ITis The Season To Be...
Harlan Vanden Einde
For you and me to stay on the
level of "jolly" during the Christmas
season (or anytime) is to miss the
in the town of David a Savior has
import and significance of the event
been born to you: he is Christ tlte
wrd. "
we celebrate! The coming of our
Luke 2:10,11
Savior into human flesh should not
make us jolly, but "happy" in the
Good News! Of great joy! A Savior has been born! He is Christ the
deepest sense of that word. We are
Lord! With staccato brevity, the an"happy" in the sense of "blessed,"
because Jesus took on our likeness
gel announced this message which
in order to stand in our place, not
has been rightfully referred to as
,   '     _    _ _      , only to bear the burden of our
guilt, but to give us the gift of
"Without Christ in the heart
eternal life!
.. 1 bn·ng you good news ofgreat

joy that will be/orall people. Today

and at the heart of it,
it is only a holiday,
an excuse for a celebration. "

the greatest story ever told! God
sent His one and only Son, born of a
woman, to stand in the place of condemned sinners in order to redeem
them. There is no greater gift that
anyone could ever receive than the
gift of salvation, freely provided by
the Savior to all who receive Him
by faith. And surely that means,
'tis the season to be...

HAPPY  NOT JOLLY!
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It might appear that there is very
little difference between those two
words, happy and jolly, and yet
there is reason to say that the one
describes the Christian better than
the other. To be "joUy," according
to the dictionary, is to be full of high
spirits of good humor; or when it is
used. as a verb, it means to make a
person feel good or agreeable by
flattering or joking.
On the other hand , the word
"happy" means favored by circumstances, or causing a feeling of great
contentment or joy. It is actually
very close to the meaning of the
word "blessed" as used in the Bible.

HOLY NOT HOLLOW!
The word "hollow" is quite
selfexp lanatory. It suggests
something empty, worthless or
insincere; not real and even meaningless! And isn't that what our
Christm as would turn out to be
were our celebration only "jolly"? If
the meaning of Chrisbnas goes no
deeper than the externals that have
come to be attached to it, then it is
hollow indeed! Oh yes, there may
be fun and laughter and good times,
but when it is over, there is nothing
left. Without the Christ in the heart
and at the heart of it, it is only a
holiday, an excuse for celebration.
"Holy" means "consecrated " or
"sacred," or even "set apart" for special use. And yes, this is the season
to be ho ly, to consec rate o r
reconsecrate ourselves to God in response to the great gift of His love
to us! To be sure, we celebrate
Christmas, but let it be evident by
the manner of our celebration that
we know its true meaning, so that
its effects last not just for a season,
but for a lifetime.

HELPFUL NOT HELPLESS!
A "helpless" person is one who is
without power to help himself, one

who is weak or feeble. Thinking
about that in the spiritual sense,
surely the Christian is not weak or
feeble if he or she has been grafted
into Christ by faith! Fact is, the Bible
tells us that we are able to do all
things th ro u gh this One w h o
strengthens us. It is God's will to
use us as instruments in His hand
to make the message of Jesus known
to the world. Paul describes us as
being "more th an conquerors"
through Him that loved us! So it is
surely not the season to be or to feel
"helpless," but...
Helpful! That may be applied in
a number of ways, but among them
is this  Chrisbnas is a time to seize
the opportunity to tell others of the
Christ! It is a time when the church
and her members ought to give witness to the great love of God so
clearly shown in the giving of His
Son to save sinners! nus is the season when the world is lit by thousands of lights! What a wonderful
opportunity for us to tell the world,
including our next d oor neighbor
and the neighbor with whom we
work, about the real Light  the Lord
Jesus Christ!
May each and every one of you
experience the joy and blessedness
of the season. May Christmas truly
be for you a time to be happy, holy
and helpful! The old saying is worth
repeating  Jesus is the reason for
the season! No wonder this is such
GOODNEWS of GREAT JOY!
R ev. Vanden Ei"de is the pastor of the
Borculo Christian Reformed Church,
Borculo, Ml.
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'Tis the season to be ... happy, holy and helpful. Harlan

Vanden Einde urges Christians to use this season of
lights to share the real Light  the Lord Jesus Christ!
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A conference ammged by NAPARC.

was held in La,ulOII, England, September
2325,1993, to celebrate tIre work of tile

Westminster Assembly, 350 years ago.
One of our contributing editors, Dr. W.
Robert Godfrey, too, a guest speaker at

the conference and he writes our lead
article on the Westminster Assembly and

this year's celebration. "Clips" from fhe
speeches of two other speakers are also
featured in this issue.

It is important tlUlI all ofus as Refonned

Christians become more aware and appreciative of the Westminster Standards even if they are not part of those
adopted by our own denomination (such
as the eRe). Tlte times in which we live
are mandating a much closer union between members of variOliS ReJonned and
Presbyterian bodies. A closer look at the
Westminster Standards wllich are embraced by aur brothers and sisters ill close
fellowship with 115, wiIJ aid greatly in

enhancing our mutual questfor commu/Jion.
The Editors
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The majority of the Reformed
THE WESTMINSTER ASSEMBLY
churches in the world today are deThe Westminster Assembly was
scended eithe r from the Dutch
n ot actually a church assembly, but
Reformed tradition or from the Britrather an assembly called and auish Reformed tradition. The Dutch
thorized by the English parliament.
Reformed h ave spread their confesIt served at the pleasure of parliasional standards the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg
"Three worship services and nine
Ca techism and the
lectures examined and rejoiced in
Ca nons of Dart - to
many parts o f the
the great heritage of Westminster,"
world. So have the
British Reformed.
But while the Dutch Reformed stanment and reported to parliament for
dards were w ritten in several parts
approval for its actions. The Asof Europe in quite different times
sembly derived its name from the
and circumstances (between 1559
place of its meetings: the precincts
and 1619), the British Reformed
of the Westminster Abbey in Enstandard s were w ritten between
gland. The first meetings were in
1643 and 1649 in the difficult cirthe Henry VII Chapel in the Abbey
cumstances of the English Civil War.
itself and the meetings later were
These standards are known as the
moved to a room adjoining the AbWestminster Standards produced by
bey known as the Jerusalem Chamthe Westminster Assembly.
ber (see photo).
The Westminster Assembly initially had only English delegates,
but was later augmented by Scottish commissioners. These d elegates
produced very remarkable documents that have deeply influenced
the cou rse of Presbyterianism
around the world. The Assembly
p repared the Westminster Confession
of Faith as well as the Westminster
Uirger and Shorter Catechisms. It also
prepared a Form of Church Government, a Directory for Public Worship
and a Psalter.
The political en vironment in
w hich the Assembly met was polarized and increasingly violent. By
1643 the parliament had become the
focus of opposition to King Charles 1
in his efforts to rule without parliament. The s u pporters of parliament's rights were often Puritans

The Jerusalem Chamber of Westmins ter Abbey
Photo courtesy of Robert D. Knudsen

who also opposed the King on the
religious establishment in England.
Puritans wanted a reform of the
church to simpWy the ceremonies
and worship of the church and to
emphasize the church's Calvinism.
English Puritans received support
from Scottish Presbyterians as King
Charles tried to impose bishops and
a prayer book on the Church of Scotland. The result of this conflict was
civil war in which the King was defeated and finally executed in 1649.
Although the parliament and the
Westminster Assembly were dominated by Presbyterians, under
Oliver Cromwell the parliamentary
army became strongly congregationalist. Cromwell became Lord
Protector of England (1653-1658)
and ended hopes of a Presbyterian
England. England restored an episcopal church when the monarchy
was restored under King Charles II
in 1660.
The work of the Presbyterians at
the Westminster Assembly, then,
had its great impact not in England,
but in Scotland and northern Ireland. There Scottish and Scot-Irish
Presbyterians eagerly embraced the
documents of Westminster and carried them to the New World and
around the globe.
The National Association of Presbyterian and Reformed Churches
(composed of the Christian
Reformed Church and fiv e Presbyterian denominations - NAPARC)
decided that it would be good to
honor the Westminster Standards on
the occasion of the 350th anniversary of the beginning of the Assembly. A conference was held in London, September 23-25 this year to
celebrate the work of the Assembly
through worship and lectures.
Three worship services and nine lectures examined and rejoiced in the
great heritage of Westminster.

TIlE CELEBRATION
CONFERENCE
The conference began in a very
special way. The opening service
was held in Westminster Abbey itself. The Abbey is probably Britain's
most famous and most important
church. It is the burial place of many
of Britain's most famous subjects
and is the site of the coronations of
its monarchs. Some five hundred

The Great Pavement of Westminster Abbey

Photo courtesy of 8n'tish Information Service
people gathered for the worship service where God was praised in
hymn and psalm. James Montgomery Boice, pastor of Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia,
preached a powerful sermon on the
sovereignty of God. He spoke from
Daniel 4 on how God vindicated
His glory by His judgment on
Nebuchadnezzar.
The worshipers were greeted by
a member of the Abbey clergy who
reminded us that a church had stood
on that spot for over 1000 years and
that since the sixteenth century the
church had been Anglican, except
for the period in the middle of the
seventeenth century when the Presbyterians came and drove the Anglicans out. He welcomed the Presbyterians back - bu t hoped they
would not stay too long.
The next day the conference met
in an historic church - Wesbninster
Chapel - a few blocks from the Abbey. This independent church was
pastored in the past by G. Campbell
Morgan and D. Martyn lloyd-Jones.
The current pastor is R.T. Kendall
The 225 registrants heard six lec-

tures on various aspects of the
Assembly's works. William Barker
and
Samuel
Logan
from
Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia spoke on the participants,
work, and variety of views at the
Assembly. John Richard de Witt,
pastor of Seventh Reformed Church
in Grand Rapids, Michigan, spoke
of the difficult issue of church government before the Assembly.
Wayne Spear of the Reformed Presbyterian Seminary in Pittsburgh lectured on the doctrine of Scripture
in the Westminster Confession ofFait1J.
Douglas Kelly of Reformed Seminary in Jackson, Mississippi, spoke
of the great importance and influence of the Westminster Shorter Catechism. I spoke on the spiritual vitality of the Westmin ster LArger Catechism and the need to revive its
use.
The day was concluded with a
worship serv ice in which Joel
Nederhood preached on the preeminence of Christ. The day had been
long, but we were stirringly reminded of the greatness and goodness of the work of Christ for OUI
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redemption. Dr. Nederhood spoke
of his own discovery anew of how
powerfully the Westminster Confession presented Christ and His glory.
The last day of the conference was
held at St. Margaret's Church, a
large and beautiful church built
right next to Westminster Abbey.
As we gathered there on September
25, 1993, speakers reminded us that

In this historic church we heard
two lectures. One by lain Murray
of the Banner of Truth Trust on the
principles of Reformed worship presented in the Westminster Directory
of Public Worship. The other was an
address by Robert Norris, pastor of
Fourth Presbyterian Church in
Washington, D.C., about the powerful preaching that inspired and
,_L_________________, sustained the Assembly

in the years that it met.
We also had opportunity to visit the Jerusalem Chamber and hear
readings from letters
written by some of the
Scottish commissioners
describing events at the
Assembly.
After these presentations we adjoumed to
the Church House Conference Center in the grounds of the Abbey for
a celebration luncheon. Jay Adams,
Associate Reformed Presbyterian
pastor and professor at Westminster
Seminary in California, spoke on the
influence of Westminster. He noted
how for centuries in many parts of
the world the Westminster Standa rds
have nurtured the faith of Reformed
people.
The conference concluded in St.
Margaret's Church with a worship

the Solemn League and Covenant
...was an alliance between England
and Scotland to advance
the cause ofCalvinism and
the reform of the church
according to the Word of God. n

n • ••

exactly 350 years ago - on September 25, 1643 - the parliament and
the Assembly had met together in
that church to worship God and to
sign the Solemn League and Covenant .
This covenant was an alliance between England and Scotland to advance the cause of Calvinism and
the reform of the church according
to the Word of God. On the basis of
this covenant the Scottish commissioners joined the Westminster Assembly.

Great Commission Publications
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Suite 120 •

Norcross, GA

300923652

Telephone: (404) 4498844

Westminster Standards, $2.95 per copy
Contains:

• Tile Confession of Faith
• The Larger Catechism
• The Shorter Ca techism

Two "clips" from speeches
delivered at the 1993
anniversary celebration of
the Westminster Assembly

service following the principles of
the Wes tminster Directory. We sang
Psalter texts prepared by the Assembly without m usical accompaniment. The singing was glorious.
Then Eric Alexander, pastor of St.
George's Tron Church in Glasgow,
preached on the application of redemption. He exalted the grace of
God and the sovereign work of the
Holy Spirit in bringing Christ and
His benefits to the elect.
The conference proved to be a
marvelous time of reflection, leaming, worship and fellowship. It reminded us that God has done great
things for His people in the most
difficult of times through those who
stood forthrightly for His truth. Let
us hope and pray that the powerful
religiOUS work done at Westminster
may continue to motivate us to faithful service for the Lord. Let us har-

ness Westminster's wisdom for adC')
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vanCing the Lord's work through
us today.

Dr. Godfrey, president of Westminster
Seminary in Escondido, CA, was a
speaker at the 350th anniversary celebmtion ofthe Westminster Assembly held in
London, England, September '93.

Dr. Wayne Spear
Professor of systematic theology and homiletics at
Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary in Pittsburgh, PA
The Assembly spent nearly three years in producing the confession which came to bear
its name, from August 1644 through April 1647. The confession embodied the Reformed faith as
developed in Geneva by 10M Calvin and passed on by such British theologians as Whitaker (the theologian
quoted most frequently in the debates), Perkins, and Ames.
The Westminster Confession of Faith was unique among the confessions of the Reformation in using covenant

theology as a basic theological framework.
The Christian education m a terials of the seventeenth century were catechisms. Several members had published
catechisms of their own before the Westminster Assembly met. It was natural, then, that the Assembly would
provide for instruction in the doctrines of the confession by way of catechism. After an extensive effort to write a
single catechism, the Assembly decided

I
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upon two: a short and plain one for those
who were "common and unlearned," and

another for those "of understanding"
T
1
(Mitchell, Westmins'" Assembly, p. 418).
~
• JOn
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The Closing of the
Christian Mind
Cornelis P. Venema
In the October issue af Tlll! Outlook,
we promised a fine by line disclosure
and rehultle of "Understanding Opinions Metaphor" fois ted upon delegates
10 Synod 1993 (CRC) iJy I/le Synodical
Interim Committee. Dr. Cornelis
Venema graciously agreed to do the

project. Once again we urge readers to
read and refer to "The Understanding
Opinions Metaphor" observations
which were distributed to synodical del-

egates and are reprinted exactly on
p. 12 of this magazine.
The Editors
In the la te 1980's, Allan Bloom
caused quite a stir among academics and self-appointed leaders in
American culture with his bes t-selling book, The Closing of the American
Mind. 1 What disturbed many of
Bloom's critics was the penetrating
and incisive way in which he expose d the relativism pervading
American culture and its educational
institutions. Many of the "sacred
cows" of these educational ins titutions-politically correct language,
tolerance of all perspectives and
viewpoints, hostility toward those
who claim to know the truth, the
championing of "multiculturalism ,"
the rejection of aU forms of "ethnocentricity"-were subjec ted by
Bloom to careful analysis and found
wanting.

Remarkably, Bloom was able to
demonstrate that the new ideology
of relativism inevitably leads to the
closing of the mind. If every viewpoint is equally valid, then of course
no viewpoint is true, a t least not in
the strict sense of the term. If the
highest and only absolute is expressed in the adage, "there are no
absolutes," then anyone who claims
to know the truth, in any area of
human reflection, must be regarded
as an intolerant absolutist. If the

knowledge of what is right and true
and good. Relativism also spells
the introduction of a new tyranny,
the tyranny of majority opinion.
For, when there is no possible way
of determining the truth, "might
makes right," the opinion with the
most adherents is the best we can
do.
Bloom's expose of the relativism
which is ruining the educational
enterprise in America, closing the
American mind to any rigorous pursuit of the truth, should also serve
as a wake-up call to the Christian
community, to be on its guard and
to exercise discernment in our day,
lest it fall prey to a similar relativism. It also provides an interesting
context within which to examine a
recent incident in the Chris tian
Reformed Church, in which the assumptions and tenets of the new
relativism appear to have been at
work.

highest values are tolerance of and
openness to the viewpoints of others, then virtue belongs to those who
refuse to acknowledge the truth of
any viewpoint.
Thus, by a strange and ironic
twist, this new relativism gives birth
to a new fonn of absolutism. This absolu tism declares on its own authority that there is no truth-period!
Furthermore, this new absolutism
gives birth to a new form of intolerTHE UNDERSTANDING
ance, far less friendly than the older
forms. Whereas the older forms of
OPINIONS METAPHOR
intolerance refused some viewIn an earlier issue of The Outlook,
points in the name of truth, the new
readers were introduced to an exerform of intolerance refuses any
cise which the Synodical Interim
claim to truth in the name of relaConunittee foisted upon the deltivism. Because there is no truth
egates to Synod 1993. 2 This exerthat can be known, anyone who
cise, entitled "The Understanding
makes a truth claim, excluding other
Opinions Metaphor," utilized,
viewpoints, may not be tolerated!
among other things, a piece of modThus, the new tolerance produces
ern art constructed of rusty pipes.
intol e ran ce toward
those w ho claim to
know the truth.
" ... the new ideology of
The result of this relarelativism inevitably leads
tivism, Bloom rightly
concluded, is tlte closing
to the closing of the mind. "
of the American mind.
Once a people becomes
convinced that there is
The delegates were asked to go to
no truth to be known, the pursuit of
the Calvin College Chapel and view
truth becomes a proverbial chaSing
this art piece. After having viewed
after the wind. Who is to say who
the art work, the delegates were
is right and who is wrong? When
then invited to discuss its meaning
everyone's opinion is equally valid,
and their response to what they saw,
no one's opinion counts for very
using the "initial observations" or
much. Why pursue knowledge,
guidelines provided the delegates
when there is not much to be
to guide their discussion (see p.12).
known, at least nothing that deWhat is remarkable about this exerserves to be called "true"? Why
cise, particularly the guidelines prostudy carefu lly the views and posivided the delegates, is how it echtions of others, when they only reoes the new relativism prevalent in
flect their particular prejudices and
American cu lture. But in this inbiases? Thus, Bloom argued that
stance the relativism represented
relativism spells the death of eduwas imported directly into the opening
cation in pursuit of the truth or the
discussion of tile delegates to the broad-

est assembly of the Cltristian Reformed
Church!

Due to the seriousness of this incident and the implications it has
for the well-being of the church, I
would like in the following to cite
the guidelines distributed to the delegates and subject them to further
analysis.
Guideline One: 'The Vantage Point: I
am inescapably rooted to a unique vantage point from which I view all things."

The starting point or first observation in these guidelines stresses
what is called "the vantage point"
of the person who perceives or apprehends the object. No one can
occupy all vantage pOints at once
and therefore what I see of an object depends upon my point of view
or perspective, as much as it does
upon the nature of the object itself.
This is an inescapable component
of all observation and knowledge
of som ething, no matter what it is,
whether it be a piece of art (as in the
synodical exercise), a doctrine of the
faith, the text of Scripture, and so
on. There is no direct access to or
apprehension ofany object; there is only
the object as I see or experience it. This
means that whatever may be the
nature or truth of the object as such,
I can only know its truth for me or
from my vantage point.

lnitially, this firs t observation
seems unassailable and to make
eminently good sense. Surely, no
one would contest the obvious fact
that, for me to know something, I
have to have contact with it first or
perceive it in some way. The act of
knowing something requires that I
know it or see it. Knowing always
involves one who knows and the matter that is known.

However, though this may seem
initially to be a self-evident point,
the question that remains has to do
with what has priority in tlte act of
knowing. Is priority to be given to
my perception of the Object, or to
the object itself? Subjectivism says
that all knowledge is relative to my
experience of an object; it gives priority to the knower. Objectivism
says that all knowledge is relative
to the object known; it gives priority to the object.
Most of us know that the way you
pose a question has a lot to do with
the answer to which you come. Already, in this first observation, the

priority and em phasis is given to
the knower, rather than to the thing
known. The emphasis falls upon
the way I perceive the object, rather
than upon the nature of the object
perceived.
Guideline Two: "The sum of all vantage points approximates all there is to
see of the object."

truth, then it is important to recognize the levels of perception that
affect my knowing an object. Here
the guidelines speak of four different levels of perception: the factual,
the emotional, the interpretive and
the decisional.
The problem we often face is that
we are inclined to mistake our emotional, interpretive, or decisional

The subjective emphasis already
presen t in the first
guideline becomes
more obvious in this
"Fragmentation and disintegration
second guideline. Not
only are we told that
occur within the community of the
eve ryone occupies a
church precisely when the confession
unique vantage point,
but we are also told that
is denied and error permitted. "
what others see of the
same object from their
level of perception of an object with
vantage point must be added to my
perception of it. Since everyone
the factual level of perception. What
tends to make the object suit their
something is is then mistakenly
own perception of it, the sum of all
identified with my interpretation of
it. Or my emotional response to an
perceptions of the object is superior
to the unique perception of each inobject is confused with the actual
dividual.
state of affairs. In so doing, I fail to
recognize the different levels of subThough this guideline is accomjective influence upon my perceppanied by a statement that affirms
that "the object is what it is; it is not
tion of the object before me. I think
affected by my perception of it," it
I am in touch with the object itself,
nonetheless emphaS izes that the
when I may only be living in a world
created by my own imagination and
best we can do, when we add up
experience. Here too, I have to disour various perspectives upon the
object, is only approximate the truth
tinguish carefully between the thing
of the object. Whatever the object is
in itself and the thing as I experience
can only be approximated after we
it. We never see the object directly;
have pooled the collective wisdom
we always see it through the parand insight of as many knowers as
ticu lar lens or spectacles of our own
experience. And, since those lenses
possible.
Another way of restating this
are as many as there are individual
guideline would be to say that the
perceptions, the object itself remains
best we can ever do, in seeking to
somewhat inaccessible. All is yellow to the jaundiced eye!
know the truth of an object, is to
collect the diversity of perspectives
Guideline Four: "The collective vision
upon the object that are available to
of a community is always greater than
us. We cannot know the truth of
that of a single member."
the object (the real referent or the
Consistent with the preceding
object as it is); we can only know
three guidelines, the fourth guideour collective experience of the truth
line in the exercise insists that we
of the object (the available referent
must let go of our private perceptions and convictions of the object
or the object as we experience it).
Guideline TJlree: " J perceive the object
and embrace the "collective vision
of a community." Recognizing that
on four different levels: factual (objecmy perception of an object is
tive), emotional (subjective), interpretive (meaning or value), decisional
uniquely my own, determined by
(what to do with it). "
my individual vantage point and
If I cannot escape the limits of my
shaped by my emotional, interpretive and decisional response to the
own vantage point whenever I perceive the object before me, and if
object, [ must cultivate an attitude
the sum of all vantage points is prefof openness to the differing perceperable to any individual vantage
tions of others.
point and only approximates the
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To approximate the truth regarding any object, I must learn to listen
to others when they report w h at
they have seen in the object. Only
in so doing will I be able to enter
into a vision that is broader than
my own, and be enriched by perspectives that emerge within a larger
comm unity. Indeed, community
only results when I am prepared to
acknowledge the limits of my own

others is wrong. Tolerance of multiple perspectives builds community; intolerance of other perspectives creates barriers to community.

THE CLOSING OF THE
CHRISTIAN MIND?

Having briefly summarized and
expounded the guidelines and observations which accompanied this
exercise at the outset of the 1993
Synod of the Christian
Reformed Church,
"... the new tolerance produces
what are we to make of
intolerance toward those who claim
them? I would maintain that they express
to know the truth."
the same relativism so
pervasive and destrucrange of vision, and begin to appretive in its working within American
ciate the insights of others as valid
culture and its educational instituand Significant. The approximate
tions, now operative within the
truth regarding the object is not to
church. These guidelines or prinbe identified with my personal inciples, were they to be taken seriSight, but with the collective insight
ously and imp lemented by the
of the larger community to which I
Christian community, would spell
belong. To achieve this collective
the closing o f the Christian mind.
insight, however, requires the cultiThere are several fundamental asvation of an attitude of tolerance
pects of the historic Chris tian view
and acceptance of the perceptions
of truth and our knowledge of the
of others.
truth that these guidelines threaten.
Guideline Five: "Differen t perceptions
First, the Christian church, and in
often lead to conflicts which in turn
particular the Reformed church, has
undermine community."
always believed that the written and
Building upon the fourth guideinspired Word of God is an objective
line, this guideline notes that constandard or measure of truth. The
flict and disagreement develop
Scriptural texts are God-breathed or
within a community when some redivinely authored texts (2 Tim. 3:16;
gard their perceptions as "true" or
2 Pet. 1:21). We do not have in the
"right," and others as "fal se" or
biblical texts the record of the expe"wrong. " Community is only posriences or the summary of the opinsible where there is a readiness to
ions of the prophets and apostles.
"accept the validity of another's perThe truth of Scripture is not the truth
spective," while refUSing t o
as the biblical authors experienced
"absolutize my own (limited) perit. It is the divinely authorized stanception."
dard and measure of all tmth Oohn
When I regard, for example, my
17:17). This truth is an objectivegiven,
opinion to be "right," I become ena sovereignly imparted Word from
trenched and absolutistic. The conthe Lord to the church. In our
viction that I am right and another
knowledge of the truth, therefore,
member of the community is wrong
priority and supremacy always bealways blocks dialogue and delongs to the Scriptures. The objecs troys community, because it pretive standard of the Word of God is
vents me from seeing the validity of
the only antidote to subjectivism
O
~
the other's perspective. I become
and the tyranny of majority opinentrenched in an absolute position
ion.
which only allows me to see the
Furth e rm o re, the Ch ristian
I-CO
:::J::2: walls of the trench in which I am church, and in particular the
O UJ entrapped. The resolution of con- Reformed church, has been conUJ U flict, accordingly, requires that I re- vinced that the truth of God in ScripI UJ
linquish the claim that my perspecture can be known and confessed by
1- 0
tive or point of view is correct, while
the church as truth. One of the reathe perspective or point of view of
sons the Reformers were so adamant

~
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about the clarity and efficacy of the
Word of God in Scripture was to
insist that the truth available to the
believer in the Scriptural text can be
known. Believers whose hearts
have been made receptive and
whose minds have been illumined
by the working of the Holy Spirit
through the Word are competent to
understand and receive the things
of the Spirit in the Scriptural text
(1 Cor. 2:12,13). Believers are not
left with their individual experiences of the truth, with a diversity
of perceptions and perspectives
upon the truth; believers can know
and confess the truth before others.
They can know what is true and
valid. Conversely, they can know
what is false and invalid. Truths
can be confessed as truths; errors
can be rejected as errors.
For this reason, the Reformed confessions have served the Reformed
churches histOrically as faithful sum-

man'es oftile tmtll afScripture. Within
the community of the church, the
Word of truth in Scripture is able to
be heard and confessed before the
world. The Reformed churches
have understood the church's confession as a repetitio Sacrae Scripturae
("a repetition of Holy Scripture"), a
faithful echoing of the teaching of
the Word of God. When officebearers in the Reformed churches give
expression to their subscription to
the confessions of the church, they
typically speak of these confessions
as "fully agreeing with the Word of
God." The truths of the Word of
God in Scripture, summarized in the
confessions, are truths to which
Reformed believers are wholeheartedly committed, truths which
they are prepared to teach and defend.
Interestingly, this his toric insistence upon the objective truth of
God's Word, as it is s ummarized in
the confessions of the church, also
served as a platform for unity. In the
common confession of the truths of
God's Word, the church finds her
true unity. Thus, the confessions
are often termed the "Forms of
Unity" and the unity of the ch urch
is regarded firstly as a unity in the
tme faith. Far from being an enemy
of community, the confessions were

regarded as tile truest friend of real community. The confessions do not pre-

vent dialogue and community in the
church; they are the precondition
and occasion for true dialogue and
genuine community. Fragmentation
and disintegration occur witllin the
community ofthe church precisely when
the confession is denied and error permitted.
This means, for example, that the
church's confession of the Triune
God is a confession of tlte truth regarding God who is eternally Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Whatever the particular aspect or part of
the Scriptural truth being confessed,
the truths of the confessions are
truths of Scripture which believers
hold for truth. They are not regarded simply as our pe rspectives
or perceptions of the truth. They
are not regarded simply as one vantage point, among many others,
which even when combined can
only approximate the truth. Nor
are they regarded simply as particular interpretations or opinions
which never invalidate alternative
interpretations or opinions. Not at
allthey are regarded as the tn/th of
the mJltter! Indeed, so certain is the
church of the truth of its confession,
her members are willing to die (and

merely a matter of his own perception? Can anyone imagine Luther
relativizing his convictions by acknowledging that they were merely
one perspective among many, even
a minority perspective at that? Did
Calvin contribute to the Reformation in Geneva by setting forth the
truths of the gospel as merely his
"opinions," not necessarily invalidating the differing opinions of others? Did the Reform ers regard their
confession as only one perspective
among many, one which was open
to different perspectives equally
valid and true?
To ask these questio ns is to answer themcertainly not. The Reformers, like believers before them
and after them, were convinced that
the truth of God was over all and
that this truth was objectively given
us in the text of Scrip ture. They
believed, moreover, that this truth
could be known and confessed before the world. So certain were they
of the authoritative and clear teaching of truth given in the Scriptures
that they were willing to die for the
truth, rather than to accommodate
to error. It seems obvious that no
Reformation could ever have oc
curred, nor will further
reformation ever occur,
"The only context in which the
in the church where the
spirit of relativism preChristian mind can thrive and
vails.
flourish is one which begins
The only context in
which the Ch ri stian
with the sure and unchanging
mind can thrive and
Word of God in Scripture."
flourish is one which
begins with the sure
often have!) rather than deny or forand unchanging Word of God in
sake this truth. 3
Scripture. Only where the Word of
Why do I mention these things,
truth in Scripture is the objective
when to many Reformed readers
norm, founding and confirming our
they may seem too obvious to reknowledge of the truth and keepquire mention? T mention them being us from errOl, is there any proscause the sp irit of relativism
pect that the Christian mind will be
breathed by the guidelines used in
transformed, proving what is the
this synodical exercise is incompatgood and acceptable and perfect will
of God.
ible with this lTistoric Christian and
Refonned view of the truth.
Relativism in the Christian church
will only serve to close the ChrisWere the Reformed churches and
believers to succumb to the relativtian mind and to close the Bible to
ism of these guidelines, it is diffithe people of God. Rather than being
a humble admission of our limited percult to see how they could lay claim
any longer to being true sons and
ception of the truth, it amounts to a
daughters of the Reformation. Can
proud and ungrateful closing of our
anyone imagine Luther, for exminds to ti,e clear and knowable truth
ample, declaring at the Diet of
g iven in the biblical texts.'
Worms in 1521 that his teaching was

FOOlNOTES
1
2

3

Foreword by Saul Bellow. New York:
Simon ond Schuster, 1987.
I am not interested in this article in
addressing the propriety of this item
on thesynodicol agenda. However, it
should be noted that this was a highly
irregular Intrusion Into the agenda of
synod by the SIC. Though it may have
been in keeping with the recent history of Irregularities at brooder assemblies of the Christlcrl Reformed ChIXch,
it conflicts with the historic Reformed
view that brooder assemblies are to
address ecclesiastical matters in on
ecdeslasticol fashion, and that these
matters should come before the assembly through the process of appeal
and overture, etc.
My reoclers could substitute for the
Scriptural teaching of the doctrine of
the Trinity, any number of teachings of
the Word of God. Relativism has on
insatioble appetite and knows no limits. Once you permit the tenets of
relativism toenterthe church, no d octrine of the church, no moral obligation. no distinction between true and
folse, etc.. win remain secure for tong.
Everything reduces itself 10 ' myopinion, your opinion,· and who's to say
who Is rIght! This is a for cry from the
conclusion of the AthonOSian Creed
which declares, This Is the catholic
faith. which except 0 man believe
faithfully, he comot be soved. Nor Is
it worthy of those who are heirs of the
Belgic Confession, whose original confessorsdeclcred. VJhentheypresented
ittoPhilipll, that they would 'offerthelr
bockstostripeS. theirtongueslokrWes,
their mouths to gags. and their whole
bodies to the fire,· rather than d eny
their confession.
This is one of the ironies of relativism.
Though it pretendsto be born out of a
humble admission that my perspective ond viewpoint is no more right
than anyone else's, It compels me to
regord 011 viewpoints as merely subjective. This means that I am left free
to hold my opinions, without submitting my every thought to the perfect
standard of God's Word. A word of
truth that cannot be known is. of
course, conveniently able to be discorded. Certainly, no one would dare
quote from it, as though its truth could
be clearly known!
M
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The UNDERSTANDING OPINIONS Metaphor
Some Initial Observations

1. The Vantage Point
I am inescapably rooted to a unique vantage point from which I view all things
o
No vantage point offers a more correct perspective, although some give more
information
o
While my vantage point may change, I remain unalterably attached to it
Not being God, I can never occupy all vantage points at once
o
o
Even from my vantage point I do not always see clearly all there is to see
2. The Object
The sum ofall vantage points approximates all there is to see of the object
o Being rooted to one vantage point, I cannot "see" everything there is to see of
the object
o
The object is what it is; it is not affected by my perception of it
o However, I tend to make the object suit my perception of it
3. The Perception
I perceive the object on four different levels: factual (objective), emotional (subjective),
interpretive (meaning or value), decisional (what to do with it)
o These four are distinct, although I sometimes confuse my emotional response
or my interpretation with the facts
o
My perception may differ from that of others on anyone or several of these
four levels
• Because I am often unaware of my own emotions or fail to recognize emotional responses in others, I often arrive at flawed interpretations
4. The Communication

The collective vision of a community is always greater than that of a single member
o
I can broaden my "seeing" by listening to what others say they see
o At best I can only approximate what others say they see
o
Without the insight of others my own vision remains one-sided
o
Community results when persons accept as valid and Significant the vision
held and communicated by others
o
To accept the vision of others I must listen to them, and trust them
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5. The Potential for Conflict
Different perceptions often lead to conflicts which in turn undermine community
o The terms "right" and "wrong" are not appropriate to deliberative exercises
o
When I refuse to accept the validity of another's perspective, I absolutize my
own (limited) perception
o
Absolutized opinions are, in effect, deeply entrenched positions from which
only the walls of the trench can be seen. Trenches block dialogue and destroy
community
Note: When the metaphor is applied to other situations, the term object used here
may be replaced with topic, issue, subject, problem, etc.
June 8, SYNOD '93

Reinder and Diane Klein

Pilgrims among Pagans:
Studies from 1 Peter
NELSON D. KLOOSTERMAN

Lesson 7

1 Peter 2:21-25

Called to Suffer Injustice while Walking in Christ's Footsteps

Key Ver.se: 'For to this you were called, because Christ also suffered for us, leaving

US

an example, that you

should follow His steps ... .'
1 Peter 2:21
Interlude: motivated by Christ's example (read 1:21)

Peter has exhorted Christian citizens and household slaves to submit to those in authority over them
(2:1320). Christian submission silences critics and
fools alike; patient endurance in the face of injustice
obtains divine approval.
Before turning to the husbandwife relationship,
he provides a general admonition to all believers in
common.

The motto 'Christ suffered for us' is characteristic of this entire epistle, and serves repeatedly as
the motivation for Christian conduct (see 3:18 and
4:1). Christ's example of suffering serves here to
encourage believers undergoing persecution and
abuse from those over them.
We should not be afraid to speak of Christ as
our 'example,' even though this teaching has been
abused by those who reduce the role of Christ to
that of a moral example. As long as we view Him
and His example the same way that the Bible does,
we will avoid a mistaken application of this teaching.
Calvin reminds us that although Christ raised the
dead and restored sight to the blind, 'if we try to
imitate Him in these things, it would be absurd, for
when He gave these evidences of His power it was
not His purpose that we should imitate Him this
way.' By exercising right judgment, Calvin continues,
we will understand that Peter here refers us to
Christ's example of suffering injustice at the hands
of wicked men. (Questions I and 2)
Christ's suffering has two aspects: His active
obedience, which provides a powerful impulse to
believers called to suffer; and His passive obedience,

retlecting His unique place as the Substitute who
took upon Himself God's wrath and the penalty of
our sin.
The kind of example that Christ left behind is
indicated by the peculiar word Peter uses here. This
'example' is like the alphabet letters a teacher draws
on a paper, to be copied or traced by the young
student. When Christ ascended to heaven He left
behind this kind of 'sample' to be copied over and
over by His followers, as believers place their feet in
His footprints. His footpath went in the direction of
selfdenial and obedience. Step by step His
followers must walk after Him, staying close to the
trail blazed by their Guide and Pioneer.
Step by step along the path of the cross (read 2:22-24)

The pathway of Christ led to a cross. This direction, which is also the patlern for us, is indicated
clearly by the Old Testament prophet Isaiah (v. 22),
by an example from Christ's suffering (v. 23), and by
a reference to the cruciftxion itself (v. 24).
Isaiah had spoken about someone who had committed no sin, in whose mouth was no guile. This
was the style of Christ Himself, who suffered in pure
innocence, unlike any of us whose sin is pervasively
evident. 'There is therefore no reason why anyone
of us should refuse to suffer after His example, since
no one is so conscious of having acted rightly, that
he does not labour under some sin' (Calvin). None
of us can appeal to moral innocence as a reason to
escape unjust suffering.
The example of Christ's suffering is described
secondly in terms of His conduct during His trial and

cruciftxion. When people reviled and mocked Him,
He did not revile in return.
Why does Peter select precisely this feature of
Christ's suffering to hold before us as an example?
Probably because he bad just been writing about
Christian slaves who worked frequently under a
barrage of insults and threats. Instead of returning
insults, Christ su rrendered Himself completely to the
Righteous Judge, His heavenly Father. This was His
'reaction' to the unrighteousness of Pilate, the sol~
diers and others. Similarly, by entrusting ourselves
to the Righteous Judge, we bave no further need of
revenge (Rom. 12:17-21). The ungodly may go
unpunished for a time, but this is no reason for
believers to fear or to reply in kind. Anyone who
seeks vengeance intrudes into what belongs to God
and fails to allow Him to perform His office as judge
(Calvin). (Questions 3 and 4)
The third aspect of Christ's exemplary suffering
is His atonement on the cross. Notice Peter's pic~
turesque language: Christ bore our sins on the tree.
Far from being a helpless victim, Christ actively
loaded our sins upon Himself and carried them to
this cross. In the Old Testament the LORD required
that a criminal be hung on a pole, pinned to hang
there until sundown (Deut. 21 :22-23). So it happened to Christ.
Now that the sinbearingChrist has been nailed
to the cross, believers are no longer fastened to
their wicked past. The 'old man' has been crucified
with Christ (Rom. 6:511); the former life of sin has
ended, and the new life of obedience has begun.
Peter speaks in this connection of being healed
by Christ's stripes. This brings to mind the beatings
Christian slaves might have e ndured, bleeding and
wounded by their masters' brutality. Peter wraps
their wounds with those of Ch rist, as it were. Now
that their (and our) sins have been nailed to the
tree, we can leave them behind and live in the
righteousness of self~dnia.
Scattered sheep brought back home (read 2:25)

Peter employs another metaphor from Isaiah 53,
this one from verse 6: 'All we like sheep have gone
astray; we have turned, every one, to his own way.'
With regard to the sheep he emphasizes their wan~
dering astray. With regard to the Shepherd he
stresses His patient search for, and relurn of, the
lost sheep.
Because this Shepherd is at the same time the
Overseer, He keeps the flock together. These two

activities of pasturing and overseeing Peter later
assigns to the church's elders: 'Shepherd the flock of
God which is among you, serving as overseers, not
by compulsion but willingly, not for dishonest gain
but eagerly' (1 Pet. 5:2). Through the ministry of
elders the chief Shepherd cares for and protects His
Father's flock.
Clearly the apostle wishes to encourage his readers both to submit cheerfully and to suffer patiently.
What better example to set before them than their
Savior, Jesus Christ? Believers are called to suffer
injustice as they walk in Christ's footsteps. Ponder
personally where in your life you can suffer injustice
as He did, with the same selfless patience and trus~
fut surrender, leaving vengeance in the heavenly
Father's hands. We must do this  that is our calling. We can do this  that is our comfort!

Questions for Reflection and Reply

1. Read John 14:12. Some believe that today
Christians can imitate Christ's works of power.
Is Calvin correct or not? Defend your answer
from Scripture.

2.

Mention some other features of Christ's person
and work that we cannot imitate. Can we ever
really suffer as Christ suffered? Why (not)?

3.

In the light of Jesus' example and Peter's teaching, is it wrong for Christians to insist upon their
rights? How must we reconcile Christ's example
and Peter's teaching with episodes in Scripture
where Paul claimed his rights as a Roman
citizen?

4.

Explain how it benefits believers that they don't
have to seek revenge, but can surrender themselves and their situations to God for judgment.
How would society benefit if everybody lived this
way?

Lesson 8
1 Peter 3:1-7

Living Together in Marringe

Key Verse: 'Wives, likewise, be submissive to your own husbands, ....Husbands, likewise, dwell with them
with understanding ... .'

1 Peter 3:1,7
Pilgrims among pagans - at home!
When we study the Bible it helps to know something about the cultural, social and religious situation of those to whom the Bible was first written.
We must be careful to use this knowledge not in
order to eliminate what the Bible says as though it
were irrelevant to our own day, but to illuminate
what it says [or obedience in our day.
Here is one example: when the gospel was first
preached by the apostles, it happened rather frequently that married women came to know the Lord
apart from their husbands who remained indifferent
or hostile to the gospel. (The book of Acts tells us
of this in 13:50, 16:1,1314, 17:4,12, and 24:24).) A
believing wife who wanted to practice her new faith
within her home faced difficult challenges that may
be quite foreign to some of us who have always lived
in Christian homes.
Should she remain married to her unbelieving
husband? Or should she divorce him? How should
she respond to his hostility toward her new religion?
What was the best attitude to take toward his continued pagan practices and loyalties? tJow must a
new Christian wife handle other family relationships,
how could she nurture her (their) children to marry
in the Lord, or how could she arrange to gather
weekly with fellow believers for worship?
Living as 'pilgrims among pagans' affects the
home, where believing wives and husbands express
and cultivate the attitudes, virtues and disciplines
necessary to survive 'out there' in the world.
Let's listen, then, to what the Holy Spirit
teaches through the apostle Peter about putting the
pilgrim style into practice in this most intimate and
fundamental of all human relationships.

Winsome ways for believing wives (read 3:1-2)
The word 'likewise' ties together those sections
of exhortation where various classes of people are
add ressed. The example of Christ, which Peter had

held before Christian household slaves, provides
direction to others in the church: wives and
husbands.
The central exhortation to believing wives is that
they 'be submissive' toward husbands who had not
listened to the gospel. By means of her respectful
attitude, a Christian wife could translate the gospel
into a walk that might serve to convict and 'win' her
husband.
Such winsomeness depends on Christian
character. If God requires holiness of every believer
(1:22), then from wives He expects purity. The
apost le Paul expected older women to teach younger
women in the church 'to be discreet, chaste, homemakers, good, obedient to their own husbands, that
the word of God may not be blasphemed' (Titus
2:5). This purity refers not only to sexual purity, but
also to modesty and sobriety, motivated by respect
for God. (Question 1)

Choosing her make-up (read 3:3-4)
With a change of metaphor Peter reinforces the
need for Christian character by instructing believing
wives about two kinds of cosmetics, the one external,
the other internal.
He mentions three kinds of outward decoration:
braided hair, gold jewelry and fancy clothing. These
examples emphasize the painstaking care devoted to
outward appearance. But a Christian wife enjoys a
much prettier elegance: not what she makes of herself, but what she has become by God's Spirit. The
external must reilect the internal, the ' hidden person
of the heart.' Believing wives must cultivate that
character whose depth often lies beyond human
observation. Respectful submission to her husband
arises from a gentle and quiet spirit. Such a spirit
seasons a marriage relationship by reflecting the
character of the Lord Jesus Christ. (Its opposite is
an insulting, bitter attitude so often displayed in
verbal aggression and emotional blackmail.) Such
inward beauty never goes out of style (unlike

clothes), never fades (unlike jewelry) or needs redoing (unlike hair). It is incorruptible and precious to
God. (Question 2)
Sarah's secret (read 3:5-6)

To fortify his exhortation Peter calls to mind the
example of holy women, matriarchs, believing wives
of an earlier era.
Their inward beauty and adornment consisted in
trust.ing in God as they submitted to their husbands
out of respect for God.
One of them is mentioned by name, Sarah, the
wife of Abraham. She submitted to her husband
with all respect and honor. Peter's formulation is
quite strong for our modern ears: 'as Sarah obeyed
Abraham, calling him lord, whose children you are if
you do good and are not. afraid with any terror'
(1 Pet. 3:6). Most translations have 'daughters' inaccurate 'children.' Peter emphas!ead of the ~ore
SIzes that whIle Abraham is the father of all believers, Sarah is the mother of all who obey.
Such respectful submission produces two results
one positive, the other negative. By obeying their '
husbands believing wives can thereby (1) do good
and (2) avoid being paralyzed by fear.
From one (inspired) husbatUi to other husbands (read
3:7)

From other parts of Scripture we know that
Peter himself was married, and had lived with his
wife in their home at Capernaum (Matt. 8:14). His
~lfe
also accompanied him on his distant missionary
lourneys (1 Cor. 9:5). So this exhortation from the
apostle Peter, besides coming from the Holy Spirit,
comes from an experienced husband.
Notice that the apostle does not instruct husbands to submit to their wives, but rather warns
them not to deal tyrannically or scornfully with their
spouses. The husband's attitude must correspond to
his wife's attitude of quiet gentleness. Only within
thIS balance can a marriage relationship endure.
Th~
key phrase in this exhortation is, 'dwell with
them With understanding.' Dwelling together in
Christian marriage requires the husband to treat his
wife knowledgeably, intelligently and sympathetically.
A husband must know his wife well in order to know
how to respond to her in love and gentleness.
Peter's description of the wife as 'the weaker
vessel' is best understood this way. The wife's feminine qualities deserve the greater honor and tenderness, emphasized as well by Peter's use of the meta-

phor of 'vessel.' Rather than describe the content of
the vessel, Peter points to the character of the vessel: the wife is the weaker of the two vessels. In
general she is physically weaker, with the result that
often she suffers a psychological disadvantage, since
the danger is that her husband could threaten to use
his physical advantage against her. Husbands must
therefore not handle their wives with bitter roughness (Col. 3:19), but as the stronger partner they
must shoulder more responsibility for the wellbeing
of the marriage relationship. (Question 3)
But there is another reason a spiritual reason
with understai~g.
for husbands treating their wiv~
As fellow heirs of the grace of life, their mutual
prayers would be obstructed by the husband's careless disregard. A marital communication breakdown
inevitably disturbs communication with God. Mutual
respect enables marital piety. Husbands and wives
must regularly pray  and live out of  the petition
o~r
Savior taught: 'Fo.rgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.' This prayerful humility will sustain that foundational dimension underlying their
husbandwife relationship, namely, being brother and
sister in Christ. (Question 4)

Questions for Refkction and Reply
1.

Illustrate ways in which a wife's behavior in the
home can cause God's Word to be blasphemed.
Mention some ways in which a wife can be submissive in a biblical way. Is there an unbiblical
submission '!

2. What are some ways in which a Christian wife
can cultivate a quiet and gentle spirit? How can
a believing husband help his wife do this?
3. Explain why today's unbelieving feminist movement is a reaction against the failure of
husbands to follow 1 Peter 3:7.
4. Explain ways in which Christian spouses can
cultivate their 'brothersister relationship.'

endo and false assertions about
people's pOSitionstheological, biblical, or otherwise. We long for the
day when the concern and energy
of the church's membership will be
enthusiastically directed at how we
may serve the cause of Jesus Christ
best, and announce the Good News
of His coming with conviction and
power. May God grant that soon!
A sincere thank you to the editors of The Outlook for the invitation to respond to the comments of
the editors themselves, and to the
observations of Derrick Vander
Meulen contained in the article of
October 1993 "CRC SYNOD 1993THE FIRST DAY: What the Acts of
Synod Won't Tell You" by Derrick
Vander Meulen and the editors.
We believe that the readers of Tlte
Outlook are entitled to hear directly
from those responsible for the
events d escribed.
The suggestion that Synod 1993
engaged in exercises w hich promoted "blatant relativism" is a serious charge indeed. The charge is
all the more serious because it is
untrue and at best a significant misunderstanding of the exercise and
our intent. Let me assure all who
read this that relativism is as abominable to us as it clearly is to the
ed ito rs and Derrick Vander
Meulen. Revelational statements
such as, "God 's Word is truth,"
"Jesus is Lord," "God created the
heavens and the earth" and many
others are the absolutes we accept
and affirm. Such absolutes are
clearly confessed in the ecumenical creeds and our Reformed confessions. These absolutes were neither questioned nor examined in
the exercise referred to in the article.
It is possible that Derrick Vander
Meulen (who was present) and the
editors (who were not) misunderstood our intent o r the thrust of the
exercise. If that is what happened,
and we think that is what happened, then we assume responsibility for not being sufficiently clear
in our communication and apologize for it. In retrospect we also
acknowledge that the particular
piece of modem sculpture used in

the exercise may have contributed
to that misunderstanding. By its
very nature the sculpture required
more subjectivism for interpretation
than was helpful for the exercise.
We are no longer using that object
as the metaphor for the discussion.
The point of the sculpture exercise was to distinguish between the
absolutes of God 's revelation on the
one hand, and our understanding of
tlte meaning of those absolutes on
the o ther. The Reformed community has always believed that our
interpretation of God's revelation is
done in community. Ne ither the
Bible itself, nor any other fonn of
God's revelation is for private interpretation alone. We are instructed "to test the spirits" together
"to see whether they are of God."
The exercise was designed to bring
that activity to the fore as the delegates of Synod 1993 were preparing togetlter, under the guidance of
the Holy Spirit, to address the specific issues in focus that first day.
Admittedly, not all delegates enjoyed the exercise. Some told us
how we could have improved it.
Others told us that it was not meaningful for them. About 80% of the
delegates told us that the experience as a whole was very positive
for them  but that was their evalua·
tion of the whole afternoon's and
evening's activity. It is indeed regrettable that neither the editors nor
Derrick Vander Meulen could perceive the "deliberative" nature of
the dialogue  an exercise which has
deep roots and an honorable history in our Reformed tradition.
We long for the day when d iffe r·
ences of perspective in the church
can again be discussed in a spirit of
trust and mutual respect. We long
for the day when publiC d ialogue
will no longer be based on innu-

Peter Borgd orff is Executive Director
ofMinistries for tlte Christian Reformed
Clmrch

Our response to Dr. Borgdorffs comments are best expressed by the article
of Dr. Cornel Venema in litis issue of
TI,e Outlook. We urge a careful read·
ing of it.
We want to assure Dr. Borgdorfftltat
our problem is not witlt tlte sculpture
that was cltosen. The "Understanding
Opinions Melephor" depended on an
abstract object for its success, and lite
whole exercise depended on the note on
the bottom which states that this abstract object can be replaced witlt "topic,
issue, subject, problem, etc." This note
implies that topics, issues, subjects and
problems at Synod '93 (all dealing witlt
Scriptural material) are abstract and
can only be resolved by an accumulation of "community" opinion wh iclt
only "approximates" tntth. Wlta tever
Itappened to the Reformers' insistence
on the "clnrity and efficacy" of lite Word
of God itself? Whatever happened to
tlte creeds and confessions of the church
which we embrace as Forms of
UNITY?
Dr. Borgdorffs choice of a different
object for the exercise as it makes its
way throughout the denomination, will
not eclipse the destructive relativism
contained in lhe metaphor.
The Editors

om

Ox
mm
~O
OJ

c
ml
;Or

a

:80
<.vA

Happy Birthday,
Jesus!
Jan Groenendyk
Dear Jesus,
Christmas time is near again-a
time to celebrate your birthday. I'm

speaking to you as a present-day
mother of children; therefore, J understand the significance of birthdays.
In celebration of your birthday we
wouldn't consider skipping church
on Christmas morning. I always try
to tell the children the true story of
Christmas. We also like to listen to
and sing the Christm as carols. I
know it was a great thing you did
in coming to earth for us. I want to
give a consistent teaching of that
truth to my children.
I'm baking a cake for your birthday in the shape of Santa Claus. I
know it's your birthday; but, you
know, children need fun things. I
hope you understand when Dad
dresses up like Santa Claus and
passes out the gifts to the children,
that we also try to always teach them
that every good gift comes from
you; but, you know, children need
excitement out of Christmas. I w rap
some of the children's gifts in Santa
Claus wrapping paper to make it
more fun and of more interest for
the children. I read the children
some Santa Claus stories too, but I
tell them the real meaning of Christ~

mas besides, so I hope you don't
mind. Last week I took the children
to the mall to see Santa Claus, sit on
his lap, and tell him what they want
for Christmas; but I want you to
know that I explain to them that
they should ask you in prayer for
the things they need. I put up some
Santa Claus decorations and oma~
ments in the house for Christmas,
but I never fail to put up a nativity
scene also in order that the children
may celebrate the real meaning of
Christmas.

I'm beginning to find Christmas
in ou r home a little confusing at
times; but I'm sure you understand
that the children need a fun time,
and they can't seem to get excited
about just celebrating your birthday, 1;:',': 1i"':~
but be assured you a re the CENTER of our Christmas.
Well..., anyway, Happ y Birthday,
Jesus!
Mrs. GroetHmdyk attended Oordt College and graduated from Calvin College. She received Iter MA from MSU
and taugh t in five Christian schools for
a total of twellty seven years. She is
married to Rev. Marion Groenendyk
and is a member of the First Zeeland
CRC where her husband is employed.

Naming God with
Feminine Nouns &
Pronouns
Casey Freswick
The Apostle John's fina l words in
his first epistle are essential for the
church of Jesus Christ today: "Dear
children, keep yourselv es from
idols." Naming God with feminine
nouns and pronouns is often a clear
decision to set before the church an
idol. The Fatherhood of God is
rooted in the Scriptural revelation
of the eternal relationship between
the Father and the Son. God revealed Himself to us most clearly in
His Son. Scripture reveals this to
us. The church has confessed this
for centuries. These central doctrines
are being challenged by modern
feminist theology.
At its May, 1993 meeting, Classis
Hudson approved a communication
to Synod 1993. It examined some
key issues involved in naming God
with feminine nouns and pronouns:
"1) Confusion over the nature of
figurativ e language has led to a
somewhat naive assumption that
o ur language about an d to God
should be gender inclusive or even
feminized; 2) The nature of biblical
revelation requires that the authority of Scripture determine our language about God, and not culture
or personal preference. Violating
this authority involves idolatry and
the worship of images, Le. worship
of a God of our imagination instead
of the true God of the Bible. It denies that the true religion is a revealed religion . The revelation of
God in His Son, Jesus Christ, is Significantly altered because the historical record of the birth and preexistence of the Son of God is made
irrelevant; 3) Cardinal d octrines of
the Christian faith are at stake under this pressure for gender inclusive language about God. In particular, the doctrine of the Trinity is
compromised, and the lessons of

our discussions about women in office. But now the influence of femi nist theology is leading members of
the CRe to change their understanding and worship of God. Although
it is not common, it is no longer
unheard of to hear God the Father
referred to as "Mother" or "She" by
some members of the CRe.
The Banner
The Banner introduced the CRC to
naming God with feminin e nouns
and pronouns in the April 30, 1990
issue. Leslie e. Ruiter encouraged
her readers, "Instead of himself, we
could use GodseU or God's own self.
We could also replace the word Father with Parent or even Mother on
occasion" (The Banner, April, 30,
1990, p. 6,7). Professor Cooper
wrote an article opposing these
views. However, The Banner editorial policy that placed these articles
side by side promoted an atmosphere of theological toleration. It
allowed a false teaching to be promoted in the denomination. It made
those promoting and practicing the
naming of God with feminine nouns
and pronouns, comfortable within
the fellowship of the church rather
than rejecting their errors (II Thes.
3:14). Repentance was not seen as a
necessity.

history are forgotten . Instead of a
Triune God, a dualistic 'mother/father' God is substituted" (Classis
Hudson Communication to Synod
1993, p. 9).
I do not remember anyone even
discussing the naming of God with
feminine nouns or pronouns at
Calvin Seminary ten years ago. Today Professor Cooper teaches a
course at Calvin Semlnary entitled,
"Feminist Theology." He writes:
"Feminist theology is a vigorous and
dominant mov e ment in North
American theology today. It is not
just an academic phenomenon, but
is pushing changes in the theology,
liturgy and polity of all mainline
denominations and even of a few
evangelica l chu rches." Professor
Cooper points out that r-'
~ -_,
feminism is not a ho"A proposed amendment to these
mogeneous movement.
Vario us authors have
declarations to 'instruct the
recognized three main
churches and agencies not to name
kinds of feminist theology: evangelical, libGod with feminine nouns and
eral or mainline, and
pronouns' was defeated by synod."
radical. Each offers
"differing evaluations
of traditional Christian
Committee for Women
beliefs about God and humans."
At the same time, other articles
Professor Cooper's course proposal
promoting inclusive language about
states: "The topic of inclusive (nonGod appeared. Annelies Knoppers,
sexist) language for God serves as
a member of River Terrace CRC,
the point of entry into the labyrinth
Lansing MI, wrote: "The overriding
of biblical, hermeneu tical, and theotheme and belief that keeps me gological issues involved" (Board of
ing is: God is the God of liberation,
Trustees of Calvin Seminary Report,
not oppression. Trust in God, She
Feb. 1992, Appendix B, p. 3).
will provide!" (Partnership, Summer
1990 edition of the Committee for
THE CRC AND FEMINIZING
Women in the CRC). She was a
OFGOD
member of the Calvin College CenI believe that the CRC is one of
ter for Christian Scholarship team
the "evangelical churches" that is
studying gender roles and relations
being influenced by "Feminist Thein 198990. Their work has not yet
ology." The influence of feminist
been published.
theology has been encountered in
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1992, p. 604). Three members of
the Board of Calvin College are not
OPC Congregation in Westchester County and the New York metmembers of the eRe. Frank
Pettinga is the alumni trustee.
ropolitan area is seeking a pastor. He should be an experienced
Frank Pettinga is a member in
Reformed and mature man committed to spreading the Word of God
good standing at Christ Commuin a diverse community. A benefits package and suburban manse is
nity church in Spring Lake, MI,
included.
RCA. According to Colette VolkSend resume and taped sermons to: Pulpit Committee
ema De Nooyer, director of faith
c/o Don Swanson, Elder
development at Christ Community,
247 Lincoln Avenue
this church "actually dared to beNew Rochelle, NY IOB01
gin the Lord's Prayer with 'Our
(914) 6333954
Mother/ Father'" (Colette Volkema
De Nocyer, Perspectives, Sept. 1992,
Committee on Abuse
copy of a letter she sent me. Her
p.6). Newton Christian Reformed
The Committee on Abuse in the
position on the confessional nature
church inform ed the Board of
eRe reported: "Children should
of addressing God in feminine terms
Calvin College that Christ Communeither be afraid of God nor be
was clearly explained: "I do not
nity church feminized God language. They then asked, "Do you
afraid to address him as Father, for
agree that this is indeed a confessional issue. Since the Scriptures
God is both Father and Mother (Acts
as a board believe that naming God
use a variety of metaphors and imwith feminine nouns and pronouns
of Synod 1992, p. 347). Every memages to reveal God to us, including
ber of this committee allowed this
is compatible with the Presbyterian
declaration to stand. Is it really true
some with feminine and inanimate
and Reformed confessional tradithat God is both Father and
qualities as well as masculine attion of Christianity?" (Letter, Detributes, it is my view that our se"Mother"? It is n ot insignificant that
cember 9, 1992). The Calvin board
lection of and valuing of some im"Mother" is capitalized.
responded with a s ummary of
ages more than others is of a perCalvin College
synod's criteria for board members hip and these words, "Frank
Several ongoing issues pertinent
sanal nature rather than a confessional one" (Letter to Rev. Casey
to our discussion continue to be adPettinga enthusiasticaUy serves unFreswick, February 20, 1991). After
dressed at Calvin College. Evelyn
der these criteria . We believe he
Diephouse is registrar at Calvin Colthis special committee reported to
meets all the criteria. Therefore, he
the Calvin College Board of Trus tlege. In an article in the Refonned
is and remains a valued trustee on
Journal, she used genderless referees, Newton CRC received a letter
the board of CaJvin College" (Letter from Calvin College board to
ences to God and feminine prowith the following statement:
"Wh ere the church has not adNewton CRC' March
. 3, 1993). Th,'s
nouns. She wrote, "Our God-parclearly implies that the board of
ent is also the gardener of the wtidressed the appropriateness of addreSSing God as mother/she, it
Trustees of Calvin College operates
verse. She is conscious of our needs,
attentive, and active in the r:='--- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - , with the assumption that
daily rhythms of our
churches that feminize
world" (Reformed Journal,
"Language addressing God, or about
God
language are
May-June 1990, p. 3).
God, is not a matter of personal
"within the Presbyterian
As a board member, I
and Reformed confess'o
a1 t ra diti' on 0 f ChrisPre erence, nor may it be sub7'ect to
brought the Diephouse arI n
cultural influences and whims. "
ticle to the attention of the
tianity."
members of the Board of
These actions of the
Board of Trustees of
Trustees a f Ca lvin COllege and
Seminary (the Board had not yet
would not be prudent for the Board
Calvin College raise a number of
of Trustees to speak" (February 19,
been divided) during an evaluation
biblical theological issues. First, I
1992 letter to Newton CRe from the
process of Evelyn Diephouse's work
disagree that the church has not
at Calvin College. The Board found
addressed the issue of naming God
Board of Trustees).
my concerns irrelevant to her conCalvin College Board of Trustees
with feminine nouns and pronouns.
(")
tinued employment at Calvin. I
continues to judge this issue as a
The church universal and
non-confessional doctrinal disagreethen personal ly contacted Mrs.
Reformed believers have addressed
ment. Synod approved a number
Diephouse, and our Newton CRC
this issue in our historic ecumeniOfIj wrote Calvin College. We commu- of criteria for Board membership at cal creeds and Reformed confes-'CO
sions. Our creeds and confessions
nicated our position that naming
Calvin College for anyone who is
~ 2
God w ith feminine nouns or pronot a member of the CRe. One crispeak clearly to the issues involved.
teria is that any potential board
nouns is contrary to our creeds and
The Calvin board inappropriately
U
w W
confessions.
member must "be a professing
places this issue in the realm of synI
The college set up a committee to
member in good standing of a
odical guidelines and possible subt-O
mission to synod instead of coneva luate this matter. Evelyn
church body within the Presbyterian and Reformed confessional tra~
viction about the teaching of the
Diephouse gave this committee a
dition of Christianity" (Acts ofSynod
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Word of God, the creeds and confessions (Ps. 119:31; J Thes. 2:13).
Second, the nature of ecclesiastical
relations is at stake. It may be true
that Christ Community RCA was
his torically within the Reformed
confessional tradition of Christianity but its current practice of naming God w ith feminin e nouns and
pronouns places it outside the confessiona l tradition of Reformed
Christianity (II Cor. 6:14-17; Eph.
5:11) and into idolatry, the practice
of goddess worship (Exod ."0'3
2 ,,:.:,,4:..
,; p "_-,
34:13). Therefore, Frank r
Pettinga does not meet the
criteria set by the synod
of the CRC for membership on the Calvin Board
of Trustees.
Third, by failing to recognize the sin of nam ing
God with feminine nouns
or pronouns the board of Calvin
College has also sinned. No declaration of the church will change this.
U the members of the Board of Trustees have not been convicted by the
authority of God's Word and our
historic creeds and confessions that
naming God with feminine nouns
and pronouns is idolatry, will a decision of synod be more authoritative? Would this really bring about
true unity of belief? At this point
true repentance is necessary by all
those who are practicing or tolerating individuals who name God with
feminine nouns or pronouns (Ezek.
14:3-9; James 4:7-10).
eRe Synods
The issue of naming God with
feminine nouns and pronouns has
been addressed by Synod 1992 and
1993. Synod 1991 had raised concerns about the Board of Publications' guidelines for gender language and imagery for God in their
new "LIFE" curriculum to be published in the fall of 1994 (Agenda of
Synod 1992, p. 48-49). New guidelines were formulated and sent to
SynOd 1992. At the same time
Classis Hudson as ked Synod 1992
to address the issue of naming God
with feminine nouns and pronouns.
The overture from Classis Hudson
asked that synod "declare that Scripture and the creeds forbid feminine
language for God" (Agenda for
Synod, 1992). Synod 1992 refused to
do this. It adopted the revised

guidelines from the Board of Publiand retention of Marchiene Vroon
Rienstra . She is a contributor for
cations with one addition: " 1) Make
no changes in Scripture or in the
the eRe Board of Publications' new
Scriptural language and imagery for
adult education curriculum, "ViewGod when Scripture is being used
points." She not only addresses God
with feminine nouns and pronouns,
that contains masculine pronouns
or imagery. Continue these in the
but has rewritten the Psalms in her
discussion about that Scripture. 2)
book, Swallow's Nest: A Feminine
Reading of the Psalms. One example
Reflect the rich range of imagery
of her rewriting is Psalm 91: "She
Scripture uses in speaking of God.
3) in cases where gender descripwill satisfy you with long life. You
tion or designations of God arise
will see the fulness of Her saving
out of common English usage,
power!" (Swallow's Nest, p. 197).
" r e v :c a :. le " n .: t _ s " OC :.c ia " l -" p .: a .: t .; e .: rn " s ,- o _ r ~ tr _ ad _ ' _ ·- ___The
_ , Newton Christian Reformed
church asked the Board of
"
G d . hfi ..
Publications about MarchNaming 0 wlf emlnlne
iene Vroon Rienstra's participation in its new curnouns and pronouns is the
noticeable part 01 the idolatrous
rkulum. They were told:
"We can assure you that
worship of a false god."
Rev. Rienstra's recent
choice of language for God
that appears in Swallow's
Nest will not appear in any materitional theological language rather
than out of Scripture, take care not
als published by CRC Publications.
However, we believe the contributo offend readers needlessly by uslions she makes to the "Viewpoints"
ing inappropriate images, overusing masculine pronouns, and/o r by
program accurate ly reflect the
naming God with femin ine nouns
Reformed tradition. We do take care
or pronouns. 4) Always use lanthat all the content of our materials
complies with Reformed theology
guage that fully reflects the personal
nature of God the Father, God the
and synodical policy. We believe
that is the essential concern rather
Son and God the Holy Spirit" (Acts
ofSynod, 1992, p. 615). These guidethan whether an author has written
lines are weak and ineffective. They
something else that does not follow
have not and will not s tem the grow·
synodica l guidelines" (Letter to
ing tide of naming God with femiNewton CRC, February 12, 1993).
nine noWlS or pronouns.
Marchiene Vroon Rienstra's book
Their weakness is evident by the
violates all four synOdical guidelines. But more importantly, it vioBanner's comments on synod's action: "Elder Jacob Klassen of Class is
lates God's Word and promotes
Hudson asked synod to reconsider
idolatry.
the gender-language matter, pleadThis response of the Board of Pubing that Hudson's overture had not
Iications violates a number of biblibeen adequately addressed. Klassen
cal principles. First, it gives more
said the guidelines fail because they
au th ority to Marchiene Vroon
speak of offense against persons, not
Rienstra than Scripture allows. It
treats her as an ordained minister
offense against God. Synod, however, refused to reconsider the matof the gospel when Scripture forterti (The Banner, June 29, 1992, p.
bids the ordination of women to the
17). The assumption that could be
ministry. Second, it fa ils to see the
made by many readers is that
central significance of naming God
synod's position is that naming God
with feminine nouns and pronouns
with feminine nouns or pronouns
to true Christianity. T/lird, it either
may be offensive to a weak Chrisbases its decision on the false
premise that the issue of naming
tian but not to God. Feminists see
God with feminine nouns or p roan inherent contrad iction between
guidelines 2 and 3.
nouns is not central to our creeds
Board of Publications
and confessions, or it has a stand The weakness of the grounds of
ing policy that contributors to CRC
Synod 1992 can also be seen in the
curriculum do not need to be bound
by our ecumen ical creeds and
Board of Publication's recruitment
Reformed confession in their per-
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sonallives. Fourth, its response fails
to take into consideration the nature of a false teacher (I Tim. 1:3-7).
The Board of Publications validates
Marchiene Veaan Rienstra as a
teacher. It promotes her as a teacher.
This may make it possible for
Wldisceming or new Christians to
read her material and say, "The eRe
believes she is an insightful teacher"
and then accept her idolatry as "devotional material." Fifth, ecclesiastical fellowship issues are once again
at stake.
Newton Christian Reformed

church specifically asked Synod
1993 to "declare that naming God
with feminine nouns or pronouns
in worship and in Scripture versions
is contrary to biblical teaching and
outside the Presbyterian and
Refonned confessional tradition of
Christianity." Newton eRC also
asked synod "to take the following
actions, consistent with this declaration: 1) Instruct CRC Publications to discontinue the use of contributors who practice or advocate
language naming God with feminine nouns and pronouns and to
discontinue the distribution of all
their material. 2) Instruct the Calvin
College Board of Trustees to retain
in its membership only those who
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The
Heidelberg
Catechism
A Study Guide

B, G. I. Willianuon
lhe Heideberg CotedWn. one of
!he fresI creeds of !he Reformation
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concur w ith the above statement.
3) Direct the Interchurch Relations
Committee to communicate to the
Reformed church in America our
grave concern that some of its members practice and promote naming
God with feminine nouns and pronouns and that fallure to address
this practice will in the future affect
our ecclesiastical relationship"
(Agenda fa' Synod 1993. p. 319. 320
and back cover).
Classis Hudson requested that
Synod 1993 respond to the Newton
overture by, "1) expressing its deep
concern over the increasing usage
of language that refers to God in
feminine terms; 2) by understand ing that this matter raises issues central to the Christian faith; 3) by appointing a study committee that
would specify where and how this
usage conflicts w ith Scriptures, and
the creeds and confessions of the
church" (Classis Hudson Commun ication to Synod, p. 8).
Synod 1993 responded in the following ways. First they declared:
"Overture 46 raises important concerns about inappropriate language
to address God by certain individualsand publications." Second,Synod
advises "churches and agencies to
consider carefully the linguistic and
doctrinal implications of naming
God with feminine nouns and pronouns." Third, Synod 1993 declared
that " ... the pastoral advice given by
Synod 1992 already ca lls our
chu rches to honor the historic biblical and coruessionallanguage about
and to God" (Acts of Synod 1993. p.
6(1). A proposed amendment to
these declarations to "instruct the
churches and agencies not to name
God with feminine nouns and pronouns" was defeated by synod.
Synod took no further action in response to the Newton overture or
the communication from Classis
Hudson. The accounts described in
this article prove that there are individuals and churches that have
dishonored the "historic biblical and
confessional language about and to
God." Fourth, Synod 1993 elected
Frank Pettinga to a three year term
on the board of Calvin College as
an alumni trustee (Acts of Synod
1993. p. 495).
The Calvin College faculty, administration, board, the Board of
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Publications and Synods 1992 and
1993 have failed to discern and expose the ancient false teachings entering the churches of our day (Phil.
1,9-11; I Thes. 5,21; IJoM 4'1). They
fail to take seriously the confessional
nature of this issue. They fail to
look at the ecclesiastical issues this
practice raises. But the most hideou s fact of all is that they fail to
stand up for the right worship of
God. Addressing God as "mother"
violates the authoritative Word of God
by redefining God. Words are not
enough. These actions demonstrate
that the Christian Reformed church
has failed to respond biblically to
naming God with feminine nouns
and pronouns. It has failed to speak
prophetically. It has failed to call
individuals and churches to repentance. However, these judgments
are true only if this activity is idolatry. Do the Bible, our creeds and confessions really forbid naming God with
femin ine nouns and pronouns?

THE CASE AGAINST THE
FEMINIZING OF GOD
At this point J will begin to demonstrate why naming God with feminine nouns and pronouns and its
accompanying errors violate essential truths in Scrip ture, the his toric
creeds of the Christian church and
OUf Reformed confessions. Much
has been and is being written to
prove this. First, with thanks to Dr.
Peter Jones of Wesbninster West
Seminary, I will show that these are
not new ideas in the church of Jesus
Christ. These issues were part of
Gnosticism, a heretical theological
system condemned by the early
church. Second, I will give an example of the implications and current propagation of the ancient
gnostic false teaching, androgyny.
Third, I will demonstrate where
naming God with feminine nouns
and pronouns violates creedal declaration about biblical authority and
the Trinity.

Gnostic Roots
The central doctrine attacked in
naming God w ith feminine nouns
and pronouns is the doctrine of God.
Underlying and emanating out of
the practice of naming God with
feminine nouns and pronouns is a
feminist theology that perverts God
as He has revealed Himself. This is

- - - - - - - -- - - - - -- - - ---'

more than an error of mislabeling.
Feminist theology redefines God. Nam-

ing God with feminine nouns and
pronouns is the noticeable part of
the idolatrous worship of a false
god. Dr. Peter Jones in The Gnostic
Empire Strikes Back, demonstrates the
connection between the false god of
feminist theo logy, the rising influence of the New Age and ancient
gnostic heresies. H e is not the only
one to identify this connection.
Rosemary Radford Reuther, a radical feminist " theologian," describes
the gnostic practice of viewing God
as female, the Sophia imagery and
Valentinian gnostic practices of goddess worship (Sexism and God Tal k,
p.59-60). Gnosticism was a system
of false teaching condellUled by the
early church fathers and the historic
creeds of the Christian church.
Gnostic false teachings continue to
influence those naming God with
feminine nouns and pronouns.
Dr. Jones writes, "For the gnostic,
the true God was an unknowable,
impersonal force, the unified sum
of aU the separated parts. In anthropology and sexuality, the divine
being is thus best expressed by androgyny, that is, the erasure of the
male-female distinction" Oones, p.
30). The gnostic god was the unifi ed sum of all the separated parts.
All is one and the gnostic god is all
things. The gnostic god is impersonal because it/ he/she was the
sum of all things. Personality is lost
where there is no distinction between one person and another. This
is a clear a ttack on the three persons

The congregation of Pheonix CRC in Phoenix, AZ is seeking a

pastor, committed to the authority of Scripture, to instruct us in
God's Word. If you are interested please contact:
Stan Huisman
3412 N 26th PL

Phoenix, AZ 85016
(602) 9567509

real distinction between male and
female. Gnostics taught a merging
of male and female. The biblical
d istinctions between male and female are broken down. This notion
of the total breakdown of all distinctions behveen male and female
in humanity is seen in the gnostic
Gospel of Thomas. This "gospel"
claims that Jesus said, "And when
you make the male and the female
into a single one so that the male
shall not be male and the female
shall not be female ... then you shall
enter the kingdom" (Gospel of Thomas, logion 22). The Gnostics
Marcus and Theodotus believed that
"the original Adam was an hermaphrodite (both male and female),
appealing to Galatians 3:28, which
they understood to sa y that the new
creature, 'neither male nor female',
is an hermaphrodite" Oones, p. 33).
Dr. Jones goes on to show these
same teachings in feminist theology
and the New Age. You would think
that such gnostic heresy would be
strictly avoided by all "Reformed
feminists." But
this is not the
"This issue is a cause for division case.
division between the truth of the
implications
Helen Sterk
Christian faith and thefalsehood of a
is a p rofessor
feminist reconstruction of God ... "
of rhetoric at
Mar qu e tt e
Unive rsi t y in
of the Trinity. God could be called
Milwaukee and was a member of
mother and father because all things
the 1989-1990 Calv in Center for
are god. Feminist theologians, like
Christian Scholarship team at Calvin
the gnostics, declare that since God
College. In her article for the Comis neither male nor female we can
mittee for Women in the CRC's pubaddress and think of him as male or
lication, Partnership, she encourages
female or as both m ale and female
her readers to look a t the work of
(androgyny).
Phyllis Trible who tells the story of
If h uman beings are to be like
Adam and Eve in a "new way." She
God then all distinctions in humaninforms us that this Old Testament
ity are merely external. There is no

scholar "teaches" that "God created
'Adam' - a sexually undifferentiated
creature from the earth. Only after
God's surgery, does the 'man' identify himself as exclusively m ale.
Man and woman were created from
the earth creature - the power of
sexual desire indicates how strongly
humans yearn fo r creational unity"
(Partnership, Summer 1990, p. 13-14).
I assume "creational unity" is the
original created nature of "Adam
before he was split into Adam and
Eve" (Pa rtnership, p. 13).
She goes on to give her readers
directives for positive action leading to both personal and structural
change in the CRe. One suggestion
is to give Elaine Pagel's book, Adam,
Eve, and the Serpent to CRC pastors
and Old Testament theolOgians. Dr.
Jones recognizes that Elaine Pagel
is well aquainted with gnosticism
Oones, p. 29). Helen Sterk states
that until CRC Old Testament scholars "integrate" these "new angles
on the old stories into their work,
these ideas will n ot be heard in the
CRC." Her declaration is fa lse.
These are not new angles; they are
gnostic teachings rejected by the
Christian church in the first century.
Whether you begin by changing the
revelation of Scripture about God
the Father and then change your
view of male and female, or change
the biblical distinctions between
male and female and then change
God's revelation of Himself, you
enter into the world of gnostic heresy. I have yet to see a consistent
authoritative biblical condemnation
of naming God with feminine nouns
and pronouns from those whose
biblical hermeneutic has already
destroyed biblical normativity for
the distinctions between male and
femal e. r believe this is one reason
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the CRC is having such a hard time
condemning naming God with
feminine nouns and pronouns.
How can those who justify women
in office condemn naming God with
feminine nouns and pronouns? I

am thankful that some do. But I
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have spoken to numerous eRC supporters of women in office who are
uncomfortable with the practice, but
they can find no biblical grounds to
condemn it. How do the men at
Synod 1993, who have changed their
minds about women in office, know
that they will not change their minds
about naming God with feminine
nouns and pronouns? Modern
church his tory in denominations
like the Episcopalian, Presbyterian
USA and United Methodists demonstrate d enominational accommodation and acceptance of the idolatrous practice of goddess worship,
naming God with feminine nouns
and pronouns.
Biblical and Creedal Directives
Dr. Jones points out the biblical
response to gnosticism and its modern manifestations in feminist theology and the New Age. "The New
Testament writing, Paul's letters in
particular, have already faced the
early manifestation of Gnosticism.
They gave not an inch to goddess
spirituality, sexual p erversion and
the des truction of creationai structures in the home and in the church.
Their d eep understanding of the
unity in God's creative and redemptive
work gives us radical and potent answers, as well as a methodology,
for our s truggle against the same

rejection of the Creator and Redeemer by the New Age Gnosticism" Gones, p.lOl). Using the correct language in an age of the old
age New Age demands that we are
as concise and unified as the ancient church Fathers that formulated
the historic creeds of the Christian
church. The historic creeds speak
to the current practice of feminizing of God. They were written in
the religious contex t of gnostic
"feminism."
The doctrine of the Trinity and
the regulatory principle of worship
are two other confessional doctrines
violated by the theological ground
and implications of naming God
with feminine nouns and pronouns.
~ 'The
ancient church regarded the
doctrine of the Trinity as a creedal
matter, and so do we. The new
inclusive language abandons the
ontological (essential) and eternal
Trinity and becomes a form o f
modalism associated with the theologian Sabellius, who was willing
to affirm that God has three roles
(Creator, Redeemer, Sanctifier), but
not that He is in Himself Father,
Son and Spirit. This error is addressed by the church in the Nicene
Creed, and we have followed this
teaching consistently for almost
2,000 years. The Reformed creeds
reflect this conviction for exam p Ie,
when the Heidelberg Ca techism in Q
and A 25 declares that 'God has revealed Himself in His Word that
these three distinct persons are the
one, true and eternal God.' The
Catechism's explanation of the first

and second commandments a lso
safeguards our historic confession
of God's revelation. Answer 95 explains idolatry: 'It is, instead of the
one true God who has revealed
Himself in His Word, or besides
Him, to devise or have something
else in which to place our trust.'
Answer 96 exp lains God's revealed
will regarding image worship: 'That
we in no wise make any image of
God, nor worship Him in any other
way than He has commanded us in
His Word.' The synod asserted with
regard to these statements, that: The
Catechism stresses the point that we
are able to know God adequately
only through His Word, and that
the only manner of worship which
is allowed is the manner prescribed
in that Word' (Acts of Synod, 1961,
p. 309-310)." {Classis Hudson Communication to Synod 1993, p. 6,7}.
Feminizing God is like bringing unholyfire before tlte Lord (Numbers 3:14). It violates God's explicit comma"d
of how we are to worship Him.
The attack on the Bible's authority to regulate our worship is plainly
declared by many feminists. A combined article entitled, "God Language: The Deeper Issue," by
Colette Volkema De Nooyer and Ri-

"Feminist theologtj
redefines God."
chard A. Rhem (minister of faith development and minister of preaching at Christ Community Church in
Spring Lake, MI) declares their belief that feminists have gained the
new secret knowledge. They write:
"What feminists have uncovered is
the sociology of theological knowledge, putting the lie to the claim
that its ground is an objective, divine, and universal authority apart
from human experience." They
identify "the g round of theological
knowledge" as both "Scripture and
tradition," the his toric creeds of the
church (Perspectives, March 1993, p.
19). Here are the "leaders" of a
Reformed church recognizing the
significant issues involved in feminist theology. They name God. with
feminine nouns and pronouns and
deny the present validity and di-

vine objective authority in Scripture and the creeds. Yet, Synod
1993 elects Frank. Pettinga, a member of Christ Community Church,
to the board of Calvin College.
Synod 1993 assumes Christ Comm u nity church is within the
Reformed and Presbyterian tradition. From what I have read from
the "leaders" of this church, 1
would judge it to be neither
Reformed, Presbyterian or Christian. It is a neognostic church caught
in idolatry.
The study from Classis Hudson
concluded, As a result of its
study, Classis Hudson is convinced that the issues raised by
the Newton consistory touch the
heart of our faith. Language addressing God, or about God, is not
a matter of personal preference,
nor may it be subject to cultural
influences and whims" (Classis
Hudson Communication to
Synod, p. 8). This issue is a cause
for d ivision-a d ivision between
the truth of tITe Christian faith and
the falsehood ofafeminist reconstmction of God, a division between the
true church and the false church.
Reformed Christian churches
ought to formu late a biblical-conJJ

fessional statement that clearly demonstrates and declares that naming
God with feminine nouns and pronouns is outside the historic Presbyterian and Reformed confessional tradition and Christianity itself.

CONCLUSION
The Calvin Board of Trustees, Tile
Banner's editorial policies, the Committee on Abuse, the Board of Publications, Synod 1992, Synod 1993 and
CRC members have failed to address
the issues involved in naming God
the Father, Son and Holy Spirit with
feminine nouns or pronouns. They
have spoken soothing words where
serious error is found. If the Christian Reformed church continues to
tolerate this activity there will be no
common confession about God left in
the denomination. Biblical Reformed
churches must join with Presbyterian,
Fundamentalist and Evangelical
churches in refusing to tolerate this
ungodly practice. We must be of one
mind on this issue (II Cor. 13:11).
The movement of feminist theology has reached its theo logical pinnacle. It has assaulted the true God and
substituted afalse god. There can be no
doubt that the sin of naming God with
feminine nouns and pron.ouns must

be addressed by the church of Jesus
Christ. The Christian Reformed
church is directly involved in this
matter.
The Fatherhood of God and the
Sonship of Christ are doctrines central to our faith. Those of us who
claim to retain historic commibnents
to the Word of God, the creeds and
confessions, fail to truly love the
Lord our God. with all our hearts as
the first commandment demands,
w hen our efforts exclusively focus
on women in office. We must call
on the church to submit to biblical
truth rather than our culture. We
must call on the CRC, its agencies
and members to repent of their sin.
We must not tolerate the practice or
acceptance of naming God with
feminine nouns or pronouns. May
the truth of God's Word be our
guide as we strive against the principalities and powers that would
seek to change the very God we
worship: Father, Son and Holy
Spirit (Eph. 6,12, Matt. 28,19).

Rev. Frestvick is pastor of tile Cllristian Refomled Churell in Newton, NJ.
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Korean Secession from CRC
"In Process II
by John P. Elliot
At least half of the Korean members of the Chris tian Reformed
Church in California are leaving the
denomination. On September 13 five
Korean eRe congregations and one
independent Presbyterian church
met at Bethel Korean Presbyterian
Church in Los Angeles to form the
Presbytery of Los Angeles of the
Ko rea n Re formed Pres byterian
Church in America. Rev. Young Ik
Byun of Bethel Presbyterian (formerly West Bethel CRC) was e lected
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moderator. The following Christian
Reformed congregations also sent
representatives: Bethel Korean of
Chino; Evergreen Korean of Los
Angeles; Los Angeles Korean, and
Orange Donsang of Orange County.
The fi ve churches have a combined
m embership of 2,200.
In addition the Independent Mission Presbyterian Church of Los
Angeles, pastored by ~ ev . Sang Hu
Chung, has joined the Los Angeles
Presbytery. Independent Presbyterian has 1,300 members. The new
court has a total of 3,500 members.
The Presbytery of Northern Los
Angeles will be formed Oct. 4. Valley Korean e Re with 715 members
will act as the organizing church.
According to Dr. John E. Kim, six
other Korean churches currently
within the Christian Re formed
Church, are commi tted to joining
this Presby tery.
Two other presbyteries will be
formed in the next four weeks. The
first will be the Presbytery of San
Francisco, led by East Bay Korean
with 414 members. The second will
be a presbytery encompassing Korean churches outside of California.
Rev. Seung Ja1 Kang of the Korean
e Re in Kalamazoo is responsible
for this presbytery.
Following the organization of the
presbyteries, the denomination will
hold its first General Synod on Oct.
18 in Los Angeles.

By any standards the majority of
the Koreans in the CRe have left or
are leaving the denomination. The
six congregations wh ich are organizing the two presby teries in Los
Angeles add up to 2,973 members.
Th.e total membership of Korean
churches in the Los Angeles region
is 5,483. Even without the six unnamed congregations committed to
the classis of North Los Angeles,
the six seceders already have 54. percent of the membership. Add the
Independent Mission Presbyterian
Church and the two presbyteries are
50 percent larger than the whole remaining Korean Christian Reformed
presence in Southern California.
These figures are relevant in light
of the Sept. 27, 1993 issue of The
Ban ner which denies a large scale
exodus by the Koreans. Following a
visit to Los Angeles on Aug. 31, denominational General Secretary
Leonard Hofman claims only five
or six of the "dozens of congregations" are leaving. The e RC has
about 30 Korean churches in and
around Los Angeles. But the five or
six leaving contain the majority of
the members.

In a reaction to The Banner article,
Dr. John E. Kim, the organizing force
behind the secession, said that he
was "so disappointed when I read
the article." Kim says that the denomination is distorting the real picture by playing "number games."
He points out tha t the majority of
the membership is leaving, even jf
a majority of the congregations have
not yet left. Dr. Kim also underlines
the fact that "we are in the process
of leaving." He counts at least 15
ministers who intend to leave the

eRe.

Dr. Kim also expressed his disappointment about the remarks made
by Rev. John Choi, Korean Ministries coordinator for the e Re in
Southern California. In The Banner
article Choi is quoted as saying that
Kim deliberately misinformed the
Korean churches about what is happening in the eRe, in particular, on
the issue of homosexuality. Said
John E. Kim: "I d id not say the denomination endorses homosexuality. 1 told my people that eRC minister Jim Lucas d eclared himseU to
be a homosexual. The denomination has done nothing to remove
him. That offends me so much."
John E. Kim says that he is not
seeing "sporadic events" in theCRC.
"I am seeing the whole picture." The
theological clim ate has changed
since the 19605. Bu t he says, 'The
denomination h as chan ge d so
quickly. "
John Choi was not available for
comment.

Tapes of the

Reformed Fellowship
Annual Meeting
are available
for

$3.00

by writing:
Refonned Fellowship, Inc.
2201 Oak Industrial Dr. N.E.
Grand Rapids, MI 49505
or calling

(616) 4565909

Please permit me a few remarks concerning Comelis P. Venema's critique of Clarence Boomsma's Male and
Female, One in Christ. I want to make one point about each of his three "pillars."
1. Venema speaks scornfu lly of Boomsma's "theology of equality" based on Galatians 3:28 which says,
"There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor fema le, for you are a ll one in Christ Jesus."
Indeed Boomsma uses the word "equality" frequently. But "theology of equality" is Venema's namecalling. Venema's reproachful use of the term sounds like a bad ideology sold by secular humanists.
Venema says the text speaks only of our relationship to God through Jesus Christ. It means that the
ground at the cross is level. Differences of race, socia] status and gender are totally irrelevant. All of us
come to God through Jesus. Nobody has another credit card. Amen to that.
But Venema is probably the only one who has ever denied. that this saying has social implications.
(Boomsma quotes William Hendriksen and Herman Ridderbos against him). If all of us are "sons of
God" (verse 26: and I suppose that includes the daughters in biblical speech) if we have one Father,
we are all family, Arab and Jew, banker and beggar, male and female. And a family, one would say,
makes for a closekni t social relationship.
However, Venema wants to keep room so that at some point he can say (in Christ and in the
Church!), "Wait a minute; we may be one in Christ but now your place is in the court of the women,
while I move on to the privileges of a 'male in Christ.'" After all, we are one but we are not equal.
At one time Simon Peter had a similar idea. He was not acting in line with the truth of the gospeL
Mind you, he accepted Cornelius and all other Gentiles as "one in Christ," vertically speaking. But that
did not mean that he had to eat with them! Jews had avoided social intercourse with Gentiles for two
thousand years (Gal. 2:1116).
Some people try to get too much out of Galatians 3:28. Venema does no justice to its scope.
2. Venema cannot believe that Galatians 3:28 implies equality. If that were so, he writes, "this text would
squarely contradict the teaching of any biblical text which bases its directives on differences of gender
or of social position!" I think he was already thinking of 1 Timothy 2:1115. For just as those who favor
womeninoffice tend to take their starting point in the Galatians passage ("in Christ no male or
female," so the opponents prefer to start with 1 Timothy 2 and from there talk about "creation
ordinances." Thus, all of us are in danger of failing to hear all of the music.
It is more likely that Venema was thinking of "Adam was not the one deceived, it was the woman
who was deceived" than of the other text in 1 Timothy, the one that "bases its directives on differences
of ... social position" : "All who are under the yoke of slavery should consider their masters worthy of
fu ll respect. " And the inviolable grounds for this directive are: the honor of God's name and the
veracity of the apostolic teaching (1 Tim. 6:1). It does not matter, says Paul; if your master is a member
of the church and both of you are "in Christ." You are a slave and you have to be a good slave (6:2).
But Venema finds no difficulty in disagreeing with this apostolic directive. He probably believes, as r
do, that owning another person is a sin. And he probably agrees with Boomsma that the apostle catered
to the cultural pattern in the interest of the progress of the gospel. Yet he takes the "parallel of slavery"
far too lightly. In his review of Boomsma's book he fairly jumps over this "pillar."
It is a hermeneutical parallel. You must imagine for a moment that we live in a society in which
slavery is a universally accepted institution. Now we have heard of abolitionists. They say the masters
must repent and the slaves must be freed. What biblical directive are you going to quote and which one are
you going to ignore? That is a very important, gutwrenching question. Read Charles Hodge. He said
that God legislated slavery and Jesus did not abolish it. And neither should we. This great man was
wrong.
Venema has a few trite sayings to deny the parallel of slavery. He does not have to take it serio usly
b ec~
l.U se
history decided. We are past that hurd le.
3. [ am not sure how to understand Paul in 1 Timothy 2 and I don't think Boomsma did badly at all.
Boomsma did not say, " I know it better than Pau!," as Venema claimed. But with the help of Calvin
(pages 7779), he reasons that Paul used arguments that had force for Timothy's congregation in
Ephesus, though these rabbinical lines don' t work for us. And he concludes (what Venema has
concluded concerning 1 Timothy 6:1,2) that these directives have no lasting and universal application.
Venem a may disagree with Boomsma. Maybe Venema LU1derstands all of the reasoning in I Timothy chapter 2,
even how "women will be saved through childbearing." But I think it is unfair that, for the readership of The
Outlook, he accuses Boomsm a of rejecting the authority of Scripture. That must be very painful for Clarence
Boomsma who has been a leader and servant in the worldwide Refo rmed community for many years.
And it is dishonest to say to the readers: I bow before the authority of Scripture but Clarence Boomsma doesn't.
Andrew Kuyvenhoven
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Allow me to begin by thanking Rev. Kuyvenhoven for
his response to my review and evaluation of Rev.
Boomsma's book, Male and Female, One in Christ. Tencouraged readers of my review to read Boomsma's book and
test whether r accurately summarized or properly evaluated its argument. Kuyvenhoven, though he has found
my review wanting, has taken the trouble to do so. I thank
him then for the opportunity to clarify what I have written. My reply will follow the three points Kuyvenhoven
mentions.
Regarding point one: Kuyvenhoven seriously misrepresents my review, when he judges that I spoke "scornfully" of Boomsma's "theology of equality" and denied that
Galatians 3:28 has any social implications for relationships
between those who belong to the household of faith.
Though I may be guilty of other offenses in my review, of
these two I am prepared to plead innocent.
For example, when I used the phrase "theology of equality," I did not speak scornfully, but simp ly employed terminology that Boomsma himself uses. On page 41
Boomsma spea ks of "the theology of their [women's] equality in Christ" which is taught in Galatians 3:28. How is it,
then, "name-calling" on my part to speak of the "theology
of equality" which Boomsma finds in Galatians 3:287
On the matter of the alleged "social implications" of
Galatians 3:28, my only interest was to show that it does
not have the specific implications Boomsma thinks it does.
Boomsma declares that it teaches the "equality of people's
worth, function, responsibility, and autnority" (p. 38). I
argued that this idea of equality has been imported into
the text; it is not found in the text itself. Moreover, my
whole argument was intended to say that, whatever the
implications of Galatians 3:28 for socia l relationships are,
these will not be at odds with Scriptural teaching elsewhere. This is only to repeat the classic Reformed principle that "Scripture is its own interpreter."
Incidentally, though I did not make much of it in my
review, T believe Boomsma unwittingly undermines his
case from Galatians 3:28 by acknowledging at one point
that "it is evident that Galatians 3:28 has social implications, but it does not address and thus does not answer
whether it is proper for women to serve in the offices of
the church" (p.33). Exactly my point as well!
Regarding point two: My rejection of the parallel with
slavery can be restated by using a simple illustration. My
argument is as follows: There is no exact parallel between
biblical exhortations to slaves and to women, because the
grounds for the respective exhortations areof a different kind. In
the case of slavery, the grounds refer to temporary and
practical circumstances of expedience. Tn the case of women
exercising authority over men in the church, the grounds
refer to pennmlent and binding features of tile creation order.

The illustration I would propose is this. Suppose r were
to say to my youngest daughter, "Carolyn, you may not
play outside today bemuse it is raining." Or suppose I were
to say to her, "Carolyn, you may not play outside today
because if is always dangerous." It is not difficult to see that,
though there is a parallel between these exhortations to
my daughter (in each instance, she is prohibited from
going ou tside to play), there is a great deal of difference
between them. Tn the first instance, the rule is limited in its
application because the grounds are limited to specific, temporary circumstarlces. In the second instance, the rule is unlimited in its application because tile grounds are general and
not limited by temporary circumstances.
Just as there is no exact parallel between these two instances, so there is no exact parallel between the biblical
exhortations to slaves and to women.
Regarding point three: There are three aspects of
Kuyvenhoven's reply on this point which deserve a brief
comment.
The first aspect concerns Calvin. Though Boomsma and
others have attempted to appeal to Ca lvin in support of
their contention that the apostle Paul was restricting the
role of women in Ephesus for reasons that no longer obtain today, Calvin lends no support for this in his commentary on 1 Timothy. Calvin says, among other things,
the following: "Paul is not taking from women their duty
to instruct their family, but is only excluding them from
the office of teaching (a munere docendi), which God has
committed exclUSively to men"; "he [PaulJ teaches that,
even if the human race had remained in its original integrity, the true order of nature prescribed by God lays it
down that woman should be subject to man"; "the apostle
is right to remind us of the order of their creating in which
God's eternal and inviolable afPointment is clearly displayed." There is not a s hred 0 support in Calvin for the
novel reading Boomsma tries to give to 1 Timothy 2.
The second aspect concerns Kuyvenhoven'sassertion that
Boomsma did not say "I know it better than Paul," as I am
alleged to have claimed. Though these are not the terms I
employed in my review, they do capture the gist of my
analysis of Boomsma's position. I stand by that analysis
and do not believe Kuyvenhoven's cavalier dismissal of
the argument of the apostle Paul in 1 Timothy 2, when he
joins Boomsma in pronouncing that "these rabbinical lines
don't work for us." Here Kuyvenhoven does what
Boomsma has done and what I regard to be unacceptable:
he has dismissed the authority of Christ speaking t.~rough
the apostle Paul in 1 Timothy 2.
This brings me to the third aspect which concerns
Ku yvenhoven's conclusion that I have been "dishonest" in
suggesting that Boomsma has not honored the authority
of Scripture. Whether I have been honest or not, I will
leave for the reader to judge (though I am comforted to
know that neither my readers nor Rev. Kuyvenhoven will
be the final judge of this matter). I remain convinced that,
by the high standard of our historic confession as
Refonned believers, Boomsma's treatment of the text of
Scripture falls short of the mark. Rev. Kuyvenhoven's
response only confirms me in this conviction.

