


MARCH, 1997 
When the moon is in the seventh house 

And Jupiter aligns with Mars, 

Then peace will guide the planets 

And love will steer the stars. 

This is the dawning of the age of 

Aquarius. 

(from the smash-hit musical HAIR, 1967) 


The eschatological musings of Aquarian 
gurus concerning the dawning of a New 
spiritually-pagan Age can understandably 
be dismissed as so much astrological 
drivel. But look around you. Major 
changes are taking place that will render 
America and indeed the world unrecog
nizable. On the one hand, there are tremen
dous destructive forces massed against the 
Judeo-Christian consensus, determined to 
bring it down. On the other, a revolution
ary anti-Christian ideology believes it can 
make all things new. An air of social revo
lution blows across the bridge to the 
twenty-first century. As with all past revo
lutions, the old order has to be brought to 
its knees before the new order can take 
control. Is this what is happening right now 
in America? Whatever the answer, we cer
tainly do seem headed for some kind of 
New Age. 

Four components constitute our special 
time: 1) Objective chronological and tech
nological changes as we enter the third 
millennium; 2) The destabilizing of the 
Judeo-Christian cultural consensus; 3) Pa
gan reconstruction; 4) The resulting inevi
table war for the spirit and the soul of the 
nation. 

OBJECTIVE CHANGES 
a) Chronologically we are entering a new 

millennium - which is like the annual 
passage from December 31st to Janu
ary 1 st when everyone gets high or nos
talgic, only now multiplied by a thou
sand. 

b) We are entering the global community 
which now includes the 1.2 billion 
population of China symbolized by 
their takeover of Hong Kong on July 1, 

Peter Jones 

1997. The Iron Curtain has fallen; the 
Bamboo Curtain is on the way down. 

c) Cyberspace and the internet connect the 
planet in a worldwide web. Network
ing joins people and ideas across the 
whole world and opens up vast possi
bilities for the coming reality of a one
world global village. 

d) Ecology and economics have gone glo
bal. Many ecological problems recog
nize no national boundaries, and trade 
has become a worldwide enterprise. 

e) 	Philosophers speak of a new form of 
knowing and hail it as the beginning of 
a new era. Philosopher Stephen 
Toulmin says: "We are now at the end 
of an era, not just in the calendrical 

learned the dogma 

ihat 


tile\' H'illluH'e learned 

's at all," 


sense - the end of a millennium whose 
dates began with the numeral 1, but in 
a deeper historical sense. We are living 
at the end of the historical period called 
'modem:" In this new philosophical 
paradigm, the way knowledge is pic
tured is no longer that of a building with 
foundations or grounds, but of an IN

TERCONNECTING ENVELOPING WEB.! 

THE DESTABILIZING OF THE 

JUDEO-CHRISTIAN 

CULTURAL CONSENSUS 
a) The end ofChristendom: While this is a 

simple date on the calendar, some 
speak of the end of Christendom, and 
others, more ominously of the "Chris
tian Interlude." According to the astro
logical charts, the age of Pisces (the 
Fish - long a symbol of Christianity) 
will end around the turning of the mil
lennia, to be followed by the Age of 
Aquarius, the age of the goddess/wa-
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ter-bearer who will finally quench our 
spiritual thirst. Scholars, Christian and 
otherwise, now universally call the 
years, until recently known as B.c. (Be
fore Christ) and A.D. (Anno Domini, 
"the year of our Lord") B. C. E. The 
imprint of Christianity shows on the 
calendar even as we enter the so-called 
Third Millennium, which is only the 
"Third" because of the birth of Christ! 

b) A time of educational crisis: Everyone 
speaks of the "dumbing down of 
America." A survey by the Public 
Agenda Foundation in 1996 of 1,300 
randomly-picked high school children 
showed that two thirds said they could 
easily do "much better," that their teach
ers do not obligate them to do their 
homework, that they lie and cheat, that 
the teachers do not seem to care, and 
that their diplomas are virtually handed 
to them without any serious effort. 
Seven in ten said disruptive students are 
a serious problem. Solutions are not 
simple, says the report. Kids are grow
ing up in a "teenage culture that the 
youngsters themselves fear: the cliques, 
the clothes, the teasing, the cheating, the 
lure of dangerous drugs and weap
ons ... " which means that more money 
and arbitrarily raising academic stan
dards by presidential fiat will not get to 
the real problems.2 

In his recent academic best-seller, 
The Closing ofthe American Mind, Pro
fessor Allan Bloom of the University 
of Chicago asserts that the one thing of 
which we can be certain is that by the 
time they come to college, as a result 
of their elementary and high school 
education, undergraduates will have 
learned the dogma that all values are 
relative. In other words, they will have 
learned no real values at all. 

c) An epidemic ofchild violence: With the 
breakdown of families, and the disas
ter of the educational system, and the 
relativization of Biblical/Christian val
ues, we should not be surprised to dis
cover that this is a new day for child 
crime. A recent survey by the federal 
Centers for Disease Control and Preven
tion finds that this epidemic of child 
violence is confined almost exclusively 
to the US. The US has by far the high
est rate of child homicides ... [and] 
suicides...of any of the world's 26 rich
est nations. In America the rate of ju
venile crime over the past decade has 
grown faster than adult crime. Many of 
these 26 nations had no homicides in
volving children under 15. Theories 
proposed include the high numbers of 
working women, high divorce rates and 



the acceptance of violence. 3 But beyond 
these immediate causes, such statistics 
suggest a culture in serious decompo
sition. Any parent knows that the great 
concern of parents is to produce from 
their offspring mature and balanced 
adults. This is true as well of civiliza
tions, and ours right now is not looking 
too good. Children are actually killing 
their parents in numbers never seen 
before. 

" ... the great concern of 
parents is to produce from 
their off~pring mature and 

balanced adults." 
d) A new sexuality: The sexual liberation 

of modem times has liberated the pan
demic of sexually-transmitted diseases, 
divorce and abortion. Spiritual libera
tion has unleashed a pandemic of drug 
addiction. Our youth are those who feel 
this destruction with full force, and they 
are America at the beginning of the 
Third Millennium. 

e) Pornography: US News and World 
Report says that in the last couple of 
decades, pornography has become a 
"major component of American cul
ture," grossing $8 billion dollars annu
ally as well as dominating the entire 
overseas markets. The US porn indus
try is promoted by respected companies 
like AT&T, Time Warner as well as 
hotel chains like Marriott, Hyatt and 
Holiday Inn.4 

f) Destructive organizations: D. James 
Kennedy denounces the actions of the 
American Civil Liberties Union 
[ACLU] as "devoted to expanding the 
rights of the criminals, choking the jus
tice system and erasing any trace of the 
Christian faith from our public life." "I 
believe the ACLU has done more than 
any other single organization to drive 
our nation into the chaos and crime of 
this modem age."5 Others document the 
radical trend in the American Bar As
sociation [ABA] which for the last few 
years has consistently adopted a left
wing social ideology. 

g) Judicial activism: Administrations come 
and go, and their more radical agendas 
are often attenuated by a stubborn con
gress. Judges, by contrast, are around a 
long time, but not to worry. Judges are 
deliberately made more permanent in 
order to uphold dispassionately the 
Constitution and the democratically
expressed will of the people. But wait. 
In the past generation, America has seen 
the rise of activist judges, committed 

to a "dynamic" interpretation of the 
"penumbra" of the Constitution, in 
other words, making the Constitution 
say what it does not clearly say. 

In the engineering of a social revo
lution the help of this kind of judge is 
crucial on two fronts: 1) The new ide
ology of the religious and social Left is 
clearly out of sync with the rest of 
America's history and with the framers 
of the Constitution, and so the Consti
tution itself must be slowly and subtly 
altered to fit with this new ideology; 2) 
Since the new Left is a small elite group, 
its agenda often fails and is voted down 
through the normal democratic process. 
Enter Leftist activist judges to overturn 
the will of the people, as in: 

• 	 Colorado's Amendment 2 barring 
special rights for homosexuals, 
which was voted in by a large ma
jority of Coloradans, but denied as 
unconstitutional, and thus held up 
in the courts for years, by one ac
tivist judge; 

• 	 California's propositions 189 and 
209 on the control of illegal immi
gration and the ending of discrimi
natory affirmative action were de
clared unconstitutional by one Left
leaning judge; 

• 	 Hawaiians oppose homosexual 
marriage about two to one, but one 
judge in Hawaii intends to make it 
state law, thereby obliging all other 
forty-nine states in the union to rec
ognize this new definition of mar
riage. 

Though the "new Left" Clinton presi
dency will only have lasted eight years, 
by the end of it, President Clinton will 
have appointed over 60% of all active 
judges, and you can bet they will also 
be activist judges. This may tum out to 
be the most significant and long-last
ing legacy of the present administration. 

h) Patriarchy is fingered as the great evil 
to be, to be rooted out of the body poli
tic with imperious urgency. Clothed in 
the emotive language of democratic 
rights, this revolutionary agenda is 
funded by millions of tax dollars in anti
sex discrimination programs of endless 
variety. But think for a moment at what 
is really happening. The very structure 
of Judeo-Christian culture based on the 
fatherly protection of the family, with 
its implicit responsibilization of males 
in the process of civilization, has been 
radically undermined. Social experi
mentation of the egalitarian theory 
places women in combat and at all-male 
military schools, with disastrous results 
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for effectiveness and morale. As 
Charles Colson so aptly puts it, our elit
ist intellectuals are sifting the wheat 
from the chaff, and choosing the chaff. 

If patriarchs must go, then certainly 
the great Patriarch, God the Father, 
must be banished from Bible and lit
urgy. And so the Christian God and the 
Christian Bible are dismissed by lead
ing Christian theologians as patriarchal 
male constructs to justify male power 
and oppression. They recommend that 
we pray: "Our FatherlMother who art 
in heaven." In two thousand years of 
Western history, no one, except the 
ancient Gnostic heretics, has ever vio
lated to this extent the name of God in 
the Scriptural record, which the Lord's 
prayer demands that we hallow. 

The Christian canon is attacked by 
Bible scholars who claim that hereti
cal Gnostic Gospels, such as the Gos
pel of Thomas, with its egalitarian, an
drogynous sexuality, are just as authen
tic as the four canonical gospels, and 
perhaps more so. 

In the wings is Zondervan' s "unisex" 
NIV, which its promoters hope will, by 
the year 2000, replace definitively the 
present NIV, and so the next genera
tion of evangelicals will have sexual 
differences blotted out from their 
memory, not just by our androgynous 
culture, but also by "evangelical" 
Bibles they read. 

i) The persecution of Christians: In the 
space of one generation, Biblical Chris
tianity, the very backbone of American 
culture for two hundred years, has been 
pushed more and more to the margins 
of American society, effectively si
lenced by the ideology of church/state 
separation, and overtaken by the stealth 
progress of the new spirituality mas
querading as non-religious civil rights 
and cultural enrichment. Pushed to the 
margins, Christians are seen as 
marginals, closed-minded bigots whose 
narrowness and exclusivity are de
nounced as the major cause of our 
present predicament. Impartial observ
ers, not just evangelical leaders, have 
noted this odd phenomenon within the 
last thirty years. Rabbi Yechiel 
Eckstein, President of the Center for 
Jewish and Christian Values in Wash
ington, D.C., notes that "while Jews and 
Judaism are, by and large, portrayed 
favorably and reverentially [by Holly
wood], Christians, particularly Evan
gelical Protestants and devout Catho
lics, do not fare so well."6 This vicious 
treatment of Christians in the media is 
similarly unmasked by Jewish film 



r 

critic, Michael Medved,7 and Rabbi 
Daniel Lapin.8 Rabbi Lapin brought to
gether 75 well-known Jews and put out 
a series of ads in major newspapers, de
nouncing the bigotry of the Anti-Defa
mation League against Christians.9 

In India, the government has a quota 
system to make sure all kinds of per
sons and religions receive jobs. The 
only group not included are Chris
tians. Of all the many minority reli
gions of India, only Christianity, 
which represents two percent of the 
population, is regarded as an import 
even though the Mar Thomas Chris
tian church was founded, perhaps in 
the first, and certainly in second cen
tury A.D.lO 

Will this marginalization get worse? The 
Jewish commentator, Michael Horowitz, 
Senior Fellow at the Hudson Institute be
lieves, because of the "overwhelming" 
evidence of large scale persecution of be
lievers taking place right now all over the 
globe, that "Christians could be the Jews 
of the 21st century."ll 

Who would have imagined thirty years 
ago that America would become the 
world's leader in this potent destructive 
mix of divorce, abortion, "family plan
ning," drug addiction, homosexuality, the 
destabilizing notions of radical feminism 
and Eastern/pagan spirituality. When you 
put all these factors together you get a cul
ture nose-diving to self-destruction. 

DESTRUCTION: A 
NECESSARY PHASE IN 

THE REVOLUTIONARY 

PROGRAM 
Hey, don't worry. Such signs of social 

decay are parr of the Aquarian agenda. The 
Charles Manson family wrote "helter
skelter" in the blood of their victims, a term 
from a Beatles' song describing the nec
essary social chaos preceding the new age, 
the storm before the calm. New Age 
writer, Marilyn Ferguson, speaks of the 
"confusion gap" as a positive sign of good 
things to come. "Not to worry," she says. 
"Systems implode before putting them
selves back together again in more elegant 
and constructive forms." According to 
time-honored revolutionary doctrine, de
struction of the old must precede revolu
tionary construction of the new. 

This destruction of the old is made pos
sible, not simply by radical and sometimes 
justified criticism of the old, but also by 
the dissemination of falsehood masquer
ading as glittering truth. 

RECONSTRUCTION 

FROM A PAGAN 

BLUEPRINT 
A new, triumphalist ideology dominates 

much of the centers of cultural power, and 
is promoted at every tum. When a revolu
tionary movement succeeds in destabiliz
ing nerve centers of the culture it opposes, 
then its own solution can be promoted as 
the only savior. 
a) East and West coming together. Since 

the sixties the East and the West have 
come together to form a unique, all-in
clusive ideological community. West
ern democracy and technology have 
gone East, and Eastern spirituality has 
come West, filling a void created when 
the West began to cut itself off from its 
own Christian spirituality. "Orienta
tion," said the sixties philosopher 1. D. 
Laing, "is knowing where the East is!" 

A case in point: Australia, geographi
cally in the East but culturally more 
Western than the West. This fun-lov
ing, materialistic, a-religious culture 
long ago cut itself off from the spiritu
ality of its English/Christian roots. Ac
cording to a recent report from Chris
tian leaders in that country: "Australia 
is becoming very spiritual, but not em
bracing Christianity ...The swing to
wards postmodern, New Age, neo-pa
gan and Buddhist spiritualities in Aus
tralia is much stronger than overseas. 
Whether we like it or not, New Age is 
here to stay ... there has been a vast spiri
tual vacuum here which the church has 
not effectively touched. The vacuum is 
now being filled up by New Age spiri
tuality."l2 If it can happen in Australia, 
it can happen anywhere. Everywhere, 
the New Age is the "now age," and from 
marginal cult it has become the domi
nant mainstream spirituality. 

b) Deep ecology: While global ecology is 
a fact of modem life, many leaders in 
the Western ecological and environ
mental movements have turned to neo
paganism for their working model. 

Vice President Gore, who could be 
the fIrst president of the USA in the third 
millennium, as both a Southern Baptist 
and a practicing Buddhist, pushes the 
envelope of religious syncretism to new 
levels. At a recent "Earth Mass," under 
the auspices of a coalition of churches 
and synagogues for the joining of reli
gion and environmentalism, the Vice 
President declared: "We are not sepa
rate from the earth. God is not separate 
from the earth."l3 File this as one more 
classic example of the worship of the 
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creature rather than the Creator. Where 
is the church/state separation here? 
Where is the ACLU? In his book, Earth 
in the Balance, Gore, the "vice perpe
trator" of the "easternization" of Chris
tianity, adopts the model of the earth as 
a goddess whom the Greeks knew as 
Gaia, or Magna Mater. From the vice
presidential bully-pulpit comes a ser
mon about the rendezvous of radical 
feminism and deep ecology, with a call 
to arms in a new synthesis of pagan 
theory and praxis. 

The neo-pagan "Christian" theolo
gian, Matthew Fox, makes this connec
tion as he describes an earth-based uto
pian eschatology for the planet. The title 
of his best-seller says it all: The Com
ing of the Cosmic Christ: The Healing 
ofMother Earth and the Birth ofa Glo
bal Renaissance. l4 

c) The rise ofpaganism: A recent book, 
Paganism Today: Wiccans, Druids, the 
Goddess and Ancient Earth Traditions 
for the Twenty-First Century is a col

"Whether we like it or not, 

New Age is here to 


stay .. .there has been a vast 

spiritual vacuum here 


which the church has not 

effectively touched." 


lection of essays by twenty British uni
versity professors. It deals with subjects 
like: "The goddess as a source of heal
ing for modern woman."l5 Charlotte 
Hardman, Lecturer in Religion and 
Contemporary Society at the University 
of Newcastle Upon Tyne, states with 
approbation that "Paganism is fast de
veloping as the new religion of the 
twenty-first century." Clearly this tum 
to paganism is not limited to Australia. 

The China Daily, advertising in the 
Washington Post (Feb. 10, 1997), with 
an eight-page spread, seeks to convince 
the West that "China has nothing to do 
with abstract concepts or religious doc
trines, while Christianity and Judaism 
do." Moreover, "Buddhism and Daoism 
[leading religions in China] do not pro
mulgate the concept of redemp
tion... [so China] has never employed 
the doctrines of redemption to reshape 
the world." 

From this one can conclude that iff 
when China repudiates its Marxism and 
humanistic Confucianism, other, more 
spiritual pagan religions wait in the 
wings to add one point two billion pa
gans to the global mix who would 

I 



doubtless have no difficulty commun
ing with the new "eastern" spirituality 
of the West. Then the mix of East and 
West will finally be complete. 

d) The growth of Satanism: The numer
ous recent news stories of young people 
in bizarre rituals and grizzly sacrificial 
murders suggests that this essentially 
secretive movement, which has long 
developed in the shadows, is clearly on 
the rise. Of course, not every neo-pa
gan is a Satanist, but paganism is a web 

" ... paganism is a web of 
concentric circles, at center 

of which is hard-cure 
Satan worship," 

of concentric circles, at center of which 
is hard-core Satan worship. Paul, who 
knew the various levels of paganism, 
finally states that "we wrestle not 
against flesh and blood but against prin
cipalities and powers" (Eph. 6: 12). 

e) A circular logic: There is an all-inclu
sive, post-modem, non-linear, feminis
tic kind ofthinking dominating the cut
ting edge of academic thought and held 
out to be the savior of a divided world. 

f) A new era for sexuality: The New Age 
displaces patriarchy/male headship with 
egalitarianism or matriarchy/female 
leadership. Gender differentiation is 
eliminated or down-played in favor of 
sexual freedom and alternate life-styles. 
This will be the sexual model for build
ing the new civilization in the twenty
first century - even though it flies in the 
face of the Creator's designs. Homo
sexuality has become the model of tol
erance and freedom for the brave new 
world of tomorrow. Such freedom cer
tainly produces diversity, but also enor
mous confusion. So a mega-basket-ball 
star, Dennis Rodman, appears crossed
dressed as a woman on the Late Show 
for the entertainment oflate night view
ers everywhere. Tax dollars are poured 
into the NEA which then supports les
bian cinema, in particular, Women 
Make Movies, and their film, Hide and 
Seek, describing how three twelve year
old girls felt in discovering their lesbi
anism. This change has taken place in 
the space of one generation. 

Under the title, "Female Foreign 
Policy," an article in the Washington 
Post documents that Madeleine 
Albright, from her influential position 
as Secretary of State is now pushing the 
original policy of Bill and Hillary 
Clinton as an American foreign policy 
high priority issue. She has instructed 
US diplom~ts t~rollghout th~ world "to 

make the furtherance of women's rights 
a central priority of American foreign 
policy." At the very moment when 
America has taken its position, as the 
victor of the cold war, as the only su
perpower, it can now, virtually unop
posed, determine the direction of the 
entire planet. Said Albright, "Advanc
ing the status of women is not only a 
moral imperative, it is being actively 
integrated into the foreign policy of the 
United States ... true democracy is not 
possible without the full participation 
of women." 

All should be in favor of the elimi
nation of injustice perpetrated against 
women, but the egalitarian idea of jus
tice includes the destruction of the Bib
lical family, the relativization of sexual 
differences, and the tolerance and pro
motion of homosexuality. The day will 
surely come in the not-too-distant fu
ture when America will have a homo
sexual Secretary of State who will make 
the defense of homosexuality a prior
ity of American foreign policy, and who 
will declare with the same moral fer
vor: "True democracy is not possible 
without the full participation of homo
sexuals." 

What hubris inhabits the minds of 
our ruling elites to inflict the social and 
sexual turmoil of America upon the rest 
of the world, and call it justice?! 

g) The birth ofthe religious left: We have 
witnessed the birth of the religious left. 
The new "spiritual" liberalism that 
came to life in the eighties is an impor
tant element in the discovery and pro
motion of the new spirituality. Its birth 
and growth is tied to the invasion of 
eastern spirituality, to the mounting syn
cretism of the W CC and to the burgeon
ing growth of InterFaith chapters 
through the Western world. New Struc
tures are being developed, like the Par
liament of the World's Religions, and 
the Temple of Understanding, an ex
pression of the Theosophical Society 
(the study of the occult) with deep con
nections at the United Nations where 
this new "Christian" liberalism flour
ishes. Here again is the notion of a 
worldwide web made up of interlock
ing religious traditions that all individu
ally conspire to make up together a new 
and fuller understanding of religion for 
the new age and the millennium. We 
surely have only glimpsed the begin
ning of this kind of world-wide inter
religious communion.!6 

h) Global institutions: There are many 
significant global institutions like the 
World Bank and the UN which are os

tensibly non-religious but are ideologi
cally committed to a monistic one
world, sexually-liberated, abortion
driven agenda, and are promoting it at 
every occasion, as in Rio, Cairo and 
Beijing. Strobe Talbott, Bill Clinton's 
roommate at Oxford, and now deputy 
Secretary of State, recently observed 
that the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) "can be seen 
as protoministries of trade, finance and 
development for a united world."!7 But 
this is not only happening at the inter
national level. On February 13, 1997, 
the worldwide funding for Planned Par
enthood and American-promoted abor
tion programs was passed by a comfort
able majority in a Republican-led 
House of Representatives. Clearly the 
Republican Party will not stop the rot. 
But when evangelical theologian, Tony 
Campolo, in his sermon before the 
Gores and Clintons at the Inauguration 
Prayer Service, January 20, 1997, de
nounced sexism, racism and homopho
bia, [code words for this new agenda], 
defended the "Gay" interpretation of 
Genesis 19, [according to which Sodom 
was not destroyed because of its sexual 
perversion but because it failed to take 
care of its poor], and omitted to men
tion the horrors of abortion, one must 
conclude that something is going hor
rendouslyawry. 

SPIRIT WARS: 
THERE IS A WAR 

OUT THERE 
The Outlook asked me to give its read

ers something of the setting and contents 
of my new book, Spirit Wars: Pagan Re
vival in Christian America. One thing I can 
say is that Spirit Wars came out a month 
before George Lucas re-issued his mega 

"The ~VelV Age displaces 
patriarchy/male heads 

with egalitarianism or 
matriarchy(female 

leadership. " 

movie success, Star Wars. Is this astrol
ogy going bananas? Not exactly. Is this 
brilliant marketing technique? I wish! It is 
true that Spirit Wars is also part of a tril
ogy, the first of which was entitled The 
Gnostic Empire Strikes Back (P&R, 1992), 
and the third, The Return of... is in the pro
cess of being written. This little trilogy, 
however, is a drop of water in an ocean of 
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revolutionary propaganda. But I did not 
consult the stars nor the New Age gurus, 
nor even the best New York advertising 
agency. When I returned to the States in 
1991, after eighteen years in France, I 
noted the impassioned discussion taking 
place concerning "culture wars" in 
America. IS It struck me that the "war" was 
not merely cultural but pre-eminently 
"spiritual," having to do with a sort of 
spiritual apostasy in the "land of the free 
and the home of the brave." America, the 
fortress of the Christian faith in modem 
times, has not simply been tinkering with 
a few cultural mechanisms, giving the 
wheel of democracy one more inevitable 
tum. In the last thirty years, America has 
been messing with its soul, turning away 
from its core beliefs to something quite 
alien. I wrote the book, Spirit Wars, as an 
attempt to document this, playing with the 
notion of Star Wars. 

It so happens, of course, that George 
Lucas has drunk deeply at the well of this 
alien New Age spirituality. He has been 
one of its major purveyors. To the present, 
the Star Wars trilogy has grossed over one 
billion dollars. In just a few weeks, the re
issue has already grossed over sixty mil
lion dollars. A whole generation "knows" 
that the "Force" surrounds them, and that 
by meditation and alignment with the 
"Force," anything is possible. This trilogy 
is often hailed by the media as an uplifting 
"morality play" for our modem times. But 
whose morality is being taught? Lucas/ 
(Luke Skywalker?) is not just a gifted art
ist and savvy, successful businessman. He 
is a believer. He believes in the monistic 
circle of life whose circular morals ulti
mately makes good evil and evil good, the 
two sides of the Force. As one small piece 
of evidence of the faith Lucas espouses, it 
is not without significance that many of 
the filmed interviews for PBS between the 
Southern Baptist syncretist pastor, Bill 
Moyers and Joseph Campbell (the intel
lectual guru of the new spirituality and one 
of Lucas's spiritual advisors) took place 
at Lucas's Skywalker Ranch. This highly
successful TV series culminated in a book, 
The Power ofMyth, which dismisses Bib
lical Christianity and idealizes pagan my
thology and spiritual mysticism. 

If it is socially acceptable for Lucas to 
depict the nature of things as a massive 
cosmic conflict, why is it wrong for Chris
tians, in following the Bible, to do the 
same? Liberals denounce hymns like "On
ward Christian Soldiers" as unbearably 
bellicose and then flock to see Lucas's lat
est depictions of interplanetary war. 

Christians should not fail to see that 
enormous changes in philosophy, sexual
ity and spirituality are taking place at the 
very moment when the mediums are pro
claiming the triumphal arrival of a New 
Age, and at the very moment when Chris
tianity, in its own (we all thought) "native" 
land, is being marginalized and pushed out 
to the fringes of American culture where 
scapegoats tend to end up. This is no longer 
the Fifties. This is spirit wars, and the en
emy is in the air we breath, the water we 
drink, and most of the movies and televi
sion we watch. 

Christians have to do with warfare, not 
simply because the Bible has clearly re
vealed it, but also because the war has bro
ken out in the open in our time. The other 
side of multiculturalism and tolerance has 
recently declared that truth is power and 
that truth-claims are mere power-plays. So 
on university campuses, screaming re
places debate. Refusing the very existence 
of truth in order to promote the lie, the op
position has declared war on truth. On a 
local State University campus in southern 
California, a secular debate about the pros 
and cons of homosexual marriage was sim
ply sabotaged by gay violence and intimi
dation. 

It has to be said that the contemporary 
message of human liberation is therefore 
not playing according to the rules of truth. 
So, not surprisingly, its agenda is promoted 
both through half-truths and outright lies. 
The "new absolutes" (with a small "a") fly 
in the face of the Creator's designs. It be
comes necessary to lie. To affirm, as pa
gan deconstruction does, that there is no 
objective truth is itself, at best, an igno
rant self-contradiction, and at worst, a de
liberate deception. The propaganda is im
mediately attractive, like the Strip in Las 
Vegas, butPit spawns a culture of death. At 
its core it lies about truth and thus about 
life. Inevitably its ways lead to death. 

A case in point is the progress of the 
great centerpiece of the movement, abor
tion. Legal abortion was born in a lie and 
has been maintained since then by delib
erate deception: 

o 	 Norma McCorvey, AKA "Jane Roe" 
confessed that she had lied about being 
raped in order to make the supreme 
Court more amenable to her case. 

o 	 Sandra Cano, AKA Mary Doe in Doe 
vs. Bolton, claims she was lied to by 
the ACLU lawyers eager to promote 
abortion. 

o 	 Dr. Bernard Nathanson, once a top of
ficial of NARAL (National Abortion 
Rights Action League), later admitted 

that the "fact" that thousands of women 
were dying from illegal abortions was 
manifestly false. 

o 	 Just recently the director ofthe National 
Coalition of Abortion Providers, Ron 
Fitzsimmons, publicly admitted that 
when stating to the nation in 1995 that 
partial-birth abortion was rare and only 
practiced in life threatening situations 
for the mother or in the case of severe 
fetal deformations, that he had "lied 
through [his] teeth."19 The only way out 
of lies is either to confess, as Ron 
Fitzsimmons just did, or to tell bigger 
ones. 

o 	 Kate Michelman of NARAL claimed 
that anesthesia "causes fetal demise" [in 
plain English, "kills the baby"] whereas 
the American Society of Anethesi
ologists described this judgment as "en
tirely inaccurate."2o 

o 	 One could add to this program of 
disinformation many untruths about 
homosexuality. Here is one example: 
Youth Action Online: Gay Youth Re
sources, seeks via the Internet, to give 
information, and, in so doing, to recruit 
young people for the gay lifestyle. It 
begins: "About one out of ten people 
in the world is gay or lesbian." This "ten 
percent" figure has been shown to be 
manifestly false by reputable, indepen
dent studies done in various Western 
countries, demonstrating that the figure 
is rather between one and two percent. 

Deception breeds hypocrisy. Sooner or 
later falsehood involves its perpetrators in 
howling moral inconsistencies. The pre
tense about abortion has the State, on the 
one hand, prosecuting a woman for dam
aging her baby by taking crack cocaine 
during her pregnancy, while, on the other, 
condones thousands who have their babies 
killed in the womb. While it prosecutes for 
murder a man who shot a woman and killed 
the unborn baby she was carrying, the State 
vigorously defends the professional right 
of abortion doctors to kill unborn babies 
with scissors and saline solution. As if in 
pre-arranged collusion, the media consis
tently refuses to allow pictures to be shown 
of what actually happens in an abortion. 

This is a war because it concerns the 
truth about life. Homosexuals and radical 
feminists, in order to practice their life
styles without hindrance, have to redefine 
reality by redefining truth, and many oth
ers in our present society are quite ready 
to join in and approve, because, for their 
own reasons, they do not want the 
Creator's truth either. So Roman Catholic 
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Mayor of Chicago, Richard M. Daley 
(March 14, 1997, the week of St. Patrick's 
Day), grants spousal benefits to all homo
sexual city employees. Saint Paul observed 
the same phenomenon in the ancient world 
(Romans 1 :31). Inevitably, falsehood ends 
in death, for the Father of Lies "was a 
murderer from the beginning." Is it any 
wonder that our sophisticated end-of-the
twentieth-century culture has been de
scribed as "a culture of death"? 

This is no longer a time when we can 
once more raise the sleeping giant of 
American Christianity, when we can 
awaken the good will and down-to-earth 
sense of the American "Moral Majority" 
everywhere, in order, once more, to call 
the nation back from its temporary insan
ity to down-home family values. The age 
of Christian Disneyland is over. Mickey's 
new handlers are all committed pagans. 
Indeed, it's a small world after all, espe
cially when seen from the monistic, suffo
cating circle of life, where any notion of 
the transcendent Lord, Creator of heaven 
and earth has been effectively eliminated 
from the field of reference of America's 
children. Where Disney goes, much of 
America goes. So, whether anyone wants 
to give credence to occult sages, spirit en
tities and New Age channelers, we are, as 
a matter of fact, living in a time of gigan
tic social and religious revolution where 
many of our leaders have turned to some 
form ofnon-Christian spirituality. The soul 
of the nation is now in the hands of the 
pagans, promoting, with all the flashy skills 
of Hollywood technique, the pagan lie. 
Much of the population has been dumbed 
down, sound-bitten and video-clipped half 
to death, with little will to resist. 

If Christians are going to make any kind 
of creditable stab at fighting the good fight 
of faith and of raising' the banner of the 
gospel in our time, using the "weapons" 
of truth and grace, we had better become 
aware of the nature of the enemy oppos
ing us. We need to understand this Brave 
New World and we need to have a deep 
understanding of our own faith, and ofhow 
radically different the Bible's saving mes
sage is to the counterfeit faiths of our day. 
We need to grasp hold of the sword of the 
Word, believing that God's Truth is really 
true (and sometimes it takes looking at the 
Lie to get Christians really to believe this) 
and will one day, in God's good time, be 
victorious. One day the stone not made 
with hands will detach itself from the 
mountain and smash to pieces the great 
pagan image. In the meantime, America 
seems now to have been anesthetized by a 
Disney-fication of the Faith.21 Our old 
methods of witness have produced a situ

ation where ninety percent of Americans 
believe God loves them,22 but seventy one 
per cent no longer believe in absolute truth. 
"Zippity do da, have a wonderful day!" 

Is there much doubt that the great task 
of evangelism in our over-evangelized, 
apostasizing, materialistic nation is a cou
rageous and winsome proclamation of the 
Antithesis? In an age of all-inclusive rela
tivism, syncretistic tolerance and spiritual 
deception, people need to see not some 
wonderful but all-too-often self-serving 
plan of personal success, but the great gulf 
between truth and seductive error, between 
light and darkness, between Christ and 
Belial, between the idols and the living 
God. 

As our nation blithely walks the bridge 
into the next century, following her hol
low New Age politicians and their spin 
doctors who tell them and us only what 
we all want to hear, Christians should be 
aware-and should teach their children to 
be aware-that what likely awaits them on 
the other side of Clinton's bridge is an 
Aquarian millennium of triumphant, uni
fying paganism determined to rid the 
planet of the bad karma of the gospel. On 
the other side of that bridge are spirit wars 
for the Truth, perhaps the most difficult 
the church has ever known. 
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Spiritual and moral values are learned 
and caught by the younger generation from 
parents, teachers, and adults in general in 
many different ways, some through inten
tional teaching and some unconsciously. 
Therefore, we are never able to totally 
evaluate the impact or effect of the impres
sion left on the young, absorbing mind. 

In my childhood home two methods, 
among others, used for teaching values 
were proverbs and plaques. I believe the 
two methods have some definite advan
tages. Each leaves a message in a brief 
amount of time and space and often with 
lasting effect. One unconsciously memo
rizes the spoken or written proverb, say
ing, or Scripture text to have the lesson 
retaught many times later in life as well. 
Plaques on the wall teach a lesson or preach 
a sermon daily without a lecture or forced 
listening, and the memory absorbs uncon
sciously, creating a sentiment or belief no 
one worked specifically to instill. Unfor
tunately, plaques are not found as much in 
homes today, partially because interior 
decorating sets the decor more at this time. 
Plaques always make a statement from and 
about the home occupants to anyone in the 
home. In the community in which I lived 
as a child, the walls of a Christian home 
usually left no person in doubt as to 
whether that home was seeking to promote 
biblical principles and values. 

My father taught by means of a proverb 
or saying many times. One I specifically 
remember taught me then, and I have re
called it many times later for it to speak to 
me in other but similar situations. I asked 
my father for a want which I had made 
into a need for myself. Dad looked at me 
kindly and said, "I complained I had no 
shoes until I met a man who had no feet." 
Those words of instruction have repeated 
themselves to me many times to tum dis
content or complaining into gratitude and 
counting one's blessings instead. 

Another occasion of a proverb taught 
and retained is the time an adult was talk
ing to my father about criticisms that were 
being leveled at a man who had married 
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just a matter of months after his wife's 
sudden death. I heard my father say in re
ply, "I don't feel I can criticize him. I have 
not walked in his moccasins." 

A saying my father had about going to 
church was: "If you're too busy to go to 
church, then you are too busy." 

My parents were hard workers and 
counted work a blessing, but they believed 
a balance was necessary. Laziness was 
frowned upon as well as being a 
workaholic. A proverb I've heard quoted 
to stress keeping work and pleasure in bal
ance was: "All work and no play makes 
Jack a dull boy. All play and no work 
makes Jack a mere toy." 

These are only some examples of many. 
I believe proverbs are effective teaching 
tools. They do not lecture, but, rather, con
vey a concept or value with few words and 
an easy recall due to their profound sim
plicity. Each proverb has its own bit of 
wisdom, and its application in life can of
ten be helpful. Proverbs or sayings teach 
by being memorized easily and teaching 
again and again which helps in adopting 
that value as one's own. A book which 
contains many proverbs with much godly 
and practical wisdom for living is the book 
of Proverbs in the Old Testament. I rec
ommend reading the book of Proverbs 
meditatively and frequently. 

Plaques were used much in our home; 
in fact, when we children were going 
through my parents' earthly possessions 
after both my parents had passed away, it 
struck me that the plaques and pictures 
which had hung on the walls of our home 
were things that had a cherished, sentimen
tal value for each of us. No one had de
manded that we pay attention to them, but 
their silent witness on the walls for those 
many years had spoken to each of us. 

One plaque hung in my parents' home, 
and today that same Bible verse is found 
in a number of the homes of the children 
and grandchildren of my parents. It is 
Joshua 24:15b: "As for me and my house, 
we will serve the Lord" (KJV). The plaque 
hanging on the wall behind and above my 
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father's place at the table spoke the testi
mony of Joshua and the testimony of my 
parents to their children each day and at 
every meal over the years as well as to each 
guest in our home. 

In my mother's kitchen hung the plaque 
with the words from John 20:31: "But these 
are written, that ye might believe that Jesus 
is the Christ, the Son of God; and that be
lieving ye might have life through his 
name" (KJV). Through that plaque my 
mother in her humble, gentle manner pre
sented the way of salvation to each of her 
children every day as well as to every visi
tor entering her home. Her life and her pre
sentation of the way of salvation through 
the plaque witnessed for the Lord daily in 
her love and hospitality to her family and 
guests. 

Another plaque, which hung on a bed
room wall in my childhood home, had the 
saying: "Only one life; it will soon be past. 
Only what's done for Christ will last." 
Those words help me when priorities be
gin to get out of balance. 

As previously mentioned, plaques are 
not as common or plentiful in home deco
rating today; however, they are still avail
able and attractively made. Also, posters 
which are common today can be used in 
much the same way as a plaque in Chris
tian school classrooms and in less formal 
rooms in the home. 

Proverbs and plaques can be an aid in 
teaching values and in talking about and 
writing God's commands and teachings as 
the Bible instructs in Deuteronomy 6:6-9 
and again in Deuteronomy 11: 18-20: "Fix 
these words of mine in your hearts and 
minds; tie them as symbols on your hands 
and bind them on your foreheads. Teach 
them to your children, talking about them 
when you sit at home and when you walk 
along the road, when you lie down and 
when you get up. Write them on the 
doorframes of your houses and on your 
gates" (NIV). Proverbs and plaques, I be
lieve, help to unobtrusively enforce and 
develop an appreciation for the values par
ents are wanting to convey and instill in 
their impressionable children. I strongly 
recommend the use and worth of proverbs 
and plaques as a verbal and a visual method 
of teaching spiritual and moral values in 
the home. 

Jan Groenendyk was a Christian school 
teacher for twenty-seven years. She is the 
Wife ofRev. Marion Groenendyk and is a 
member of the First Zeeland CRe. 



The Synod of the Christian Reformed 
Church is scheduled to meet for its annual 
session from June 14-21, 1997, at Calvin 
College in Grand Rapids, Michigan. This 
will be the first time that the synod will 
meet for just one week - from Saturday to 
Saturday. This was decided by the Synod 
of 1996 to enable a greater number of el
ders to attend synod. In the year 2000, 
synod will evaluate how well a one-week 
synod has worked. 

To give a brief overview of what is on 
the agenda for Synod 1997, I will divide 
the matters to be considered into three ar
eas: Study Committee Reports, Overtures 
and Miscellaneous Matters. Page refer
ences are all to the Agenda for Synod 1997, 
hereafter referred to simply as Agenda. 

STUDY COMMITfEE 

REpORTS 

Four study committee reports will be 
placed before Synod 1997 - one on the use 
of inclusive language for God, another on 
the structure of ministry in Canada, a third 
on worship, and a fourth on abuse guide
lines. The last two are published under 
denominational agency reports in the 
Agenda. 

Inclusive Language for God 
The report of the Committee to Study 

Inclusive Language for God was appointed 
by Synod 1994 "to examine the biblical, 
confessional, theological, cultural, and 
pastoral dimensions of the use of inclusive 
language for God" [p.265]. 

Inclusive language for God refers to the 
increasingly common practice, especially 
in liberal churches, of referring to God as 
Mother as well as Father, and using femi
nine pronouns for God such as "she" and 
"her." It may also be reflected in using 
neutral language for God, i.e., words or 
titles that can refer to either gender, and 
avoiding those referring only to the male 

gender. For example, instead of referring 
to God as "King," he is called "Monarch." 
Or instead of speaking of the Trinity as the 
"Father, Son and Holy Spirit," advocates 
of inclusive language might propose we 
speak of the Trinity as the "Creator, Re
deemer and Sanctifier." 

The Committee mandated to study this 
matter has produced a very thorough and 
lengthy report, occupying some 107 pages 
in the Agenda. In many respects, it is a 
rather technical study. 

From a layman's point of view, the ques
tion may well be raised: Do we need to 
take a 100 plus pages to determine whether 
we should be addressing God as "Mother" 
or "she"? It seems very obvious that this 
is contrary to what the Bible teaches. And 
it is also very obvious that this entire issue 
has arisen from feminist theology and 
thinking. 

To a large extent I share that reaction. 
The report could have been much shorter 
and to the point. If someone could write a 
concise pamphlet, summarizing this report, 
it would be much more helpful to church 
members. 

At the same time, I do appreciate the 
thorough analysis the report provides and 
the convincing Biblical arguments it ad
vances to not only defend how the Bible 
itself speaks of God, but to also expose that 
gender-inclusive language for God violates 
Scripture and contradicts how God has re
vealed Himself to us. 

In its recommendations, the committee 
urges synod to recommend its report to the 
churches "as a sound and helpful analysis 
of gendered language for God as found in 
Scripture and in contemporary inclusive
language practices" [po 372]. 

The key recommendation of the com
mittee, however, is: "That synod declare 
that the endorsement and/or use of con
temporary inclusive (gender-egalitarian 
and/or gender-neutral) language for God 
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is unacceptable to the Christian Reformed 
Church..." [po 372]. 

The committee also recommends a 
policy to be used by the denomination 
when using language for God, such as in 
its publications, which urges the use of the 
Biblical names for God, while at the same 
time recognizing the varied Biblical im
agery used of God. 

Worship 
The Worship Committee was mandated 

by Synod 1994 to deal with the whole 
matter of what constitutes proper Biblical 
worship in light of the dramatic changes 
that have taken place in CRC worship ser
vices since 1968, when the last denomina
tional study of public worship was done 
and adopted by synod. Hence, the 
committee's report is entitled "Authentic 
Worship in a Changing Culture." 

After summarizing the 1968 report and 
expressing basic agreement with it, the 
1997 report divides its study into three 
main parts. 

The first deals with "Contemporary 
forces affecting worship." It cites such 
forces as the charismatic movement and 
the praise-and-worship movement, as well 
as the movement "to consider public wor
ship to be a primary vehicle for evange
lism" and the "cultural diversity" within 
the church. 

The second major section-and, no 
doubt, the heart-of the report is entitled 
"Theological reflection." Here the report 
focuses on Biblical principles that should 
guide our worship, and delves into more 
specific matters, such as worship and evan
gelism and worship and children. 

Many good points are made in this sec
tion of the report. At the same time, it also 
raises some important questions. One is the 
role of preaching and the sacraments in 
worship. Both are mentioned as being part 
of the "enduring structure" of worship. But 
no clear indication is given of the central
ity of preaching in worship, while the cel
ebration of the Lord's Supper is given 
much greater weight than we have tradi
tionally given it. One also wonders why 
relatively little is said about the role of 
prayer in worship. 

The committee was asked to consider 
what is "nonnegotiable" in Reformed wor
ship and how our Reformed Confessions 
determine our approach to worship. The 
committee prefers to speak of "the particu
lar gifts that the Reformed tradition has 



made to Christian worship," and cites eight 
of them. 

This manner of speaking, however, 
seems to lessen the importance of such 
things it cites as the emphasis on doctrinal 
preaching and congregational singing as 
our primary musical offering. Are these 
"gifts" negotiable or not? 

The third section, entitled "Questions 
and answers," is a practical part of the re
port, and deals with questions like: Is it 
good to have two kinds of morning ser
vices-one traditional, the other contem
porary? Is applause appropriate in wor
ship? The answers given provide food for 
thought, but will likely not resolve differ
ences of viewpoint. 

The study report recommends that synod 
endorse a number of principles and sug
gestions "as guidelines for evaluating wor
ship" [po 142]. It also recommends that the 
report be disseminated among the churches 
for study and discussion [po 144]. I would 
prefer that synod adopt just the latter at 
this point. 

Structure for Ministry in 
Canada 

A third major study report on synod's 
agenda deals with how the CRC should 
structure its ministry in Canada. This will 
no doubt be the most complex matter be
fore synod. Even to summarize this report 
is difficult. Basically it recommends the 
establishment of a Canadian Ministries 
Board to coordinate and oversee all CRC 
ministries in Canada. In addition, the com
mittee calls for establishing regional min
istry centers and classical ministry com
mittees. 

It appears to offer a very bureaucratic 
and hierarchical structure. One strong em
phasis of this committee is the need to in
corporate deacons into the major assem
blies. Adoption of this committee report 
might well be postponed till more reflec
tion can be done by both the Canadian and 
American churches of our denomination. 

Abuse Guidelines 
The fourth study committee report com

ing before Synod 1997 is actually a revi
sion of guidelines proposed to Synod 1996 
on dealing with abuse by church leaders. 
A Committee on Abuse Prevention has 
worked on these guidelines for several 
years, and now the Pastoral Ministries 
Board is recommending approval of them 
by synod. A detailed set of procedures is 
outlined in this report for use by persons 
alleging to have been abused, church lead
ers accused of abuse, and consistories 
which must handle these cases. At least 
four overtures are coming to synod-re
acting to these guidelines and suggesting 

either revision or postponement of their 
adoption. 

OVERTURES 
The Agenda lists 35 overtures on synod's 

docket. Following are what some of these 
overtures are asking synod: 

Theological classes 
Classis California South is requesting 

synod to appoint a committee to work out 
the formation "of at least four theologically 
identified classes." This idea was discussed 
and approved by conservative churches 
attending the South Holland, IL, confer
ence last year. It is a way of enabling 
churches opposed to women-in-office to 
remain in the CRC without violating their 
convictions by having to serve in classes 
where women may be delegated. Classis 
Heartland, on the other hand, is overtur
ing synod not to allow this, judging it will 
further fragment the denomination, and 
that churches can join neighboring classes 
for "greater theological compatibility." It 
would be interesting to learn how many 
churches have declared themselves in fa
vor of "theological classes." If synod does 
not approve the concept, there is the real 
possibility of more churches leaving the 
CRe. 

Abortion 
Classis Zeeland wants synod "to reaf

firm its commitment to the sanctity of life 
and condemn the practice of partial-birth 
abortion" [po 443]. Classis Heartland wants 
synod to revisit Dr. Hessel Bouma's posi
tion on abortion and declare it to be con
trary to the official position of the CRe. 
Classis Wisconsin asks synod to appoint a 
study committee to examine and provide 
the Biblical and creedal grounds which 
support our stand on abortion as adopted 
by Synod 1972. 

Women-in-office 
Classis Heartland and a few other over

tures are asking synod to reject the 1995 
synodical decision allowing women in 
church office. Classis Lake Erie wants to 
go further in the opposite direction by hav
ing synod lift the restriction on synodical 
agencies to appoint women as ministers of 
the Word. Does anyone have any doubts 
as to what will happen in the year 2000 
when synod is to review this matter? 

Deacons at Classes 
Classis Muskegon wants synod 1997 to 

revise the Church Order to allow classes 
to seat deacons as delegates to classis. As 
noted above, the study committee on Struc
ture for Ministry in Canada is also push
ing for this. Classis Lake Erie has sent a 
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communication to synod announcing it has 
already gone ahead to implement this. In
cidentally, isn't it hypocritical for this 
c1assis to overture synod to remind 
churches that they should operate within 
the rules of our system of Reformed church 
government-taking to task those 
churches which met at the South Holland, 
IL, conferences out of concern for the di
rection of the CRC-but then Lake Erie 
openly violates the Church Order and del
egates deacons to its classis meetings? 

MISCELLANEOUS 

MATTERS 
The following items are gleaned from 

the agency reports to synod in the Agenda. 
Ecumenical relations of the CRC with 

other churches continue down a rocky 
road. Weare seeing that the opening of 
the offices to women has had some pre
dictably sad consequences. A proposal to 
suspend the CRC's membership in 
NAP ARC will be considered later this 
year. Our fraternal relationship with the 
OPC may well terminate this year. The 
CRC is seeking renewed fellowship with 
the Reformed Churches of South Africa, 
but the latter doesn't seem very eager to 
do so. 

The membership of the CRC declined 
by another 6,000 members last year. The 
Banner, the denomination's weekly, will 
become a biweekly publication in Septem
ber, 1997, as its number of subscribers 
continues to decline. Nearly a third of 
former subscribers indicated that they are 
"unhappy with the CRC and The Banner 
direction." Is The Banner listening? 

It is clear that there is great concern over 
the numbers of churches and members 
which have left the CRC. The Board of 
Trustees is therefore proposing revisions 
to the Church Order to spell out that be
fore churches leave, they must seek the 
approval of classis, and follow a lengthy 
process. The Trustees are also proposing 
a new model of the Articles of Incorpora
tion for churches to adopt which, in the 
event of a schism, would give the prop
erty exclusively to those members who 
wish to remain Christian Reformed. 
Whether these proposals would diminish 
the flow of churches and members leav
ing the CRC remains to be seen. Whether 
they will promote greater love within 
churches that are divided, however, is 
doubtful. 

Rev. James Admiraal is pastor ofthe First 
CRC in Prinsburg, MN. 
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Those who have ever gone through the 
process of obtaining a mortgage know 
what a fearful prospect a "closing" can be. 
A large number of documents are pro
duced, written in legalese (and therefore 
incomprehensible to the lay reader), often 
with a number of paragraphs in fine print, 
and needing to be signed on almost every 
page. Very few of us have the time or in
clination to read all of these documents 
and, therefore, we sign them hoping that, 
in so doing, we have not "signed our lives 
away"l The people and institutions who 
present these official documents for our 
signatures seem to be reputable, and so we 
sign, trusting that nothing is hidden in any 
of those fine print sections that might come 
back to haunt us in the future. 

While browsing through this year's 
Agenda for Synod of the Christian Re
formed Church, I was reminded of this 
signing process when I came across sev
eral pages (some in small print) of mate
rial in the report of the Board of Trustees 
(formerly known as the Synodical Interim 
Committee, hereafter referred to as the 
BOT). Included in a section of the BOT's 
report innocently entitled "Polity Matters," 
these pages contain a series of proposals 
relating to the manner in which congrega
tions may disaffiliate from the denomina
tion and how their articles of incorpora
tion should be (re)written to ensure de
nominational control of the local church's 
assets. 

As I read through these materials, includ
ing the fine print sections, I was troubled 
to discover that the adoption of what the 
BOT is recommending would amount to 
something like each congregation signing 
its life away! Basic changes in the way lo
cal churches relate to the denomination and 
exercise control over their assets are pro
posed, changes which amount to reducing 
the churches to little more than "fran
chises" of the denomination. Indeed, were 
these proposals to be adopted, the local 
councils and the congregations under their 

care would be in a position less desirable 
than a franchise of a corporation, since they 
would become wholly owned subsidiaries 
of the denomination. l 

THE PROPOSALS 
OF THE BOT 

The background to the proposals of the 
BOT begins with an overture to Synod 
1995 from Classis Zeeland. In its response 
to this overture, Synod 1995 adopted two 
recommendations: one, that a "legal re
view" be done of the process being used 
by churches leaving the denomination; and 
two, that the BOT "review the Model Ar
ticles of Incorporation so that churches 
may be provided with clear procedures to 
follow in the event of a separation from 
the denomination" (Acts of Synod 1995, 
pp. 697-8). On the basis of these recom
mendations, the BOT subsequently ap
pointed a special committee whose report 
and recommendations are now substan
tially a part of the BOT's report and rec
ommendations to Synod 1997.2 

In order to assess properly what the BOT 
is recommending, I will first summarize 
the proposals for Church Order changes 
and revisions of the local churches' Ar
ticles of Incorporation. Only after the pro
posals of the BOT are carefully reviewed 
will it be possible to determine what im
plications these proposals have for the life 
and well-being of the local churches. 

The proposed Church Order 
changes 

The first set of proposals by the BOT 
concerns Article 38 of the Church Order, 
an Article that presently has two stipula
tions dealing with "groups of believers 
among whom no council can as yet be con
stituted." Such groups, this Article de
clares, should be under the supervision of 
a council designated by the area classis and 
require the "approval of Classis" before a 
council is "constituted for the first time." 
Until now this Article only addressed the 
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situation of unorganized groups of believ
ers who organize and are received by 
classis as member churches of the denomi
nation. 

The BOT recommendation, however, 
asks synod to add to this Article a series of 
stipulations that relate to organized 
churches of the denomination when they 
either "disband or revert to unorganized 
status," "decide to merge," or decide to 
"disaffiliate from the denomination." For 
our purposes, the last of these stipulations, 
the one addressed to councils deciding to 
disaffiliate, is the most important. 

In respect to the decision of councils to 
disaffiliate, the BOT recommends the fol
lowing addition to Article 38: "38-e: When 
a council decides to disaffiliate from the 
denomination, the set process for disaffili
ation adopted by synod shall be followed" 
(Agenda for Synod 1997, p. 23). The 
grounds offered for this recommendation 
are: 

1) Classis approves the formation of 
a council as part of the denomination; 
it is logical that classis be involved 
when a congregation leaves the de
nomination. 2) The involvement of 
classis provides an ecclesiastical struc
ture for hearing any disputes that may 
exist or be created in the disaffiliation. 
This arrangement is consistent with 1 
Corinthians 6 (Agenda for Synod 
1997, pp. 23-4). 

In this proposed addition to Article 38, 
reference is made to the "process for dis
affiliation adopted by synod." This process 
of disaffiliation is spelled out by the BOT 
in their report and is recommended as a 
Church Order Supplement to Article 38-e. 
Among other important steps, this process 
includes several that are worthy of special 
notice: church councils are required to 
notify classis of their decision to disaffili
ate together with their grounds; classis will 
appoint representatives to meet with the 
council over a period of no longer than two 
months "to attempt to dissuade the coun
cil from such action"; when councils call 
the congregation together to consider their 
recommendation to disaffiliate, copies of 
the classical representatives' "rebuttal" of 
the council's grounds must be distributed; 
and representatives of classis must be given 
opportunity to "persuade the congregation 
to remain within the congregation" 
(Agenda for Synod 1997, p. 24). Each of 
these provisions in the process for disaf
filiation recommended by the BOT is in
tended to provide an avenue whereby clas
sical and denominational representatives 
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can seek to dissuade a council and con
gregation from withdrawing from the de
nomination. 

The proposed model Articles of 
Incorporation 

The second set of proposals from the 
BOT deals with the model Articles of In
corporation for the local churches. In this 
set of proposals, the BOT recommends 
some substantial revisions to an earlier 
model adopted by Synod 1980 (Acts of 
Synod 1980, pp. 23,401-4). These changes 
involve provisions for much greater clas
sical and synodical authority over the lo
cal churches, including authority over de
cisions relating to the distribution of their 
property or assets. Though the BOT insists 
in its introduction to its proposed changes 
that "the new proposed model is essentially 
the same as the 1980 model," the careful 
reader who has the time and patience to 
wade through the large and small print sec
tions of the BOT's report will discover that 
some major and far-reaching changes are 
being recommended. 3 

By its own admission, the BOT is rec
ommending the most substantial change 
in the model Articles of Incorporation in 
Article VII. This Article contains provi
sions for "the ownership of, control over, 
and distribution of property." Rather than 
attempting to summarize the changes in 
this Article that are being proposed by the 
BOT, I would prefer to cite first the cur
rent model's Article VII and then cite at 
length the proposed new Article. The 
present article reads as follows: 

The ownership of all property, real or 
personal, acquired by this church shall 
be vested exclusively in this corpora
tion, and title to the same shall be 
taken in its name alone. 

This corporation shall have exclusive 
control over all of its temporalities, 
nor shall the exercise of its property 
rights through the lawful decisions of 
its council and/or congregation be 
subject to revision by the classis of 
which this church is a member or the 
Synod of the Christian Reformed 
Church in North America. 

In the event of schism in this church, 
as defined by Article 153, Acts of 
Synod 1970, if a division of its prop
erty becomes necessary, this shall be 
done according to the scriptural in
junction of I Corinthians 6. Every ef
fort shall be made to achieve a just 
and fair division of property. To this 

end, counsel, assistance, and advice 
shall be sought first from the classis 
and synod, provided that if these 
ecclesiastical methods do not resolve 
the controversy, the church may seek 
the counsel, assistance, and advice of 
nonecclesiastical advisors and 
sources. 

The replacement article that the BOT is 
now recommending is in part as follows: 

A. Manner in Which Held 

All real and personal property shall be 
held exclusively in furtherance of the 
purpose of this church as a member 
church of the Christian Reformed 
Church in North America and in fur
therance of the principles of doctrine 
and ecclesiastical government out
lined under Articles III and V of these 
Articles of Incorporation and inter
preted by the Classis of which the 
church is a member (the "classis"), 
subject to review on appeal by synod, 
consistent with the Church Order .... 

D. In the Event of Irreconcilable 
Division 

In the event that the classis (or synod 
on appeal) determines that an irrec
oncilable division (schism) has oc
curred within this church, the confess
ing members of this church who, ac
cording to the exclusive determination 
of the classis (or synod on appeal), 
remain true to the purposes of this 
church as a member church of the 
Christian Reformed Church in North 
America and the principles of doctrine 
and ecclesiastical government out
lined under Articles III and V of these 
Articles of Incorporation shall be the 
lawful congregation of this church and 
shall have the exclusive right to hold 
and enjoy the real and personal prop
erty of this church. Nothing in this 
Article VI shall prevent the classis (or 
synod on appeal) from determining, 
in keeping with the scriptural injunc
tion of I Corinthians 6, that more than 
one group of confessing members of 
this church are each a lawful congre
gation and dividing the real and per
sonal property between the groups of 
members as classis (or synod on ap
peal) may determine. 

In order to insure that these new model 
Articles ofIncorporation be adopted by the 
local churches, the BOT also recommends 
that they be included with the Church Or
der as a supplement to Article 32-d. And, 

to encourage reluctant churches to revise 
their Articles accordingly, the BOT further 
recommends that the following question 
be added to the current Guide for Conduct
ing Church Visiting: "Do the current ar
ticles of incorporation faithfully reflect the 
model adopted by synod and contained in 
Church Order Supplement, Article 32-d?" 

AN EVALUATION 
OF THESE 
PROPOSALS 

Having summarized the proposals of the 
BOT regarding the procedure for councils 
to disaffiliate from the CRCNA and the 
model Articles of Incorporation, I would 
like to evaluate these proposals. Are these 
proposals, as the BOT suggests, relatively 
innocent attempts to provide for an orderly 
process by which councils could lead their 
congregations out of the CRCNA? Will 
they prevent, as the BOT suggests, circum
stances arising in which groups of believ

·"Cey·tainlv, rhere is no place 
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Christ for activities that are 
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ers will take each to court in order to settle 
their disputes regarding property?4 Do 
these proposals truly reflect a Reformed 
and biblical view of the church, in distinc
tion from what the BOT alleges was the 
more "congregationalist" view exhibited 
in the present model Articles of Incorpo
ration? 

Without attempting a complete evalua
tion of these proposals, I believe a number 
of observations need to be made about 
them and their implications. Readers who 
may be unsettled or even offended by some 
of the observations I will make, are encour
aged to read the BOT's report for them
selves. Just make sure you don't overlook 
any of the small print sections! 

Regarding Church Order 
Article 38 

In the proposals regarding additions to 
Article 38, the BOT provides, as we have 
seen, a procedure for councils to lead their 
congregations in disaffiliating from the 
CRCNA. Some of the guidelines in this 
procedure are appropriate and reflect bib
lical insight and sensitivity. For example, 
that councils should inform the classis and 
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denomination of their reasons for disaffili
ation; that they should provide clear 
grounds for their actions when the matter 
is presented to the congregation for its ad
vice; that adequate time should be given 
for the serious matter of disaffiliation to 
be deliberated in council and before con
templating withdrawal from the denomi
nation. Certainly, there is no place in the 
church of Jesus Christ for activities that 
are carried on in secret and effected in a 
manipulative manner. Nor is there any 
place for taking actions which do not honor 
the mutual responsibilities that councils 
and congregations have to each other 
within their denominational connection. 

Despite these acceptable aspects of the 
procedure outlined by the BOT for disaf
filiation, however, there are some funda
mental flaws in their proposals regarding 
the Church Order. 

Perhaps the most obvious flaw is the 
BOT's attempt to graft into Article 38 pro
visions that do not belong to the concern 
of this Article and that are, accordingly, 
"unnatural" branches. Article 38 ad
dresses the matter of the organization of a 
group of believers without a council. The 
proposal of the BOT attempts to extend 
the application of this Article to all coun
cils and congregations, as though their or
ganization and existence were owing to the 
actions of classes in the same way as with 
unorganized churches. 

In order to do this, however, the BOT 
has to ignore the lessons ofhistory and to 
embrace a doctrine of the church that is 
clearly "hierarchical." There are very few 
Christian Reformed churches whose exist
ence and membership in classis is the re
sult of the application of the provisions of 
Article 38. For example, the congregation 
of which I am a member, the First Chris
tian Reformed Church of South Holland, 
IL, existed as a church of Jesus Christ be
fore it entered into a relationship with other 
churches through classis and synod. The 
same is true of most other Christian Re
formed Churches. Churches organized ac
cording to Article 38 are the "exception," 
not the "rule." This should not surprise 
anyone with an acquaintance with history 
and Reformed polity. Classes and synods 
owe their existence to the decision of coun
cils and congregations to form them and 
enjoy relationships with other churches 
through them.s This is a case in which the 
BOT has the "cart [classis] before the horse 
[congregation]. " 

What is most unsettling, then, about the 
BOT's proposal to change Article 38 of 
the Church Order is that it would enshrine 
in the Church Order a principle that is 
neither historically nor biblically true, 

namely, that churches depend for their 
right to exist as organized churches upon 
the judgment and action of the broader 
assemblies. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the 
BOT adds to this change in the Church 
Order a series of guidelines for councils 
that disaffiliate from the CRCNA that in
clude several glaring instances of classi
cal interference and meddling in the af
fairs of the local congregation. For ex
ample, among the guidelines proposed, the 
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BOT wants to insist that councils must in
vite classical representatives to meetings 
of the council and congregation in order 
to "dissuade the council from such action 
[disaffiliation] ." 

A little reflection upon what this might 
mean in the actual life of a local church is 
instructive. Let's say there were a local 
church council and congregation that en
joyed a great measure of peace and unity 
respecting their continued affiliation with 
the denomination. The council was unani
mous and the congregation by a large ma
jority was in agreement with the council's 
proposal that they disaffiliate from the de
nomination. Under such circumstances, 
what good purpose, biblical, confessional, 
or otherwise, could possibly be served by 
inviting to meetings of the congregation 
classical representatives whose presence 
could only serve to promote dissensions, 
factions and division in the local congre
gation. The whole idea is not only fool
hardy; it is also schismatic! What faithful 
body of elders who have reached, upon 
careful and prayerful deliberation, the pain
ful conclusion that, for the well-being of 
the congregation under their care, they 
should separate from the CRCNA, would 
invite representatives to a congregational 
meeting to seek to defeat and frustrate their 
leadership in the congregation? 

In short, the proposals of the BOT would 
radically alter the nature of the relation
ship between local churches and the de
nomination, making the churches subor
dinate in their existence and life to the au
thority of classis and synod. Churches 
would be treated as though they existed or 
ceased to exist, only at the permission and 
by the authority of classis. Furthermore, 
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when it comes to perhaps the most signifi
cant actions any council could take in re
spect to the denomination, the decision to 
disaffiliate, the congregation would be sub
ject to the worst kind of classical and syn
odical intervention in its life. Such inter
vention could only damage in most cases 
the well-being and unity of the local 
churches. For the BOT is proposing some
thing that would be an open encourage
ment to the worst kind of "interloping" on 
the part of denominational officials in the 
affairs of local churches. 

Regarding the Articles of 
Incorporation 

To put further "flesh and blood" on the 
bones of my evaluation, let me tum now 
to the BOT's proposals regarding the 
model Articles of Incorporation. Here the 
implications of what the BOT is recom
mending are even more obvious. Though 
the adage is true which says that there is 
"none so blind as he who will not see," I 
hope that careful readers of the BOT's re
port will see clearly what its recommen
dations will mean for the local churches. 

Since one of the primary interests that 
local congregations have in the matter of 
incorporation relates to the distribution and 
disposal of jointly held property, in the 
event of the corporation's dissolution or 
division, the BOT's proposal to change 
Article VII (dealing with "Property") f
strikes close to the heart ofthe whole mat
ter of incorporation. Whereas in the previ
0us model, property was "vested exclu Isively" in the local church as corporation, 
in the proposed model things are dramati
cally different. No longer do the 
office bearers of the local church council 
serve as "trustees" who have "exclusive 
control" over all of the congregation's 
"temporalities." In the proposed model, the 
local church's property is "held exclusively 
in furtherance ofthis church as a member 
church ofthe Christian Reformed Church 
in North America and infurtherance ofthe 
principles of doctrine and ecclesiastical 
government outlined under Articles III and 
V of these Articles of Incorporation and 
interpreted by the Classis of which the 
church is a member ... " (emphasis mine). 

The implications of this language be
come clear in the related provisions of the 
article on property in the BOT's proposed 
model. Not only do those provisions call 
for direct classical involvement in formu
lating a "proposal for property distribu
tion." But, in the event of "irreconcilable 
division" within the congregation, we read 
that 



the confessing members of this church 
who, according to the exclusive de
termination of the classis (or synod on 
appeal), remain true to the purposes 
of this church as a member church of 
the Christian Reformed Church in 
North America and the principles of 
doctrine and ecclesiastical govern
ment outlined under Articles III and 
V of these Articles of Incorporation, 
shall be the lawful congregation of 
this church and shall have the exclu
sive right to hold and enjoy the real 
and personal property of this church 
(emphasis mine). 

When you consider this language and re
view what is required in Articles III and V 
to which it makes reference, it becomes 
evident that the proposed Articles of In
corporation would make the local churches 
and their councils little more than fran
chises of the denomination whose re
sources in property and assets are subject 
to the control of classis and synod. The 
language used in this Article effectively 
removes the officebearers as "trustees" of 
the local congregation's assets.6 

To illustrate the radical implications of 
this proposal, consider any number of ways 
in which it could be used in different cases 
of disaffiliation or irreconcilable division. 
In every instance, those who chose to re
main affiliated with the CRCNA, even 
were they to represent a minuscule por
tion of the congregation (perhaps as few 
as a membership of one!), could be de
clared by classis the "lawful" council and 
congregation and be granted all of the as
sets! Furthermore, the property and assets 
of the local churches would belong in per
petuity to the denomination however far it 
may have strayedfrom its original confes
sion and practice. Indeed, these proposed 
Articles would permit the denomination 
known as the CRCNA, though it were to 
become a "synagogue of Satan," an entity 
openly opposed to the gospel of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, to retain possession of all the 
properties and assets of all its member con
gregations.7 

But it is not only in cases of councils 
disaffiliating from the CRCNA that the 
proposed model Articles of Incorporation 
have striking implications for the control 
and distribution of the properties of the 
local churches. So far as I am able to de
termine, these Articles would permit a 
classis or synod, among other things, to 
do the following: refuse to permit a local 
congregation from selling its building, 
should the classis judge that it might be a 

useful building in which to carry on a clas
sical ministry; insist that a congregation 
merging with another congregation turn 
over all or a portion of its assets to the 
classis; seize the assets of a congregation 
that had entered the CRCNA only a few 
years previously, but whose property was 
largely obtained during the period prior to 
its entrance into the denomination or ad
vise how the assets of a congregation 
which disbands should be disbursed. Now 
I am not suggesting that anyone of these 
scenarios will likely occur, were synod and 
the churches to adopt the BOT's propos
als. I am only saying that there is nothing 
in the proposals being submitted to Synod 
1997 that, were they adopted, would pre
vent anyone or another of these things 
from occurring. 

CONCLUSION 
There can be little doubt that the occa

sion for the BOT's report is a certain ner
vousness in the denomination regarding 
the continued prospect ofmembership loss, 
including congregations or portions of con
gregations that are separating from the 
denomination. Though one cannot judge 
motives, it seems fairly transparent that the 
proposals of the BOT are intended to make 
it more difficult for disaffiliation to occur 
and to prevent councils who disaffiliate 
from being able to retain control over the 
assets of the local church. 

The problem with the approach of the 
BOT at this level is that very few ofthose 
who have left the CRCNA or who will leave 
in the future are likely to be deterred by 
these proposals. With the exception of 
those councils and congregations that have 
left the CRCNA intact, most of those who 
have left, even many who left with sizable 
portions of their congregations, have not 
contested the distribution of congrega
tional assets. These are brothers and sis
ters in the Lord, even congregations of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, who can sing with real 
poignancy the closing words of Luther's 
great hymn, "A N -hty Fortress is our 
God" ("Let goods and kindred go, this 
mortal life also, the body they may kill, 
God's truth abideth still, His kingdom is 
forever"). Perhaps the most pathetic fea
ture of the BOT's recommendations is the 
implicit charge that those who are disaf
filiating from the denomination either have 
or will carry off properties and assets that 
are rightly the possession of the denomi
nation. 

However, the real problem with the 
BOT's proposals lies at a deeper level: the 
problem with these proposals lies in the 
doctrine of the church that they reflect. 

il. 

These proposals assume that the denomi
nation is the church and that what we call 
the "local council and congregation" is 
dependent for its origin, right to exist and 
to continue to exist, upon the denomina
tion. Christ does not call officebearers 
through the church locally such that those 
officebearers are finally accountable to 
Him for the discharge of their office (Bel
gic Confession, Articles 30-32). The de
nomination alone has the final right to de
termine not only which congregations are 
"lawful" but also which officebearers are 
"lawful." Though a local church might 
approve and consent to the faithful lead
ership of their officebearers, should they 
propose disaffiliation from the denomina
tion, this approval and consent, as well as 
the recommendation of a lawfully consti
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tuted and elected body of officebearers, 
can be effectively annulled and denied by 
denominational authorities at a "higher" 
level. 

Consequently, these proposals would 
permit an ungodly tyranny within the 
CRCNA. This tyranny would be made the 
more reprehensible by virtue of its being 
exercised by churches and believers 
against other churches and believers. But 
even that is not the worst of it. What the 
BOT is recommending would make it pos
sible for classes and synods of the CRCNA 
to thwart the faithful work of local church 
councils and congregations, frustrating and 
impeding them in their efforts to protect 
(for Christ's sake) flocks under their care 
from savage wolves and destructive teach
ing. Were these proposals to become the 
official position of the CRCNA, the de
nomination will have taken one more step 
toward encouraging the kind of behavior 
described in Article 29 of the Belgic Con
fession when its speaks of the "false 
church": 

As for the false Church, it ascribes 
more power and authority to itself and 
its ordinances than to the Word of 
God, and will not submit itself to the 
yoke of Christ. Neither does it admin
ister the sacraments as appointed by 
Christ in His Word, but adds to and 
takes from them, as it thinks proper; 
it relies more upon men than upon 
Christ; and persecutes those who live 
hoZily according to the Word of God 
and rebuke itfor its errors, covetous
ness, and idolatry (emphasis mine). 
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FOOTNOTES 
Initially, I intended to entitle this article, "Why Not 
Call Them Christian Reformed 'Mc-Churches,'" 
in order to underscore the implications of the 
Board's proposals. I was moved to change the title 
by two things: one, when I ran it by my two teen
age daughters, it became apparent that somehow 
the point was less than clear!; and two, the Board's 
proposals do not grant congregations even the re
spect due a "franchise" like a local Mc-Donald's 
restaurant. As I shall argue, these proposals would 
permit a denominational assembly to deprive a 
local council and congregation of its name and its 
property. 

2 	 The members of this special committee were: Dr. 
Henry De Moor, Rev. James De Vries, Dr. David 
H. Engelhard, Mr. John Roels, Rev. Lambert 
Sikkema, Dr. John Van Schepen and Mr. Loren 
Veldhuizen. 

3 	 One interesting feature of the BOT's report is that 
it provides a model Articles of Incorporation in 
an appendix but the proposed model is not placed 
alongside of the older model. As a result, it is 
difficult to determine the nature and extent of the 
changes proposed. 

4 	 The older model Articles of Incorporation were 
written, it should be noted, to prevent the need 
for litigation over property, in the event of a 
congregation's dissolution or schism. Nothing in 
the new model makes this any less likely in the 
future. The only impact this model will have is to 
insure that the group "loyal" to the denomination 
will have exclusive control of the congregation's 
property. It should also be noted here that, 
whereas the BOT implies that litigation has been 
and threatens to be a grave problem in the future, 
only one or two instances of such litigation has 
occurred in the recent past. In each case of which 
I am aware, the litigation was initiated or threat
ened by parties unwilling to act according to the 
present model Articles of Incorporation.. . 

5 	Even in the broader history of the cathohc ChriS
tian church, it seems clear that the calling of coun
cils and church assemblies has always been upon 
the assumption of the pre-existence of the 
churches who join together in conciliar form. 

6 	 One of the arguments offered in the BOT report 
for this kind of approach is that churches would 
otherwise be able to take with them assets which 
they received from the denomination through 
classical aid and grants-in aid. Though this may 
be a legitimate consideration in a relatively small 
number of cases, it is interesting to note that it 
does not consider another possibility, namely, a 
congregation disaffiliating shortly after joining 
the denomination could be deprived of property 
obtained over a long history prior to the denomi
national affiliation. Apparently, the BOT believes 
that councils and congregations in such circum
stances should not be protected against the pos
sibility of being deprived of their property by the 
decision of a classis or synod. 

7 	Undoubtedly, some readers may be offended by 
my language. However, before too much offense 
is taken, it needs to be remembered that Christ, 
in His speaking to the churches in the book of 
Revelation, nowhere lends credence to the Idea 
that churches cannot become synagogues of Sa
tan (indeed, He affirms it) and we are frequently 
warned in the Scriptures to beware of the sin of 
pride. The biblical warning, "let him who thinks 
he stands take heed lest he fall," holds true for 
denominations just as it does for individual be
lievers. 

Dr. Venema teaches Doctrinal Studies at 
Mid-America Seminary in Dyer, IN. 

When 1. Gresham Machen wrote Chris
tianity and Liberalism in 1923, the book 
was not the sort that would win friends or 
advance his career. He pulled no punches. 
Machen's thesis that liberalism was "un
Christian" infuriated many Protestants who 
still maintained great influence within 
America's leading cultural institutions. 
Machen also wrote that liberalism was "the 
greatest menace to the Christian Church" 
and was "a type of faith and practice that 
[ was] anti -Christian to the core." "Whether 
or not liberals are Christians," he added, 
"it is at any rate perfectly clear that liber
alism is not Christianity." Just as bold was 
his assertion to Protestants who were still 
suspicious of Roman Catholics that al
though the Church of Rome represented a 
perversion of the Christian religion, "natu
ralistic liberalism [was] not Christianity at 
all." 

The polemical character of Christianity 
and Liberalism also made it the kind of book 
that someone with Machen's education and 
breeding would not have been expected to 
write. Because of its blatant critique of lib
eralism, Christianity and Liberalism identi
fied its author immediately with a movement 
known for its anti-intellectualism, revival
ism and exotic teachings about the Lord's 
return. As a scholar, committed churchman 
and confessional Presbyterian, Machen 
would not have been readily mistaken for a 
fundamentalist. So the question is why 
Machen would write a book that identified 
him with a popular religious cause which 
gave him noticeable discomfort. 

To answer this question requires atten
tion to the origins of Christianity and Lib
eralism. Critics of fundamentalism and 
Machen's book have argued that he was 
criticizing the lofty and inaccessible views 
of liberal theology in Germany which he 
had learned while a student there from 
1905-1906. But in reality Machen had the 
American church scene much more in 
view. From his perspective the errors of 
liberalism stemmed as much from the 
American context as they did from Ger
man higher criticism or liberal theology. 
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LIBERALISM AND 

CHURCH UNION 
In 1920 Machen was a first-time delegate 

to the General Assembly of the Northern 
Presbyterian Church. There he heard about 
plans for the union of the largest Protes
tant denominations in the United States. 
(None other than the president of Princeton 
Theological Seminary, J. Ross Stevenson, 
presented these plans to the delegates.) The 
plan would have allowed for the autonomy 
of the participating denominations but en
couraged greater cooperation on all fronts. 
Aside from the plan's implicit assumptions 
about the nature of Christianity and the task 
of the church, it embraced the ideals of 
modern business practices. By coordinat
ing and cooperating everywhere from for
eign missions to the work of local 
churches, Protestants could achieve greater 
efficiency. What was the sense of having 
five different congregations in a small town 
or three different denominations repre
sented in missions work to a particular 
country when these congregations and 
missionaries were duplicating each others' 
efforts? In effect, the plan - a similar one 
resulted in the United Church of Canada 
(1925) - saw little difference between 
Baptists, Presbyterians, Methodists, Con
gregationalists, Episcopalians and 
Lutherans. All American Protestants were 
engaged in a similar work and so should 
consolidate their enterprises. 

American Protestant plans for church 
union were hardly new. Ever since the 
Civil War, Protestants had ventured into a 
number of cooperative efforts. Among 
Northern Presbyterians alone church union 
and cooperation was a dominant concern 
from 1870-1920. In 1869 Old School and 
New School Presbyterians reunited even 
though some of the Old School theologians 
at Princeton Seminary insisted that the 
New School had never repudiated the 
Arminianism of some of its ministers. In 
1873 Northern Presbyterians led the way 
in founding the American branch of the 
Evangelical Alliance, an interdenomina
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tional organization that promoted a vari
ety of missions, educational and philan
thropic endeavors. In 1880 the Presbyte
rian Alliance came along as an alternative 
for Presbyterian denominations that re
sisted cooperation with non-Presbyterians 
in the Evangelical Alliance. These ecu
menical efforts led to the 1906 union of 
the Northern Presbyterian Church and the 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church, a com
munion that had been formed in the first 
half of the nineteenth century and was ex
plicit in its rejection of the Calvinism in 
the Westminster Standards. Finally, in 
1908 the largest Protestant denominations 
formed the Federal Council of Churches 
with Presbyterians again playing a lead
ing role in the negotiations. In all of these 
cases the theology of the respective de
nominations' confessions took a back seat 
to Protestant desires to Christianize the 
United States. Fears about the growing 
prominence of Roman Catholicism, Sab
bath-breaking, and the consumption of al
cohol prompted Protestants to put aside 

H ••• liberal Protestants had 
actually changed 

Christianity into an entirely 
different religion, one 

without the 'doctrines of the 
person of Christ, and of 
redemption through his 

death and resurrection. '" 
differing understandings of the nature and 
means of salvation in favor of reforming 
American society. 

The 1920 plan for church union that 
Machen heard, built on nearly half a cen
tury of Protestant ecumenism. It called for 
even greater consolidation and further 
weakened the doctrinal identity of the Prot
estant communions. Aside from arguing 
for greater efficiency, the plan furthered 
the churches' identification with America's 
ideals of liberty and democracy. Machen 
and other faculty members at Princeton 
wrote articles for Presbyterian periodicals 
in opposition to the plan. In almost every 
case the principal objection was what the 
plan would do to the distinctive theology 
and practice of the Presbyterian Church. 

Even though the plan went down to de
feat, it alerted Machen to the serious de
cline of theological identity among North
ern Presbyterians. His efforts to oppose the 
plan put him in touch with other conser
vatives in the denomination, especially in 
the vicinity of Philadelphia. During a 
speaking engagement for elders in South

eastern Pennsylvania Machen gave an ad
dress that turned out to be the substance of 
Christianity and Liberalism. Conse
quently, the book is best understood as an 
extension ofhis criticisms ofchurch union 
as well as a thoroughgoing broadside 
against American Protestantism's capitu
lation to its culture. 

LIBERALISM DEFINED 
In this book Machen discusses four 

senses ofliberalism. The first and the one 
that attracted the most criticism from fun
damentalists was the identification of lib
eralism with naturalism. Theological lib
eralism, accordingly, was an effort to ex
plain Christianity apart from miracles or 
supernatural intervention and special rev
elation. The motive for a naturalistic un
derstanding of Christianity stemmed from 
liberalism's commitment to scientific ac
counts of truth. For Christianity to be plau
sible to modem educated men and women 
the church would have to remove those 
elements that made no sense from a scien
tific perspective. In this sense, liberalism 
was an apologetic strategy to reconcile the 
claims of Christianity with the findings of 
modem science. While Machen conceded 
the sincerity of this strategy, he still op
posed it forcefully. His reason was that by 
removing the "particularities of the Chris
tian religion" to which scientific objections 
may arise, liberal Protestants had actually 
changed Christianity into an entirely dif
ferent religion, one without the "doctrines 
of the person of Christ, and of redemption 
through his death and resurrection." For 
this reason he argued that liberalism rep
resented "a return to an un-Christian and 
sub-Christian form of the religious life." 

Though the naturalistic assumptions and 
conclusions ofliberalism received the most 
strenuous objections from fundamentalists, 
Machen went farther and talked about lib
eralism in a second sense as aform ofmor
alism. The best example of liberalism's 
moralistic outlook was its conception of 
Christ. Unlike historic Christianity, 
Machen argued, which regarded Christ as 
the object of Christian faith, liberals con
ceived of Christ as the example of Chris
tian faith. What mattered most about 
Christ, then, was not what he accomplished 
for believers through his life, death, resur
rection and ascension. Rather the liberal 
Christ was the teacher of ethics par excel
lence. Machen wrote, "the plain fact is that 
imitation of Jesus, important though it was 
for Paul, was swallowed up by something 
far more important. ... [T]he redeeming 
work of Jesus, was the primary thing for 
Paul." The early church, he added, did not 
look to Jesus simply for practical guidance 
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and moral conviction but instead commit
ted to Him "the eternal destinies" of their 
souls. 

Perhaps even more alarming than the 
naturalistic and moralistic senses of liber
alism was the Social Gospel, the third sense 
of liberalism that Machen critiqued and the 
one most directly evident in Protestant 
plans for church union. Here liberals used 
Christianity to better American society or 
saw it as a means to a greater social good. 
Here liberalism functioned as a form of 
American civil religion where Protestants 
assumed that the health of the United States 
depended upon the moral teaching of 
Christianity. This assumption was part and 
parcel of church union efforts that disre
garded differences of doctrine and polity 
in order to cooperate in matters of social 
reform. But according to Machen, such 
utilitarianism perverted the gospel and 
denied the church its ultimate source of 
power. "The Christian religion cannot be 
treated in any such way," he wrote. Chris
tianity "refuses to be regarded as a mere 
means to a higher end." Christ Himself said 
as much in Luke 14 when He explained 
that unless a believer was prepared to leave 
his family he could not be one of Christ's 
disciples. "Whatever else those stupendous 
words may mean," Machen concluded, 
"they certainly mean that the relationship 
to Christ takes precedence over all other 
relationships, even the holiest of relation
ships like those that exist between husband 
and wife and parent and child." 

The fourth and last sense of liberalism 
discussed by Machen concerned the mat
ter of intellectual honesty. Here he called 
attention to the creedal basis of the vari
ous Protestant denominations. All of the 
communions, from Baptists to Episcopa
lians, he argued, were founded upon a 
creed and required some form of subscrip
tion for ordination. In the case of the Pres
byterian Church the confessional basis of 
ordination was the Westminster Standards. 
Whether it was desirable for such creedal 
SUbscription was not at issue. Instead, the 
problem was that the constitution of Prot
estant denominations made ordination de
pendent upon subscription and liberals had 
no right to church office if they did not 
hold to the creed of their communion. If a 
minister desired to combat the creedal for
mulations of his church he was free to do 
so as an American but not under the aus
pices of his church. For this reason Machen 
argued that liberals should leave the Prot
estant denominations and found their own 
organization for the propagation of liberal 
Christianity's message. He conceded that 
such an action had certain disadvantages, 
such as "the abandonment ofchurch build



ings," "the break in family traditions," and 
"the injury to sentiment of various kinds." 
But there was one "supreme" advantage 
to such a decision, namely, "the advantage 
of honesty." In fact, the Unitarian Church 
practiced precisely this kind of intellectual 
honesty by being a communion "without 
an authoritative Bible, without doctrinal re
quirements, and without a creed." 

Machen's sweeping critique of liberal
ism, then, concerned far more than the 
Bible's teaching about creation or the re
turn of Christ. For him the very heart of 
the gospel was at stake. And central to the 
gospel were the creeds and confessions by 
which the church had articulated and de
fended the teachings of Scripture. Machen 
believed that the church's witness de
pended on its theological witness, not on 
social reform or making America a Chris
tian nation. He rightly detected, however, 
that American Protestantism had lost its 
theological identity by confusing its mis
sion with that of the American nation. "The 
liberal preacher has very little to say about 
the other world," he wrote. "This world is 
really the centre of all his thoughts." Con
sequently, the weary soul seeking a place 
"to forget for the moment all those things 
that divide nation from nation and race 
from race, to forget human pride, to forge 
the passions of war, to forget the puzzling 
problems of industrial strife" had almost 
no where to turn. But if the church could 
"gather together humbly in the name of 
Christ, to give thanks to Him for His un
speakable gift and to worship the Father 
through Him," then it would truly "satisfy 
the needs of the soul." 

This understanding of the gospel and the 
mission of the church made Machen an 
undesirable figure in mainstream Protes
tantism. But it also made his critique of 
American Protestantism arguably the most 
profound and thorough of the twentieth 
century. At a time when evangelicalism is 
increasingly known for its political views 
rather than its theological convictions or 
biblical teaching, Machen's message is no 
less valuable today than it was when he 
delivered it almost 75 years ago. 

Dr. Daryl G. Hart is librarian at 
Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia, 
PA. He received his doctorate in History 
from Johns Hopkins University. 

In this series of articles we have isolated 
one fundamental element in the church's 
worship - music - and we have attempted 
to examine and evaluate. 

In doing this we have looked out at the 
texts and tunes of our hymns and at ways 
of singing and playing them which will 
best instruct and inspire our congregations. 
We have looked in to discover reasons for 
our praise. But now, in this our last article, 
we look up to the object of our praise 
God. In a very real sense we can say that 
in all our looking out and in, we have been 
constantly aware of the upward direction 
of our praise. But today, with reverence 
and holy awe, we focus directly on God 
Himself and our relationship as worship
ers to Him. In theological terms we can 
say that in this article we consider the 
"theocentricity" of our praise. 

Someone may question the appropriate
ness of such a "theological" topic in a se
ries on music. But what differentiates 
"church music" from any other music is a 
qualitatively theological difference. 
Church music is God's music sung and 
played by God's people in God's house 
for God's glory - a totally God-centered 
theocentric exercise. Paganism worships 
the creature, gods of wood and stone. 
Romanism worships middle links, the 
Church and the Virgin Mary. But we who 
are children of the heavenly Father, wor
ship the "Lord of heaven and earth who 
dwells not in temples made with hands, 
neither is He worshiped with men's hands 
as though He needed anything, seeing He 
gives to all life and breath and all things." 

But this same God, Lord and Father, has 
seen fit to put all things, even the church 
on this earth, under the direct control of 
His Son Jesus Christ. In Ephesians 1:20
23 we read that God has "seated him 
(Christ) at his right hand in the heavenly 
realms...and placed all things under his feet 
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and appointed him to be head over every
thing for the church, which is his body, 
the fullness of him who fills everything in 
every way." This fact has tremendous im
plications for our worship. 

It means first of all, that when we wor
ship, when we sing or when we play, we 
are directly responsible to the King of the 
church, Jesus Christ. He commands pri
mary attention and central position in our 
choices of music and our performance. He 
leaves us no option. 

Second, it means that as church musi
cians we are part of Christ's body. As such 
all our musical activities are to serve the 
function of "building up" that body. There 
is no room for experimental worship which 
apes the world and divides the church. 

Third, Christ's headship has binding 
implications for the "how" of our worship. 
God Himself instructs us in His Word to 
worship Him in "the beauty of holiness" 

;c . "' '_l;'~ > 

because He is holy. He instructs us to wor
ship Him in "spirit and truth" because He 
is Spirit, He is Truth. Our worship is to be 
rooted in and patterned after His very be
ing. Let us look at each of these. 

WORSHIP
IN THE BEAUTY 

OF HOLINESS 
In Psalm 96:9 the Psalmist exclaims: 

"Worship the Lord in the splendor of his 
holiness .... " Holiness is a requirement for 
true worship. But no mere mortal can re



flect such holiness in his own person un
less he has first been with the Lord and 
stood in holy awe before Him. In Isaiah 6 
we see the prophet trembling before the 
presence of the Almighty who is "high and 
exalted." He sees the smoke and the 
winged creatures, and feels the shaking 
foundations, and he cries: "Woe to me! I 
am ruined! ForI am a man of unclean lips, 
and I live among a people of unclean lips, 
and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord 
Almighty." Isaiah does not rush into God's 
presence and embrace Him as an old pal, 
as does the casual worship of today. He is 
moved to confession and penitence. Re

"Jesus Chr£st commands 
primary attention and 
central position ill our 

choices of music and our 
per/annanee. " 

ceiving forgiveness and assurance, he dedi
cates himself to His Master's service: 
"Here am It Send me!" Unless we go 
through the same process of confession 
a broken and contrite spirit - we cannot 
worship in the beauty of holiness. We may 
sing every number in the hymnbook, re
cite every creed, scourge our bodies and 
keep long vigils, but unless we have seen 
and experienced the holiness of God, 
trembled before Him, received His forgive
ness and now reflect His holiness in our 
own lives, we have not truly worshiped. 

WORSHIP
IN SPIRIT 

Closely allied to the command to wor
ship in the beauty of holiness is the exhor
tation in John 4:24 to worship the Lord in 
spirit, because God is Spirit. John 4:24 
says: "God is Spirit, and his worshipers 
must worship in spirit and truth." Because 
God is Spirit who does not dwell in a 
house, whom the heavens and heaven of 
heavens cannot contain, He calls His chil
dren to worship Him in spirit, from the 
heart: spiritual not physical, inward instead 
of outward, directed toward God in the 
completed work of redemption by Jesus 
Christ. 

WORSHIP
IN TRUTH 

In addition, we must worship our God 
not only in holiness and in spirit, but also 
in truth: first, the truth of God as He has 
revealed it in His holy Word and second, 
in the truth or the integrity of our own be
ing. 

The "truth of God" as He has revealed it 
is encompassed in that word "doctrine," 
popularized by the apostle Paul. For far too 
many Christians, doctrinal soundness is of 
little or no importance. Paramount to them 
are their own feelings. But over and over 
in the New Testament revelation God ex
horts us to "hold fast" to sound doctrine. 
Too many Christians are embracing faulty 
doctrine couched in catchy tunes. This is a 
serious offense which must not be regarded 
lightly. 

Worship of God also requires "truth in 
the inward parts" - personal integrity. It is 
dishonest to sing "Sweet Hour of Prayer" 
and seldom really pray. It is dishonest to 
sing "I Love to Tell the Story" and never 
loosen our tongues to witness. It is dishon
est to sing "Faith of Our Fathers," pledg
ing to remain faithful "in spite of dungeon, 
fire and sword," and then compromise 
when the going gets rough. It is dishonest 
to sing "How good and pleasant is the sight 
when brethren make it their delight to 
dwell in blest accord" and then slander our 
brother and plot behind his back. We could 
go on and on. But the point is clear. God 
demands truth in our praise - personal in
tegrity in our worship. 

It becomes obvious that worship does 
not begin when a man enters the church 
door. It starts when man's heart is quick
ened by God's Spirit, when God's law is 
carved upon his heart, when he seeks to 
do God's will in every area ofhis life, when 
all the elements of his fragmented exist
ence begin to converge on one focus, God, 
and his life once more achieves the beau
tiful harmony which threatens to be lost in 
the stress and strain of daily existence. 

For the child of God, all of life is wor
ship. The worship service which he attends 
on the Lord's Day is a testimony of the 
full-time worship which dwells within; it 
is a reminder by way of priase, prayer and 
proclamation, of his perpetual duty and 
privilege to live his whole life in all its di
mensions to the glory of God. 
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Such praise is truly and thoroughly 
theocentric, God-centered. In daily life it 
transforms drudgery into delight, sloth into 
service, tumult into triumph. Its pathway 
leads through life and culminates in heaven 
where God is all and in all! Isaiah captured 
this vision in chapter 35 where he says: 
"Strengthen the feeble hands, steady the 
knees that give way ... the eyes of the blind 
will be opened ...the deaf ears will hear ...the 
lame will leap like a deer ...the mute tongue 
will sing for joy ...and a highway will be 
there; it will be called the Way of 
Holiness...the unclean will not journey on 
it...it will be for those who walk in that 
Way... only the redeemed will walk there, 
and the ransomed of the Lord will return. 
They will enter Zion with singing; ever
lasting joy will crown their heads; glad
ness and joy will overtake them, and sor
row and sighing will flee away." 

Oh, what a day that will be! Do you long 
for it? Do you love to sing the songs of 
God? If not, cultivate that love for sing
ing. It is the foretaste of eternal bliss, the 
language of heaven. 

'God demands truth 
in our prahe - Pf'r.,,'onal 

Look up, away from the daily cares, to 
God, and look forward to the day when 
we will meet Him in the air and surround 
His throne and join with the Church of all 
ages in singing the song of redemption: 
Unto him that loved us and washed us from 
our sins in his own blood, and made us 
kings and priests unto God, and his Father, 
to him be glory and dominion forever and 
ever. Amen (Revelation 1 KJV). 

We will see the angels join us in sing
ing: "Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to 
receive all power, and riches, and wisdom, 
and strength, and honor, and glory and 
blessing ... blessing and honor, and glory, 
and power be unto him that sitteth upon 
the throne and unto the Lamb forever and 
ever. Amen!" (Revelation 5 KJV). 

Soli deo gloria! To God be the glory, 
now and forever! Make this the theme of 
your life. 



Last month the author disclosed the East
ern Orthodox contention that although 
man bears responsibility for his personal 
sins, he does not bear the guilt ofAdam's 
sin. This has ramifications for the Eastern 
Orthodox teaching concerning the person 
and work of Christ and its application to 
the human condition. 

This month we will examine the Ortho
dox soteriology, or doctrine of salvation. 
As we do so, we will find that Eastern theo
logians employ much rich, biblical imag
ery which Reformed Christians will find 
useful and edifying. At the same time, we 
will also find important themes missing or 
neglected in their soteriology. We will try 
to give due attention to both and formu
late a Reformed analysis of Orthodox 
thinking in this area. To accomplish this, 
we will focus first upon the Orthodox view 
of Christ and what His work accomplished, 
and, second, upon how people come to 
possess this salvation and of what this sal
vation consists. 

THE PERSON AND 

WORK OF CHRIST 
We turn, then, to the Eastern theology 

of Christ and His work. In regard to the 
doctrine of the person of Christ, East and 
West share all the same foundational be
liefs. Orthodoxy believes, as we do, that 
Jesus Christ is the eternally begotten Son 
of God, of the same divine nature as the 
Father. It confesses that He became incar
nate by the virgin Mary, and that the in
carnate Christ was truly God and truly 
man, one person in two natures. In fact, to 
say that the East shares these beliefs with 
us may be giving it less than its due. For in 
the early church, it was predominantly 
theologians in the East who pushed for
ward advancements in Christological doc
trine, and most of the main players in the 
Ecumenical Councils were from the 
Greek-speaking churches. Though the 
West did participate in these councils and 
did at times make important contributions, 
the West owes the East a large debt for its 
theological creativity in this area. 

Despite the great measure of agreement 
between East and West on this topic, we 
are not yet ready to move on to a discus-

David Van Drunen 

sion of the work of Christ. We must em
phasize at this point the tremendous theo
logical importance which Orthodoxy 
places on the incarnation. Though the West 
also recognizes its importance, we tend to 
view the incarnation as something of a 
means to an end. More specifically, we 
often look at the reality of God becoming 
man as little more than a necessary pre
requisite for the accomplishment of re
demption in the crucifixion and resurrec
tion. In the East, however, the incarnation 
is viewed much more as an end in itself. 
Orthodoxy does not skip quickly from the 
incarnation to a discussion of Christ's sav
ing work. Rather, it pauses over the incar
nation, meditates on it and marvels at it. 
Orthodox theologians, while at their best 
never ignoring the necessity of Christ's 
work, at times almost speak as if the in
carnation itself accomplished our salva
tion. They often speak of human nature as 
itself some sort of independent entity, and 
of the incarnation as God's embracing of 
this human nature. Therefore, the Word 
becoming flesh has cosmic implications. 
When Jesus became man, human nature 
as a whole-perhaps even all of creation
was brought into some sort of union with 
God. In the incarnation, the human and the 
divine were brought back to their pre-fall 
communion, and human nature was re
stored to its true position as the image
bearer of God. These words from John 
Meyendorff indicate the way Orthodox 
theologians speak of the incarnation: 

Moreover, the fact of the Incarnation 
implies that the bond between God 
and man, which has been expressed 
in the Biblical concept of the "image 
and likeness," is unbreakable. The res
toration of creation is a "new cre
ation," but it does not establish a new 
pattern, so far as man is concerned; it 
reinstates man in his original divine 
glory among creatures and in his origi
nal responsibility for the world. It re
affirms that man is truly man when 
he participates in the life of God; that 
he is not autonomous, either in rela
tion to God, or in relation to the world; 
that true human life can never be 
"secular." In Jesus Christ, God and 
man are one; in Him, therefore, God 
becomes accessible not by supers ed-
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ing or eliminating the humanum, but 
by realizing and manifesting human
ity in its purest and most authentic 
form (italics his).10 

Notice here how Meyendorff speaks of 
"man" and "humanity" as concrete enti
ties which themselves are radically af
fected by the incarnation itself, and note 
just how much the incarnation itself ac
complishes in his theology. This is not at 
all atypical among Eastern thinkers. 

What place is there then, for the saving 
work of Christ? In Orthodoxy theology, 
there is generally quite little said about the 
atonement, which is often the focus of 
Western reflection on Christ's work. In
stead, the great emphasis falls upon 
Christ's work of conquering Death and 
Satan and emerging victorious over them 
in His resurrection. His dying and rising 
again are not ignored, but they are not seen 
primarily as a substitutionary atonement 
for sins resulting in a judicial pardon of 
sin and declaration of righteousness, as 
they generally are in Reformed thought. 
Whereas Reformed theology often uses 
imagery of a courtroom to describe the 
work of Christ, Orthodox theology would 
rather use imagery of a battlefield, of a 
fight to the death. Athanasius, for instance, 
spoke of death reigning through Satan, of 
Christ struggling and warring against Sa
tan, and of His triumphing over death by 
His own death on the cross. Christ bound 
Satan (who is called a "tyrant") hand and 
foot, and Christ's resurrected body was His 
"trophy of victory."ll The imagery used 
by Athanasius is graphic and moving. The 
important gthcentury Orthodox theologian, 
John of Damascus, also used such imag
ery. In regard to Christ, he writes: 

He was put to the test and He conquered 
that He might gain for us the victory 
and give to our nature the power to con
quer the Adversary, so that through the 
very assaults by which the nature had 
been conquered ofold it might conquer 
its former victor. 12 

(Notice here again how human "nature" is 
spoken of as some sort of concrete entity.) 
Later in this same work John changes his 
imagery slightly, but the ideas are similar: 

Wherefore, then, death approaches, 
gulps down the bait of [Christ's] body, 
and is pierced by the hook of the di
vinity. Then, having tasted of the 
sinless and life-giving body, it is de
stroyed and gives up all those whom 
it had swallowed down of old.13 

Although this imagery we have been sur
veying above is undoubtedly the favorite 
imagery employed by Orthodox theolo
gians to de~~libe !he ~ork_otSEri~tc they 



do not completely ignore terms which are 
more commonly used in Reformed theol
ogy. Athanasius also referred to Christ as 
our "substitute" and "propitiation," and he 
spoke of Christ as fulfilling our "debt." 
John of Damascus called Christ's death a 
"sacrifice" made to win our "redemption." 
Yet none of these terms take on any real 
importance in Eastern theology. Why is 
this? Surely much of it has to do with the 
Orthodox view of the consequences of 
Adam's sin, which we discussed above. 
Since Orthodox thinkers focus their atten
tion on the corruption and mortality that 
comes from Adam, Christ's work is por
trayed as doing away with this corruption 
and mortality. Death, the ever present en
emy, must be destroyed, and Christ accom
plishes this task. But because guilt is not 
seen as a significant problem in Orthodox 
theology, there is also little attention fo
cused upon Christ's work as a sacrifice, 
substitution, or propitiation, since these 
ideas are primarily connected with Christ's 
bearing guilt on our behalf. The converse 
is true of Reformed theology. Since the im
putation of Adam's guilt plays a critical 
role in its understanding of the conse
quences of sin, it also places great impor
tance on Christ's vicarious, substitution
ary atonement, by which the punishment 
due to our guilt is laid upon the Lord. 

What ought Reformed Christians to make 
of the Eastern Orthodox presentation of the 
person and work of Christ? There is un
doubtedly much material to appreciate. In 
regard to their reflections on the incamation, 
that is, on the person of Christ, we could 
probably learn a great deal from Orthodox 
theologians. Perhaps we ought to pause a 
moment longer contemplating the awesome 
reality of the eternal God taking on human 
flesh. Perhaps we too quickly move on to 
other doctrines rather than fully think 
through the implications of the incarnation. 
We may well not wish to go as far as they 
do in speaking of "humanity" as a whole 
being united with God in the incarnation, 
but it would certainly be worth our time to 
seriously consider Orthodox thinking on this 
matter. 

There is also much to appreciate in the 
Orthodox portrayal of the work of Christ. 
The imagery of Christ as the victorious 
hero conquering the tyrannous Death and 
Satan is not only exciting, it is also quite 
biblical. To offer but one New Testament 
example, Hebrews 2: 14-15 says: "Since 
the children have flesh and blood, he too 
shared in shear humanity so that by his 
death he might destroy him who holds the 
power of death-that is, the devil-and 
free those who all their lives were held in 
slavery by their fear of death"(NIV). We 

might also think of all the Old Testament 
stories in which salvation in Christ is ty
pologically portrayed by the salvation of 
the people of Israel through destruction of 
the enemy (e.g. the drowning of the Egyp
tians in the Red Sea and the conquest of 
Canaan). The first Question and Answer 
of the Heidelberg Catechism itself speaks 
of Christ freeing us from the tyranny of 
the Devil. Certainly there is much to work 
with here, and Reformed preachers and 
teachers would do well to explore these 
themes further. 

And yet, we cannot overlook the fact that 
in giving relatively short shrift to the bib
lical teaching that Christ's death was an 
atoning sacrifice, Eastern Orthodoxy has 
downplayed a crucial aspect of the doc
trine of salvation. It is imperative that 
Christians recognize that we bear guilt that 
must be atoned for, and that Christ's sac
rifice on the cross accomplished just this: 
"But he was pierced for our transgressions, 
he was crushed for our iniquities; the pun
ishment that brought us peace was upon 
him, and by his wounds we are healed" 
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(Isaiah 53:5) (NIV). It is imperative that 
Christians acknowledge that they have not 
matched the standard of obedience de
manded by God, and that Christ's obedi
ence met the standard on our behalf: "For 
just as through the disobedience of the one 
man the many were made sinners, so also 
through the obedience of the one man the 
many will be made righteous" (Romans 5: 
19) (NIV). These are not matters that East
ern Orthodoxy can ignore if it wishes to 
be faithful to the biblical record. 
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13 Ibid., 332. 
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Psalm 133 - Behold, how good and how 
pleasant it isfor brethren to dwell together 
in unity! It is like the precious oil upon the 
head, running down on the beard, the 
beard ofAaron, running down on the edge 
of his garments. It is like the dew of 
Hermon, descending upon the mountains 
ofZion;for there the Lord commanded the 
blessing; life forevermore. 

This Psalm of David expresses how 
commendable and enjoyable it is to par
ticipate in and experience the blessing of 
unity in the church. These times were rare 
for David who, as a young man, was sepa
rated from his family and covenant com
munity because of the jealousy of King 
Saul. And later, as a king and father, he 
experienced constant strife in the home and 
treachery in his reign. Among the many 
words one could use to describe David's 
life, "peace" and "unity" would probably 
not be among them. The reader senses from 
this psalm times to be remembered and 
treasured. 

He uses two analogies to describe this 
experience of unity. The first is the conse
crated oil that was used to anoint Israel's 
high priest and congregation alike. It por
trayed the grace of God who provided one 
who would intercede as mediator between 
God and Israel. These men were not ad
mitted to their duties until they had been 
anointed by this oil. The oil used was pre
cious and uncommon, and so strongly per
fumed that when it was liberally poured 
upon the head, spilling onto the beard and 
garment, a pleasing aroma would perme
ate the whole area. These times were pleas
ing not only to a man, but were a sweet 
savor to God as well. 

The second analogy David uses to de
scribe unity is that of dew upon the moun
tains. In Israel it was due rather than rain 
that regularly cooled and replenished the 
dry land. David uses these two analogies 
to indicate that unity among God's people 

is both pleasing and productive and should 
be longed for and enjoyed. 

And to be sure, many have indeed 
longed for such an experience. I am pres
ently in my sixth year in the ministry and 
have been involved in many various 
"ecclesiastical" meetings. After these 
meetings I would wonder what it would 
be like to experience such unity. What 
would it be like to labor with others who 
share Biblical convictions, who share a 
common vision, who demonstrate a trust 
for one another because of a common con
viction of the trust-worthiness of one an
other? Such unity among churches and in
dividuals, though seemingly rare, had in 
other times and situations been experi
enced. Such unity would honor God. I 
joined with others and prayed for this 
blessed experience that David described. 

At the April 8-9 meeting of Classis Mid
west of the United Reformed Churches in 
North America the Lord answered our 
prayers. We truly enjoyed a Psalm 133 
experience. 

The meeting was chaired by Rev. Ed 
Knott, associate pastor (emeritus) of 
Beverly United Reformed Church (Wyo
ming, MI) who opened the meeting by 
reading Ephesians 1: 15-22. Rev. Art 
Besteman of Beverly URC was elected 
Vice-president and Rev. Ralph Pontier of 
Redeemer URC (Orange City, IA) was 
elected clerk. The delegates had voted that 
the term of office of the classical clerk is 
three years, and that one clerk may serve 
for more than two consecutive terms. 

After the initial business was complete, 
the classis proceeded to examine two men 
both graduates of Mid America Reformed 
Seminary, for ordination into the Gospel 
ministry. Steven De Boer, called by 
Eastmanville URC (Eastman ville, MI) and 
Phillip Vos, called by Covenant URC 
(Kalamazoo, MI) answered many ques
tions in the areas of practica, church pol-
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ity, confessional knowledge, Reformed 
doctrine and ethics. These men proved 
themselves well prepared and received 
unanimous approval by the delegates. 

The classis, expressing the desire to es
tablish relations with other confessionally 
reformed federations, will send an over
ture to synod 1997 "to pursue the estab
lishment of ecumenical relations with the 
following ecclesiastical federations: the 
Canadian Reformed Churches; the Free 
Reformed Churches; the Orthodox Chris
tian Reformed Churches; the Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church; the Presbyterian 
Church in America; the Protestant Re
formed Churches; The Reformed Church 
in the United States, and the Reformed 
Presbyterian Church in North America." 

Rev. Jerome Julien, the present stated 
clerk of the federation, reported that nine 
churches had joined the federation since 
October 1996 which brings the total num
ber to 46. He further reported that there 
were several other churches presently ex
pressing interest in joining. 

The first classis meeting of Classis Mid
west was a blessed experience for all who 
were present. It was a precious time to be 
remembered and treasured. It was truly a 
pleasure to enjoy Aaron's oil and the 
mountain due. From now on, whenever we 
read Psalm 133, we can truly say, "Been 
there, done that!!" 

Rev. Derrick J. Vander Meulen, is pastor 
of Bethel United Reformed Church in 
Jenison, MI. 



I wish to spend a few articles fleshing 
out some of these concepts more. In these 
paragraphs, we begin with the ministry of 
mercy. Rather than writing a "speech to 
persuade," I frame my remarks as a series 
ofpropositions with brief explanations and 
notations attached, all designed to stimu
late your study of the Scriptures on the 
subject at hand. So, as you read these 
words, have your Bible on the table next 
to you. Look up the references, make notes 
and become convinced not because 
Sittema said so, but because Scripture de
mands our understanding, faith and obe
dience to these matters. 

You may choose to discuss these propo
sitions in your deacon's meeting. After 
many of them, I draw some specific im
plications for action. You may wish to de
velop these further by adding to them your 
own practical conclusions. (Do me a fa
vor. If you do develop a strategy for ac
tion based on these propositions, send me 
a copy of it. "As iron sharpens iron, so a 
man sharpens the countenance of his 
friend" (Pr. 27: 17). 

Proposition One 
God allows poverty and gives the poor to 

the church community to challenge us to care 
for them with hearts that echo His, and to 
test whether or not we do (Ex. 22:21-27, 
23:6; Dt. 15:7-11; Mt. 26:11). Conversely, 
neglect of the poor, the fatherless, the 
widow, or other defenseless ones is a griev
ous and heinous sin which incurs God's righ
teous wrath (Ex. 22:22-24; Ps. 68:5; Is. 10: 1
3). Indeed, He specifically identifies Him
self as the God of the poor, the fatherless 
and the widow, and declares in modem 
slang, that "he who messes with the defense
less is going to have to deal with me!" 

Proposition Two 
God stipulated that provision be made 

for the poor through work, specifically, 
through gleaning laws (Lev. 19:9-10). 
Notice that gleaning is work, not a hand
out. Work is central to one's dignity and 
to a sense of one's purpose before the face 
of God (cf. II Th. 3:10; Dt. 24:10-15,19
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In the most recent issues, this column 
has focused most of its attention on the 
work of the elder. I've argued for a focus 
on shepherding the flock by building 
strong men of God and by cultivating a 
growing knowledge of the Bible. It's about 
time I tum my attention once again to the 
work of the deacon. 

Long time readers of the column will 
perhaps recall that several years ago I spent 
quite some time trying to build the case 
that the office of deacon was best described 
as that of steward. I spent quite some time 
describing the kinds of assignments that I 
believe the Bible to assign to the deacons 
who are the stewards of the house of God. 
I started by suggesting that deacons be 
stewards ofcongregational finance: culti
vating it by teaching Scriptural principles 
of generosity, researching causes worthy 
of the congregation's support, and man
aging the actual receipt and disbursement 
of those funds given in faith. I argued that 
deacons are to be stewards of congrega
tional spiritual gifts: challenging God's 
people to determine, in faith, how God has 
given them gifts, determining the needs of 
the ministry of the Lord's church and how 
those gifts fit in, and then deploying the 
members in needed Kingdom service. And 
finally, I argued that deacons were to be 

stewards of congregational mercy. I sug
gested that deacons were not called to 
"show mercy" instead of the congregation, 
as professional "mercy-men," but rather to 
lead the congregation, to encourage the 
congregation, and to deploy the 
congregation's gifts and resources in meet
ing the urgent needs for mercy in church 
and community. 

22). This concept provides a scathing cri
tique of welfare handouts that demean be
cause they erode the dignity of work. Fur
ther, it suggests deacons should exercise 
great care never to make anyone depen
dent upon long term care without work. 

Proposition Three 
In the ministry of mercy in both OT and 

NT, motive is always a key issue. If the 
motive is wrong, the blessing is removed 
both for giver and recipient (cf. Dt. 15:9
10; I Cor. 13:3). 

Proposition Four 
To show discrimination against certain 

needy recipients for personal gain is evil. 
Scripture calls it favoritism and prohibits 
it as sinful (James 2:2-6). 
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care never to make 
anyone dependent upon iong 

u:rm care 'without }t'ork.·" 
Proposition Five 

Mercy is not only the work of deacons, 
but is an expected fruit of the heart and life 
of everyone who is converted (Micah 6:8; 
Mt. 5:7). This means, in practice, that dea
cons ought to lead the flock in showing 
mercy, not "do it for them." Even when the 
latter is easier (as it often is), it is counter
productive and results in a church that does 
not cultivate the faith and love of every be
liever. (It is harder to teach a child to tie his 
shoes than it is to do it for him. But tying 
shoelaces for them results in dependent chil
dren who cannot function in a world de
manding maturity.) That is a grievous error 
and sin against the divinely-ordained and 
multi-gifted structure of the body of believ
ers (I Cor. 12 and Romans 12:3ff). 

Proposition Six 
The ministry of mercy is a component 

and a dimension of the ministry of the 
Word, not an adjunct to it or a replacement 
for it (Acts 2:42-47, 5:32-35, 6:1-7; Gal. 
2:8-10). Sadly, worldly liberals today (both 
within the church and outside of it) believe 
social handouts and entitlements have 
some sort of redemptive power in and of 
themselves. And just as sadly, many who 
react to such social activism retreat into a 
"preaching only" mode of church life, as 
if distributing food or clothing or other 
physically needed items is a curse rather 
than a blessing. In point of fact, there is in 
Scripture a strong link between Word and 
deed. While the former is always primary 
(because it alone proclaims Christ and re
demption in Him), it seldom stands alone. 
A quick review of the early history of the 
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church in Acts 2:42 through Acts 6:7 will 
show how inseparable and crucial was the 
linking of the apostles' teaching with the 
church's loving and merciful lifestyle. 
Such is our duty today as well. 

Proposition Seven 
The ministry of mercy is first and fore

most a way of serving Christ, not a way of 
redistributing wealth socially (Mt. 25:34
46). Sadly, this needs to be said in this day 
of social re-engineering. At the same time, 
my proposition is not to be used as an ex
cuse by the wealthy to avoid their calling 
and duty to be generous and merciful to 
the needy (I Timothy 6: 17-19). The key is 
the heart of Christ that ought to be beating 
in the chest of everyone redeemed and re
newed by Him. When Christlike, the 
wealthy will desire to meet the needs of 
those in trouble, not being worried about 
losing their "stuff." Likewise, when 
Christlike, the needy will not be greedy, 
demanding and ungrateful. Rather, they 
will be moved by the grace of the Lord 
through those whom He uses to care for 
them. Read the neat "cycle of gratitude" 
described in II Cor. 9:10-15. First, those 
who received the gospel are called to give 
to others in generous demonstration of 
their heartfelt faith (v. 7). Then, those who 
receive these gifts thank both the earthly 
givers and the Divine Giver (vv.1O-14) 
And that gratitude results in praise ascend
ing from all concerned (v. IS)! 

Proposition Eight 
In showing mercy, a priority must be 

placed on giving to those within the fam
ily offaith (Mt. 10:42; Acts 2:42ff, 4:32ff; 
Gal. 6:9-10). However, the last listed pas
sage suggests that, after priority care for 
the family of faith is met, there is yet a 
burden to demonstrate grace, mercy and 
generosity outside of the family of faith. 
Such is part and parcel of our witness to 
Christ and His gospel of love and grace. 

Dr. Sittema, editor of this department, is 
pastor ofthe Bethel CRC, Dallas, TX. 

Whatifs 
come so easy, so often 

when the body is cold. 

Erupting from hearts, 

spewing from lips, 
 Whys
yet like chasing wind. 

are wondered more privately, We live by grace: 
but no less intensely; not by our wisdom 
angrily, painfully, no more wisely. but by His folly;! 
For we cannot carry the burden not by "if only 1..." 
about days-to-come2 

but "because He .... " 
and ought not seek 

for what we should not know. 

Father tells us all we need: 

Brian is safe at home.3 


Amens 
are sounds of the Spirit. 

Oft wrestled from us, 

yet balm for the hurt, 

confessing that Father-love is sturdier,4 

Father-plans are wiser,5 

crying in Him more glorious Footnotes: 

than laughing without.6 1 I Cor. 1:25 


More sure am I of His love 
 2 Mt. 6:34 
3 Isa.57:1-2than I am of myself. 
4 Ro. 8:28, 38-39 
5 Ro. 11 :33-36 
6 Ro. 8:18; II Cor 4:17 
7 Heidelberg Catechism, Answer 129 

for Dave and Laurie, when Brian died, Feb. 25, 1987 

by John R. Sittema 

Editors' note: The Sittemas have just experienced the truth of these words in 
Mrs. Sittema's recent battle with leukemiafrom which she is currently in remis
sion. We praise God and commend her and their family to our Father's loving 
care and healing mercies. 
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