issue of principles I think it is important to say that to talk about our Baptist principles is not about:

saying that we are better than other Christians
saying that we are the only folks who are Christians

saying that Baptist is the only or even the best way to be a Christian

rather it is about saying that this is our way of working out the faith we share with others.
 Further to talk about our principles also does not mean that we are being parochial or exclusive. 
Indeed I would argue that when and where people are genuinely secure in who they are, rather than being closed, we can be the most open of people, sitting at the table of variety with others, unafraid that in doing so we will lose something, and happy while there to bring our particular contributions to the whole.

Yet, I have a couple of problems with principles. 

The first is that I have memories of torturing congregations usually in the dark winter months of evening services by introducing a series on ‘Baptist Principles’.
If I have ever inflicted that upon you I apologise – I did not know better. 
On such occasions as I am threatening to do here, I have managed that which only preachers can – I have reversed the resurrection and taken that which should be dynamic and living and killed it stone dead with dullness!
Aware of this one of the problem solving tasks I gave a recent ‘Baptist Identity’ class was to come up with an interesting way of describing Baptist Principles.

One group came back with the brilliant suggestion that it could be done in the form of a David Attenborough nature watch programme that would report upon a Baptist congregation...
‘And here we have a group of Scottish Baptist...as the group moves off one lingers...if you look closely you can see that this one has a cross around their neck. Not all do this but all put Jesus Christ central...and there, there tucked under his arm is a Bible – again this is common for they seek to live under the authority of Scripture...but look now he quickly rejoins the group because Baptists are congregational and communal in nature...and because of their upward orientation don’t require to establish an Alpha male to keep them right...and now off they go now down to the waterhole one of their favourite spots...’
I thought that it was a brilliant idea!

And that leads me on to my second problem with principles on their own – principles may be a way of us saying who we are but they do not necessarily describe who we are in ‘practice’.
WHO ARE WE IN PRACTICE?

I know that it is sometimes said that Baptist principles represent our DNA – but the point about DNA is that it does not depend upon what a person says about themselves but rather it reveals who they are in themselves regardless of what they claim. It is this quality that makes it effective in identification.
I think, therefore, that what reveals our principles are our actual ‘practices’: ‘the meaningful ways in which we act towards God, one another, and everything else that there is’.

Here if I was to make an appeal to Biblical theology it could be that it was through his embodied practices of word and deed (as implied in Philippians) that Jesus revealed who he was and beyond that God revealed that he was in Christ reconciling humanity to himself (2 Corinthians 5:19).
More simply there are the words of Jesus... Matthew 7:16, ‘By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thorn bushes, or figs from thistles?’

Or going father drawing on the work of the theologian James W. McClendon could make reference to the fact that despite what we claim our principles or ‘beliefs’ that our ‘convictions’ are what shape us and by definition, therefore, convictions are revealed in how we live, in our practices.

On this issue of ‘who we are’ in terms of our practices I want to press down hard for a moment with respect to who we are showing ourselves to be.

Consider the recent general election. It is possible that a number of our Churches hosted ‘husting’ meetings for potential MP’s. I saw that the advice given by one congregation to churches is that they should ask about in what ways the candidates would protect Christian freedoms with respect to speech and worship and so on. Of course, however, that is not the Baptist position and I wonder in practice how many of us were heard to be asking the question of which parties would protect the ‘freedom of religion’ for all peoples including those of different faiths and no faith.

Again, I wonder where in practice, we can point to the ways in which we are implementing the priesthood of all believers in a way that does not simply see this principle as a way of getting ready volunteers for church activities, or is understood as lowering everyone to the same level of mediocrity, but is rather implemented and practiced in such a way that all are being lifted up to the same level of maturity.

Or again, what if we banned if only for a month the statement ‘the church meeting has decided’ and only allowed ourselves to say, ‘we believe that the mind of Jesus Christ on this matter is...’ (Remember that the goal of communal discernment is not communal discernment but seeking the mind of Christ and in a way that acknowledges that we could be wrong). 

What would happen to the content of our meetings if we changed our language in this way? I for one would be embarrassed to announce after 3 hours of discussion – ‘We believe that Jesus thinks that the hall should be painted red!’ It is language that would expose the trivia of much that we consider. It is also language that would make it difficult for us to hide - it would be pretty hard for us to say ‘We believe that Jesus would kill our enemies!’  

Our practices reveal who we are. This is something exemplified in the following story about the practice of ‘Believers Baptism’ that should be credited to Fred Craddock and from the book of ‘Craddock Stories’ edited by Mike Graves and Richard F. Ward (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2001).
Although set in an American context it is I think still appropriate:
Before I married I served in a little village church on Watts Bar Lake, between Chattanooga and Knoxville. It was the custom in that church at Easter to have a baptismal service. My church immerses, and it was held, this baptismal service in Watts Bar Lake on Easter evening at sundown. Now out on the sandbar, , with the candidates for baptism, I moved into the water, and then following their baptism they moved across to the shore where the little congregation was gathered, singing around a fire and cooking supper. They had constructed little booths for changing clothes with hanging blankets. As the candidates moved from the water, they went in and changed clothes and went to the fire in the centre. Finally last of all, I went over, changed clothes, and went to the fire.

Once we were all around the fire, this was the ritual of that tradition, Glen Hickey, always Glenn, introduced the new people gave their names, where they lived, and their work. Then the rest of us formed a circle around them, while they stayed at the fire. The ritual was that each person in the circle then gave his or her name, and said this, ‘My name is...and if you ever need somebody to do some washing and ironing... ‘My name is...If you ever need anybody to chop wood’ ‘My name is...If you ever need anybody to baby sit...’ ‘My name is...If you ever need anybody to repair your house...’ ‘My name is...If you ever need anybody to sit with the sick...’ ‘My name is...and if you ever need a car to go to town’ and around the circle.

Then we ate, and we had a square dance.   And then at a time they knew. I didn’t now, Percy Miller, with thumbs in his bibbed overalls would stand up and say, ‘Time to go’ and everybody left. I lingered behind and with his big shoe, kicked sand over the dying fire. And my first experience of that, he saw me sanding there still, and he looked at me and said, ‘Craddock, folks don’t ever get any closer than this’. 
In that little community they have a name for that. I’ve heard it used in other places too. In that community, their name for that is ‘church’. They call that ‘church’.

CONCLUSION

Who we are, is revealed in our practices, meaningful activities that express and form our behaviour in the way of Jesus Christ as revealed in Philippians.

That is what I want to be able in all truth to say at the dinner table and in the barbers...oh Baptists we are the people who do...because...

I don’t know who we think we are but I suspect it matters

I do know who we say and ‘declare’ we are...

But I am left pondering who are we?
Who are we revealing ourselves to be through our practices?  What ‘convictions’ do we hold?
This issue is an important one of our identity.

For the still sceptics in the room if I were to develop this talk further I would argue that it this rather than being a distraction from is an important issue related to mission. 
For first – the word on the street is that people like Jesus but can’t stand church and so the closer we bring our lives to the way of Jesus the better chance we have of actually bearing convincing witness to him.

And second – the word on the street is that beyond technology, slick, and presentation people are seeking for authenticity and practices are about expressing and being formed authentically in the way of Jesus Christ...
Authentically being and becoming who we are and who we claim to be in Jesus Christ relates directly to these issues... 
But that is for another day...
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