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It is easy for us to see the church as a purely human institution.  In thinking about membership we’re easily tempted to begin with legal questions about who should be in or out, or sociological questions about how people feel about commitment these days, or practical questions about how high we should set the bar for membership.
How would we see the questions of church membership if we began with theology?  That is, what difference would it make if we began by asking who God is, what it means for God to call into existence the new community and what it means to belong to the body of Christ?

The only reason there is a church to belong to is that the three-in-one God lives in community and invites the world to respond to this in new community.  So the church, for all of its failings, is not merely a human institution, but is called into existence by God.

We could name three dimensions: It is a call to worship, in communion with God.  It is a call to community as the people of God.  And it is a call to mission as disciples of Jesus.  All together it is a call to participate in the divine community.  So, to quote Frank Rees, “Church membership is fundamentally about the trinitarian life of God, into which we are invited. God lives in and as community, and invites us into community.”

This means, first of all, that membership is a divine calling. It is an action of God. Jesus said to his followers, 'You did not choose me, but I chose you.' (John 15.16)  It is God who calls, gifts, enables, and constitutes the life of faith. It is given to us to receive and indwell, not to create and perform.

It means, secondly, that membership is a gift, a gift of belonging. In the creation stories, all creatures are brought into being by God, to be with God and with each other. To be is to belong, to be related. Western individualism is an unbiblical view of human life. Community is essentially about relationship and mutual responsibility. In community, we may have a role and make a contribution. In community, we belong and receive support, affirmation and love.

As a result, thirdly, membership is also a mutual commitment, a response not only to God's invitation but also to the gift of others and their love. It is not about obligations but relations. One way in which Baptists express this mutuality of commitment is through baptism. Historically, baptism has meant nothing other than incorporation into the body of Christ, the local church. It is bodily and it is communal. Wherever baptism has been separated from 'church membership', each has been deprived of its meaning, spiritual significance and life-giving power.
Fourthly, membership is a commitment to join God’s mission.  To be a follower of Jesus in community is to live and speak the Good News, inviting others into the same new community that we enjoy.  When we share our faith, it needs to include the invitation to become part of the church, whether it is a local church, regional church or house-church.  There is no other option, because to become a Christian is to join the body of Christ in which members participate in the life and mission of the ever-creative community-creating God.

It is in the light of these theological perspectives that we need to discuss the changing shape of membership in our Baptist churches.
