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The first Baptist churches began as dissenting communions that set themselves over and against the prevailing religious establishments of their day.  There were Biblicists, jettisoning those theological and doctrinal ideas that in their view could not be supported by Scripture.  Born of Puritanism, they brought together numerous dogmas that were present in 17th-century Protestantism, uniting them in peculiarly Baptist ways and often delineating these beliefs in confessions of faith.  Yet their concern for conscience, their emphasis on individual conversion, their mistrust of “hierarchies,” and the centrality of their congregational polity made Baptists a Peoples’ Movement in which division was imminently possible.  

Baptists were “deep water” Christians, with a mode of baptism (immersion) that was the most distinctive outward and visible sign of their theological and ecclesial identity.  Their popularity amid the social and economic underclass often brought derision upon them from critics inside and outside.  Likewise, their internal divisions were not lost on their critics.  Observing Baptist practices in 18th-century America, Anglican clergyman Charles Woodmason wrote scornfully:  “They don’t all agree in one Tune.  For one sings this Doctrine and the next something different….”
At the beginning of the 21st century, Baptist movements worldwide reflect both a similarity and diversity not unlike that of their early forebears.  Many of the distinctive characteristics manifested in the earliest Baptist churches remain present, in varying degrees, among contemporary Baptists.  Biblical authority and liberty of conscience, regenerate church membership and immersion baptism, local autonomy and associational cooperation, the priesthood of the laity and the ordination of ministers, as well as support for religious freedom amid loyalty to the state, are apparent in various Baptist communions throughout the world.
The Baptist World Alliance with its extensive international membership illustrates that Baptist groups can work and worship together in a variety of ways.  Yet as an essentially sectarian movement worldwide, Baptists still “don’t all agree in one Tune.”  Debates continue as to what constitutes a genuine – even orthodox – Baptist perspective.  Divisions continue.  
While comprehensive membership statistics are difficult to calculate, by the year 2000, there were upwards of 45 million Baptists spread throughout the world, with more than 30 million in the United States.  In Africa and certain areas of Asia, however, growth seems steady and substantial.

Globalism – the development of a worldwide nexus of cultures, economics, religions, mobility, and media – has created new opportunities for contact and cooperation among groups.  Increased opportunities for travel have enhanced the possibility for mission-oriented Baptists, both laity and clergy, to have firsthand short- or long-term experiences on previous “foreign” fields.

Globalism has extended the boundaries of religious pluralism, increasing the presence and proximity of Christians and non-Christians across the globe.  Baptist response to pluralism is certainly nothing new.  In their call for religious liberty, not mere toleration from establishments political or religious, early Baptists in England and America anticipated pluralism as did few other 17th-century religionists.  Contemporary religious pluralism means that beliefs previously foreign to particular countries and locals have been increasingly present next door.  

Twenty-first century Baptists also confront a changing ethos in many of their own communions.  In certain parts of the world, Baptist churches and individuals have been greatly influenced by the Pentecostal or Charismatic movements.  In many regions, Baptists continue to divide over such issues as the role of women in ministry, the nature of biblical inspiration, the ordination of homosexuals, the content of Christian higher education and the quality of racial and ethnic relationships.

Amid these differences, however, there are ideals and emphases that seem endemic to Baptist individuality. They include:

· God is the Creator of life and the object of faith.

· Jesus Christ, the living Word of God, is the Savior of the world.

· The Bible is the written Word of God.
· Faith in Jesus Christ is both personal and communal.

· Baptism in “deep water” dramatically portrays the union of believers with Christ and the Church.

· The Lord’s Supper is a powerful symbol of Christ’s continuing presence with the individual and the community of faith.

· God alone is judge of conscience.

· The people can be trusted to interpret Scripture aright…in the context of Christian community...under the guidance of Holy spirit.

· Doctrines can and should be articulated by communities of faith.

· Dissent is a worthy and dangerous pursuit.

· Ideas are worth debating, even when they divide communities

· There are many ways to be Baptist and many Baptist stories to be claimed.

· Being Baptist is messy, controversial and divisive.
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