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Whatever Happened to Associating? (BMJ 315 July 2012) 

By Andy Goodliff 

 

In 1986 in a study of Baptist identity, Brian Haymes observed that ‘it is a disturbing 

feature of our present Baptist ways that Association life is marginal to most 

congregations’.1  Over twenty years later, it seems little has changed, as he and two 

colleagues have recently commented that ‘more attention should by paid by local 

churches to the associations of which they are members’.2  This immediately 

provokes the question of why the majority of Baptists find little time or desire to 

associate with one another.  In answer to the question Barrie White claims that ‘across 

three and half centuries, if Baptists have to choose between the independence of the 

local church and cooperation in fellowship with an association, they have chosen 

independence’.3  

 

Associating can be traced back to the seventeenth century.  The Particular Baptist 

confession of 1646 acknowledged that individual congregations shared common 

ground with others. In the 1677 confession this was made more explicit, to the extent 

that Stephen Copson argues that there was an ‘association ecclesiology’ which ‘had 

been absorbed into doctrinal Confession and church practice’.4  This was not yet the 

formalised structures that we recognise today as associations, but a more practical 

‘process of associating’.5  However, Copson argues that ‘associational thinking was 

by then an integral part of the Baptist tradition’.6  The local church was still 

independent, but that ‘independence was set within the context of associated 

churches’.7 Copson says that Baptists chose to associate because ‘they were able to 

perceive the activity of God beyond their own congregation’;8 while Nigel Wright 

                                            
1 Brian Haymes, The Question of Identity (Leeds: Yorkshire Baptist Association, 1986), p.11. Haymes 
is not alone in holding this view.  
2 Brian Haymes, Ruth Gouldbourne and Anthony R. Cross, On Being the Church: Revisioning Baptist 
Identity, (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2008), p.210. 
3 B. R. White, ‘The Practice of Association’ in D. Slater (ed.), A Perspective on Baptist Identity (1987).   
4 Stephen Copson, Association Life of the Particular Baptists of Northern England 1699-1732 (Baptist 
Historical Society, 1991), p.3. 
5 Copson, Association Life of the Particular Baptists of Northern England, p.3.  
6 Copson, Association Life of the Particular Baptists of Northern England, p.3. 
7 Copson, Association Life of the Particular Baptists of Northern England, p.3. 
8 Stephen Copson, ‘Renewing Associations: An early eighteenth century example’, Baptist Quarterly 
38.6 (April 2000), p.265. 
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argues that it was because ‘early Baptists were conscious of the dangers of isolation 

and sought to guard themselves against this by developing associations’.9 

 

The 1964 Baptist Union Report of The Commission on the Associations notes that ‘the 

development of the Baptist Union over the 150 years of its existence has gone on 

without a great deal of serious consideration ever being given to its relationship to the 

Associations’.10  The report also identifies ‘two matters which are producing a feeling 

of anxiety amongst us: the basic motive for existence of associations’ and the question 

of authority as it is related to the Union and to the Association.11  These remain, fifty 

years later, still unresolved issues.12  

 

Peter Shepherd’s study of John Howard Shakespeare has demonstrated that there was 

an increasing centralisation under Shakespeare, that is, ‘the shift in the focus of 

denominational life away from local congregations and associations towards the 

Union’.13  Shepherd argues that the introduction of ‘General Superintendents’ saw the 

responsibilities that had been held by associations become reduced and ‘their 

importance as expressions of inter-church fellowship was greatly weakened’.14  While 

‘associations were historically the product of local churches and ministers desiring 

fellowship with one another’, the introduction of superintendents was part of 

Shakespeare’s belief that ‘the work of the churches could only be done by means of a 

centralised administrative structure, dependent on the Union’.15   The result was ‘the 

dramatic and permanent decline in the importance of associations’.16  Associations are 

now often by-passed in the relationship between local church and Union; they become 

largely defunct.  The question becomes, if associations disappeared and regional 

ministers were centrally employed by the Union, would anything in change?  My 

suspicion is that in many areas not much.  

                                            
9 Nigel G. Wright, '"Koinonia" and Baptist Ecclesiology: Self-Critical Reflections from Historical and 
Systematic Perspectives', Baptist Quarterly 35.8 (October 1994), p.365. 
10 The Report of the Commission on the Associations in Roger Hayden (ed.), Baptist Union Documents 
1948-1977 (London: Baptist Historical Society, 1980), p.121. 
11 The Commission on the Associations, p.126. 
12 In November 2008 the task group on Roles and Tasks presented their report to the Baptist Union 
Council. The brief they had been given was to ‘examine the ways in which the National Resource and 
Associations work together to serve churches’.  Many of its key recommendations did not find support. 
See the Baptist Union’s Council Minutes, November 2009. 
13 Peter Shepherd, The Making of a Modern Denomination, (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2001), p.177. 
14 Shepherd, Making of a Modern Denomination, p.181. 
15 Shepherd, Making of a Modern Denomination, p.181. 
16 Shepherd, Making of a Modern Denomination, p.179. 
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Despite the reforms that emerged following the 1998 Relating and Resourcing report, 

which saw it become the responsibility of local associations to call, employ and pay 

regional ministers, a move back to the importance of associations has not emerged.  

Following Relating and Resourcing the Baptist Union moved from twenty-nine 

geographical associations to thirteen regional associations, which increased the 

geographical size of many associations, and as a result, in some places (I would 

argue) added to the decline in associational life – in places the distance to travel is just 

too large to make associating workable. The Task Group which wrote the report may 

well respond that their desire was to see more associating or relating and that this 

does not have to be institutional, i.e. through the structures of associations.  They also 

recognised, positively, that many Baptist churches were ‘associating’ in local 

ecumenical structures more than perhaps they were with other Baptists churches. The 

irony is that an increase in ecumenical relationships (from historically wary Baptists) 

has generated a decreasing ‘need’ or ‘desire’ to relate denominationally.   

 

One other (contributing) potential area of weakness is the Baptist Union’s Declaration 

of Principle – this is the basis on which churches join the Union – which identifies the 

autonomy of the local church, without any reference to associating. So article one 

reads:  

 

That our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, God manifest in the flesh, is the 
sole and absolute authority in all matters pertaining to faith and practice, 
as revealed in the Holy Scriptures, and that each Church has liberty, 
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, to interpret and administer His 
Laws. 

 

In their 1997 study Something to Declare, the college principals at that time, argued 

that the article does not set out the ‘independence’ of the church.  They note firstly 

that the Declaration says that ‘each church has liberty’ and not ‘autonomy’ or 

‘independence’.  Secondly, that the Declaration stresses the ‘authority of Christ’, not 

the authority of the local church, and ‘Christ is calling [each church] to covenant with 

others’.17  White’s view is that this ‘sounds to me all too much like an assertion of 

                                            
17 Richard Kidd (ed.), Something to Declare: A Study of the Declaration of Principle jointly written by 
the Principals of the four English Colleges in membership with the Baptist Union of Great Britain  
(Oxford: Whitley, 1996), pp.33-34. 
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unbridled independency’.18 Colwell adds that it is ‘woefully inadequate, if not 

ecclesiologically erroneous’.19  He goes on to suggest the statement is a ‘blatant 

denial of catholicity for the sake of a radical autonomy’.20  Both urge that ‘there 

should be some explicit reference to associating’.21  The lack of reference assists the 

notion that associations are optional and voluntary, and that the key relationship is 

between church and Union, and even this relationship is a minimal one from the 

church’s perspective. Colwell is surely right in saying ‘if our covenanting is to be 

meaningful, then the basis of that covenanting should be more persuasive and 

precise’.22  

       

In more recent history new attempts have been made to define the relationship 

between churches, associations and Union.  This has largely sought to develop a 

theology of covenant and trust.23  While in other denominations local churches are 

related to each other through the office of the bishop,24 Baptists have championed 

‘covenant’ as the form of relating. Paul Fiddes wants to argue against a (mere) 

voluntary understanding of association, where churches associate because it is 

practically sensible and argues for an understanding of associating rooted in covenant. 

He writes, ‘if a local church is under the direct rule of Christ as king, then it is 

necessarily drawn into fellowship with all those who are under Christ’s rule and so 

part of his body’.25  He is critical of Relating and Resourcing for being too tentative 

about churches belonging to associations, and instead argues unambiguously that ‘“it 

follows from a biblical understanding of Church as covenant, fellowship and body 

that there is also no option about local churches being part of a wider fellowship of 

                                            
18 White, ‘The Practice of Association’, p.19.  
19 John Colwell, ‘Catholicity and Confessionalism: Responding to George Beasley-Murray on unity 
and distinctiveness’, Baptist Quarterly 43.1 (January 2009), p.16. 
20 Colwell, ‘Catholicity and Confessionalism’, p.16.  
21 Colwell, ‘Catholicity and Confessionalism’, p.17; White, ‘The Practice of Association’, p.19. 
22 Colwell, ‘Catholicity and Confessionalism’, p.17. 
23 For example, see Paul Fiddes (ed.), Bound to Love: The Covenant Basis of Baptist Life and Mission 
(London: Baptist Union, 1985); The Nature of the Assembly and the Council of the Baptist Union of 
Great Britain (Didcot Baptist Union, 1994); Richard Kidd (ed.), On the Way of Trust (Oxford: 
Whitley, 1997); Covenant 21 (Didoct: Baptist Union, 2000); Paul S. Fiddes, Tracks and Traces: 
Baptist Identity in Church and Theology (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2003). 
24 ‘If the bishop is the effective symbol of unity and communion, we have a special obligation to 
remain in communion with them’, Paul Avis, The Anglican Understanding of the Church: An 
Introduction (London: SPCK, 2000), p.29. 
25 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p.44. 
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churches”’.26  ‘Covenant’ is linked closely with an understanding of ‘the body of 

Christ’.  It is also defined ‘by deep bonds of mutual trust’.27   

 

In his study of membership and belonging, Darrell Jackson says this turn to covenant 

theology in the last thirty years is ‘primarily located in published theological literature 

and Baptist Union reports’.28  Prior to Bound to Love there was little to reference to 

‘covenant’ as a theological resource.  For example Jackson notes that ‘the Report of 

the Commission of the Associations (West, 1964) makes no reference to covenant as a 

theological basis for associating’.29  The work of the Doctrine and Worship 

Committee (under the chairmanship of Fiddes) during 1990s was influential in 

developing a covenant theology that sought to give ‘greater theological clarity 

concerning the status of Baptist Associations and the Baptist Union’.30  However, 

Jackson argues that ‘each of these reports … failed to convince the wide audience’ 

that was required and had been hoped for in the early 1980s.31  Jackson’s research 

concludes that ‘covenant theology is not used widely’ amongst local Baptist 

congregations.  David Coffey’s 2006 George Beasley-Murray Memorial Lecture 

makes no reference to covenant, to which Jackson comments that ‘[Coffey’s] 

omission seems illustrative of the fact that covenantal theology has still some way to 

go before it can claim to command widespread acceptance’.32   

 
 
Here perhaps the growing role of regional minister has become more closely to 

resemble in some ways that of a bishop: the relationship between Baptist churches is 

through the regional minister.  They are the association, and associating is with the 

regional minister rather than fellow Baptist churches.  A better description might be to 

                                            
26 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p.200 citing The Nature of the Assembly and the Council, p.8. 
27 Kidd (ed.), On the Way of Trust, p.26. 
28 Darrell R. Jackson, ‘The Discourse of “Belonging” and Baptist Church Membership in 
Contemporary Britain: Historical, Theological and Demotic Elements of a Post-Foundational 
Theological Proposal’ (PhD thesis, University of Birmingham, 2009), p.64.  Jackson’s is the first 
attempt to provide an overview of the contemporary use of ‘covenant’. 
29 Jackson, ‘The Discourse of “Belonging”’, p.70. 
30 Jackson, ‘The Discourse of “Belonging”’, p.76. 
31 In a 1980 Baptist Quarterly article Leonard Champion argued that ‘if as denomination we are to 
fashion new structures of church life as an effective means of communicating the gospel and sustaining 
both faith and fellowship amid the radical changes occurring in contemporary society we need a 
clearer, more coherent and more widely accepted theology than prevails amongst us at present’, 
‘Evangelical Calvinism and the Structures of Baptist Church Life’, Baptist Quarterly 28.5 (January 
1980), p.206. 
32 Jackson, ‘The Discourse of “Belonging”’, pp.92-93. 
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see the regional minister as a ‘catalyst for catholicity’,33 whose primary focus is 

topromote, encourage and enable greater associating between churches.  If Nigel 

Wright is correct to say that relating and resourcing are ‘the two primary functions of 

associating’.34  Then perhaps Associations and regional ministers become responsible 

for ‘relating’, and the Union (through Council and the different Executives and 

Departments) become responsible for ‘resourcing’. 

 

Here then are some possible suggestions towards strengthening associating: 

 

1. More theological work done by Baptist scholars on the Baptist doctrine of the 

church, including a ‘thicker’ theology of association: a theology of the body of 

Christ; a theology of partnership and trust.  Relating and Resourcing states 

that ‘the body of Christ is not confined to local churches but finds expression 

in the relations between churches as well as within them’ (p.4). Another way 

would be to say that there is no local church and then there is associating, but 

that relating with others is built into our ecclesial ontology.35 

 

2. Greater involvement of regional ministers in ministerial formation – space to 

build relationships and to talk about associational life and greater involvement 

of ministerial students in association life – every ministerial student should 

have some induction into the association where they are placed, rather than 

waiting until they have completed and become accredited.  

3. All ministerial students to have a Baptist Union induction week before starting 

their formation.  Currently students have one day during their formation where 

they visit Baptist House and meet the different departments. This should be a 

longer induction – two or three days, where they can get a better sense of 

Union life, association, council, assembly and the National Resource.36 This 

would encourage from the beginning of their formation a stronger (and 

                                            
33 I owe this phrase to Neil Brighton. 
34 Nigel Wright, Free Church, Free State: A Positive Baptist Vision (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 
2005), p.189. 
35 John D. Zizioulas argues that the achievement of the Cappadocian Fathers was to see that 
theologically being and being in relation are identical (Being As Communion [Crestwood, NY: St. 
Vladimir’s Press, 1985], p.88). 
36 I acknowledge that in their second year of being a NAM there is a week’s residential which includes 
many Union staff, but this is often too late. 
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clearer) sense of Baptist life and identity and possibly build in a stronger 

expectation that Baptist life goes beyond the local church in which they will 

be a minister.37 

 

4. Associations to give association assemblies a more specific focus on issues 

that required a wider church witness – politics / economics / ethics; i.e. a 

greater reason for local churches to associate. The renewal of association 

assemblies as places of partnership where covenant relationship is expressed. 

So Fiddes says: ‘The association life of Baptist churches might come more 

alive if church members gathered in their own church meeting really believed 

that they needed the insight of other churches into their own situation, to see 

things they could not see themselves’.38 Copson says that historically 

association assemblies were ‘a divinely ordained forum for the exchange of 

understanding and practical assistance’39 and ‘they represented a mutual 

seeking after the will of God as related to particular problems in church life or 

particular points of doctrine’.40  

5. Revise the Declaration of Principle to make clear that associating is not an 

optional extra and the autonomy of the local church is not exclusive.  In other 

words, make explicit that ‘there can be no question of localism, the 

omnicompetence of the local congregation or the ultimate authority of the 

church meeting’.41  

6. Greater encouragement to more local clustering, especially in rural and urban 

areas. For example, in Oxford there are five churches within the city 

boundaries, and three or four more in a ten mile radius; there is currently little 

to no meaningful associating. This was one of the key recommendations of 

Relating and Resourcing which has not been taken up as widely as it could. 

7. The restructuring of regional associations. Some are too big and lack a centre, 

e.g. Southern and Central, that makes real associating possible. The shift from 

twenty-nine to thirteen was too extreme.   

                                            
37 I accept that there is a bigger problem that church members do not have the time or often perceive 
the need to associate and so a change of attitude amongst ministers is not the whole answer. And 
therefore why we need a renewed (practical) theology of associating to be articulated. 
38 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p.213. 
39 Copson, Association Life of the Particular Baptists of Northern England, p.3. 
40 Copson, Association Life of the Particular Baptists of Northern England, p.32. 
41 Wright, ‘“Koinonia” and Baptist Ecclesiology’, p.369. 
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