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'In a Congregational Way' 

The Baptist Possibility of Sacramental and Radical 
Democracy 

Christopher Schelin 

Ecclesiology, as the study of the nature and purpose of the Church, calls for 
reflection on the structures of discernment and decision-making that are 
consonant with the Church's mission. The theory and practice of these 
governance structures reveal churches to be more than just communities, in 
a general sense, but also political spaces. This essay will consider the utility 
of 'democracy' as a descriptor for the means by which such spaces are 
constructed in the Baptist tradition. It begins with a review of Baptist 
ambivalence concerning democratic language. After exarriining the church 
meeting as the central political gathering, the article surveys the 
development of political liberalism, the nature of its assumptions, and how 
these have negatively impacted Baptist ecclesial life. From there the 
'democracy' expressed by Baptists will be reconfigured theologically. 
Having rejected certain major liberal convictions, the theory of radical 
democracy - as articulated by political theorist Romand Coles - will be 
drawn upon for methodological insight on how 'democracy' can be 
practiced in a manner in keeping with the convictions of Baptist 
ecclesiology. The aim is to articulate Baptist ecclesial politics as 
'sacramental democracy' characterised by an ethos of receptive generosity. 

A Democratic Politics? 

On the surface it appears obvious that Baptist churches operate as 
democratic bodies. Major decisions are agreed or voted upon by the entire 
membership after opportunity is given for open discussion. Baptist 
congregations elect their own pastors and deacons and appoint their lay 
leaders. By every legal or jurisdictional measure they operate 
independently of wider bodies, such as conventions and unions. New 
members are 'voted in' by congregational approval (though often as a 
formality) and a congregational vote can usher erring members out of 
fellowship (though the practice has dwindled). 

Baptist historians and theologians, however, have held varied 
opinions on the propriety of identifying the 'gathered church' or 
'congregationalist' model as 'democracy'. Some are quite comfortable with 
democratic language - though they would add certain caveats. Benjamin 
Griffith, a pastor in the Philadelphia Baptist Association during the 
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eighteenth century, stated in his polity treatise that Christ had given his 
church the power of 'self-governance'.1 A century later W.B. Johnson, first 
president of the Southern Baptist Convention, emphasised that the church is 
best understood as a Christocracy? Nevertheless, he noted, some described 
the congregational polity as 'democratical'. Johnson declared that 'so far as 
the mode of administering the laws of Christ is regarded, this is a proper 
term'.3 One of the more prominent voices in the last century, Stanley 
Grenz, labelled Baptist church governance 'democratic Congregation
alism'.4 

Other interpreters of the Baptist tradition have been less 
accommodating, however. Nigel Wright denies that the intention to live 
under the authority of Christ is properly named by a term denoting the rule 
of the people.5 Brian Haymes concurs, insisting quite plainly, 'Ours is not 
a democratic form of Church government'.6 The first and simplest rationale 
for this semantic rejection is that such terminology confuses the true nature 
of authority in the church. Contra W.B. Johnson's juxtaposition of 
concepts, the ascription of 'democracy' is perceived as diminishing the 
confession of Christ's sole authority over his people. No assembly of 
persons in the church holds authority except as it reflects the mind of its 
Lord.7 

The second criticism of democratic language charges that its use 
imports alien modes of decision-making and discernment into the Body of 
Christ. The methodology modelled by the 'adversarial democracy' of 
secular politics8 has borne lamentable fruit in the form of partisanship, 
zero-sum contestation, and majority-minority antagonism. When applied in 
the churches, such democracy achieves results damaging to fellowship in 
Christ. Paul Fiddes rightly remarks that congregational meetings cannot 
practice a form of 'people power' that excludes the dissenting minority.9 

1 B. Griffith, A Short Treatise Concerning the True and Orderly Gospel Church, in Mark Dever, (Ed), 
Polity (Center for Church Reform, 2001), p. 96. 
2 W.B. Johnson, The Gospel Developed Through the Government and Order of the Churches of Jesus 
Christ, in Dever, p. 175. 
3 Ibid., p. 172f. 
4 S. Grenz, The Baptist Congregation: A Guide to Baptist Belief and Practice (Valley Forge, PA: Judson 
Press, 1985), p. 56. 
5 N.G. Wright, Free Church, Free State: The Positive Baptist Vision (Milton Keynes, UK: Paternoster 
Press, 2005), p. 123. 
6 B. Haymes, A Question of Identity: Reflections on Baptist Principles and Practice (Leeds, UK: 
Yorkshire Baptist Association, 1986), p. 18. 
7 Ibid, p. 17. 
8 This phrase is taken from political scientist Anthony Black, 'Communal Democracy and its History' in 
Political Studies, Vol. 45 (1997), p. 19. 
9 P.S. Fiddes, Tracks and Traces: Baptist Identity in Church and Theology (SBHT 13; Carlisle: 
Paternoster Press, 2003), p. 86. 
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Mennonite theologian John Howard Yoder notes that such majority 
decisions, especially when reached too quickly, may have the effect of 
appearing efficient only to allow lingering internal conflict.10 Others fear 
that 'democracy' means an institutionalisation of rote business or 
parliamentary procedures that empty ecclesial discernment of its spiritual 
and moral power.11 

Gathering for Discernment 

Regardless of the choice of terms, a healthy Baptist ecclesiology should not 
neglect the fact that churches are unavoidably political bodies. They are 
more than the incidental aggregations of believers sharing primary 
individual relationships with God. Yoder offers a clear description: 

The Christian community, like any community held together by 
commitment to important values, is a political reality. That is, the church 
has the character of a polis (the Greek word from which we get the 
adjective political), namely, a structured social body. It has its ways of 
making decisions, defining membership, and carrying out common tasks. 
That makes the Christian community a political entity in the simplest 
meaning of the term.12 

The various Christian traditions have expressed their convictions 

about ecclesial politics in divergent forms of governance. Baptists, as 

congregationalist Christians, have made the locus of their politics the 

gathering of the whole community under the lordship of Christ. The 

specific occasion set aside for discernment and decision-making has been 

called the 'church meeting'.13 

The idea of the church meeting is rooted in the originating Baptist 

conviction held by John Smyth that the essence of a church, or the 

'ecclesial minimum', is the promise of Christ to be present 'where two or 

tjiree are gathered' in his name (Matt 18:20).14 Therefore, the church finds 

its legitimacy not in the presence of a bishop or other officers but in the 

authority of the risen Lord present and made known through the face-to-

face gathering of even just a handful of believers.15 Baptists have strongly 

10 J Ά. Yoder, Body Politics: Five Practices of the Christian Community Before the Watching World 
(Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1992), p. 70. 
11 E.g., B. Haymes, et. al., On Being the Church: Revisioning Baptist Identity (Milton Keynes: 
Paternoster, 2008), p. 5If. 
12 Yoder, Body Politics, p. 70. 
13 Also known as, e.g., the 'church conference' or, particularly in the American South, the 'business 
meeting'. 
14 C. Freeman, 'Where two or three are gathered: communion ecclesiology in the Free Church', 
Perspectives in Religious Studies, Vol. 31, no. 3 (Fall 2004), p. 265. 
15 Fiddes, TracL· and Traces, p. 54. 
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emphasised that these gatherings must submit to Christ's divine 
prerogatives. For example, polity treatises of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
century often particularly stressed the image of Christ as the lawgiver 
whose commands may not be abrogated by the church's own decisions.16 

Nevertheless, the Lord and King of the Church has called his people 
to participate in the exercise of his government. The implementation of his 
authoritative will is properly achieved through the full participation of a 
congregation in collective decision-making and action.17 The early Baptist 
leader William Kiffin described the 'great truth' affirmed by the gathered 
churches being that 'Christ is the King of his Church; and that Christ hath 
given this power to his church, not to a hierarchy, neither to a national 
presbytery, but to a company of saints in a congregational way'.18 

Therefore the church meeting is a coming together of covenanted disciples 
in which they are granted the privilege and responsibility of discerning 
limits, possibilities and disciplines in keeping with the recognised will of 
Christ. 

The practice of the church meeting offers a claim that the church in 
its gathering together becomes more than the sum of its parts. The risen 
Lord intends for his will to be revealed when believers seek the mind of 
Christ together.19 Through their interaction, notes Anabaptist scholar 
Franklin Littell, disciples have the means of discovering something given 
by the Holy Spirit.20 As a practice of spiritual discernment,21 believers are 
to come to the meeting not with a predetermined answer or vote but a 
willingness to pray, wait and listen. They should even be willing to submit 
to the broad consensus when it goes against their personal wishes. 
Benjamin Keach, one of the prominent Particular Baptists of the 
seventeenth century, derided any unilateral actions on the part of an 
individual member performed in spite of the church's will. Such actions he 
considered a breach of covenant and an improper arrogation of the keys of 
the Kingdom to the self over the community.22 Although the church 

1 6 E.g., Griffith, A Short Treatise, p. 96; Johnson, The Gospel Developed, pp. 175,233; A Summary of 
Church Discipline, in Dever (Ed), pp. 119, 127. 
17 W.B. Shurden, The Baptist Identity: Four Fragile Freedoms (Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys Publishers, 
1993), p. 37. 
18 W. Kiffm, in the preface to Ά Glimpse of Syons Glory', in The Works of Thomas Goodwin 
(Edinburgh: James Nichol, 1866), 12:63. 
1 9 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p. 52. 
2 0 F. Littell, 'The Work of the Holy Spirit in Group Decisions', Mennonite Quarterly Review, Vol. 34, no. 
2 (April 1960), p. 80. 
2 1 M.B. Copenhaver, 'Who is Robert, Anyway? And Why Do We Think We Have to Follow His Rules?', 
Congregations, Vol. 33, no. 4 (Fall 2007), p. 14. 
2 2 B. Keach, The Glory of a True Church, and its Discipline display 'd, in Dever (Ed), p. 78f. 
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meeting is not considered an infallible or coercive magisterium, it 
nevertheless demonstrates a power the believer lacks in private. 

The insistence on the authority of the community as the means for 
discerning Christ's will appear alien to many contemporary Baptists who 
prioritise the individual's direct access with God. They stand at the end of a 
now well-documented shift in Baptist identity from covenant community to 
radical individualism.23 While direct causation would be difficult to prove, 
it is likely that a major influence for this change has been the consolidation 
of political liberalism as the hegemonic ideology of Western society. An 
examination of its development and key principles will be necessary for 
evaluating the validity of 'democracy' as a proper description of 
governance by means of the church meeting. 

The Rise and Consequences of Political Liberalism 

Political liberalism grew out of the soil of the High Middle Ages. The 
'Carolingian arrangement' in which the powers of temporal and spiritual 
rulers were joined together, and the spiritual held superiority, unravelled 
under the difficulty of defining the boundary between the jurisdictions of 
king and bishop. The emergent temporal authority of the king began 
accumulating power, leading eventually to the creation of the 'state'. In 
contrast to the overlapping loyalties and fuzzy borders of the medieval 
period, this new entity asserted itself as a centralised political form 
exercising sovereignty over a territorially-bound area.24 

The first modern political philosophers realised that this new unitary 
power arrangement required clearly formulated rationales for the basis of 
its sovereignty and the location of sovereignty's limits. The state needed to 
claim legitimate authority and not just coercive force. Thus Thomas 
Hobbes, with his work Leviathan (1651), inaugurated the political liberal 
tradition by positing the first ever social contract theory. Human 

23 Cf. M. Broadway, "The Roots of Baptists in Community', in P.E. Thompson and A.R. Cross (Eds), 
Recycling the Past or Researching History: Studies in Baptist Historiography and Myths (SBHT 11 ; 
Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2005), passim; C. Freeman, 'Can Baptist Theology Be Revisioned?', 
Perspectives in Religious Studies, Vol. 24, no. 3 (Fall 1997), passim; W. Hudson, Baptists in Transition: 
Individualism and Christian Responsibility (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1979). This shift is well-
documented for Baptists in North America and the United Kingdom. The author does not presume to 
make claims about changes in Baptist self-understanding globally. 
24 The preceding is summarised from the accounts in B. Harvey, Can These Bones Live?: A Catholic 
Baptist Engagement with Ecclesiology, Hermeneutics, and Social Theory (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos 
Press, 2008), p. 107ff, and W.T. Cavanaugh, 'Killing for the Telephone Company: Why the Nation-State 
is Not the Keeper of the Common Good', Modern Theology, Vol. 20, no. 2 (April 2004), pp. 245-257. 
Cf. J.R. Strayer, On the Medieval Origins of the Modern State (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1970), passim. 
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individuals in the 'state of nature* compete in a violent struggle for 
resources until they agree to surrender their natural rights to a sovereign. 
Although Hobbes' defence of absolutist monarchy does not continue in 
liberal thought, his work establishes two sustained principles: legitimacy 
based on consent of the governed and the primacy of the 'individual' as the 
primary actor and bearer of rights.25 

It was Hobbes' near-contemporary, John Locke, who completed the 
basic framework for liberalism, particularly in English-speaking countries, 
to this very day. Locke assumed a much more peaceful state of nature than 
Hobbes, permeated by a 'Law of Nature' that rational individuals would 
normally perceive and follow.26 However, irrational actors and disputes 
between parties result in the state of nature being abandoned for 
government, which, while formed to protect rights, must be strictly limited 
so as not to violate individual rights in turn.27 

Political liberalism did not logically entail democratic governance at 
first. But liberalism and democracy have since been united, together with 
capitalism (itself a liberal product), to form the sociopolitical consensus of 
today's Western nation-states. As a consequence, the majority of Baptists 
have lived, prayed and worshipped in societies in the process of becoming, 
or long since established as, liberal democracies. This is significant for two 
reasons. First, Baptists have been shaped as persons and as communities by 
the ubiquity of liberal-democratic assumptions. Baptists view themselves, 
their churches, and the meaning of participation by the former in the latter 
through an inherited, non-biblical lens. Second, the application of 
democratic grammar will undoubtedly mean the importation of liberalism's 
pervasive assumptions. As the aforementioned critics of'democracy' in the 
church warn, this unreflective adoption violates the biblical mandate for 
Christian life together.28 

25 Cavanaugh, 'Killing for the Telephone Company', p. 252. Cf. Murray Jardine, The Making and 
Unmaking of Technological Society: How Christianity Can Save Modernity From Itself (Grand Rapids: 
Brazos, 2004), p. 40ff. 
26 Jardine, The Making and Unmaking of Technological Society, p. 40. 
27 Ibid, p. 42ff. 
28 Early readers of this article have remarked that I cannot speak univocally of Baptists across the globe as 
practising church in societies dominated by liberalism. So again I reiterate my intention not to speak 
about Baptists univocally. Rather, my general statements reflect the reality that the vast majority of 
Baptists are citizens of such societies, with three-quarters of all the Baptists in the world residing in just 
one particular country, the United States. This disproportionately-large Baptist community also continues 
to influence other Baptists through extensive funding, missionary endeavours, and theological literature or 
other religious media. British Baptists have been similarly affected by political liberalism and, despite 
their comparatively small numbers, have arguably been very influential in the global Baptist community 
as well. 
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Thus it is necessary to review key principles and products of political 
liberalism that negatively impact Baptist ecclesial politics. As stated above, 
one prime feature of liberalism is its inherent individualism. Baptists have 
sometimes prided themselves on practising an individualistic form of 
Christianity.29 But the central thrust of this claim is the historic Baptist 
resistance to coercive practices as part of the church's life and mission and 
the correlative insistence on voluntary affirmation of faith and genuine 
commitment to discipleship.30 Liberal individualism, on the other hand, is 
an alternative anthropology that displaces personhood-in-relationship 
within the Body of Christ with the so-called 'natural' perspective of the 
person as distinctive agent in pursuit of self-derived ends.31 The chief goal 
of society becomes the assurance of individual freedom.32 The end result, 
however, has been an expressive individualism that has generated profound 
social alienation.33 As an element of cultural inheritance, this individualism 
has worked its way into Baptist life and thought such that 'religion' is 
primarily a matter between 'the soul and its God'. The church becomes a 
derivative and unnecessary addition to a believer's spiritual experience 
rather than the critical political ground for discernment, obedience to 
Christ's will, and consequent discipleship. 

The second major tenet of liberalism is its goal and claim of 
establishing a neutral political space that neither favours any particular 
group, nor promotes any particular way of life, nor enforces any particular 
religious or philosophical beliefs.34 Recognising the heterogeneous mix of 
claims and desires within society, the state refuses to pursue a singular 
social and ethical vision - the 'common good'. Nevertheless, political 
discourse requires some basic framework for discussion and negotiation 
between the competing visions in existence. So political liberalism tries to 
establish a 'public reason' that offers guiding principles for rational persons 
to debate under agreed limits.35 

The conception of democracy absent of a shared idea of a good, 
when applied to the political practice of Baptist churches, undermines the 

Shurden, The Baptist Identity, p. 24. 
30 Broadway, 'The Roots of Baptists in Community \ pp. 68-73. 
31 Ibid., p. 70; Cavanaugh, 'Killing for the Telephone Company', p. 254. 
32 Jardine, The Making and Unmaking of Technological Society, p. 22. 
33 Ibid., pp. 32,9Iff, 113. For extended arguments about these consequences in my own American 
context, cf. R.N. Beliah, et. al., Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1985); R.B. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and 
Revival of American Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000). 
34 Jardine, The Making and Unmaking of Technological Society, p. 33. 
35 R. Coles, Beyond Gated Politics: Reflections for the Possibility of Democracy (Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2005), pp. 1, 8-10; Cavanaugh, 'Killing for the Telephone Company', p. 
255. 
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very idea of Church as gathered by God for a common confession of faith 
and mission in the world. Baptist churches affirm a common good, the 
Kingdom of God under the will of Christ and in the power of the Holy 
Spirit, in their corporate worship and, most especially, when they choose to 
pronounce their shared pursuit of the good in church covenant. To deny 
that common good is to further reinforce individualism and reduce church 
to a collection of monads expressing their personal spiritualities in a public, 
but not communal, space. Yet even if members of a Baptist congregation 
may explicitly affirm the common good in covenant and confession, they 
still implicitly deny it when congregational discernment is characterised 
primarily by majority-rules voting. This atrophied version of 'discernment' 
assumes a disbelief in shared values and vision. 

Finally, liberalism's understanding of the political order is 
ironically statist in spite of its explication of constitutionally-restricted 
government.36 As outlined above, liberalism emerged after the creation of 
the sovereign state in place of a decentralised patchwork of authorities. 
This context, reinforced by liberalism's mythology about the European 
'wars of religions',37 has resulted in the assumption that ultimate loyalty 
lies with the state as the legitimate keeper of peace and order that may call 
for sacrifice on its behalf.38 The enlargement of state power over time has 
resulted in the withering away of intermediate civil associations and 
traditional forms of community.39 The inevitable consequence for Baptist 
churches is that they are now cast as 'voluntary association' secondary to 
the 'natural' condition of state citizenship.40 Baptists living in liberal-
democratic societies are therefore socialised into a political imagination 
that surrenders the church's claim of heavenly citizenship (Philippians 
3:20). The witness to an alternate political order reduces to a summons to 
individual salvation safely consistent with the state system. This surrender 
of the church's discipline is the inversion of one nineteenth-century 
pastor's declaration that human longing for a noble political order has 
indeed been found, but not in liberal democracy. 'Under the dominion of 
the Redeemer', he writes, 'these hopes have been fulfilled, these 
expectations are realized.'41 

36 Black, 'Communal Democracy and its History', p. 5. 
37 A central point in the argument by Cavanaugh, '"A Fire Strong Enough to Consume the House": The 
Wars of Religion and the Rise of the State', Modern Theology, Vol. 11, no. 4 (October 1995), passim. 
38 Ibid., p. 397; Cavanaugh, 'Killing for the Telephone Company', p. 266. 
39 Cavanaugh, 'Killing for the Telephone Company', pp. 255-264. 
40 Broadway, 'The Roots of Baptists in Community', p. 7 Iff. 
41 J.L. Reynolds, Church Polity. Or the Kingdom of Christ, in its Internal and External Development, in 
Dever (Ed), p. 304. 
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Rethinking 'Democracy' 

When most speakers name the idea of 'democracy' they are referring to a 
framework defined by political liberalism. Given the pitfalls that have been 
identified, the use of democracy as a descriptor for ecclesial politics is 
unavoidably circumspect. However, the possibility remains for releasing 
democracy from its liberal moorings. The first move is to remember that 
the two traditions, while bound together in the practice of Western nation-
states, are not inextricably linked. Democracy has been practised apart 
from, and chronologically prior to, liberal assumptions. Antony Black 
writes about the practice of democracy in the territorial communes of 
medieval Europe, explicitly contrasting communalism with individualist 
liberalism. He notes that the communes, typically villages or small towns, 
made decisions on the basis of consensus between their members.42 These 
communes ascribed political power to the entire group and constituted 
themselves by a collective oath.43 Black concludes that the 'libertarian 
version of democracy...has no claim in history or experience to be the 
essential version of democracy'.44 

But even if 'democracy' is tuned again to communal and consensual 
process, can it be a valid self-understanding for the church meeting? Such 
an ascription could endanger a proper theocentric perception by habituating 
churches into the notion of self-rule. On the other hand, the claim to be 
'Christocratic' says everything and nothing at once. All Christian 
communities, whatever their structures of governance, would identify 
themselves as 'Christocratic' and not otherwise! Both the phrase 'church 
freedom'45 and the term 'Congregationalism' are too broad, given that their 
aim is to distinguish the 'bottom-up' Baptist ecclesiology from 
connectional and hierarchical structures. 'Congregationalism' includes 
concepts of authority as resting on the church as a whole or on ruling 
elders.46 Finally, neither descriptor, unlike 'Christocratic', brings to the fore 
the reality of God's guidance of the church. 

But perhaps 'democracy' can inhere within God's desires for the 
community called out of darkness and into light. The will of God leaves 
room for sanctified human creativity made possible by covenanted 
participation in the life of the Trinity. Paul Fiddes writes: 

4 2 Black, 'Communal Democracy and its History', ρ 5ff. 
4 3 Ibid., p. 9. 
4 4 Ibid., p. 20. The point is reinforced when one examines the world's original democracy, ancient 
Athens. 
4 5 Walter Shurden's ascription. 
4 6 Grenz, The Baptist Congregation, ρ 56. 
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There are in God movements of giving and receiving which are like the 
sending out of a child on mission by a parent, like the responding of a 
child to a parent in obedience and joy, and like the opening up of this 
relationship to new depths of love and a surprising future.47 

The church in Jerusalem pointed to this interactive relationship of 
divine and human desire when it told the Gentile congregations, 'It seemed 
good to the Holy Spirit and to us... ' (Acts 15:28). As Baptist writers on 
church polity have declared, the lordship of Christ does not treat disciples 
as 'mere machines';48 rather, the structure of the church reveals God's 
gracious confidence that our decisions can be faithful.49 There is space for 
freedom of action even as God remains the ultimate authority.50 At times 
congregational discernment may embrace a specific conviction granted by 
the Holy Spirit and at other times it may choose a direction that is faithful 
yet undetermined. In either situation the process, undertaken with the goal 
of consensus among the whole people bringing their giftedness to the 
gathering, may justly be described as 'democratic'. 

Holding tightly to the promises made in Matthew 16 and 18, Baptists 
have at the least implied that their actions could be manifestations of God's 
actions as well. The church meeting assumes that God chooses to work 'in, 
with and under' human performance to manifest grace and achieve divine 
purposes.51 In other words, the church gathers not just as a political 
community but as a sacramental community. The church meeting, like the 
sacraments of baptism and the Lord's Supper, is a sign through and in 
which God freely accomplishes what is signified - namely, the authority of 
Christ as risen Lord over his people.52 Dedicated as a holy activity, then, 
congregational discernment and decision-making is taken up by the Spirit 
and transformed into something greater than it can be as simply a human 
process. Through submission, attentiveness, and obedience, congregational 
politics becomes what may be called sacramental democracy. Under this 
description, the character of the church meeting as a reciprocal (however 
unequal) divine-human encounter of relationship is upheld. The church 
gathers to listen and so seeks to be faithful to her Lord; however, the 
church also gathers to decide and act upon the trust that has been given to 
her. 

47 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, p. 80. 
48 Johnson, The Gospel Developed Through the Government, p. 235. 
49 Reynolds, Church Polity, p. 328. 
50 Haymes, et. al., On being the Church, p. 47. 
51 This prepositional triad is taken from Yoder, Body Politics, p. 1. 
52 For this definition of sacrament see John Colwell, Promise and Presence: An Exploration of 
Sacramental Theology (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2005), p. 11. 
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A New Democratic Method 

Yet, given the current hegemony of liberalism, a different political 
grammar is necessary to narrate the practices that cohere with a democracy 
that is sacramental instead of individualistic. As the churches preach the 
bearing of one another's burdens (Galatians 6:2) and that each of us share 
our gifts for the edification of the whole (1 Corinthians 14:26), how may 
we do so in fidelity to Christocratic Congregationalism without being co-
opted by liberalism? 

One answer may lie in appropriating relevant insight from alternative 
proposals for democratic practice. In fact, there is already an emerging 
theoretical stream that has tentatively engaged, and been engaged by, 
Christian theologians. This new tradition, known as 'radical democracy', 
began in 1985 with the publication of Hegemony and Social Strategy by 
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. Interaction between radical democracy 
and (b)aptist theology began when political theorist Romand Coles 
encountered the writings of John Howard Yoder on dialogical ethics in the 
church. Since then a handful of articles have suggested similarities between 
radical democracy and the actions of Baptists in specific contexts.53 

Meanwhile, a personal dialogue between Coles and Christian ethicist 
Stanley Hauerwas resulted in a co-authored book. It is Coles' articulation 
of radical democracy that will now be examined. 

Radical democracy may be understood as a distinctive ethos of 
attentiveness to difference.54 Drawing upon Continental postmodern 
philosophy, radical democrats give primary attention to the concept of 
engagement with those who are 'Other'. The practice of this sort of 
democracy requires dialectical tending to common goods and differences 
across personal, social and political barriers.55 William Connolly has 
described this strategy as 'care for the rich diversity of life'.56 Coles 
summarises radical democracy as a practice of receptive generosity in 

53 C. Freeman, 'Roger Williams, American Democracy, and the Baptists', Perspectives in Religious 
Studies, Vol. 34, no. 3 (Fall 2007), p. 284ff, B.W. Boswell, 'Liturgy and Revolution, Part II: Radical 
Christianity, Radical Democracy, and Revolution in Georgia', Religion in Eastern Europe, Vol. 27, no. 3 
August 2007), passim. 
4 D.R. Howarth, 'Ethos, Agonism and Populism: William Connolly and the Case for Radical 

Democracy', British Journal of Politics & International Relations, Vol. 10, no. 2 (May 2008), p. 174; 
Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, x, xxii. 
55 S. Hauerwas and R. Coles, Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary: Conversations between 
a Radical Democrat anda Christian (Eugene, OR: Cascade Boks, 2008), 3, n. 4. 
56 Qtd. in Howarth, 'Ethos, Agonism and Populism', p. 175. 
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which individuals and groups remain open and vulnerable to the claims of 
others even as they generate tension.57 

Coles criticises political liberalism for being disengaged from the 
realities of heterogeneity and conflict as it pursues 'public reason'. While 
perhaps claiming its own receptive generosity under the principle of 
neutrality, liberalism operates under an unacknowledged historical finitude 
that marginalises important, questioning voices.58 By contrast, Coles 
advocates openness to contestation in which porous boundaries are 
transgressed and reset by dialogical vulnerability. Radical democracy must 
even be 'endlessly agonistic in relation to itself.59 But the telos of this 
openness remains the possibility of progress; the struggle 'with others 
toward visions of what might be better'.60 

Radical democracy also refuses to valorise the state. Much of the 
emphasis in Coles' writings falls upon face-to-face, embodied, relational 
encounters. His exemplars of genuine democratic practice are primarily 
American grassroots organising efforts, such as the Industrial Areas 
Foundation61 and the early years of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating 
Committee, a civil rights group.62 Hauerwas notes that while Coles doesn't 
assume radical democracy can only be local, it is local politics that 
provides the 'crucial learning ground' for political work on all scales,63 

The practice of democracy depends upon genuine encounter in immediate 
contexts of discussion, struggle and decision. 

This survey of the radical-democratic ethos reveals similarities with 
ecclesiology and the Baptist tradition in particular. The church itself is a 
heterogeneous body and has been so since the day of Pentecost. Attention 
to difference is a necessity in light of the church's character as a great 
multitude 'from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages' 
(Revelation 7:9) whose diversity of cultures generates tensional encounters 
as believers gather together (Galatians 2:11-14). Heterogeneity is also a 
consequence of the Spirit granting a plurality of gifts with the intention that 
they be offered together for the common good (1 Corinthians 12:4-11). 

Receptive generosity must be a fundamental attitude for the sake of 
hearing what Christ has to say to the church when it seeks to discern his 

57 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, xiii, xxiii, xxx; Coles and Hauerwas, Christianity, Democracy, and the 
Radical Ordinary, p. 277. 
58 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, pp. 1-31. 
59 Coles and Hauerwas, Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary, p. 171. 
60 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, xxx. 
61Ibid.,p.215ff. 
62 Coles and Hauerwas, Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary, p. 6Iff. 
63 Ibid., p. 20. 
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will. When Coles writes that a 'discerning' political body gathers 'around 
the possibilities and challenges of specific situations...and exercises 
political judgment and action in efforts to nurture life',64 he could just as 
well be writing about the church meeting in its essential character. The 
faithful practice of the meeting means giving space for the dissenting voice 
and a willingness to wait patiently for the Spirit to speak a genuine word 
through prayer and dialogue.65 When Baptist churches intentionally 
construe their discernment as receptive generosity they may then learn to 
avoid the unity-destroying dangers of simplified majority voting. 

Baptists have also, at their best, practised an attitude of openness that 
has given them flexibility to answer the call of the Spirit in new contexts. 
When John Smyth's not-quite Baptist congregation declared its covenant in 
1606, the people affirmed to walk together in ways known 'or to be made 
known' to them.66 The 1644 London Confession offered the humble 
conclusion that 'we confesse that we know but in part, and that we are 
ignorant of many things which we desire and seek to know'.67 While this 
openness to the future has sometimes carried the cost of betrayal to the 
past, it has also been a source of renewing vitality. 

Finally, little needs to be said about the shared emphasis on the local. 
Radical democracy practises politics 'from the ground up'68 just as Baptists 
practice their ecclesiology. For Coles, democracy's hope lies in receptive 
relationships, beginning with face-to-face meetings, that cross barriers and 
build coalitional power.69 For Baptists, the hope of discipleship lies in 
coming together as churches in which believers are not strangers but are 
families of care and compassion. 

In a chapter discussing the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF), Coles 
draws from their experience three political practices or 'arts' for 
democracy. These practices can also be adopted by Baptist churches as 
helpful methods for living a sacramental democracy that sees the mind of 
Christ mediated in embodied encounters between disciples. The first 
practice is that of emphasising listening over 'voice'. While proponents of 
democracy employ the metaphor of 'voice' to describe empowerment and 
political transformation (i.e., vote so your 'voice' will be heard), IAF 
articulates a vision of patient listening, dominated by the use of questions, 

64 Ibid., p. 152. 
65 Haymes, et. al., On Being the Church, p. 52. 
66 Qtd. in Shurden, The Baptist Identity, p. 12. 
67 Qtd. in Haymes, et. al., On Being the Church, p. 50. 
68 Coles and Hauerwas, Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary, p. 161. 
69 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, xxix. 
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so that persons may learn each other's stories. Spiritually aware church 
meetings must also emphasise patient listening to ensure genuine 
communal discernment in place of a collectivity of expressive individuals 
giving 'voice'. 

The second practice is travelling, which for IAF literally means 
travelling between different spaces where participants work and live in 
order to be transfigured by the encounter with new contexts.71 In a similar 
manner, Norman Maring and Winthrop Hudson recommend small 
fellowship groups in members' homes as potential locations for face-to-
face discussion.72 If the corporate life of the church intentionally 
transgresses the boundaries of the meeting house for discipleship 
gatherings in the diversity of members' homes and communities then it 
may open new possibilities of understanding and imagination. 

The third practice is tabling, in which people gather around the 
metaphorical 'tables' presided over by a particular individual or group.73 

Much political activism centres on bringing new elements 'to the table', 
that is, to the established arrangements and structures of power in societies. 
Tabling means re-orienting power dynamics so that those who may be 
marginal in one setting become central figures in another. In church 
meetings, the 'table' may be the framework in which the pastor moderates 
discussion and various committees bring reports for consideration. Tabling 
in the context of Baptist churches could entail offering leadership to 
individuals and fellowships who, exercising the gifts bestowed on them by 
the Spirit, present a distinctive vision or a novel action. So, for example, a 
church member with a vision for a new ministry, instead of consulting with 
the pastor, deacons, or some committee that will then formulate a proposal, 
may be granted opportunity to moderate a church meeting herself with the 
goal of eliciting discussion and discernment about the church's mission. 

Conclusion 

The method of Baptist Congregationalism is democratic but not properly in 
the form espoused by liberalism. Centred on the promises of Christ rather 
than the presuppositions of the Enlightenment, this version of ecclesial 
politics testifies to a sacramental experience in which the gathered 
community is empowered by the Holy Spirit to discern the will of Christ 

70 Ibid., pp. 217-222. 
71 Ibid., p. 225. 
72 N.H. Maring and W.S. Hudson, A Baptist Manual of Polity and Practice, rev. ed. (Valley Forge, PA: 
The Judson Press, 1991), p. 59. 
73 Coles, Beyond Gated Politics, pp. 228-233. 
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within their context. Sacramental democracy shares certain affinities with 
the radical democracy of Romand Coles, whose insights on receptive 
generosity and its enabling arts may constructively inform the practice of 
the church meeting. The renewal of these convictions offer the hope that 
Baptist churches may be a sign and witness of what God accomplishes 
when his free people gather in the belief that, as they listen to one another, 
they will hear the Spirit speak afresh. 

Christopher Schelin is a doctoral student at IBTS. 
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