
Others don’t seem to realize 
that their presence is very impor-
tant in order to carry on the busi-
ness at hand.  Oftentimes meetings 
need to be cancelled or postponed 
because there is not a quorum.  

In retrospect, the work of rep-
resentation in the Baptist Church is 
not much different than the work 
of representation in the U.S. Con-
gress.  People choose a person to 
go to Washington, D.C., and ex-
press their opinions through vote 
or voice to make decisions that 
will best maximize the well-being 
of the constituency. 

Those in Congress do take 
opinions of their constituents into 
consideration when voting, but 
nobody can dictate to them how to 
vote.  If they don’t do a good job, 
then they may not get reelected the 
next time. 

It would be wonderful if Chris-
tians took this work so seriously 
that they campaigned for it.  Our 
denominational life is at stake 
here; we need the most faithful in 
our churches to step up and take 
charge for the benefit of us all. 

Baptists are characterized, 
among other things, by their de-
mocratic style of governance.  This 
is easy for us to understand in a 
country that has taken democracy 
so seriously throughout its history.  
In this issue we address different 
aspects of the work of representa-
tion among Baptists. 

First of all we must have an 
understanding of the concept of 
representation.  The idea of repre-
senting others is difficult for us 
because, traditionally, where there 
are three Baptists there are five 
different opinions.  The question, 
then, is what does it mean to repre-
sent? 

We must accept the fact that 
we always express only our own 
opinion on public matters.  We can 
represent others because those 
others have bestowed upon us the 
trust that we will express our con-
victions for the good of the whole. 

When our churches send us to 
represent them at regional or na-
tional business meetings, where we 
have to vote or speak on issues, 
they don’t tell us how to vote or 
speak.  We have freedom to do it 
according to our own conscience – 
that’s what we call soul liberty.  
They trust that we will make the 
best choices possible for the wel-
fare of the church family. 

Specifically speaking, the 
work of representation among 
Baptists has to do with being sent 
as delegates to different denomina-
tional functions that require mak-
ing decisions on behalf of all. 

When a serious conversation 
takes place that imports conse-
quences that will affect the future 

of the church or region, congrega-
tions call upon faithful people and 
send them to special meetings so 
they can express themselves. 

Sometimes delegates are sent 
to local meetings; sometimes they 
are required to travel great dis-
tances.  On occasion, delegates just 
participate in one meeting; at other 
times, they have an ongoing job 
for a certain amount of time. 

Delegates are expected to be 
responsible and reliable people 
who believe that what they are 
doing is worth it.  Part of their 
charge is to read materials in ad-
vance of meetings (when appropri-
ate) in order to be ready to express 
opinions through votes or other 
required means. 

It is desirable that delegates 
report back to their constituents 
about the circumstances of the 
larger organization.  What are the 
issues at hand?  What processes 
are being followed?  What is to be 
expected in the future? 

The representative is a link of 
the local church to the regional or 
national body.  Members of con-
gregations could not have a more 
direct relation to the denomina-
tional family than what they have 
through their representative or 
delegate. 

Through many years of de-
nominational work some of us 
have observed the fact that on 
occasion delegates do not value 
their positions as they should.  
Some of them don’t vote when it is 
time to vote because they have not 
read materials or asked appropriate 
questions in order to fully under-
stand what is at stake. 
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Based upon our      
commitment to Jesus, 
the Christ and the  
leading of the Holy 
Spirit , we, the     
American Baptist 
Churches of Rhode 
Island, exist to resource 
our people and to   
engage in Christ-
centered  
ministries by  
promoting and  
building healthy  
pastors and healthy 
churches to bring the 
whole gospel to the 
whole world. 
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ABCORI delegates should be 
chosen by their churches at their 
annual business meetings.  
Churches should follow their 
bylaws in order to decide the 
length of the terms delegates will 
fulfill. 

After voting for their dele-
gates to ABCORI, churches 
should notify the ABCORI of-
fice of their names and contact 
information.  This practice 
would allow ABCORI to com-
municate with those delegates in 
advance of the business meet-
ings, for the purpose of relaying 
necessary information ahead of 
time. 

ABCORI holds its Annual 
Business Meeting every first 
Monday of March, in the eve-
ning.  A financial report of the 
organization is presented at this 
meeting, along with a proposed 
budget for the current year. The 
budget needs to be voted on in 
order to become effective.  This 

is a very important function of 
delegates, particularly in these 
times of economic downturn. 

We also need to vote for new 
leaders every year.  A slate of 
officers is presented to the dele-
gates, but names to be consid-
ered can also come from the 
floor. 

Other issues may require a 
vote of the delegates. It would be 
very helpful to know in advance 
who those delegates are so we 
can send them information prior 
to the meeting. 

One more aspect which be-
gins in 2011, will be a return to 
considering statements of con-
cern.  This consists in introduc-
ing an important issue to the 
delegates and opening the floor 
for debate.  After the allotted 
time for consideration, a vote is 
taken. If the resolution passes, 
that means we have a position on 
the issue.  However, these reso-
lutions are not binding for the 

individual congregations due to 
the autonomy of the local 
church. 

Although many people con-
sider that business meetings are 
boring, in recent years ABCORI 
has experienced great excitement 
at these meetings.  We have 
voted on a new structure for the 
organization, have received new 
churches, and have been able to 
monitor the progress of our fi-
nancial situation during these 
difficult times. 

All our ABCORI meetings 
are open to the public; however, 
only delegates can vote at busi-
ness meetings.  On the other 
hand, the Annual Gathering is 
for everyone and not only for 
delegates.  We would like to see 
whole churches attending and 
participating in them. 
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American Baptists 
acknowledge that 
God’s family extends 
beyond our 
local churches and that 
God calls us to 
cooperative ministries. 

goals and objectives for the 
Denomination. 
· Determine the 
membership of the ABC/
USA or the Denomination in 
national and international 
religious bodies and elect or 
appoint the representatives or 
delegates of the ABC/USA or 
the Denomination to such 
bodies in accordance with 
these Bylaws and Standing 
Rules. 
· Elect or appoint certain 
officers of the ABC/USA and 
members or officers of 
certain committees and 
commissions of the ABC/
USA and of the General 
Board and other bodies, all in 
the manner and as provided 
in these Bylaws and the 
Standing Rules. 
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The American Baptist 
Churches USA are 
organized in such a way that 
they have a General Board 
made up of representatives 
from all our regions. 

 
The General Board shall 

manage the affairs of the 
ABC/USA and, among other 
things: 
· Give general oversight 
and direction to the life and 
mission of the 
Denomination and serve as 
the legislative body of the 
ABC/USA. 
· Set policy in the areas 
of program functions, 
planning, coordination and 
evaluation, and with the 
National and Regional 
Boards, adopt common 

· Receive and review 
annually reports of the 
proceedings and work of the 
corporations managed by the 
National Boards. 
· Budget and appropriate 
funds of the ABC/USA 
necessary for the operation 
thereof. 
 

At the next Biennial 
gathering, American Baptists 
will vote for a new structure 
that will reduce the number 
of delegates to the General 
Board and change its name to 
Board of General Ministries. 

ABCORI’s representatives 
to the General Board are the 
Rev. Jonathan Malone, pastor 
of East Greenwich Baptist 
Church, and Mr. Antonio 
Lombardi, member of Church 
of the Master. 



One very important func-
tion of a church delegate is to 
participate in ordination 
councils.  In RI we seem to 
have several councils a year. 
Ordination candidates, after 
completing their preliminary 
work with the Standing Com-
mittee on Ordained Ministry 
(SCOM) of ABCORI, need 
to be examined by a council 
of sister churches.  Both 
clergy and lay people consti-
tute an ordination council. 

The task of approving can-
didates for the holy ministry 
is extremely important.  It is 
a good idea for churches to 
have designated delegates to 
attend these councils, instead 
of naming them right before 
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nature.  In years past we had 
to deal with the disfellow-
shipping of churches, ethical 
issues, decline of our congre-
gations, and even the separa-
tion of one of our regions. 

For all these reasons it is 
very important to do a good 
job when being sent as a 
delegate to a Biennial. 

If you know that you are 
going to attend a Biennial 
and you wish to be a dele-
gate, talk to your pastor about 
it. 

If your church wants to 
send someone as a delegate 
to a Biennial, they may need 
to help with the expenses of 
that individual. 

Once you know you are a 
delegate, make sure you re-
ceive all the materials you 
will need.  You are supposed 
to get a confirmation of your 
registration, a copy of the 

resolutions to be voted, all 
the proper reports, and what-
ever documentation you will 
need in order to make       
informed decisions at the 
Biennial. 

Next year, in June, all the 
delegates will gather in San 
Juan, Puerto Rico, to vote for 
our new structure.  In 2009 
this structure did not pass, but 
some changes were made and 
it will come back to the 2011 
business session.  It will be 
the responsibility of the dele-
gates to understand those 
changes, so they will ask all 
the pertinent questions and 
cast their votes accordingly. 

Let us show our commit-
ment to the larger denomina-
tional family and represent 
our churches and the State of 
Rhode Island with dignity. 

Every two years the 
American Baptist family gets 
together in a different part of 
the country and/or Puerto 
Rico.  These meetings are 
great. And, if you know peo-
ple from different places, it’s 
like a family reunion! 

There is always a great 
program at a Biennial.  Won-
derful music, excellent 
preachers, incredible learning 
opportunities, and fabulous 
meals are just some of the 
highlights at every single one 
of these events. 

During Biennials there 
are also times when we must 
take care of business.  As 
with any church’s business 
meeting, there are financial 
reports, election of officers, 
and statements of concern. 

There can also be some 
special business that in some 
cases is very controversial in 
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Representing our 
church or our region 
at a Biennial meeting 

is a great 
responsibility. 

Whenever you are chosen by 
the church to participate in a 
committee or task force with a 
special purpose, you are called 
to exert a responsibility on be-
half of the rest of the people. 

In a democratic system, we 
exercise participation through 
representation.  In other words, 
the other people may not know 
the inside details of the work 
that is being done, but they are 
at the table inasmuch as you are 
at the table. 

If you belong to a particular 
group with a specific task, you 
need to be there and assume 
your role faithfully. 

an ordination council takes 
place.  That way ABCORI 
can send them the ordination 
paper in advance of the coun-
cil date. 

When delegates are famil-
iar with the ordination paper 
before the council begins, 
they may be better prepared 
to ask pertinent questions at 
the council. 

The ordination paper is a 
statement of faith made by 
the candidate for ordination. 
The first part of this paper 
consists of a narrative of the 
candidate’s faith journey: his 
or her experience of Christ 
and calling to the ministry.  
The second part, a theological 
statement, contains the most 

important points of Christian 
doctrine. 

Ordination councils take a 
vote which can decide one of 
the three following things: 
1.  To advise the local church 
to proceed with the ordina-
tion. 
2.  To advise the local church 
to postpone the ordination. 
3.  To advise the local church 
not to ordain the candidate at 
all. 

The decision to ordain the 
candidate always remains 
with the local church.  If the 
ordination council recom-
mends not to ordain and the 
church proceeds anyway, 
then the ordination is only 
valid for that congregation. 
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The American Baptist Churches of 
Rhode Island want to have an ABCORI 
Advocate in every church.  An Advo-
cate is like a missionary of ABCORI in 
the congregation - somebody to be a 
liaison between ABCORI and the local 
church. 

These Advocates will have a double 
function: On the one hand, they will 
make sure that the congregation is 
aware of everything ABCORI is doing.  
They will disseminate information 
about events, programs, and opportuni-
ties to their pastors and the members of 
their congregations. 

On the other hand, they will let AB-
CORI know about the needs and wants 
of the people in the local church.  This 
will allow our staff and ministry teams 
to take the pulse of the region and serve 
our churches better. 

We will be recruiting church mem-
bers through this effort.  We will make 
sure that they are in good standing with 
their congregations; we will discuss this 
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with the pastors, and we will design a 
program that is both exciting and ful-
filling. 

The next step will be training.  We 
will offer appropriate training to these 
special volunteers so they will feel con-
fident that they are able to do what is 
expected of them.  Part of that training 
will consist of public speaking, discern-
ing different kinds of issues, segment-
ing target populations, and the art of 
motivation. 

Finally, we will offer ample support 
to these Advocates.  They will have 
access to our office staff and regional 
leadership whenever they have any kind 
of question or suggestion. There will be 
special meetings of Advocates where 
they will be able to share their experi-
ences. They will also have an opportu-
nity to develop their own way of doing 
this ministry. 

Many years ago, the Board of Inter-
national Ministries of ABCUSA devel-
oped what they called Mission  

Advocates.  These people went to their 
churches and stood up in front of their 
congregations to promote missions.  In 
our little region we need your help to 
do just that: share with others the great 
things that God is doing in our midst. 

If you are interested in becoming an 
ABCORI Advocate, talk to Liliana or 
Sandy or any member of the Board of 
Ministries. 


