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Membership – Historical Perspectives (Marita Munro)

(The following paper is substantially based upon material prepared by Ken Manley and Tony Cupit for discussions with the UCA)

1. A Historical Introduction

Historically, membership issues among Baptist have involved debates over baptism, admission to the communion table, the place of confessions of faith, covenants and the status of children.

The Baptist movement began 400 years ago. At some time early in 1609 a small group of English religious exiles in Amsterdam observed a simple act of believer’s baptism and so constituted what might be thought of as the first Baptist church. 

Their leader, John Smyth took the controversial step of baptizing himself for which he was vigorously criticised by most other churches and then baptized the whole group (probably about 40 at this time).  Baptism was thus the means, according to these first Baptists, of renewing the covenant and forming a true church.
These pioneer Baptists emerged from the radical Puritan-Separatist movement. Separatists argued that the church should be totally separate from the state. The theological dynamic of these Separatists was the Biblical concept of covenant.

What had led them to this dramatic step? First, there was a longstanding unease among most Separatists with the baptism which they had received (in the Church of England) - what they believed to be an apostate church. Secondly, they were studying the Bible closely, looking to model their practices on the New Testament and came to reject the legitimacy of infant baptism. Thirdly, they must have known of the Anabaptist practice of baptism.
Thomas Helwys, an influential leader in the group, and a small minority left the main group and made their way back to England. At Spitalfields, just outside London, they constituted the first Baptist church in England in 1612. During the Civil War and its aftermath Baptists in Britain grew rapidly, becoming an influential group with other Dissenters such as Presbyterians and Congregationalists.

From those early days in Amsterdam and then during the tumultuous decades that followed in England Baptists published Confessions of Faith. These in part sought to dispel any fears that they were a seditious and dangerous cult, as the label ‘anabaptist’ was maliciously attached to them, but more positively set out their doctrinal beliefs. These showed that they held to mainstream orthodox beliefs as in the Apostles’ Creed, adopted the main Reformation emphases on the authority of Scripture and justification by faith. Obviously believer’s baptism (and the denial of infant baptism) was a controversial but distinctive belief. 

With other Separatists, that included the Congregationalists, they rejected any notion of an established church and held that the church should be completely separate from the state authority. Baptists also insisted on religious freedom, that believers should be able to live and worship without any civil or religious interference.

Whilst Baptists believed that believers entered the covenanted community by baptism most congregations in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries also adopted a written covenant or a statement of beliefs, which individual believers assented to when received into that local community. These covenants incorporated commitment to regular public worship, mutual prayer and care, financial responsibility, holy living, avoidance of division, communication with the pastor, church discipline and personal devotion. 

Over time those covenants were discontinued although in the twentieth century many Baptist local churches have again adopted covenants, not doctrinal in form but which articulate the commitment of members to God and to each other. These statements are prepared and adopted freely by each local community of faith. In addition most churches have a constitution which may include a doctrinal statement, meets legal requirements and defines aspects of church governance. Modern British and American baptismal liturgies contain covenantal promises from and for new members.

Although having a church covenant is increasingly advocated in British Baptist churches only a minority of Australian Baptist churches have adopted this practice. Some research into a range of covenant statements adopted by various Victorian Baptist Churches has revealed a general desire to give expression to shared values, giftedness and discipline, discipleship and mission, hospitality and the welcoming of diversity.

Clarification of the ways in which the relationship between baptism and church membership has been expressed is necessary. Common to both practices is the underlying conviction that the church should be a community of regenerate people, of those who have consciously repented of their sin and trusted in Christ as Saviour and Lord. 

The majority of churches around the Baptist world (and in Australia) practise closed membership although a significant (and growing) minority adopt the practice of open membership. Both customs have a long tradition, certainly going back to the seventeenth century. 

Simply expressed, closed membership requires that a person must have confessed their faith in Christ through baptism by immersion. Some would also include a laying-on of hands after baptism. Most would accept the newly-baptised believer as a church member at the Lord’s Supper during the same service (or shortly afterwards) by a prayer and ‘the right hand of fellowship’. The decision to receive all church members is made by the church meeting (the regular gathering of all members to consider various church matters) and not by the pastor alone.

Open membership has a few different expressions.  These Baptists churches do not wish to compromise their commitment to believer’s baptism but realise that not all who are sincere believers agree with the Baptist position yet wish to identify with a local Baptist community. John Bunyan’s congregation at Bedford was a well-known example of this position. Some congregations accept as members those who have been baptized as infants but have subsequently declared their personal faith in Christ. Others accept into membership those who have been baptized in a church of another denomination, either by immersion or by another form and wish to transfer their membership to a Baptist church. Some accept those who verbally declare their faith but have not been baptized in any form.  This last would be the least common form of open membership and generally teaching would encourage the new member towards baptism by immersion. The common feature is that none insist on a form of believer’s baptism by total immersion.

Baptism is to be seen as one part of a total experience of conversion-baptism-church membership. The stages of this experience may be separated by a short or a long period of time.
Historically, South Australian Baptists practiced Open Membership. They were proud of this tradition but it caused controversy with New South Wales Baptists.

 In 1995 the Baptist Union of Victoria surveyed Victorian Baptist churches to ascertain a clearer picture of Baptist congregational life and identified over 30 churches practicing some form of open membership.
A recent ecumenical conversation in which international Baptists were involved and which dealt at length with issues to do with church membership was with the Anglican Church. This report, Conversations Around the World  2000-2005 (2005), clarifies the Baptist position (p. 52) :

...Baptists think of local church membership as a covenantal relationship between disciples ‘gathered together’ into a community in one place, normally entered by baptism. ... the local covenant is a visible expression in one particular place of membership of the church universal, the great company of all those whose lives have been regenerated  through the grace of God in Christ.  
