






Thursday 13 August 2020


Dear President and Administrator along with all the members of the Baptist Union NLC

No one imagined that 2020 would turn out the way that it has.  With the pandemic closing many 
churches in our country, I’m sure this has added a new dimension to your ministry in the BU.  If 
new pressures and unique challenges have diverted the average pastor from their normal 
responsibilities, this must have been compounded for you.  Having said that, I want to pick up an 
ongoing discussion between the BNA and BU. 

It would be helpful especially for the newer members of the NLC to recount some of the history 
leading up to our concern:  At the March 2019 Baptist Union Executive meeting, the associations 
were informed in writing that, "Territorial Associations no longer exist" and that "Territorial 
Associations have been replaced by Regional Networks," ("Transitioning from an Association 
to a Regional Network: A guideline issued by the Executive," March 2019).  The Union Executive 
immediately moved on the 2018 Assembly decision by insisting on referring to the BNA as the 
‘BNN' in all its communication with the churches and Executive.  This was an unfortunate indication 
that the BU Executive had little concern for our own identity and the historic decisions that have 
been taken collectively by the churches at several hundreds of meetings of the BNA.  These 
actions were perceived as the BU issuing declarations and ‘rebranding’ our Association without any 
such decision by her members.  You can understand why this has been so surprising and highly 
disturbing.  Such decisions indicate that the BU Executive seems to be operating in a sphere far 
removed from what is defined in our Baptist Principles as congregationalism.

The BNA Executive had gained hope that the wording of the Baptist Union document which states 
that a network could operate “Where necessary via a constitution where this constitution ties the 
network inextricably to the BU” (Transitioning from Associations to Regional Networks 2) would be 
taken at face value.  When we met with yourselves, George Ngamlana and Stuart Cranna on 4 
February 2020 at Bean There, pointing out the wording, we were assured that our concerns 
regarding the loss of our constitution and our Statement of Belief would be taken forward and from 
this there seemed some glimmer of hope.

Three things have since transpired that highlight an intentionality of ensuring we cannot exist within 
the Baptist Union structures while retaining our Identity, Constitution and our Statement of Belief.

1. The wording of the minutes of the Baptist Union's National Leadership Committee dated 10-13 
March 2020 which read, "that to retain the necessary legal unity and consistency, Associations and 
Regional Networks of the BU should retain the 1924 Statement of Belief and should not adopt any 
Statement of Belief different to that of the Baptist Union” (point 9.1).  While this wording was the 
report of Prof Robert Vivian, it seems this was accepted on face value.  

It should be noted that no “necessary legal unity” remains from the BU’s side in terms of the BU 
Constitution as it has been drawn up and agreed to.  This unity remains in our constitution (BNA), 
however, we need clarity as to how to proceed.  Technically speaking, since the 2018 Assembly, no 
association is a member of the BU, which implies that the BNA must remove every mention of "the 
Baptist Union” from its own constitution. 
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2. It was to this end that we have repeatedly requested that this matter be resolved so that we 
should have clarity as to how to address the churches of the BNA on this matter.  Indeed it has 
been difficult to know how to speak to this matter at the BNA meetings because of this.  Thus, 
when I saw on the agenda of the meeting of the NLC set for 3 July 2020, the two items “New 
Structure Update” and “Statement of Faith,” I asked Colin if I could attend in order to hear and 
participate in the discussion, even though, I had resigned my seat on the NLC after the 2019 
Assembly.  He agreed.  It was once again affirmed by Eric Le Roux that, in his opinion (and as the 
one who has worked on the transitioning process for the associations, I assume his opinion is 
valued) every association must dissolve and give up it’s constitution and statement of belief in 
order to be recognised as a network of the BU.

3. It was then agreed that a meeting would take place, as I heard it, "in the next 4 weeks" with Prof 
Robert Vivian present so that the legality to which he refers could be tested, and so that he could 
speak to the structure and the way forward for associations/networks that seek to retain their 
constitution.  It has been now a day short of 6 weeks since this discussion and there has been no 
indication that the meeting is planned or set to take place. 

In my view, no-one now can rightly accuse the BNA of attempting to leave the Baptist Union, or of 
having engineered the discussion to bring this about.  Indeed, as some on the NLC members will 
recall, the BNA Executive repeatedly presented an alternative model as to the proposed structure 
of the future BU with place for every association or network in a federal system.  This was 
repeatedly rejected even though others suggested a similar model.  Some may, on the basis of 
this, accuse us of an attitude of “sour grapes”; that we didn’t get our way and therefore we are 
leaving.  This is not the case as many of our Executive voted for the structural change including 
me, thus showing our commitment to set aside our own plan to pursue that of the collective.  

What was a surprise for us was hearing at the first Executive meeting after the vote of the 2018 
Assembly, that every association no longer exists (supposedly) and that we need to re-apply for 
recognition but in order to do that, must meet certain criteria to be recognised as a Network of the 
Union.  We (BNA) have always been, since our establishment on 7 October 1891, an Association 
of churches, not a network of the Union.  We have been a member of the Baptist Union since the 
Assembly of 1897, but we are no longer.  How shall we now proceed?  It would be good to be able 
to advise our churches of the situation as it currently stands. 

Yours in Christ

Lance Laughton 
Area Co-ordinator 
Baptist Northern Association 
pastorlancel@gmail.com 
www.BaptistNorthernAssociation.org.za 
Skype: pastorlancel 
0824113255
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