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Cornelius Elven and the Significance of Our Trust Deed
A central figure in the formation of Brockley Chapel was Cornelius Elven, friend and something of a mentor to C.H. Spurgeon. Under Elven’s leadership, Garland Street Chapel in Bury St Edmunds, grew from 49 members to 650, and he was instrumental in planting dozens of churches across surrounding villages—including Brockley itself.
Elven was a Baptist, but not a Strict Baptist. The term “strict” derives from “restricted,” referring to the conviction that Communion should be ‘restricted’ to born-again believers who have been baptised by full immersion and are members of the church. Elven rejected this exclusivity. His position is clearly expressed in his 1846 tract, Seven Reasons for Free Communion at the Table of the Lord, with all them that love our Lord Jesus Christ in sincerity.
This spirit of generosity profoundly shaped the Trust Deed of Brockley Chapel (1854). While unmistakably Baptist in character, the deed explicitly allows unbaptised believers to participate in the Lord’s Supper and even to join as members:
“Yet it shall be lawful … to admit either to the Communion of the Lord’s Supper only or to Communion and Church Membership any person or persons professing repentance towards God and Faith in and obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ although such persons shall not be of the denomination aforesaid [Particular Baptist].”
In adopting this position, Elven and Brockley aligned themselves with an older tradition reaching back to John Bunyan, who in 1673 published Differences in Judgment about Water-Baptism, no Bar to Communion. Bunyan’s mentor, John Gifford (1614–1679), likewise contended for unity, warning against division over secondary issues such as baptism and calling such division “a great evil.”
“Concerning separation from the church about baptism, laying on of hands, anointing with oil, psalms, or any other externals, I charge every one of you … that none of you be found guilty of this great evil … they have erred from the law of the love of Christ, and have made a rent in the true church, which is but one.” History of the English Baptists, Vol. 2, p.24, Joseph Ivimey

The Doctrinal Identity of Brockley Chapel
The 1854 Trust Deed defines Brockley Chapel’s denomination as: “Protestant Dissenters called Particular or Calvinistic Baptists.”
Because this language is nearly 200 years old, and because terms like Calvinism have acquired negative connotations of rigidity or determinism, these distinctives require explanation:
· Protestant: not Roman Catholic.
· Dissenter: not Church of England.
· Particular: affirming Particular Redemption (Christ died specifically for His people), not Arminian.
· Calvinistic: evangelical in conviction, rejecting Arminian theology.
· Baptist: affirming believer’s baptism (not infant baptism) upon personal profession of faith.
Despite the passing of years and the archaic phrasing, this remains the theological foundation of Brockley Chapel today.
Ministers, Elders, and Membership
The Trust Deed requires that any minister must hold firmly to these truths:
“… at all times be confined in the Choice of a Minister or Pastor to persons of the denomination aforesaid.”
This safeguard ensures that Brockley Chapel remains doctrinally anchored, while allowing broader latitude for members. By extension, this requirement applies also to Elders, whose role is to guide the spiritual direction of the church.
The deed also sets out a clear procedure for appointing a minister:
· Public notice must be given during worship on the two Sundays prior to the meeting.
· At the church meeting, two-thirds of members must agree to the appointment.
Implicit in this process is the necessity of a defined, up-to-date, membership list, without which a two-thirds majority could not be determined.
Identity and Inclusiveness
From its inception, Brockley Chapel has combined a clear doctrinal identity with Elven’s spirit of inclusiveness. While firmly Particular Baptist in theology, the Trust Deed makes provision to welcome unbaptised believers and those who would not describe themselves as ‘Particular Baptist’, to the Lord’s Table and into membership.
Today, Brockley Chapel continues in this tradition: welcoming all who profess faith in Christ, while asking members to respect the church’s theological stance and not to be contentious over these issues.
