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The Nainre) Desi'gn,. and Advantages of 
.Associations. 

THE. 

CIRCULAR tET'rElt 
MiNISTERS ::;;~~ESSE~'JE:~d_,, ""'~(c 

OF THE SEVE&.~L 

BAPTIST CHURCHES 
OF. THJi: 

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE ASSOCIATION, 
A11embled 11t NtJrtkampton, ·May 19, 20, _21. 

1812. 

Maintaining the lm portant doctrines of three eqmit perso'ns In th.­
God-head:· eternal and perso111LI election ; ori~inal sin ; parlicular re­
demption 1 free justification by the imp,uted righteousness of Christ; 
efficacious grace in rPgeneration ; the final p'erseverance of real be• 
lievel'i; the tesnrrection of the d<"ad 1 the future J•idgment; the eternal 
happiness of the rigbt~ous, and everluting misery nf such as die im•. 
penitent ; with the congregational order of the churches inviolably: , • 

To the several Churches they represent; 
lft'eeting at Loscoe, and Swanwick, Derbyshire; Stttton .. .tlshjield;· Col­

lingham, Newark-upon-Trent• and· Nottingham, Nottinghamshire; 
Burton-upon.,1'rent, Staffordshire; Sheepshead, Leicester, Sutton-in­
the-Elms, .tlrnsby, and Po:rton, teicesteJ'shfre; Oakham, Rutland; 
Spalding, Lincolnshire; GrettfTTI, Clipsfone, Guilsborough, Braunston, 
Walgrave, Kettering, Moulton; Road, Bu~brook, B,raybrook, and 
Norlhflf/IPton, Northamptonshiroe; Olney, Fermy-Str_otford, and Iving~ 
Aoe, Bucki~ham;;hire; Drmstable, and Lutofl, Bedfordsbire; and St • 
.Albans, HertfordshiTe." 

Grace be to you, and peace from God dur Father, and from 
JesuS Christ our Lord! 

'Pl';AR tlaETHREN, 
WE have the pleasure to· inform you.that we met 

in peace at the tlme and place appoint~ The in· 
telligence from the churches has been muclt-more en­
couraging than it was this year. • Our increase is but. 
small,. most of the churches, however, have pastors, 
and enjoy internal. tramjui'llity. 

,Agreeably to the promise which we made at our 
last annpal meeting, we this year undertake to ad­
dress you on the nature~ design, ami advanta~t's of 
associations. We do not recollect, that in any form~r 

* We regret to state that no lettten were receivPd from the cnurc .•,e! 
.at St. AI hans and Spalding, but we have learned thatour brother Cmpps, 
who for many ) Pars war pasw of the ehnrch at Spalding, ba~ thiw J<eti.C 
~iihed bi.i course.. 



Jetter your attention has been directed to this topic ; 
but notwithstanding its novelty, and the evident pro­
priety of your being well acquainted with the reasons 
why our churches are thus united, we do not hesitate 
to acknowledge, that in itself considered, this subject 
is by no means of the highest importance. If how., 
ever, we are unable, on this occasion, to afford you 
that substantial and practical instruction which has­
hitherto been communicated in the course of our an· 
nual addresses, we trust what is now advanced will not 
be wholly unprofitable. Before we proceed, it may 
not be improper to remark, that it is now almost fifty 
years since this association, called the "Northamp· 
tonshire Association," was first established, during 
which period it has been gradually on the increase. 
~everal excellent ministers, all of whom are now dead, 
being convinced that an institution of this kind was 
both desirable and practicable, h~l~ an introductoty 
meeting at Kettering. Oct. J 7, 1764, to take the sub­
ject into consideration, when it was unanimously re­
solved, that an annual association of the particular 
Eaptist Ministers and Churches in the alijacent counties1 
should be formed on the principles of christirmity. The 
substance of the articles agreed on at· this preparatory 
meeting, together with a lJersuasive letter, was sent to­
the neighbouring churches, inviting them to unite in 
ihe formation of such an association. With this in· 
vitation eig'l\t of them, it appears, readily complied. 
The first geheral meeting of the associated ministers 
and churches was held in the spring of the following 
year, viz. 1765-in 1768 the number of churches 
thus connafted was eleven; in 1772. fourteen; and 
though ad'cfitions were not made each successive year, 
they are now increased to thirtv-one. This brethren, 
is a summary account of the ri~e and progress of our 
association; and it is no slight argument in its favour, 

. that its existence is to be ascribed to the prayers,- dis· 
courses, and journies of certain individuals; who were 
the advocates and ornaments of the baptist de!_lomina­
tion, and to whose fidelity, zeal, fortitude, and per· 
&everance, u11der numerous difficulties and hardships, 
connected with the ministerial office, and the times in 
which they exercised it, many of you must attribute, 



under divine providence, the high advantage of a 
standing m:nistry, and christian fellowship in your 
.towns and villages4 

Many eventful and unf>'Xpected changes Jmve taken 
place within the laot fifty years, in the churches of 
Christ, which originally composed this connection. 
The dispensations of providence are c·mtinually throw­
ing light on the scriptures, and developing the human 
character; but in rPflecting on the paEt, we perceive 
-occasion to rejoice-; for notwithstanding all tl}e partial 
and temporary declensions of professors. amidst all the 
wars and revolutions which have aiHictcd our country, 
and desolated the world, the evertasting kingdom of 
Messiah has bren greatly and rap~dly extended. None 
of oar elder churches are extinct; many of them are 
now in a flounsbing state; from snme new churches 
have been formed; others have been raised in various 
parts of the united kingdom, where they had not 
'before existed ; a wide door has been opened to our 
Missionary brethren for the introduction of the gospel 
into Abia, where they are ~abouring with extraordinary 
diligence and success, and the exertions of the British 
and Forei!{n Bible Soci<'ty will distinguish the present 
as an illustrious em in the annals of the christian 
.church. · 

In expl:1ining the nature, and stating the objects of 
.our assoeiation, we desire it may be remembered, that 
they are' not political. We are not, ~nd never have 
been, a di:;leyal or revolutionary faction. We have 
not attempted to erect any nf',W, or to demolish any old 
administratiqn; we have neither checrished nor incul­
cated hostility against the civil and eccle~iastical polity 
of the nation. The advisers and promoters of our 
union had no \ntention of interfering with the legisla· 
tive or executive powers of the state ; and the public 
and quiet manner in which all our meetings have bee~ 
·held, and our concerf.ls conducted, through a series of 
great national difficulty and commotion, must have 
convinced, we conceive, evea. the !\Uspicious and il­
liberal, that our exertions and prosperity are neither 
prejudicial to the interests of our country, nor inimical 
to the political measures of its rulers. Whatever 
.ppinion we may entertain of public men and public 
measures, we do not 111~et to disc~s those opinions, or 
to agitate any questions connected' with the .affairs of 



~overnment ; and we take this opportunity or agaitl 
declariug, tbllt we are smcrrely attached to our excel .. 
lent constitution, and to the family on thr tlJrone~ by 
whom we are .prn.tecte4 jn the enjoyment of our civil 
;,tnd religious liberty. 

F1,1.rtber; It is not designed that this associatjon 
should embrace any objects whatever of a secular 
nature. As voluntary members of civil society, we 
pan not be supposed to doubt or depreciate the practical 
utility of civil associations. There appears to be in all 
~reatures, throughout the different gradations and 
modes of their existence, an actiVf•, soci!!-l principle, 
~hich adm.irably and powerfully dispol>es them to form 
:various co.Qnc.ct10ns with each other; and whil<' man 
is pre-eminent f01 tl)e posse~>sion of this social ten­
dency, b,e is capab\e l;lcyond all other creatures of 
tlU'ning it to va~uable pur.po.ses. He has the power of 
forming extensive, intimate, l),ijc) bendiciul a1liances 
wit;h his fellow men. That natural propensity to union 
which is disco;vered by peJsons de;vote,d to the same 
profession Ol' studies, is not to pe vic:wed a,s dangerous 
or criminal, ~n all cases where the it•terests of reli~ion 
cu;e uot direclly proposed to be advanced. (;ollecit.ons 
of men, whose object in uniting has bt'en the improv~­
illleRt of agriculture, t.he extension of commerce, ot 
.the cultivation of tbc ~i.heral arts, have, by the concen­
tr:atiOJ,J ~;>f tQ.eir wisdom and .efforts, not only enricJJ,e4 
and di11tinguished thernselv_es, but ,contributed to tb.e 
temporal prosperity of the c_ommunity, and conferred 
lasting blessings OJJ p«;>sterity, J;lut w bile the agricul. 
turist, the merc.hant~ and the philosopher, enrich, 
enlighten, and polis I, society, it is mo~ in .unison with 
the nature of .o,ur association, aQd more c.ongenial- to 
.our l.¥tbits ru1d tastes as christians, to watch ov.e:r anq 
peaceably extenc:J tbe kingdom of our l) i esse~ Re­
deemer, to Ul~e .aU the means in our power to facilitate 
the conversion of sinners, .to give p,ublicity and in.-
1Juence to the grand pri.ociples w~ have embraced; and 
by discharging all those re_ciprocal offices of peace, 
.charity, and consolation, ~n which the essence, evi­
~enct>, ancl practke of pers<;)na,l piely c.onsists, to emu­
late each other in love and e;ood works. 

On such an occasion as the present, it .seems proper 
i11so .(9 ,f\V<?.W ~hat be con~titution of this associ~tiQij. 

/ 

) 
I 
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does not in the smallrst degree interfere with tl1e in· 
dependance of such churches as compose it. An epis• 
co pal con vocation, .l1'f presbyterian synod, is both in its 
principle and operation totally different from our as. 
sembly. Our churches are not more indepcndant of 
the ~>tate than they are of each other. The ministers 
and messengers, when collected, poss~ss no accumu Ia• 
tioa of power, they impose no articles of fitith, exer­
cise no chu rch discipline, confer no dignities, nomi­
nate to no church offices. The power of excluding-, of 
censuring, or of restoring any member of the churches, 
does not reside in this body. The pa~tors and repre• 
.Bentatives of those societies, which, owing to situation, 
numbers, opuleuct", gifts, 'and other adveutitious cir· 
cumstanccs, acquire a sort of sttperiority in 1he deno. 
mination, have, in this meeting, no dominion over the 
brethren belonging to the smallest society. We all 
meet as equals, as the children of one parent, or nil 
fellow ser ,vants of o11e master, even Christ, who is the 
sovereil!;n and the saviour of his church, 

Our connexion with each other is religious, and in. 
tended to instruct and establish us in the unity ~md 
communion of saints. B trt while the mt'mbers of this 
association disclaim all ideas of invatling the libertiei 
and privil~ges of the churches-while they maintnin 
,and propagate the doctrine, that each church has full 
power to go \ ern its own members, and to manage all 
its temporal and spiritual concerns, without makin"" 
appeals, or rendering account to any~while, from reli': 
gious principle as much as from motives of prudence 
and delicacy, they are never forward to intermeddle 
with those unhappy contentions which too often dis• 
turb, divide, and dishonour all classes of christians­
in some cases of difficulty and trouble they have been 
prevailed on to give their counsel and assista nee, and 
there have been instnnces in which their efforts to re .. 
vive declining interests, to prevent or repair breaches, 
to remove jealousies, to cool animosities, and to con• 
ciliate advcr~e parties, have been crowned with sue .. 
cess. 

In referring more directly to the objects and advA.n· . 
tages which were proposed to be obtained in forrniug 
this association, it is necessary to recollect, that beforll 



this annual meeting was fixed, there was 110 general 
meeting at which tbc different ministers had personal 
intercourse. The churches being fewer in number, 
inferior in respectability, more widely dispersed, more 
confined to obscure places, and the facilities and prac­
tice of tra veiling being less thnn at the present time, 
the ministers saw each other but selclom, had not the 
benefit of each other's conversation, counsels, and ser-

.. vices, knew but little of each other's experience as 
christiaus, or of their labours; trials, and successes as 
ministers. In short, though devoted to the same honor­
able and holy employment, though found in the same 
cluss of protestant dissenters, though similar to each 
olhcr in articles of faith and mode~ of worship, th-ey 

·'bad adopted no specific means of ascertaining, uniting, 
and rendering more efficient, their resou.rces. To ob­
viate these inconveniences, to supply in some measure 
these deficiencies, it was judged expeu iPnt, as we 
stated at the beginning of our letter, to form an asso• 
ciation, which l->hould at once secure to the ministers, 
and to such chri,tian friends 01s could avail themselves 
oftbe ltme and place of meeting, a per~onal interview, 
promote a more particular and geuerous attachment 
among~t them, and throw light on the state of religion 
in their respective churehes. 

·By the letters which are sent from the various 
churches, containing, as is gennally known, a ca •• did 
account of the Jlh)st important changes \\-lllch have 
occurred during the precedmg year, we have al~tays 
been furni~hed with materials ti1r prayer and praise, 
for deep reflection; humiliation, and renewed exr'ftions; 
the tears of sorrow and of juy have been ofkri shed, 
the accents of grateful triulllph, and of humhle sup­
plication have been often uttered with peculiar f(wling 
and effect on this occasion; we have enlarged our 
mutual sympathies, we have recognized a kinor, d ~pirit, 
wehave ·lamented our irnperft'ctions, real1zed our obli­
gations and the ground of dcprndancc afresh ; and by 
participating in the same Jwpes and fears, we have 
made each other's happiness and di:.tresses our own, 
and drawn more clos<?ly the bond of uur union. 

1'be public religious exercise's connected with the as­
socia1ion ought not to be passed over unnoticed, when 
we are,enumerating its advantages. We are not disposed 
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to assert the absolute necessity of these services, to ex· 
aggerate their utility, to overrate the quantity of gooJ 
they produce, or even to deny or conceal tl10sc trilling 
inconveniences with which they are attl'ncl<'d. We 
know that the regular times app.ointed for pnbli.c wor­
ship are numerous, and that th1s meeting- C[lll he at­
tended by a small minority only of HJC persons to whom 
it is supposed to be peculiarly i11tc•resting; bnt we 
think it is impossible for ch.·isiians to come together, 
actuated b_v the pure desire of glorifying- God and edify­
ing c:.1ch other, without receiving and imparting b!"nc­
fit. Did not Jehovah faithfully promi5e, even before 
the erection of the first temple, "In all places where 
1 n·conl my name, I will come nnto thee, and will 
bless thee?" And have we not in many places been 
l10noured by his !!_'racious presence, and supplied by 
ihe bles>ings of his goodness? 13esicles, it is by com­
munion in worshil? t iwt the christian aflections arc 
exercised and cnlarg·ed, tbe nature of christian equality 
i!lustra1cd, and tlwse tender relations in which believers 
stand to each ot!H·r, nnd to their common Saviour, 
powerfully p resented to our remc·mbrance. By the 
act of social prayer and praise, our best desires ancl 
kindest thoug-hrs arc 1lrawn forth towards each other, 
and towards the human race; while with earnestness 
humility, and devotion, we recommend each other 
to the d ivine compahsion, we excite and cht•rish our 
own; while we implore his help, we feel more dis­
posed to help each other; ami after having solemnly 
intreateJ his pnrticular care and regard to his church, 
we feel an additional inducement to promote its pros­
perity. Nor would we forget, that on thew public 
occas_ions,ourauditory is composed of various descrip­
tions of ht>arers, some of whom are attracted by the 
novelty of the servicf', the celebrity of thf' preacher, 
or the vague hope of amusement. Many of these arc 
destitute of the ]wow ledge of God, "Walking in the 
vanity of their mind, having the understanding dark­
ened, being alienated from the life of God throu~-h 
tlJC ignorance that is in them, because of the blindn~·ss 
of their heart." To such we have, by tl.1e ministry of 
the word, the sacred opportunity of giving- t1rnely 
warning of danger, of teaching them in all wisdom, 

_J 

I 
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that we may present them perfect in Christ Jesu-s. Nor 
can it be supposed that the seed of the word has been 
always scattered _in vain on this unpromising soil, in 
some instances the dews of heaven have descended, 
C<lusing it to spring up, and bring forth fruit u11to 
everlasting life. To drop the metaphor, some passage 
has bet'n imprinted on the memory, some convictions 
revived anrl fastened on the mind, which haye issued 
in prayer, and genuine conversion • 
. As, however, some of the advantages already men­

boned are somewhat local and accidental, we would 
further remark, that associations encourage and widely 
circulate the spirit of exertion. This is a principal 
and permanent advantage flowing from them. It is an 
observation that has often been made by writers of . 
ecclesiastical history, that associations aud the spirit 
of religion have kept pace with ench other. Of this 
we are certain, that in those periods where there has 
been the least disposition among Christians to unite 
and co-operate, the cause of Christ has always been in 
a declining stat(' , Associations are become so common, 
and they have so long exerted an insensible influence 
upon our chnrches, that it IS difficult to ascertain the 
precise deg-ree of good of which they have been pro­
dq.ctive. They have silently operated upon the minds, 
not only of the ministers, and by means of them, 
upon the people, but by the interesting scene which 
they exhibit in the different places where we assemble, 
by the discourses which have been delivered, and by 
the letters which have been circulated, they have been 
instrumental in the promotion of that christian spirit 
and temper which are conspicuous in many of our 
memben. The character of many of the pious youth 
amongst us has been formed, since this association has 
been instituted, and it is impossible to say to what ex­
tent it has eucouraged love and zeal, liberality and 
public spirit. On this subject, however, we are not 
left merely to conjecture.-About ten years after this 
association was constituted, a fund was established 
which deserves to be noticed, not only on account of 
the excellent purposes for which it was formed, but 
because it affords the clearest evidence that Christians 
at length became aware of the importance of united 
efforts. The valuable objects which this fund was in .. 

l 



.tended to effect "'ere, to afford necessary aid to in· 
terests newly raised-to encourage village preaching 
-to defray the expense~ of ministers, occasionally sup­
plying poor and destitute churches, or visiting them 
by the direction of the association, and especially, 
to alleviate the wants of necessitous and aged ministers. 
The voluntary contributions of the churches have ena­
bled the a~sociation to accomplish, in some degree, 
these designs ; and we trust that y6ur future generosity 
will render this fund a still more exteusive blessing. 

But were there no otl1er argument in our favour, 
the single fact would be sufficient, that those monthly 
meetings for prayer which Christians of every name 
agree to encourage, owe their origin t.o the suggestion 
of this association. That such united addresses to 
the throne of grace would be extremely desirable, 
llad doubtless occurred to IJiany a pious mind, but 
_until Chr:istians had these opportunities of disclosing 
to each otber their feelings and desires, individuals 
could only sigh in secret, and scarcely hope to realize 
their wi:;he:s. But since tbe measure, proposed by a 
a few individuals, has been so generally adopted, since 
month after month, thousands of the people of God 
,appear in his presence to supplicate for one grand 
object, we are taught that when Christians agree ta 
co-operate, their expectations can scarcely be too 
sanguine.. Now from the four quarters of the globe, 
the ardent petitions of the saints ascend like clouds 
of grateful incf'nse, and mingle together in the temple 
above. Fr6m this what have we reason to anticipate? 
The prayers and t.he efforts of individuals are powerful, 
but now the hosts of God are assembled, the powers 
of.dark.ness are our enemies, u,UJ~ ~· ie:s aml tt'ars are our 
weapons, and w~ have directed against the fortresses 
of Satan a mighty engine, which will ere long level 
them with the ground. But in ~ order to do justice to 
our subject, we must form to ourselves an imaginary 
picture; we must endeavour to obtain an idea of what 
:would now have been the state of our churches, of 
}Vhat would now have been the feelings of our ministers, 
nad associations never existed. Good men, it is true, 
would have continued their labours, but these labours, 
,.comparatively speaking, ~ould have been u~pleasant, 
.they would have acted w1th that energy wh1ch grace 



communicates, but they would have been destitute of 
that ~Jliril. which all men feel when surrounded by 
associates m labour. Separated from each other, and 
ignorant ot t.lw state of 1 he religious world, they would 
have been in danger of that contraction of mind which 
induces us to idrntify thr great cause of God with 
our own litlle interrsts. Their joys bemg confined to 
themsrhres, would havr been l~ss interesting, and their 
:sorrows, for want of the sympathies of their brethren, 
would have become more overwhelming. But now, 
while attending to their arduous duties, they can anti­
cipate with plea&ure a meeting with their f:iends, when 
f!uccess will be sweetened by co'ngratulation, or trials 
w•ll be softened by kmdner,s. The ministers and 
,JUes~;engers return to their respective spheres of exer­
tion, and diffuse among the churches that spirit which 
the public services they have enjoyed were calculated 
to inspire. New subj<'cts are afforded for conversation 
and prayrr, and they are encouraged to meditate new 
Jllans of usefulness, which at their next annual meeting 
they may propose to their brethren. 

'.f.bus we have briefly enumerated a few of the prin­
_cipal advantages to be derivrd from associations; but 
before we conclude, permit us to observe, that these ad­
mirable in&titutions, like every thing human, are liable 
to abuse: they may cher'sh indolence, they may foster 
.a spirit of curio~ity, 1h"y may dissipate the mind. 
They are probably attended by some, we should hope 
.the number is small, not as the p1eans of improving 
their christian graces, but-as a~ind of sanctioned reli­
~ious amu~ement, at ''hich they may meet their gay 
eom panioJis, or indulge in vanity. by the exhibition 
ofthemsdves. Against this stat.e of mind. we would 
.most affectionately intn•at. the younger members of our 
soc.ieties to be on .t~eir guard, and to maintni~ such de~p 
-senous.Qess of sp1nt, and such ardent. devotion, as will 
'en.der an attendance upon these assemblies .not only free 
.f.rom dang~r, but conducive to the everlasting welfare 
of the soul. It is possible, let it ever be recollected,~ 
be ·frequently seen amongst the worshippers of G~ 
below, or even to act a conspicuous part in their most 
solemn services, and yet at last to be excluded frow 
the grand association of saints an,d angels ~bo:ve. 

S.igned in behalf of the Association, 
JOHN SUTCLIFF, MoDERAToR. 

'I 
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BR'.EVIATES. 

Tuesilay evening, vi. Brother Blundel, pastor of · 
the church where the association assembled, enb<aged in 
pra~er; brother Sutclijf. was chosen Moder-ator ; the 
Letters from th_e churches were read ; and brother 
Wheeler concluded in prayer. 

Wednesday morning, vi. Met foipr"ayer. Brethren 
Burton, Knowles, Franks, Sumpter; Davies, and 
Burditt, engaged. 

half past x. Assembled for 
publ'ic worship. Brother It/iller began with prayer, 
and brother Daniels of Luton preached from CoL iii. 
4. Wizen Christ, who is our life shall a'[Jfiear, tlun 
shall ye also appear with him in glory. Brother Jm·­
'Vis prayed~ brother Jarman of Nottingham preached · 
from John v. 22, 23. For the Father judgeth no 
man; but hath committed all }ttdgment unto the Son; 
That all men should honour the Son 1 ~::ven as they 
honour the Father. He that honO'I.tTeth not the Son, 
ltoniJureth not the Father which hath sent kim. Bro­
ther . H~ighton concluded in prayer. 

------evening, vi. Met again, when brother 
Nichols prayed; brother Franklin of Coventry preach­
ed ftom Jer. viii. 22. Is the1·e no · balm in Gilead; 
is there no physician there ? why _thim -is not tlze 
ltealtlt of the daughter of my people .recopered ,'2 and 
brother E4monds closed with prayer •. 

.After the evening service, the niiuisters and mes.sen• 
gers retired into- the Vestry to :.:ead the ·t;ircular Letter, 
wri~en by brothe1 Blundel, which was -approved. 

Thursday morninft, vi. Aftet singing and prayer, 
._several of the ministei·s relate<i tb.eir_ expeneuce; brother 
Norman concluded in prayer; and the association pro• 
ceeded to settle the business of th~ Fund. Agreed that 
the next as!!ociation be held at Kettering ; brethren 
Ander ·on and Hall .to preach.---Put up at the White 
Hart. 

The Letter for next year to be on Reading tlte Scrip­
tures: brother Sutclqf to write it.-The Moderator 
dosed the association with prayer. , 



State of the Clturekes since the last Association. 

CHURCHES. 
. . 

Arnsby - - - -
Braunstone - - -
Braybrook- - -
Bugbrook - - -
Burton on Trent -
c ·Hpstone- - -
Collingbam - - -
Dunstable - - -
Fenny Stratfo·rd .. 
Foxton - - - .. 
Gretton - - - -
Guilsborougb· - -
vingboe - -. -

Kettering - - .; 

eicester - - -
oscoe - - - -
uton ..; - - -
oulton- - - -
ewark - - - -
orthampton - -
attingbam - -
akbam .. - - -
laey - - - -
oad - - - -
heepsbea:d • - -
palding - - - -
wanwick - - -
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