
DUCK RIVER ASSOCIATION OF MISSIONARY BAPTISTS 
 
Baptist churches, including Southern Baptist churches, have historically partnered together on a 
regional basis to further the work of the Gospel including starting new churches and 
strengthening existing ones. This is typically expressed in the phrase “we can do more together 
than we can individually”. The first Baptist association was in London, England as early as 1644. 
The first in the United States was the Philadelphia association, formed in 1707. 
 
In 1826, the Elk River Association of Primitive Baptists in Southern Middle Tennessee divided 
over Arminian doctrine and the teachings of Alexander Campbell. Some of these churches 
formed the Duck River Association of Christ.  
 
The association began with 13 churches, adding 10 more in their second year. The 23 churches 
were located in Bedford, Cannon, Coffee, Franklin, Rutherford and Warren Counties. The 
combined membership was 880. Among the 13 churches which came out of the Elk River 
Association was the Bethpage Church, which was the forerunner of the present Estill Springs 
Church. One of the "newly constituted" churches which entered Duck River Association in 1830 
was the "Baptist Church of Christ, at Salem," which later became Maxwell Baptist Church.  
In 1829, the phrase "of Christ," was dropped from the name of the Association. 
 
FORMATIVE YEARS  
By 1840, six more churches had come into the Association, making a total of 29. New subjects 
now arose for debate.  

a) A Baptist State Convention started in 1833 near Nashville, educating ministers and 
sending out missionaries. Some felt the Association should join this Convention.  

b) This new State Convention had established "a seminary of learning to instruct youths, 
preachers, etc. at Murfreesboro," in 1841 and there were some who felt that young people 
and even ministers might profit by attending such an institution.  

c) Also, some members of the Association were using literature published by a Baptist 
publishing and Sunday School Society in Philadelphia, and they had suggested that the 
whole Association should adopt the use of this literature.  

 
DIVISION  
A split formed in 1843 over these three issues. The two sides each formed separate associations 
with both claiming the name “Duck River Association”. The two associations came to be 
distinguished by the adjectives "Missionary" and "Separate" even though they both went by the 
same official name for more than a hundred years. Each group stubbornly refused to admit being 
wrong or to concede that the other was the original Duck River Association.  
 
At their respective annual meetings in 1844, the "Separate" group reported letters from 10 
churches, plus one newly received; the "Missionary" group reported letters from 14 churches, 
plus 12 newly received. These 26 churches of the "Missionary" Association were in Bedford, 
Franklin, Marshall, and Rutherford Counties.  
 



Finally, in 1953, the "Missionary" group adopted a new constitution which stated, "the members 
of this body and their successors shall be known as the "Duck River Association of Missionary 
Baptists."  
 
JOINED STATE CONVENTION  
During the 1877 meeting of the Association a resolution was passed to affiliate with the 
Tennessee Baptist Convention in order to prosecute the work of missions. 
In 1892, nine churches left to join the newly formed William Carey Association in Fayetteville. 
 
TWENTIETH CENTURY  
In 1901, there were 35 churches in the Association, with a total membership of 3,091. These 
reported 110 baptisms. There were 956 enrolled in Sunday School, and there were four mission 
Societies. The 1911 Assembly heard a report that the Tennessee Baptist Convention had bought 
a 75 acre farm between Nashville and Franklin and was constructing a three-story building, 
preparatory to moving the Tennessee Baptist Orphanage to this farm. The messengers pledged 
their cooperation and financial support, and immediately took a collection. The next year the 
messengers were told the farm needed cows, and they took an offering "to buy a Duck River 
Cow." Since that time, the Association has contributed funds, food, clothing, toys and equipment 
to the Home.  
 
CENTENNIAL  
The Centennial session of the Association was held at Lewisburg, September 25 and 26, 1926. 
That year there were 39 member churches in an area covering all of Bedford, Coffee, Franklin, 
Marshall and Moore Counties, and parts of Grundy, Lincoln, Rutherford and Warren Counties. 
These churches had a total of 4,039 members; reported 205 baptisms; gave $5,781 to Missions 
and the total gifts were $28,282. There were 2,940 enrolled in Sunday School.  
 
MEMBERSHIP  
By 1945 there were 39 churches, an area which included 5 counties. After much consideration 
and planning, fifteen churches, located in Bedford and Marshall Counties requested letters for 
dismissal from Duck River Association to become members of the New Duck River Association, 
which was organized October 8, 1945. This reduced Duck River Association to 23 churches in a 
five county area. The geographic scope was now less and the matter of traveling to meetings 
became easier for many. This, in turn, increased the opportunities for results in both the old and 
the new Associations.  
 
SESQUICENTENNIAL  
In 1976, 150 years after the Duck River Association of Christ separated from the Elk River 
Association of Primitive Baptists, both Duck River Associations (the "Missionary" and the 
"Separate" groups) held annual meetings in the same geographic area. Each numbered its session 
the 150th . Each listed about the same number of churches, but the programs and reports of the 
two assemblies bore little resemblance to each other for the two groups were perhaps farther 
apart on doctrine and service than they were in the 1840’s.  
 



In 1980 Northland Baptist Association in Michigan became the Association’s sister in ministry. 
In 1981, and for several years thereafter, persons from Duck River Association participated in 
missions work in Borkino Fasso or, as it was then known, Upper Volta, in Africa.  
 
So far as is known, the Association did not have an office until 1956 when, by special 
arrangement, the Trustees established an office in the basement of the First Baptist Church, 
Manchester. The basement office space was used until September 1961, when office space was 
rented on the Manchester-Tullahoma Highway 55, opposite Rose Hill Cemetery. In February 
1962, Trustees of the Association bought a lot on Highway 41-A on the South edge of 
Tullahoma on which to construct a brick office building. It was occupied in July 1963. The 
Association moved one mile further south on Hwy. 41A in 1996 after a larger facility was built 
with volunteer labor from the member churches. 
 
The Duck River Association of Missionary Baptists has, for a number of years, been very 
supportive of the Baptist Collegiate Ministry (BCM) work at Motlow State Community College. 
The Association worked with New Duck River Association and William Carey Association in 
this matter. In 1986 the Association set aside $7,000.00 toward their goal of the some $31,000.00 
for the purpose of helping the BSU to build a building on campus. In 2014, the TN Baptist 
Convention gave ownership of the property to the three associations. In 2019, the associations 
assumed responsibility for funding the position of the BCM Director.   
 
2000s 
The turn of the new century has seen a renewed and broadened focus on missions… 
locally, nationally and internationally. 
 
Since 2002, the Bonnaroo Music Festival has brought 70-80,000 people to Coffee County each 
summer from literally every continent of the world. The DRBA has a significant ministry during 
this four-day event called “The Jesus Tent” that touches 10,000+ lives each year in the Name of 
Christ. 
 
The Association has not only sent funds and prayers, but volunteers to assist ministry partners in 
Jordan, MT; Townsend, TN; Cincinnati, OH; Princeton, IN; Oxford, PA and New York City in 
the United States. 
 
In 2013, the DRBA took its first international mission trip to Taipei, Taiwan in East Asia. The 
DRBA has since sent fourteen teams to Taiwan in what has been a significant relationship that 
has impacted many in Taiwan but also many members of DRBA churches. Our second 
international partnership in Calgary, Alberta, Canada began in 2019. 
 
For the last decade the DRBA motto has been “Strengthening Churches. Impacting Lostness.” 
With God’s help and leadership, this will continue to be our focus in the years ahead. 
 
 
 
(A more complete history of the DRBA is available by contacting our office. drba@cafes.net) 


