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There are five major principles that define us as Baptists. Some of you may have recently become Baptist and may be learning these principles for the first time; for others this is a reminder, a refresher course. The five great principles are the authority of the Bible, believers’ baptism, the priesthood of all believers, autonomy of the local church, and separation of church and state. Running through all of these principles is freedom. Baptists have insisted on freedom from any coercive force. That very freedom has made Baptists into a lively, feisty, and sometimes cantankerous people. 
Some of you have heard me tell the old story of the Quaker who couldn’t get his mule to plow the field. The mule was stubborn and would plant his feet in the field and refuse to budget. The Quaker farmer moved next to the mule’s ear and said in his friendly persuasion Quaker voice; “Thou knowest that I cannot smite thee. Thou knowest that I cannot curse thee. But I can sell thee to a Baptist who will!”’
Most of us Baptists are not gentle Quakers. But we are zealous defenders of our freedom and our right to be a free church. So today we move to the principle of autonomy. Every local Baptist church is autonomous. What does that mean? I want to speak now as the local church—in first person. So it will help if you will allow me to speak as the local church, THIS local church. 
I am your local Baptist church, and I want to commend to you the artist’s rendering of what my autonomy is all about (cover of bulletin). All of these circles represent unique, local, autonomous Baptist churches—which overlap because of our voluntary association with other churches.
As a Baptist church, my trademark is local autonomy. That means I am self-governing, and self-defining. I touch other circles, cooperate with other churches. But no higher ups, no bigger circles, can tell me what to do. My autonomy comes first and foremost from Jesus’ promise “Where two or three are gathered, I am with you.” This reality animates my life, our life, as church. What all of my members have in common is the faith statement “Jesus is Lord.” Jesus is our head and our heart.
This means that I want my life as church to be shaped by Jesus’ teachings, his compassion, and his courage. My purpose as a church is to continue the ministry of Jesus. My work is ministry. I exist to embody Jesus and his spirit of love, compassion, inclusiveness and non-violence. I continue Jesus’ ministry through the variety of gifts and call of the people who are my members.
Every Baptist church shapes its organization and its mission around the gifts and call of its members. That’s why we can never speak of THE Baptist church. There is no such thing. There are Baptist churches, associations, alliances, fellowships, and regions. As your Baptist church at Watts Street, I am by virtue of congregational vote a member of Yates Association, Alliance of Baptists, Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, and American Baptist Churches USA. 
But there is no central Baptist church, no controlling body, no hierarchy above us. We local churches voluntarily cooperate with each other; we pool our monies to support cooperative mission endeavors (just as with our church’s recent partnership with the South Main Baptist Church in Houston, to assist with their 48 evacuees from the New Orleans hurricane). We cooperate with other churches to support seminaries, like the Baptist House of Studies at Duke, hospitals, children’s homes, and other outreach efforts.
This cooperative spirit is made possible by our freedom. Every local Baptist church is free to chart its own course. Without this freedom we end up with a centralized denomination, where we are told to believe certain things (like an inerrant Bible, or we may be urged to support certain policies or officers of the federal government). But I as your local church am against coercion in any form. 
What are the contributions of this principle of local autonomy to my life as your local church? The greatest contribution is freedom. I am free to be truly self-governing.   Here is a listing of major decisions made by this church. Through this church I can decide (through my members) whether I will ordain women as ministers and deacons. (You did that many years ago.) I can decide whether we accept a person’s baptism from another Christian denomination. (You did that in the 1960’s.) I can decide whether I will cooperate with other Christian, Jewish and Muslim bodies, such as Durham Congregations in Action. (You’ve been members for many years.) I can decide to form a partnership with three African American churches in Walltown (1996). I can decide to forge a covenant with a Baptist church in Russia (1991). I can decide to have a written covenant that states my identity. And I can decide whether or not I will join other congregations, associations, and neighborhoods to work together to improve people’s lives through Durham CAN. (That vote will happen today at the church meeting.)
Today at the lunchtime church meeting, you will experience directly what it’s like to be an autonomous Baptist church, a self-governing congregation.
As an autonomous church, I can decide whether I will be Jumbo Baptist or Big Steeple Baptist, or Standard Brand Baptist or Alternative Baptist or Last Chance Baptist. (Some have said this is really what Watts Street Church is for them.) I cherish this freedom, this autonomy.
I believe that I make a mistake when I see myself first as an institution, turning to self-preservation, looking out only for ourselves. I am called to do as Jesus did---to give my life away. If I am committed to expressing the spirit of Jesus, then I will care about the quality of life of those who are poor. I will care whether our nation functions on a posture of excessive military might. I will care about people who are weak, who have no political power, who cannot speak for themselves---like the people who were left on rooftops in New Orleans after the recent hurricane. Why do I care about these people and their concerns? Because they were the concerns of Jesus---peace, justice, care for the poor, the “least of these.”  
These concerns should be clearly evident in our proposed 2006 church budget, which is primarily a faith statement. We will vote on that budget today at the church meeting.
I am your local church. I hope I’ve been clear that I’m sounding the trumpet for local autonomy. It’s a Baptist principle I cherish. For local autonomy makes possible your freedom to be Christ’s church on this corner of Watts and Urban. It provides you the freedom to be open to the spirit of Christ—to stand in solidarity with those who are oppressed or in need, to take risks for peace and reconciliation, to be a church for all people—Christ’s Body, Christ’s people, who find our nurture and grace as we gather at this sacred Table.
Thanks be to God. Amen.
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