Association Discussion Meeting Report
We give thanks to God for our fourth association discussion meeting which was hosted by Christ Church Loughborough. On March 29th 15 men representing 9 churches met to continue to discuss the establishment of a national association of confessional reformed Baptist churches. We thank God for the unity that we have in the Lord Jesus Christ by the Spirit of God, and moreover, the unity which we share in our common confession of faith. We believe that the universal unity of the body of Christ is in some degree to be made visible among churches, and particularly among churches united by our confession. This was the conviction of our forefathers in the faith who sought formal associationalism by holding communion together as providence allowed. And it was the conviction of John Owen, although an independent, he expressed his convictions of visible unity founded upon our unity in Christ saying, “true gospel churches ought to hold communion among themselves, or with each other, as unto all the ends of their institution and order, for these are the same in all.” And again, siting Ephesians 4 he grounds our formal and visible communion in the same blessings we share in our Triune God, 
{for} they have all one and the same God and Father, one Lord Jesus Christ, one faith and one doctrine of faith, one hope of their calling, or the promised inheritance, one regeneration, one baptism, one bread and wine, and are united unto God and Christ in one Spirit, through the bond of faith and love.
This spirit of unity was evident among us in our fellowship, deliberations and prayer; and even more so it was evident in our conviction that a national association is the way forward for our churches as we stand together in the most holy faith. 
We began the day with a comprehensive update from Christ Church, delivered by pastor Nick Pollock. By the grace of God Christ Church is reformed and reforming according to the Word of God. They have experienced other forms of fellowship and fraternities founded upon men, and have found them wanting. Nick expressed that they believe what is needed for our churches is not a value driven or project driven fellowship, but an association of churches driven by a sound theology and confessional ecclesiology. What a joy it was to hear what the ascended Lord Jesus Christ is doing in building his church through the ordinary means of grace, and a joy to seek to formally unite with them in genuine Christian love. We believe these church reports are a crucial way for our churches to grow in mutual love, concern and care, and to be stirred by the Spirit in prayer for one another.
We were encouraged by Oliver Allmand-Smith, pastor of Trinity Grace Church, who exhorted us on “seven dangers of this age” which are combated by a robust confessionalism. We live in an age where (1) hyper-individualism and (2) the cult of personality has seeped into our churches where we are easily driven by men and the “wow factor” of success. (3) Pragmatism tends to be our default setting in ministry which elevates the ends above the means. (4) Soundbite “shorterrmism” makes us shallow and superficial, always looking for the immediate result. (5) Chronological and historical ignorance makes us only concerned for the present, forgetting the great tradition that went before us. (6) Sentimentalism and (7) selfishness causes us to naval gaze and lose our compassion towards others. What is needed to combat these dangers is robust confessionalism which has proven itself in history. We need the whole council of God, as summarized in our confession of faith, so that our churches would be rooted and ground in the truth. We need to build biblical churches driven by our theology, not just men, and a sound ecclesiology, rather than mere pragmatism. We believe the answer to many of the dangers of our age is an association of churches committed to our confession of faith and committed to preserving, testifying and propagating this faith to the glory of our Triune God. 
This exhortation was followed by a fruitful discussion on the nature of confessional subscription and the necessity of our churches to be truly confessional. We desire an association which fully subscribes to the confession of faith. Mortin Smith helpfully defines full subscription in the book The Practice of Confessional Subscription: 
Positively, the full subscriptionist believes that in professing that the Confession .. [is] his confession, he is subscribing to all of the doctrines in the Confession.. they are all part of the system of doctrine… Second, full subscription does not require the adoption of every word of the Confession…but positively believes that we are adopting every doctrine or teaching of the Confession.
Too often our churches divide primary truth from a so-called secondary truth, flattening out a robust faith into a mere 10-point statement, casting off everything else as non-essential. It was discussed how our forefathers in the faith had a good balance, as our confession leaves room for a broader associational unity on some aspects of the faith, while at the same time producing a comprehensive document upholding catholic and reformed orthodoxy, as well as our baptistic tradition. Ian Hamilton in The Erosion of Calvinistic Orthodoxy demonstrated how a lack of confessional subscription led to the decline of orthodoxy in Scottish Presbyterianism. These confessional churches were once required to ask their ordinates, “Do you sincerely own and believe the whole doctrine contained in the Confession of Faith ... to be founded upon the Word of God; and do you acknowledge the same as the confession of your faith?” In the same vein, we desire our churches to sincerely believe the whole doctrine contained in the Confession of Faith. 
We were privileged of having Robert Strivens, Pastor of Bradford-on-Avon Baptist Church, deliver a lecture on confessional Baptist worship from chapter 22 of our confession.  He gave us five observations which capture the essence of this chapter and highlight the delights of biblical worship from a confessional perspective. (1) We worship God. (2) We worship God in the way that he instructs. (3) We worship God with order and simplicity. (4) We worship God in weekly gatherings on the Lord’s Day. (5) We worship God with mind and heart. Robert spoke of the necessity for our churches to reform our worship according to the Word of God as summarized in our confession of faith. In doing so, we need to reorient our lives around the worship of God, rather than the emphasis of the horizontal that is prevalent in on culture. The goal of all that we do in our gathering on the Lord’s Day is worship of our Triune God. The goal of worship is not to attract outsiders, nor to induce an experience or therapy, although if it is biblical worship we will experience communion with God. Rather, the goal is to worship the Father, through the Son, by his Spirit. Robert also helpful demonstrated how true worship can only be done according to command and instructions of God in his Word. What is needed in our day is to recover a right understanding of the nature of the Lord’s Day as we gather in the presence of God as his covenant people in order to hear the covenant Word of our Lord through the preached Word of God. Strivens quoted John Gill on the delight of biblical worship as we enter into the chambers of God’ presence saying, 
“Of those chambers of intimate communion and fellowship; which Christ sometimes brings his people into, and of which they are exceeding desirous: this inestimable blessing Christ frequently grants to his people in his ordinances; for he does not always suffer them to stand without, in the outer courts, but sometimes takes them into his inner chambers, where he discloses the secrets of his heart unto them, gives evident intimations of his love, and fills their souls with divine consolation.”
Our final discussion worked through the practical outworking of associationalism, which was very fruitful. It was established that we desire to move towards a national association of churches which fully subscribes to the confession of faith. While there are a few associations of churches, there is not a confessional association of churches in the UK. Moreover, we desire to stand together with all those who confess the same confession of faith for our mutual good and partnership in the gospel. We are looking to constitute as an association of churches who are committed to one another, as we our obligation to utilize Christ’s gifts to us for “the good and prosperity of all our churches.” 
Again, we praise God for the unity, peace, love and edification that we experienced together as we seek to hold communion together. As we were able to join in prayer together as churches at our meeting, we ask that you join with us in prayer for an association of churches, as well as prayerfully considering formally holding communion with us in our partnership in the gospel. In 1691 our reformed Baptist forefathers expressed in the General Epistle to the churches their thanks to God for his grace in joining them together in a formal association, which we too desire. They stated, 
“The God of all grace hath brought us into a near and spiritual relation to you, and you have such a rooted interest in our hearts, that through Grace we shall always be ready to lay out ourselves to the utmost of our capacity, to promote the eternal well-being and happiness of our Souls; Our sighs, groans and prayers in secret, and our labours in public, in all the Holy Administrations of the House of God, are sincerely directed to this End; God is our witness, who hath called us out (though very unworthy) to this Service, in pursuance of his own Glory, and his gracious design towards you.”  
May the Lord grant to us this same love and interest in our churches for our well-being and eternal happiness, all of the glory of our great God. To this end, our next association meeting will be held at Countesthorpe Baptist Church on Tuesday June 21st. All are welcome to attend. 
Yours in Christ, 
Brett Shaw
On behalf of the Elders of Trinity Grace Church, Ramsbottom. 
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