1 Corinthians 12.27

I'ne Body Life

A Baptist church meeting can be special,
but we need to understand why

Baptist Church Meeting should
be understood to be a place of
discernment through the ‘body
life’ of the members, where listening
to others is valued and space for the
prophetic lone voice is assured. Nell at
Hedger Baptist stated: “It’s this body
life which is supposed to be the Baptist
thing.”

beautiful even,

The phrase ‘body life’ here reflects
a Baptist belief that all Christians, and
therefore members, are understood to
be part of body of Christ
(1 Corinthians 12:27) and the
priesthood of all believers (1 Peter 2:5).
Each person attending a Baptist church
is encouraged to become a member as
a reflection of this theological principle.
Members can then together discern the
mind of Christ as his body. As Stanley
Grenz states: 'the active role of all [is]
in the corporate search for the will of
Christ for the church’! Full attendance
and full participation of the members
of the body of Christ is vital to hear the
fullness of God'’s Spirit speaking.

Integral to a Church Meeting is an
intention to listen to the full body
of members as Matthew, minister at
Jarman Baptist stated:

By Ruth Moriarty

“I've tried to talk about the essence
of a Church Meeting as being about
the responsibility to listen rather than
the right to speak.” Attentive listening
to all voices enables the prophetic

to be heard. Nell said: “Often it's the
lone voice that is right. The voice in
the wilderness that is right, not the
majority.” A Church Meeting that
enables listening to all members and
space for the prophetic to be heard

is part of the particular practice of

a discernment at a Baptist Church
Meeting; it's a practice different to any
other regular type of club meeting
where democratic methods are used
for processing agenda items.

Using small groups offers a better
and broader sense of the
mind of Christ
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A critical issue in this discrepancy
over the role of the Church Meeting
is identified as the influence and
tradition of people from other
denominations now part of Baptist
churches. Regarding regular attendees
at her church Nell states: “A lot don't
come from a Baptist tradition.” Here a
pattern of church attendance is noted
where denominational preferences
have waned, no longer do those raised
in the Baptist church always seek to
attend a Baptist church. Further, as
Desmond identified, Hedger Baptist
Church'’s congregation is “a mixture
of folks, we've got Catholic, Anglican,
strong Methodists, Pentecostal”’
The consequence of this mixture of
Christian attendees at church is that
‘certain people are more willing to
come and receive than to contribute
to the direction’ of the church and
in particular fail to engage with
congregational governance at the
Church Meeting.

A Baptist Church Meeting is
different to any other regular type
of club meeting where democratic

methods are used for processing

agendaitems... Often it’s the lone

voice that is right. The voice in the
wilderness, not the majority.
Stephen at Gates Baptist explains

the issue further:“They don't know

too much about it and we're not

doing an awful lot to help them to

understand it, [therefore] it becomes

a democracy.” Where a Baptist church

fails to offer a clear explanation of
discernment practice and the value

Daniel, as a black man from
Cameroon, showed me, a white
woman from east London, the
power of ensuring all voices
are heard in discernment at the
Church Meeting,

of the Church Meeting in a Baptist
setting, new attendees of the church
are unable to engage in a‘body life!
Too often the assumption expressed

in this project was that new attendees
would appreciate the importance

of the Church Meeting by osmosis.
New attendees therefore either never
become members, become members
but do not speak, or become members
and understand the tools of democracy
such as voting as to be of the highest
importance.

Where can a liberative ‘body life’
model of a Church Meeting be found?
A Church Meeting can be a place
where discerning the mind of Christ
is a liberating experience when all
members are valued equally in Christ
and heard through contributions that
are deliberately sought. Daniel is a
middle-aged engineer and deacon at
Gates Baptist Church. He reflected on
the use of small groups for discussing
pastoral care: “It was beautiful - so
many contributions. So when we break
people up in groups like that and get
almost everyone’s view and then we
pray together, that is when we discern
the mind of Christ together." The use
of small groups with a good facilitator
and feedback process is beneficial as it
opens the discernment process beyond
powerful members and draws out those
who are unsure of speaking in front of

a large audience. Using small groups
offers a better and broader sense of the
mind of Christ.

| was struck by Daniel’s choice of
language; ‘beautiful’ was not a common
adjective used to describe the Church
Meeting in the project. Through the
use of small groups, members were
heard into speech as Nelle Morton
states: ‘Hearing in this sense can break
through political and social structures
to be heard by the disinherited’? Daniel,
as a black man from Cameroon, showed
me, a white woman from east London,
the power of ensuring all voices are
heard in discernment at the Church
Meeting. Our body life as Baptists ought
to be shared widely for it is liberating to
hear all discerning what the Spirit says -
and it is beautiful.
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NB This article formed part of a
Baptist Historical Society webinar
available on YouTube
https://youtu.be/jsgqMgOYPw08
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