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Constitution
Central Atlantic Reformed Baptist Association (CARBA)
Adopted by the Association on September 26, 2025.
Amended by the Association on March 13, 2026.
1. The Name, Nature, and Purpose of the Association
A. The Name of the Association
The name of this Association shall be the Central Atlantic Reformed Baptist Association (CARBA).
B. The Nature of the Association
1. This Association shall consist of Reformed Baptist churches which fully subscribe to the Second London Baptist Confession of Faith of 1677/1689 (hereafter referred to in this document as “1689 Confession”), and which are located within the Commonwealth of Virginia and the surrounding region. For a description of full subscription, see Appendix A.
2. While seeking to promote communion among churches, this Association recognizes and respects the independence of each member church.
3. The precedent of churches associating in this manner is found in apostolic practice (Acts 15; 2 Corinthians 8:18-24; Galatians 1:2, 22; Colossians 4:13-18) and in historical Baptist ecclesiology (see 1689 Confession, 26:14-15).
C. The Purpose of the Association
An Association of churches of like faith and practice is of special use and has as its purpose:
1. To show visible unity to the world and churches (John 17:20-26; Ephesians 4:4-6).
2. To gain a greater knowledge, communion and love with sister churches (Colossians 4:16; Revelation 1:10-11).
3. To afford counsel and advice in difficult cases of varying types (Acts 15:1-6).
4. To preserve uniformity of faith and practice within the confines of our Confession of Faith, especially in dealing with doctrinal and practical questions (1 Corinthians 14:33).
5. To detect and deal with heresies, and in so doing to maintain harmony and peace in the churches (1 Corinthians 14:33; 1 Timothy1:18-20; Titus 1:7-11).
6. To give financial aid and assistance when necessary (1 Corinthians 16:11; 2 Corinthians 8:19).
7. To curb the abuse of church power (3 John 9).
8. To cooperate in the spreading of the gospel both within Virginia (such as planting churches) and abroad (Philippians 1:3-7; 2 Corinthians 8:18). 
9. To supply the pulpits of sister churches in the event one is without a teaching elder/pastor (2 John 1:7-11; Jude 3).
10. To advance and secure in every way the interests of Christ’s kingdom, and to strengthen and draw closer the bonds of union and fellowship (Acts 28:30-31; Colossians 1:13).
11. To promote ministerial training (Ephesians 4:11-12; 1 Timothy 3:1-7; 2 Timothy 2:2)
12. To foster other efforts as the Association may also deem appropriate.
1. Membership in the Association
A. This Association shall consist of member churches in Virginia and the surrounding region that fully subscribe to the 1689 Confession and which voluntarily seek fellowship with this Association.
B. It is the duty of member churches to support the Association through prayer, fellowship, giving, and participation. Each member church is expected to send Messengers to the annual General Assembly and any Special Assemblies that may be called by the Association, unless providentially hindered.
C. Procedures for joining the Association:
1. Any church desiring to join the Association may make application through a member church, serving as its sponsor, and the officers of the Association. Once application has been made, an interview will be held with representative officers of the applying church, representative officers of the sponsoring church, and representative officers of the Association. After this interview has been completed, the officers of the Association may either accept the application, postpone the application by seeking further clarification, or deny the application.
2. If the application for membership is accepted and approved by the Association’s officers, the applying church will be recommended as a Member Candidate in the nearest annual General Assembly, and then may be recommended for Full Membership in the next annual General Assembly, at the discretion of the officers of the Association.
D. Procedures for leaving the Association:
1. A member church may voluntarily request dismissal from the Association by submitting a letter of resignation to the officers of the Association. Upon receipt of this request, the officers of the Association will report it to the member churches and recommend dismissal in the next General or Special Assembly.
2. A member church may also be involuntarily dismissed for failure to meet membership requirements upon recommendation of the officers of the Association at a General or Special Assembly.
1. The Operations of the Association
A. The Assemblies of the Association:
The Association shall hold an annual General Assembly at least once each year for the purpose of holding communion among the churches. At each General Assembly the officers shall present an Association Officers Report, a Church Membership Report, a finance report, and an annual budget. Each member church shall then present a report of its ministry to the General Assembly.
Special Assemblies may also be held at the discretion of the officers of the Association.
All Assemblies must be announced to the member churches at least thirty days before they are held. The quorum for any Assembly shall consist of the Messengers who are present, provided at least fifty percent of the churches have Messengers present at the Assembly.
B. Messengers and Guests:
Each member church shall be represented in the Assemblies of the Association by as many as two Messengers. The Messengers should be elders in the member church which they represent. In situations where a member church has only one elder or is without any elders, however, the church may designate a deacon or male church member from that church to serve as its Messenger(s). Only Messengers may address or vote on any contested matters in the Assemblies.
Guests who are not Messengers may also be invited to attend and participate (but not vote) in the Assemblies of the Association at the discretion of the Moderator.
C. Officers:
1. At each General Assembly, the Association shall elect a Moderator. The Moderator shall be an elder who serves in a member church. It will be his responsibility to announce, convene, order, and oversee the annual General Assembly or any Special Assemblies of the Association. The Moderator shall serve no more than two consecutive annual terms as Moderator, before taking at least a one-year break from holding this office.
2. At each General Assembly, the Association shall also elect a Vice-Moderator to assist the Moderator in his duties. He also shall be an elder who serves in a member church.
3. At each General Assembly, the Association shall also elect a Secretary-Treasurer. He also shall be an elder who serves in a member church. His task shall be to keep a record of the Association’s proceedings and to oversee the finances of the Association. The Secretary-Treasurer shall offer a report at each General Assembly of the annual proceedings of the Association and an annual financial report of the Association.
4. The three officers (Moderator, Vice-Moderator, and Secretary-Treasurer) shall serve as the Steering Committee of the Association. They may also appoint other elders from member churches to serve as at-large members of the Steering Committee. None of the members of the Steering Committee shall hold membership in the same church.
D. Decision Making:

The Association shall seek to come to mutual agreement by consensus on most matters. In cases where votes are needed on contested matters, they shall be decided by a simple majority of the Messengers present, except for cases involving the acceptance or dismissal of a member church, or the amendment of the Constitution, which shall require a two-thirds majority of the Messengers present.
Any recommendations for the Association to consider must be presented or approved by the Steering Committee.
The Association through the Steering Committee may authorize pastoral fraternal meetings, conferences, ministries, or committees to accomplish various tasks as it sees fit and in keeping with the 1689 Confession.
E. In the event of the Association’s dissolution, no member church or private individual shall be entitled to the assets of this Association. Assets shall be used first to pay any outstanding debts. Any remaining assets shall be given to another Association of Reformed Baptist Churches, which holds to the 1689 Confession.
1. Amendment of the Constitution

This Constitution may be amended in any General or Special Assembly of the Association upon the approval of two-thirds of the Messengers present.


Appendix A
What is Strict or Full Subscription?
James M. Renihan, President, IRBS Seminary
June 2022

Confessional subscription employs three main terms in its nomenclature: absolute, strict/full, and loose. According to Morton H. Smith, “strict or full subscription takes at face value” the terminology used in adopting a confession of faith.[footnoteRef:1] It involves a solemn commitment to the doctrines expressed in that Confession. [1:  Morton H. Smith, “The Case for Full Subscription” in David Hall, ed., The Practice of Confessional Subscription (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1995), 185.
] 

This is certainly the principle and practice of the 17th century Particular Baptist Churches. While they didn’t employ the phrase “full or strict subscription,” they certainly agreed with the concept. Consider the following statements:
In the letter prefixed to the Second London Baptist Confession when it was first published in 1677 we read,

. . . It was judged necessary by us to joyn together in giving a testimony to the world; of our firm adhering to those wholesome [orthodox Protestant] Principles, by the publication of this which is now in your hand.
. . . When we observed that [the authors of the Savoy Declaration of 1658], did in their confession (for reasons which seemed of weight both to themselves and others) choose not only to express their mind in words concurrent with the [Westminster Confession] in sense, concerning all those articles wherein they were agreed, but also for the most part without any variation of the terms we did in like manner conclude it best to follow their example in making use of the very same words with them both, in these articles (which are very many) wherein our faith and doctrine is the same with theirs, and this we did, the more abundantly, to manifest our consent with both, in all fundamental articles of the Christian Religion, as also with many others, whose orthodox confessions have been published to the world; on the behalf of the Protestants in divers Nations and Cities:
. . . and also to convince all, that we have no itch to clogge Religion with new words, but do readily acquiesce in that form of sound words, which hath been, in consent with the holy Scriptures, used by others before us, hereby declaring before God, Angels, & Men. our hearty agreement with them, in that wholesome Protestant Doctrine, which with so clear evidence of Scriptures they have asserted: some things indeed, are in some places added, some terms omitted, and some few changed, but these alterations are of that nature, as that we need not doubt, any charge or suspicion of unsoundness in the faith, from any of our brethren upon account of them.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  See James M. Renihan, Faith and Life for Baptists (Palmdale: RBAP, 2016) 213-14.] 


In this case, the churches invoked the heavenly court (1 Timothy 5.21, 6.13; 2 Timothy 4.1) as witnesses to the truth of their profession of the doctrines of the Confession. In the famous statement often printed in copies of the Confession, they state that they “own” the Confession “as containing the doctrine of” their “faith and practice.” These are not empty phrases, but solemn commitments. 
In the 1690s, Benjamin Keach caused a furor among the Particular Baptist churches by introducing and strongly advocating the practice of congregational hymn singing in public worship.[footnoteRef:3] A great controversy arose, amid which Keach published a book in which he made some very unfortunate comments about the first churches in the 1640s. Among his assertions was that these assemblies did not believe that ministers should receive financial support from their congregations. William Kiffen, George Barrett, Robert Steed, and Edward Man responded to Keach in a 1692 work entitled A Serious Answer to a Late Book, Stiled, A Reply to Mr. Robert Steed’s Epistle concerning Singing. They showed Keach that 1LCF (which he later admitted he had never seen) contained an article explicitly advocating ministerial support. Listen to their description of the issue: [3:  The following paragraphs are from my essay “‘An Ingenuous Unfolding of Our Principles:’ Confessionalism Among 17th Century Particular Baptists” in Thomas Ascol and Nathan Finn, Ministry by His Grace and For His Glory: Essays in Honor of Thomas J. Nettles (Cape Coral: Founders, 2011), 255–56.] 


[Keach and his supporters] exhibit a very grievous and a very false charge against those of the same profession, that were more ancient in it than the authors of this reply, who vent this scandal. . . . When those ancient brethren were convinced of their duty, That believers, upon confession of their faith, were the only subjects of baptism, and accordingly, sat down together in communion as a congregation or church of Christ; and many in the nation began to enquire into the truth thereof, they met with many harsh censures and false charges cast upon them to make the truth of Christ contemptible, (viz.) that they were corrupt in the doctrines of the Gospel; That they denied subjection to magistrates; that they held, that to maintain [i.e., financially support] ministers was Antichristian &c. They to clear themselves, and to take off those false charges, did think it their duty to publish to the nation a Confession of their Faith; which when drawn up, was read in the churches, being then seven in number; and consented to by all the members, not one dissenting, and subscribed by two of each church in the name of the rest. Which Confession of Faith was five times printed in the year 1644, and from that, to the year 1651, without the least alteration of any one article of what was last printed: which Confession gave such general satisfaction to most Christians of all sorts of differing persuasions from us, that it took off from many that prejudice and offence that was formerly taken by them against our profession. What the judgment of these churches in their first constitution, was, concerning the Maintenance of Ministers, may be seen in the 28th article, in these words, We do believe that due maintenance of ministers should be the free and voluntary communication of the church: That according to Christ’s ordinance, they that preach the Gospel, should live on the Gospel, &c. And accordingly they did then, and we have ever since made it our practice, as a duty required of all the members of the church that are able to give. . . . Herein we would be understood in this, that we now assert concerning the churches, that we mean principally as they were in the beginning: And we do find, to our great grief, that which was then falsely charged upon us by those that did not know us, is now as falsely (with a far greater aggravation of their sin) charged upon us by some of us, who might have satisfied themselves, had they perused our Confession of Faith. . . .
To this charge we answer, That nothing can be more falsely asserted, or more slanderously uttered: For if this their Charge have the least shadow of Truth against the Baptized Churches in their first beginning here in England; they must needs be the grossest sort of hypocrites, in professing the contrary by their profession of faith, and yet believing and practicing quite otherwise to what they solemnly professed as their faith in the matter.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  William Kiffin, Robert Steed, George Barrett, and Edward Man, A Serious Answer to a Late Book, Stiled, A Reply to Mr. Robert Steed's Epistle concerning Singing (London: Printed in the Year, 1692), 16–19, emphasis mine.] 


Elsewhere in the context they state that these charges are “notorious falsehoods and abominable slanders,” stating that Keach and his cohorts had uttered “a most false accusation and slander against the Baptized Churches in their first gathering, laying that to their charge as a received principle owned by them, which they had openly declared against to the whole world in their Confession of Faith, which was in those days printed and published; whereby they stigmatize or brand them with the deepest hypocrisy that depraved mortals can be guilty of.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Kiffin, et al., 5.
] 

This is strong language. These men viewed the solemn act of adopting, subscribing, and publishing a confession of faith to be so serious that they considered anyone who claimed to own it but practiced differently guilty of, in their own words, “the deepest hypocrisy that depraved mortals can be guilty of.” For them, confessional subscription was a moral issue. It was a declaration of one’s convictions about the nature of the Christian faith itself, and so could not be taken lightly. To say one believed something meant that he had better believe it or he was nothing short of a hypocrite.
Taken at face value, these words imply, even though they do not explicitly state, strict or full subscription. This does not mean that every doctrine in the Confession must be treated as if it were equally important, but strict or full subscriptionists commit to all the doctrines of the Confession. In an article entitled “The Case for Full Subscription,”[footnoteRef:6] Morton Smith provides some helpful insights [albeit in a Presbyterian context with a much more developed tradition of discussion of the issue than among Baptists]. He says, “Note some things that full subscription does not mean. First, it does not insist that all of the teachings of the Confession . . . are of equal importance (just as not all of the teachings in the Bible are of equal importance). The full subscriptionist recognizes that some doctrines are more foundational than others, in accord with the Biblical example. Positively, the full subscriptionist believes that in professing that the Confession . . . [is] his confession, he is subscribing to all of the doctrines in the Confession . . . they are all part of the system of doctrine . . . . Second, full subscription does not require the adoption of every word of the Confession . . . but positively believes that we are adopting every doctrine or teaching of the Confession . . . .” This is an important distinction and needs to be understood. It is possible for an individual, a church, or an association to be cautious about the wording used to express a specific doctrine without denying the doctrine that wording seeks to define.  [6:  Smith in Hall, ed., Confessional Subscription, 185-6.] 

Strict or full subscription honestly adopts all the doctrines expressed in the confession. In the case of an individual, or church, or association, this means that by subscribing to the document commonly known as the London Baptist Confession of 1689, we receive all the doctrines contained in it as true, founded on the Word of God.
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