Baptist History
Lesson 15
I) Beginnings of the General Association

W.A. Clark was born in 1844. He joined a Baptist Church in 1867. He was ordained in 1872. He attended Baptist Theological Seminary in Chicago. He pastored several churches in Indiana, Arkansas and California. He was editor of the Arkansas Baptist from 1889-1905.

Just before his death, Clark published an article named “Reminiscences” for The Baptist and Commoner. He was proving that he was against practices and abuses of the convention system for years before Ben Bogard and others became active in the State work. Clark was voted in as the State evangelist at one time as well. 

The following are notes from that article.

In 1880 the Arkansas State Convention met and decided: “The board recommends the appointment of a superintendent of missions, to be clothed with authority by the board.” R.W. Harmon was elected for the position.

Clark writes, “Here we have undoubted convention testimony that the old Landmark way was supplanted by an office created in 1880. But the opposition to this outrage was vehement in the churches and associations. The originator of the scheme joined the Episcopalians afterwards, a logical thing to do.

“In November, 1881, at the convention in Little rock, I was elected “State Evangelist” by the board… Being a Landmark Baptist I worked by the Bible plan. At the convention in 1882 I read my report as State Evangelist. My report at the close of the year showed sermons preached 364, baptized 158. The committee on State Missions said, “More have been added to our churches under our mission work the present year than were added under the entire work of the Southern Baptist Convention outside of Arkansas the year before (Minutes 1883, pg. 17).”


Clark was elected to be the financial secretary. He was told to superintend the missionaries and declined to do so. In June 1884, he was asked by the board to do mission work and visited 26 churches in six weeks. He originally refused, but the board told me he would be doing the work of an evangelist. Clark makes sure to point out that he did not place any pastors or missionaries and did not boss anyone around. He also made sure that everyone knew he was for the local church power in the Arkansas State Association and against the board system and the way it started abusing power. 


Ben Bogard wrote, “When I came to Arkansas, I found a fight between the elements in the state convention. The brethren who stood for the old (Landmark) way were seeking to reform the convention and the conventionizing leaven was steadily working against it. I too had hope of reforming the convention…but at Paragould, when all the politics ever used by unscrupulous politicians were used to defeat the right, I decided that the effort to reform it was useless.”


In the November 1901 meeting at Paragould, the struggle between local church supporters and convention supporters came to a head. The convention supporters won by three votes. The ABA History book says the convention method supporters were a very vocal minority but won the vote against church method supporters, who comprised the majority of Arkansas Baptists. 

Right after this meeting, Bogard predicted the state convention would never be the same. He wrote, “Some think their independence abridged by the convention. Hundreds of churches and many associations are certain to withdraw.” 


There were two options for the Landmarkers. One was to get all the Landmark supporters they could and get back in control of the convention. The other choice was to create a separate body and detach themselves from the state convention.

Many writers started supporting the second thought. 


John S. Thomas wrote that local churches should empower themselves by withholding moral and financial from the state convention until they made concessions and much-needed reforms. Local associations also got in on the controversy. The Pine Bluff Association urged the organization of a state-wide General Missionary Association. The ABA book describes a general association as one that covers a large or general area; one in which each member church is equally represented regardless of size or wealth; and one that exercises executive control over none of its member churches.


Bogard and William T. Box were thinking about the same thing. Box wrote, “If the churches are to furnish the men and the means to run a convention, surely they ought to have the right to control it.”

II) Early Days of the General Association


In Feb. 1902, the Second Baptist Church of Fort Smith called for a meeting to be held to consider organizing a new association controlled by the churches. They scheduled it for March, but that didn’t provide enough time to get everyone prepared, so another meeting was planned for April . They met at Antioch Baptist Church in Little Rock. The minutes read: “In compliance with a resolution passed by Antioch Baptist Church, calling for a meeting, to be composed of messengers from churches which are in harmony with said church on the State Mission question, a number of brethren met at Antioch.”

The First Annual session was in 1902. Messengers from 150 Missionary BCs met in Searcy. For the first session of what is now the State Association of Missionary Baptist Churches of Arkansas. They wanted to create a state-wide organization but avoid the pitfalls of the State Convention.  In the report of the 1985 report of the History and Archive committee, it is recorded that the convention thought what the Landmarkers were pushing for was impossible. “In the centralized system they operated, member churches were required to surrender a portion of their sovereignty to a larger unit, such as the convention, in order that the body could do its own exclusive work. Also, according to their teachings, larger, richer churches must have more voice in cooperative affairs than smaller, poorer churches.”

Men like Bogard, Clark, S.H. ford and J.L. Brown led in organizing this state association. (From minutes) “They created a body composed of equally independent Baptist Churches, associating together for mutual edification and council.” 


They wrote a Declaration of Principles that would not allow the association to lord over local churches. 
III) Organization of the General Association

Texas, Oklahoma and Arkansas had formed state associations, but a desire came about for a national Landmark fellowship. 

Bogard wrote: “In1904 the Bethlehem Church in Little Rock made a call for the organization of the General Association. A tentative meeting was held in Texarkana that year. A memorial was addressed to the SBC which met in Kansas city the following May. This memorial called the Convention’s attention to the dissatisfaction that prevailed and asked that the money basis of representation be eliminated and that a church-basis be adopted instead. We issued our ultimatum. The Convention rejected our petition. No hope for reform there. So in Nov. 1905 messengers from the churches met in Texarkana and adopted a Statement of Principles and referred it to the churches, for the churches to adopt, and over 500 churches by vote adopted the Statement of Principles and others by electing messengers, knowing what the Principles are, virtually adopted it. The GA has met every year since.”

The General Association was organized on March 22, 1905 in Texarkana. They met in the Miller County Courthouse. Three important things came out of this meeting:

1) A committee was appointed to draft a Statement of Principles and Methods of Work. After six hours of deliberating and passing some amendments, the GA was organized.

2) S.M. Jureidini was endorsed as a missionary to Syria and I.N. Yohannon was endorsed as a missionary to Persia.

3) A committee was appointed to “memorialize the SBC to so amend its Constitution and methods of work so that it may be possible for all Baptists to work together, and thus avoid permanent division.”
The SBC “graciously but firmly” said no.

The GA had its official organizational meeting in November 1905. One hundred and seven churches from 11 states and territories met.


After the separation from the SBC, the Landmark churches were concerned about missions, seminaries SS literature and an orphans’ home.


Churches from the following states came to the meeting: Arkansas – 34 churches, Texas – 31 churches, Georgia – 2 churches, Indian territory (OK) – 9 churches, Tennessee – 7 churches, Louisiana – 2 churches, South Carolina – 3 churches, Mississippi – 7 churches, Illinois – 1 church, Kentucky – 3 churches, Alabama – 1 church.

Most Baptist churches in Arkansas and many other states were involved in the GA, but Texas and Oklahoma were not unanimous in their support. 
1920 - C.C. Winters, Missionary Treasurer, wrote the following as one of five troubles the current mission work was having. “We are divided up into segments which is a great hindrance to our work. We have in Texas the Baptist Missionary Association doing foreign mission work. We have in Tennessee and Kentucky the Tennessee and Kentucky Baptist Association which is doing both home and foreign mission work. …We cannot see why all real Missionary Baptists cannot untie on Baptist principles, such as the General Association of Baptist Churches has, and do home and foreign mission work. In division, there is weakness; in unity there is strength. The Lord prayed for unity.”
Winters became the leader of the movement to unify the groups. This led to the formation of the ABA. 

In 1923, the BMA reported four recommendations:

1) That we undertake to unify our home and foreign mission work and Sudnay School and Young People’s Literatures.

2) That the interest of the parties entering the unification be thouroughly safeguarded.

3) That proportionate representation be granted on all executive committees of the body, and that the churches’ authority be safeguarded by equality of representation.

4) That at the next session of the general bodies a call be made for a mass meeting of messengers from the churches to perfect such unification, said meeting to be held at Texarkana, Tuesday, Jan. 1, 1924.

The last meeting of the General Association was at Texarkana at First Baptist Church on Dec. 9, 1924. The Committee on Resolutions and Nominations recommended, “That we accept the Articles of Agreement which tentatively were adopted by the Unification Conference, March 4, 1924. That we favor the American Baptist Association, and that when such Association has been formed that all property now owned by the General Association be transferred to the American Baptist Association.” 
Foreman and Payne wrote in the Baptist and Commoner: “The ABA is nothing more nor less than a method by which the churches cooperate by means of messengers…The churches themselves associate in the work and that in fact is the association and “the messengers of the churches the glory of Christ” are simply representing the churches, the churches themselves constituting the association.”
