HISTORY IS A GOOD TEACHER,

STEPS NOT TO FOLLOW
The Bible teaches that every church must remain free from external control. A local church is an independent organ​ization.  It answers to God for its actions and attitudes, and not to any superintendent, bishop or pope.
Baptist churches sometimes work to​gether in groups called associations. These groups sometimes establish schools, send out missionaries, or print Sunday School literature.  They may also meet for fellowship and preaching. But this relationship of the churches must always be purely voluntary. No church, individual, or group of churches has authority to order another church to do anything. Each church maintains sovereignty over-its own property, personnel, and poli​cies, and answers only to God.
Edward Hiscox wrote:  "A church is not a legislative body, but adminis​trative only.  It cannot make laws, Imi it is the interpreter of the laws of Christ; the interpreter for itself, inn for others.  Nor can others interpret laws for it. The opinions of the wise and good have their weight, but no iikiii or body of men external to itself, li.vi the right to become authoritative in terpreters of the Word of God to a church, and compel submission to then dicta--to a church, or indeed to an Individual,- even" (p. 146).

BUT HAS FEW STUDENTS
Beneficial and Scriptural as church associations may be, there are dangers inherent in organization.  The tend​ency toward central control is as old as the Catholic Church. From the inde​pendent churches organized by the Apostles and their followers, five pastors began to gain attention as strong leaders. Gradually the leader in Rome gained power over those in other cities. A full grown papacy is seen in church history in 590 A.D. with Gregory I.  But this was the result of some 500 years of administrative ac​cretion.
Baptist Associations often gravitate in the same direction as Catholicism. For instance, the independent churches of the Northern Baptist Convention lost their autonomy to the organiza​tional machinery of state and national secretaries.  Schailer Matthews wrote the constitution for the Northern Bap​tist Convention in 1911.  In 1926, he wrote that it was degenerating into presbyterianism.  It is the testimony of many that the Southern Baptist Con​vention is moving in this direction.
Hiscox1 description of a denom​ination may likewise be applied to a convention: "What is the denomination? It is not an ecclesiastical body; it has neither organization, laws, nor officers, and has no means of express-inj; approval or dissent.  It is a mere i (inception of the aggregate of all the churches." Yet the tendency of Bap​tist associations is to make the whole greater than the sum of its parts, ;md to give it an existence which God never intended or allowed.

For those presently in a Baptist association, or contemplating its pos​sibility, we offer the following tongue-in-cheek suggestions on how an association may be turned into a con​vention.  God forbid:  we do not recommend it. But for those intent upon it (or indolent of its danger) these steps are very easy to accom​plish. Nineteen hundred years of history show that a convention is easy to build.  A convention may be built in the following ways:
1.  Give Your Employee A Promotion Because the work of an association is more than any pastor can accomplish, hire an employee to do the work. Then give him a title.  It doesn't matter what title he is given.  Some suggest "secretary." Others prefer "mission​ary." The title doesn't need to be descriptive of the job:  few care if it's accurate. The important step in passing from an association to a con​vention is to regard the employee as a leader.  This is a subtle change, but very important. Elevating the employee to leadership may be done in several ways :
a.  Consider him the "pastor of the l>;istors" of the association.  If he is experienced in the ministry, that's helpful: pastors will gravitate to him.  They would rather not counsel with a fellow-pastor in a neighboring town; it might indicate weakness.  Per​haps the employee's wife could even call her home a parsonage, in order to f.ivc advice to the pastors' wives of the association.

b.
Make the association employee's
office the center of pastoral placement.
This will cause churches to look to him
for advice.  They will be careful not
to offend him lest he not recommend a good man.  You may be sure that pastors will also treat him cordially:  they may one day desire his recommendation to a key pulpit.
c.
Invite the association employee
to all local church functions of im​
portance. He should never miss the
organizational meeting of a new church.
Make him an honored guest at all the
new building dedications. Ask him to
pray when a pastor is installed in a
new position. Have him give the charge
to either the candidate or the church
at an ordination service.  Elevate him
in the eyes of church people and other
pastors, and he will soon believe this
is part of his job.
d.
Whenever there are associational
board meetings, have them in the em​
ployee's office.  This will cause the
pastors (who actually have authority
over him) to feel less authoritative by
coming to his office.  During the meet​
ing, have the employee sit behind his
desk—it's a symbol of leadership.
e.
Literature published by the as​
sociation should carry the employee's
name.  If his picture is also published,
it will make him better known to the
readers. They will soon identify him
with the association, and the old saying
"Caesar is Rome" may again become an
historical reality.
f.
Give the employee constitutional
authority in the association. Make him
the ex-officio member of various com​
mittees.  Especially give him authority
to function on a nominating committee or a committee on committees—he then can help choose those who will best support his policies.
2. Feed Committees Well, and They'll Grow Big
The association employee cannot change an association into a convention by himself. He needs the aid of the pastors. For this reason, pastors must cause power to accrue to the offices to which they are elected. Their commit​tees often can exercise power without being answerable and accountable to the other trustees.
This can be done, for example, by setting up a mission board in the as​sociation, and having some trustees carry out its functions. Few people will complain, because those who dis​sent will appear to be anti-missionary.
a.
Give the mission board trustees
power to advise missionaries in their
work. When a problem arises with a
missionary, they should handle it--
not a local church.  But they should
not report the details to the entire
board lest dirty laundry be displayed
in public.  A simple explanation
that "the problem was resolved" will
satisfy most everyone. The committee
will then accrue incipient power.
b.
A logical result will occur
when the mission board receives enough
authority to fire an inept missionary
without consulting his home church or
pastor.  The firing will very seldom
be done, of course, for bureaucrats
have great compassion on those sym​
pathetic to bureaucracy.
c.
The mission board will then
receive and dispense the money given
by various churches to the mission-

aries .  The dispensing can then be done according to need rather than effective work, and the missionary who is not successful need not be penalized by having to report to a church and perhaps have his salary diminished.
An effective result of mission board-rather than local church-con​trol is that missionaries will feel less and less responsible to indi​vidual missionaries. The missionaries will then theoretically have more time for their work.  The convention then will have effectively replaced the local church as the mission agency.
 3.  Not Only Cream Rises to the Top Another good way to promote conventionism is automatically to take the part of the association employee when he disagrees with a pastor. Little seems to be lost if a pastor is estranged from one's fellowship, but much may be in peril over a fallen}; out with someone whose influence extends beyond a local church.
It is easy to reason that, if an em​ployee represents many churches, he-need not be asked to be loyal lo any
specific one, even if he is a member
there.  He will soon ascend to a posi​tion above local church loyalty or discipline, and potential ton conventitionlsm will then become actual.
Since the employee represents the association, simple souls will regard disagreeing with him tantamount to
 disloyalty to the association.  In some cases, pastors candidate in churches have been asked of their loyally to the employee, and have been refused when they admitted less than complete agreement with him.

It must be emphasized that these are steps toward conventionism:  any one of these practiced does not necessarily constitute conventionism in its final form.  But these steps are the rungs of the ladder.  Those who gain access to any rung are always very reluctant to relinquish it.  In fact, when chal​lenged regarding their location on a certain rung, they may become very de​fensive, and debate about which direc​tion on the ladder they are really heading.
The dangers of gradualism have been noted by many of history's authors. Shakespeare wrote:  "How use doth breed a habit in a man!" Augustine observed that "Habit, if not resisted, soon be​comes necessity."
The excuse that a certain practice must be right because it's been fol​lowed ("or- years was subtly described by Crabhe when ho wrote in "The Borough": "Habit with him was all the test of truth; Mi must be right:  I've done i t from my youth."
--Wesley M. Hansen
