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A Plea 10'
~elo'md
E,umeni,ity
John R. Sittema
If you're like me, you hear the word
"ecumenicity" and you think, "World
Council of Churches" or some such
"ecumenical" organization. ("Ecumenicity" comes from the Greek word
"oikoumene," meaning "inhabited
world." It refers to the idea that the
church of the Lord spans the globe,
and ought to express its oneness.) In
this article and a subsequent one, I
enter upon a risky course. I want to
dispel the notion prevalent among
confessional conservatives that all
ecumenicity is driven by a liberal
agenda, and to challenge you to think
about ecumenicity in a different light.
Let me lay my cards on the table face
up: in this article, I want to convince
you that a proper view of ecumenicity
is not only Biblically desirable , but is
Biblically commanded. In the next, I
want to explore with you ways in
which you can be ecumenical in your
local church and her dealings with
other believers and churches in your
community.

UNITY IN THE WORD
One of the reasons so many conservatives have been uneasy about the
"ecumenical movement" is their sense
that the movement makes short shrift
of the Word of God, demonstrating a
seeming willingness to compromise
doctrines at the drop of a hat.
That isn't the way the Bible speaks
of the ecumenical mandate. Listen to
the words of John 17, revealing Jesus'
highpriestly prayer. In them , you
must notice that the unity of the apostolic church is based on the fact
that it is founded upon the Word of
Christ: "For I gave them the words
you gave me and they accepted them"
(y.8).
Again, notice the words ofv. 14: "I
have given them your word and the
world has hated them, for they are
not of the world any more than I am
of the world." Here Jesus reveals in
His prayer another dimension of the
unity of the church: in the lives ofRis
disciples ( and subsequently, through-

And here's a key reason for us to be
Biblically ecumenical: evangelism is
affected directly by our unity in the
faith! Listen to Jesus' words in In.
17:21,23: "May they (the apostolic
church) also be in us so that the world
may believe that you have sent
me .. .May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that
you sent me and have loved them
even as you have loved me."
No surprise, if you think about it.
Why should the world listen to the
message of a church that can't seem
to get her act together? Too often the
church acts like a footba ll game:
60,000 people on the sidelines watch
ing 22 guys beat each other up. Entertairung? Perhaps. But certainly not
the best way to communicate the
power of the gospel of grace. No, our
united walk, based on common commitment to the truth of the Word, is
critical for the integrity of the message of Christ. Remember Jesus'
words in In. 13:35: "By this all men
will know that you are my disciples,
ifyau love one another."
And this has never been more urgent than in our individualistic age in
= =",~d
="

out history) the church suffers oppo
sition together because it stands firm
in His Word.
Again, notice the words of v. 17:
"Sanctify them by the truth; your
word is truth." Here Jesus makes clear
that the pulsebeat of the church's
holiness depends upon the Word of
God. Yet another dimension of the
unity ofthe church depends upon that
common pursuit and demonstration
of holiness.
Finally, notice the unity of purpose
and mandate that is revealed in the
words of v. 202 1. Jesus prays not
only for His disciples (the =
eleven), but "for those who
will believe in me through
".. . a proper view of ecumenicity is
their message (the apostolic
not only Biblically desirable, but is
preaching and inscripturated
Word of the New Testa
Biblically commanded"
ment!!), that all of them may
be one, Father, just as you
which religion is marketed like cereare in me and I am in you." You
als. "Pickyour brand; they're all about
must notice that carefully: Jesus prays
for the unity of the believing commuthe same!" Add to this the struggles
of the church in this time of ecclesiasnity in no uncertain terms! He wants
tical uncertainty, when denominationthose who believe according to the
apostolic witness to be united in Him.
alism is seemingly on the wane, and
more and more independent churches
Make no mistake about it: the Bible
is of the essence of the life of the
appear on the horizon every day, and
you can sense more acutely the timechurch, providing the foundation for
her existence, the strength to face
liness and importance of common
her enemy, the power to shape her
Biblical identity and a common Bibliholiness, and the common foundacal purpose and mandate.
tion to establish her unity. The point?
There is no room for discussion of
NEED OF
the ecumenicity that ignores this truth .
THE DAY: GRACE
If we are not united in our common
commitment to the truthfulness of
What is it going to take to put this
God's Word, our "unity" is artificial.
ecumenical mandate into practice? In
a word: grace. By that I mean we're
Oi
UNITY FOR THE
going to need to learn how to be more
gracious with each other, not always
i m
CAUSE OF EVANGELISM!
picking at the differences until we
00
If the Word (the "evangel") is cenopen the wounds more, but showing
CDC
tral to the life of the church, it is most
the grace that our Lord shows us.
mi
N ,
certainly the heart of her mandate.
After all, in this sinful world, our understanding of the Word is limited by
She is called to preach and teach the
0 0
evangelthe good news, to make
our own weakness . We see as through
00
disciples ofthe nations based upon it.
a glass darkly. Though we are to take
In short, to "do the work of evangeour faith and confession seriously (after all, our forefathers often died for
lism" (to paraphrase 2 Tim. 4:5).
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it!), there is no room for spiritual arrogance, and no call to be graceless.
We hold to our faith humbly, always
ready to stand corrected by the Word
of the Lord.
For example, consider how many
conservative Reformed people agree
on the Biblical teaching that opposes
women's ordination to church office
but also disagree on the application
of that teaching. I spoke recently with
a representative of a consistory that
denies the vote at congregational
meetings to women. Another told me
that their consistory restricts women's
teaching in Sunday School to children under 12, lest they compromise
the principle ofwomen teaching men.
On the other hand, some churches
understand the relevant texts to prohibit exclusively the usurping of the
teaching/preaching office, and so
have no qualms about women serving in a wide range of non-office bearing capacities, as for example, chairing committees or teaching in areas
of expertise.
Or consider our Reformed Baptist
brothers and sisters. Strong Calvinists who look back to the great
Spurgeon for inspiration, and who
articulate their faith in creeds like the
London Baptist Confession of Faith of

1689, they are strongly opposed to
infant baptism. A recent conversation
with one such brother opened my eyes
to the fact that they are not non-covenantal, as I had assumed. In fact, he
articulated a very dynamic view of
the covenant which he believes demands believers-only baptism! While
I disagree with him on the practice of
baptism, I grew in appreciation for
the broad dimensions of our unity in
the faith and our common pursuit of
Biblical truth.
Can we stand together with believers that represent such differences as
these? Of course we can, And we
must! The effectiveness of our witness is at stake, And it is the prayer
and the will of our Lord! I laud such
efforts as the studies and conferences
being held in our times seeking to
consolidate the unity ofthe Refonned
faith as expressed in the various Reformation creeds, I only hope we can
learn from these formal expressions
ofBiblical ecumenicity, and apply the
same spirit to the life and work of the
local churches,
That's my topic for next month.
Dr. Sittema, a contn'buting editor ofthis

pen'adieal and author ofa new book, The
Shepherd's Heart, is pastor ofthe Bethel
CRC in Dallas,

rx.

w: Robert Godfrey
The twentieth century has seen
through a variety of voluntary associations can also give expression to
much discussion of the importance of
Christian unity. The advance of secuChristian unity and cooperation.
Let me tell you about one organilarism and rival religions especially
in the West have led many Christians
zation that is doing a remarkable work
to write and speak about the crucial
for Christian cooperation, The orgawitness that Christian unity would
nization is called CURE - Christians
United for Refonnation, CURE was
offer to the world.
The concern for unity has produced
the brain child of some young men
some denominational mergers (for
and Rod Rosenblatt in southern Caliexample, the United Church of
fornia who wanted to promote the
Canada) and some international orgreat teachings of the Reformation:
ganizations of denominations (for exScripture alone, Christ alone, grace
alone, and faith alone, The leading
ample, the World Council of
figure among them was Michael
Churches and the World Alliance of
Reformed Churches). But many of
Horton.
these developments have grown out
They decided that this enterprise
of a liberal theology where unity is
would be a joint work of confessional
rather easy because the truth is beRefonned and confessional Lutheran
lieved to be relative or at least less
people, Neither Lutheran nor Reclear and precise than in historic
fonned would compromise their conChristianity.
fessional principles, and where they
Some more conservative examples
disagreed, they would say so openly
of ecumenical activity have occurred
and frankly (bluntly, if you are Ger_ _:.,....-'_ _- - ,
in our time. The Presbyte- .-:~
rian Church in America
"Recently CURE has gotten
merged with the Reformed
Presbyterian Church, Evaninvolved in trying to correct
gelical Synod. Some confesan effort in ecumenism
sional Reformed churches
organized the National Asthat misfired. "
sociation ofPresbyterian and
Reformed Churches (NAPARC).
man). But they recognized that in
The cause of Christian unity has
the midst of an increasingly shallow
also suffered greatly in the twentieth
and theologically illiterate evangelicentury. Many more denominations
cal world, the rich, Biblical theology
exist now than at the beginning of the
of the Reformation was desperately
century. Especially in America many
needed. They agreed that American
congregations are either independent
Christians needed to be reacquainted
or very loosely affiliated with other
with Word, sacrament, church and
churches, Pr esently in Korea there
theology,
are more than 125 Presbyterian deCURE has worked on a number of
nominations!
fronts. Starting from its base in AnaClearly Reformed Christians must
heim CA, it has produced a weekly
continue to work for Christian unity,
radio program, a weekly "Academy"
But such unity will not be built only
for the study oftheology, a bi-monthly
by the work of denominations and
journal, Modem Rejonnation, several
their agents. Christians locally and
conferences each year, and a number

of significant books from the pen or
under the editorial hand of Michael
Horton.
The radio program now airs Sunday nights in most of the largest radio
markets throughout the nation. The
format is a discussion of a theological
topic  usually following some theme,
such as a study of the book of Romans. The main participants are
Michael Honon, Kim Riddlebarger
and Rod Rosenblatt. Horton and
Riddlebarger are Reformed. (Horton
is a minister in the Reformed Episcopal Church and Riddlebarger is a minister in the Christia n Reformed
Church. Both are graduates of
Westminster
in
California.)
Rosenblatt is an outrageously funny
Missouri Synod Lutheran of Danish
ancestry who teaches theology at
Concordia University in Irvine, California. They are supported by Shane
Rosenthal who out of his misspent
youth has a phenomenal knowledge
of contemporary music which he uses
to great effect on the program.
After a time of discussion, the program takes telephone calls from
people with questions or observations.
The result is an often madcap, but
very pointed presentation of the great
concerns of the Reformation. The
program manages to be Biblical, very
informative, very funny , and "with
it," a combination not often achieved
by confessional Reformed or
Lutherans. (I might add for worried
Outlook readers, that while these men
think that such music and fun are
appropriate for a radio program, they
do not think they are appropriate to a
church service. Unlike many today
they can distinguish between formal
and informal, between solemn occasions and relaxed ones.)
The radio program has produced a
wide listening audience and has been
sought out by radio stations around
the country. It has had an impact,
awakening people by the thousands
to the depths of Biblical truths and
the usefulness of Reformation theology.
CURE has also had an impact
through its books. Michael Horton just thirty years old and currently completing a doctoral degree at Oxford has written or edited eight books: Mission Accomplished (1986), The Agony of

Deceit(1990), Made In America(1991),
Putting Amazing Back into Grace(1991),

Christ the Lord (1992), Power Religion
(I992), The Law of Perfect Freedom
(1993) and Beyond Culture Wal>(1994).
The Agony ofDeceit was in many ways
the breakthrough book  a collection
of essays looking at the problems of
televangelism. The books have a remarkable ability to speak a word from
the Reformation (which is to say from
the Bible) to some of the mostimportant issues of our day.
Recently CURE has gotten involved in trying to correct an effort in
ecumenism that misfired. Richard
John Neuhaus and Charles Colson
led a group of Roman Catholics and
evangelicals which produced a statement of consensus on theological and
cultural concerns. A number of other
evangelicals, including confessional
Reformed and Lutheran theologians,
expressed great concern about the inadequacies of the statement on justification and on the characrer of Ro-

man Catholicism. Michael Horton
wrote and edited a response which
has gained a number of signatures
and is a very useful clarification of
the great issues that do and must divide evangelicals from Rome .
(Horton's response is printed separately in this issue of The Outlook, as
"Agenda Suggestions for Roman
CatholicEvangelical Dialogue. ")
This response may well become an
important document in the growing
need for evangelicals to oppose the
fascination with and conversions to
Rome that are occurring in our time.
Ifyou want more information about
the exciting work CURE is doing to
promote the cause ofRefonnation theology, write CURE at 2221 EastWinston Road, Suite K, Anaheim, CA
92806 or call them at 8009562644.
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Agenda Suggestions fop
~oman
CatholkBvangeU,al Dialogue
Drafted by Michael Horton; revised by 1.[ Packer
The following statements of evangelical belief are offered as material
for dialogue between Roman Catholics and Evangelicals, as a follow up
on the recently published document, "Evangelicals and Catho-
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lics Together: The Christian
Mission in the Third Millennium," drafted by Richard John
Neuhaus and Charles Colson
with others. We tbe undersigned
offer this response in a spirit of
irenic debate on issues arising
from that important jointstatement. As that document was crafted
to encourage cooperation on the ba sis of a consensus deemed sufficient
for the pmpose, though confessionally
incomplete, so the following statements
seek to identify issues ofconcern to evangelical Protestants that the thrust of the
document raises. What follows is intended to encourage further discussion of the possibilities and problems
of acting together.
1. While both Evangelicals and
Roman Catholics affum the ecumenical Creeds, we do not see
this catholic consensus as a sufficient basis for declaring that
agreement exists on all the essential elements of the Gospel.
2. The doctrine of justification by
grace alone through faith alone
because ofChrist alone has since
the Refonnation been acknowledged by mainstream Protestants
as "the article by which the
church stands or falls ," and the
tenet that distinguishes a true
from a false church. While affirmin g an indissoluble bond
berweenjustification and sanctification , this doctrine insists that
justification itselfis God's present
forensic declaration of pardon
and acceptance, and that the
righteousness required for this

declaration is neither attained
by human effort nor infused or
worked internally by God in the
human soul, but is the n"ghreous-

". ..we deny that visible unity has
been or can be achieved where a
common confession ofthe
Gospel in all its essential
elements is lacking. "
ness ofJesus Christ imputed to those
who believe. The Council ofTrent
anathematized those who embrace this doctrine; and all subsequent magisterial declarations,
including those of the Second
Vatican Council, continue to
bind Roman Catholics to the
conviction that this Gospel of
free justification by faith alone,
apart from works, and the assurance of salvation that springs
from it, are not consonant with
RomanCatholicteaching. While
gladly noting in modem Roman
Catholic exposition a growing
emphasis on Christ and the biblical promises as objects of faith
and trust, we see justification by
faith alone as an essential of the
Gospel on which radical disagreement continues, and we
deny the adequacy of any version ofthe Gospel that falls short
at this point.
3. Furthennore, while rejoicing in
our agreement that God in the
Gospel offers salvation in Christ
to all who will receive it, we
radically disagree with the teaching ofthe Second Vatican Council that unbelievers may be saved
by their good works, apart from
faith in Christ.

4. The extent of the creedal consensus that binds orthodox
Evangelicals and Roman Catholics together warrants the making of common cause on moral
and cultural issues in society.
Roman Catholics and Evangelicals have every reason to join
minds, hearts and hands when
Christian values and behavioral
patterns are at stake. Yet it is
incorrect to regard such cooperation among Christians as
common ecclesial action in fulfilling a common ecclesial mission . The mission of the church
as such is primarily the fulfilling of the Great Commission of
Christ through the ministry
of Word and sacraments; and
cultural, moral, political and
socia l concerns in which
Christians rightly engage,
must not be thought to determine the relationship of
ecclesial communions, or allowed to become decisive in
the setting of their respective
agendas.
5. We affinn that Christ's prayer
for unity requires vigilant patience and diligence as we seek
a greater visible unity. We deny
that this prayer refers merely to
the spiritual or invisible church.
We further affinn that the unity
we seek is shaped, bounded and
controlled by the teaching of the
canonical Scriptures, the written Word of God, comprising
the Law and the Gospel in its
message of reconciliation with
God and new life in Christ. To
this Word the church must submit and by it must correct its
understandings, so that its unity
will be unity in truth . The Roman Catholic Church claims to
be graced with an infallibility
that attaches to conciliar declarations and Papal pronouncements ex cathedra, such that these
are in principle irreformable,
and must be treated as decisive
guides to the theological interpretation of the Bible. We deny
that the defined doctrines of the
church's infallibility, Papal primacy, justification according to
Trent, transubstantiation and
eucharistic sacrifice. and the imm aculate conception and as-

sumption of Mary, can b e
proved from Scripture, and we
cannot accept any form ofjoint
action that appears to imply
agreement with them. Also, we
deny that visible unity has been
or can be achieved where a common confession of the Gospel
in all its essential elements is
lacking.
6. We affurn that individual Roman Catholics who for whatever reason do not selfconsciously assent to the precise
definitions ofthe Roman Catholic Magisterium regarding justification, the sole mediation of
Christ, the relation between faith
and the sacraments, the divine
monergism ofthe new birth, and
similar matters of evangelical
conviction, but who think and
speak evangelically about these
things, are indeed our brothers
and sisters in Christ, despite
Rome's official position. We perceive that the Roman Catholic
Church contains many such believers. W e deny, however, that
in its present confession it is an
acceptable Christian communion, let alone being the mother
of all the faithful to whom every believer needs to be related.
7. We affurn that the Great Commission of our Lord requires every Christian and every congregation to be engaged in witness
to Christ, and that this is concerned not merely with conversion, but with the catechesis,
nurture, and discipline of converts. Therefore, we deny that it
is advisable to imply that
whether one is in a church where
the Word is rightly preached and
the sacraments are rightly (that
is, biblically) administered is no
longer important; and we insist
that every Christian, Roman
Catholic no less than Protestant,
needs regular exposure to accurate, Christcentered preaching
and exposition of the Bible.

Confesting the
~efoJ'md
Faith:
OUI'

IdentitJl in UnitJl "nd DiversitJl

Richard A. Muller
The following address was delivered at a
meeting ofNAPARC.
I have selected as my topic this
evening, "Confessing the Reformed
Faith: Our Identity in Unity and Diversity." The central issue that I will
address is the issue ofRefonned identity specifically as indicated by the
body of confessional documents that
both unites us in faith and distinguishes us into branches and denominations. I would also argue that retention and maintenance ofthe integrity and stability ofthe Refonned faith
in its confessions is one of the two
greatest issues con fr onting o ur
churches today. The other, I would
venture is the parallel and profoundly
related issue of the retention and
maintenance of our tradition of liturgy and hymnody in which the doctrinal stance of the confessions is put,
as it were , into action and application
in the corporate life of believers. In
fact, the two issues are inseparable . I
propose to address these issues with a
view to: (1) our confessional diversity; (2) (he nature of our unity in
diversity; (3) pressures on confessional
integrity in our times; and (4) ways of
reaffirming and strengthening confessional integrity today.
1. Confessional Diversity

Virtually all ofus here, tonight, represent, in one way or another, a
branch of the Refonned faith. More
than that, we represent, for the most
part, two major branches of the Reformed faithone identified by its
adherence to the Westminster standards (the Wesrminster Confession of
Faith , the Westminster Shorter Catechism, and [he Westminster Larger Catechism), the other by its acceptance of
the three fonns of unity of the Dutch
Refonned churches (the Belgic Confession, the Heide/berg Catechism, and the

Canons oj Dort). In both confessional
families, the teaching of the confessions and catechisms has been echoed in forms of worship and in traditions of hymnody reaching back into
the Refonnation of the sixteenth century and reflecting the life of our
churches throughout the intervening
years.
When in recent years, however, I
have visited churches, whether of the
"Reformed" or of the "Presbyterian"
confessional type , I have been struck
by the increasing variety of forms of
worship, by the loss of traditional
hymnody, and by the decreasing interest on the part of these churches in
their confessional traditions. In the
context of this erosion of identity,
some way of refocusing our church
life in the light of our confessional
heritage appears to be in order.
When I was considerably younger
and, more importantly, a bit less wise
(some would say less cynical) about
the problems of church life, administration, and direction, I was very enthusiastic about the movement from
monoconfessional to multiconfessional standards in what we were accustomed to calling the "Northern"
and "South ern " Presbyterian
churches. It seemed to me at the time
that th e augmentation of the
Westminster standards with such revered confessional writings as the Second Helvelie Confossion, the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism, the
Scots Confession, and the Geneva Catechism could only eruich our churchly
perceptions and lead to confessional
renewalthat this was a primary way
of refocusing our attention on the confessions.
I well remember a wise, elderly deacon ofthe country church that I served
saying to me, "Rick, we've got enough
trouble just leamin' the Westminister
standards." At the time, I argued the
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case of multiconfessional enrichment
to him today, I would stand in
agreement with his worry. The adoption of multi-confessional standards
has done little to enrich the life of
Presbyterians in the United States. In
fact it has done little other than contribute to the dilution of Refonned
confessionalism, whether through the
adoption of a looser fonn of subscription, on the ground ofdiversity among
the confessions now present in the
Book of Confessions, or, as my deacon
feared, through an increased ignorance about all of the confessions. A
greater number of unread, unused,
undeclared confessions solves no
problems.
To make the point succinctly,
adopting one another's confessions,
with the result that each Refonned
group professes its faith through the
use of more confessions, neither brings
about a renewal of interest in the confessions nor a richer or fuller sense of
the meaning of the confessions-at
least not necessarily. Nor does it bring
about a genuine unity in the faith:
churches that hold to same confessions do not necessarily hold them in
the same way or with the same level
of interest and commitment.
In addition, from the very beginnings of our history the Reformed
faith has been expressed in and
through the diversity of regional and
national confessions- the Tetrapolitan
Confession , the Gallican Confession, the
Belgic Confession, the First Confession of
Basel, the FiTS! He/vetic Confession, the
Second He/vaic Confession, the He£delberg Catechism, the Scots Confession, the
Thirty-Nine Articles, and others. All of
these confessions were understood in
their time as Refonned. The various
confessing groups recognized each
other as belonging to the same family
of faith, without feeling the need to
subscribe to each other's confessions
or to prove at length that the teaching
of anyone confession was identical
with that o f all the others. And, more
often than not, these distinct confessions were accompanied by and refl ected in distinctive regional and national orders of worship.
The closest that the Reformed
churches have ever come to a single
book o f confessions shared by all was
in 1580, when the Genevan theologians produced the Hannony ofthe Refonned Confessions, a document based

on the Second He/vetic Confession and
including quotations from all of the
major Refonned confessions of the
age . The document was admired and
praised, but never acknowledged as
the nonnative confession of any of
the branches of the Refonned church.
Similarly, the Canons of Dort were
pressed for a time as a standard beyond the Netherlands and they did
gain some authority during the seventeenth century in Switzerland, but
they have never become a universal
standard. The regional and national
confessions together with their d istinct orders of worship have , in fact,
prevailed down to the present day.
2. Unity in Diversity

Granting this diversity, we might
well ask what unites us. From the
perspective of orthodox, confessional
Lutheranism, any claim we might
make to a unity of the faith is immediately called into question by the diversity of our confessional standards.
Lutheran confess ional theologians
have pointed to the diversity of our
confessions and spoken of the internal contradictions of Calvinism in
contrast to the theological harmony
of Lutheranism , indeed , the unity of
churchly confession , as expressed in
the Book ofConcord. And a contemporary historian of the sixteenth century has argued, on the basis ofdiffering emphases in the doctrine of the
covenant of grace in Calvin and
Bullinger, that there are in fact two
rather divergent Reformed traditions. I
The Lutheran criticism can, of
course, be relatively easily countered.
Refonned theologians of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were
able to note that the Lutherans' monoconfessional standard, the BookofConcord, was not really as indicative of a
unified confession as it claimed to be.
It had not only arisen out of terrible
controversy, and attempted (with relative success, we might add) to find a
middle course between doctrinal extremes, it was also not entirely unified in its own documents.
Thus, after the Lutheran concord,
several great questions remained unanswered for Lutherans and, indeed ,
remain unanswered to this day: is a
"true Lutheranism," distinct from the
presumed problems caused for
Lutheranism by the teaching of Philip
Melanchthon, an attainable doctrinal

position? Or does the role o f
Melanchthon in producing the confessional standards (he was the author of the Augsburg Confession and
the Apology ofthe Augsburg Confession)
cause a rift within the confessional
documents themselves, given Luther's
authorship of the Larger and Smaller
Catechisms? Does the late sixteenthcentury scholastic style ofthe Formula
of Concord preclude a genuine unity
between it and the earlier documents
in the Book of Concorcl! Then again,
there are those many Lutheran confessions of the sixteenth century (hat
were not included in the Book ofConcord and which also point toward a
diversity in Lutheranism. It is also
the case that even after the signing of
the Fonnula ofConcord, differences in
the understanding of grace and election co ntinued to trouble Lutheranism.
The claim of a mono-confessional
unity in Lutheranism over against the
Reformed diversity is not quite accurate. On the Reformed side, moreover, we are certainly able to recognize a common ground and fundamental agreement in doctrine arising
from the general acceptance of several major Reformed symbols. A
mono-confessional standard does not
in itself guarantee unity-and, even
so, a multi-confessional family does
not in itself indicate disunity.
But what of the claim that there are
two Reformed traditions? It is certainly true that Calvin's covenantal
teaching tends to emphasize the sovereign activity of God in establishing
the covenant of grace and that
Bullinger's covenantal teaching tends
to emphasize human responsibility in
covenant. Nonetheless, it is also surely
the case that Calvin never sought to
remove human responsibility before
God and that Bullinger never claimed
that genuine response to the covenant
could occur apart from God's grace.
Both Calvin and Bullinger stressed
the necessity and priority of grace in
the work of salvation-and both recognized the difficulty of maintaining
that fine balance, typical ofRefonned
theology, between an emphasis on
divine sovereignty and an insistence
on human responsibility before God.
The difference in stress between the
teachings of these two pillars of the
Refonned tradition does not indicate
two divergent ways of being Re-

fonned, but rather a certain breadth
of doctrinal statement and emphasis
in the Reformed tradition itself.
Refonned unity, then, is neither the
unity of a single confession or even of
a unified book of confessions, such as
Lutheranism boasts. Nor is it a unity
of utter agreement between its various confessional documents. Rather,
Refonned unity is a unity of faith
represented as a spectrum of opinion-a unity within boundaries. By
way of example, in the fundamentally infralapsarian pattern of the Reformed confessional doctrine of election we nonetheless can move from
the infralapsarian and single predestinarianism of the Second Helvetie Confession, to the infralapsarian but double
predestinarianism of the Canons of
Dort, to the mingling of infra- with
supralapsarian (with, I think, an
infralapsarian conclusion) in the
Westminster Confession, without feeling the need to argue either that one
or another of these confessions falls
outside ofthe bounds ofthe Refonned
faith or that the high supralapsarian
position, which is definitively found
in none of the documents, violates
our confessional teaching.
Even so, there are only two Reformed confessional documents that
teach the two-covenant schema of a
covenant of works and a covenant of
grace-the Irish Articles and the
Westminster Confession- and the
schema is, admittedly, a minor theme
in the Irish Articles. Nonetheless, the
two-covenant schema is a significant,
even central , doctrinal motif in much
Dutch Reformed theology, where it
has never been a confessional theme.
In the English Reformed tradition,
the schema became a matter of confessional teaching- in the Dutch Refanned tradition, it did not . We might
even hazard the guess that the difference is rooted purely in the historical
development of Reformed theology
and in the fact that the Dutch Reformed confessional development
came to a close at the Synod of Dort
before the great flowering of Reformed covenant theology, while the
Puritan Revolution brought about a
confessional situation in England after that flowering had taken place. In
any case, this confessional diversity
does not mark a point of dissension
in doctrine between branches of the
Reformed faith. Terminology and in-

terpretation of the pre1apsarian covenant varies in the orthodox Reformed systems-sometimes the concept is absent, sometimes it is present
as a "covenant of nature," and other
times as a "covenant of works." More
importantly, the outworkings of the
doctrine of the covenant of grace are
clearly present in the baptismal teaching and practice of all the Reformed
churches.
In the midst of our confessional diversity, there is a genuine unity. It is
not a unity framed by confessional
doctrines that are absolutely uniform
throughout the Reformed churches.
We not only can experience differences in emphasis among our
churches, we also ought to be able to
recognize that the unity of all the Reformed churches functions very much
like the confessional unity of believers under anyone of the documents.
In other words, once a churchly confession is accepted as a doctrinal
nonn, it provides boundaries for theological and religious expression, but
it also offers considerable latitude for
the development of varied theological
and religious expression within those
boundaries.
Thus, two fully orthodox but nevertheless different systems of theology like Herman Hoeksema's Reformed Dogmatics and Louis Berkhofs
Systematic Theology both stand within
the confessional boundaries identified
by the Three Forms of Unity. Similarly, given the breadth of Reformed
teaching on the doctrine of predestination- from the Second Helvetie Confession to the Westminster Confessionwe can acknowledge such diverse
statements of the doctrine as those of
Berkhof, Hoeksema, Hodge, or
among the older dogmaticians, Ames,
Perkins, and Turretin as all expressing Reformed teaching. Nonetheless,
we raise an eyebrow (or perhaps two)
at the hypothetical universalism of
Moises Amyraut, and we feel quite
justified in the sentiment that
Anninianism is excluded not only by
the Canons ofDort, but also by a correct understanding of any and all of
the confessions in the Reformed family.

Each confession singly pennits a
variety of teaching within its boundaries- typically a variety caused by
theological explanations and elaborations that enter into greater detail

than the confession. The family of
confessions pennits this kind of variety as well, but it also permits- within
the larger Reformed faith- a variety
within the spectrum of belief caused
by differences among the confessions
themselves. Our unity, then is a unity
that exists along a spectrum of doctrinal statements and, at the same time
remains within the boundaries established in one way by our particular
confessional standards and in yet another by the larger family ofReformed
confessions. And it is a unity that has
belonged to the Reformed churches
from the very beginning of their history without either a mono-confessional or a multi-confessional standard held in common by all of the
churches.
3. Pressures on Confessional Integrity
in Our Times

Granting the confessional unity of
the Reformed churches within the
boundaries set by their several sets of
confessional standards, the second issue to be addressed is that of confessional integrity within the diversity.
The issue here is not simply one of
allegiance to the doctrines contained
in our confessional documents-the
issue is also one of the fundamental
acknowledgment of the importance
ofhaving and holding our confessions
as such and, as a group or confessional family, recognizing the importance and the distinctiveness of our
Reformed faith. Perhaps I should say
from the outset of this part of my
presentation that I am not about to
offer a ready-made solution-what I
want to do is to frame or, more precisely, to re-frame a particular problem and, by drawing attention to it
from a slightly different vantage point,
to encourage others to develop solutions with a particular view of the
problem in mind.
It is all too easy to identify the loss
of interest in and the loss of desire to
maintain traditional points of doctrine, such as salvation by grace alone
through faith as grounded in God's
election, or Christ's purchase of salvation in an act that was both a substitution for us in the place of punishment, and a satisfaction for us to the
divine demand of payment for the
offense of sin; or of the spicirual presence of Christ to believers in and
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through their faithful participation in
the Lord's Supper, as the result of a
national and international slide down
the slippery slope into liberalism. After all , liberal Christianity typically
inserts a positive view of human na·
ture a nd its abilities into its doctrine
of salvation and grace; it expresses
difficulty with the seeming inhumanity and arbitrariness of divine decrees;
it can scorn penal substitutionary

atonement either as an unforgivable
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legalism or as a patriarchal teaching
about an abusive father; and it fmds
little use for the mystery of the Lord 's
Supper and quite easily and comfortably reduces the Supper from the status of sacrament or means of grace to
that of ordinance. There is, however,
another source ofconfessional erosion that
produces similar and, at times, identical results-and to which we are
much more susceptible.
I am speaking here of the noncreedal, non-confessional a nd sometimes even anti-confessional and antitraditional biblicism of conservative
American religion. One recent evangelical systematic theology makes the
point that confessional theology is a
fonn of " indoctrination" that ought
to be avoided- a nd, over the years, 1
have heard similar comments from
students who were associated with
the non-creedal churches. Confessions
are unnecessary at best when one has the
Bible. At worst, they prevent their adherents from encountering the meaning of
Scripture. I have usually asked such
students whether they believe in the
doctrine of the Trinity, specifi cally,
the doctrine of one divine essence in
three persons. When they nearly invariably respond positively, I point
out to them that they are not really
non-creedal or non-confessional, but
are in fact adherents to the NicenoConstantinopolitan Creed from the
Second Ecumenical Council (A.D.
381).
I ask next whether, from their noncreedal perspective they view it as permissible to hold a doctrine of the Trinity according to which only the Father is truly God and the Son, as "the
first born of all creation" who Himself confesses, "the Father is greater
than 1," might be viewed as an exalted creature of G od. Of course, they
deny such a possibility-but they have
very great difficulty arguing against it
in brief, without recourse to the

Nicene formula: Arianism, after all,
did have its scriptural proof texts. The
point is, then, quite simply made that
we need creeds and confessions 50 that we,
as individuals, can approach Scripture in
the context of the community of belief It
is not that creeds and confessions
stand above Scripture as norms. Not
at all. They stand below, but also with
Scripture as churchly statements concerning the meaning of Scripture.
And, therefore, they also stand above
the po tentially idiosyncratic individual and prevent him from becom ing his own norm of doctrine even as
they provide entry for him into a
churchly perspective.
The non-creedal, anti-confessional
tendency thus understands the sola
Scriptura ofthe Reformation in a manner that the Refonners themselves
never did, and surely would have repudiated. On this particular count,
had they the opportunity, the Refonners would most probably associate
much conservative American religion
with the biblicism ofServetus and the
Socinians or with various Anabaptist
groups. Of course, someone will object, conservative American religion,
much of which identifies itself as fundamentalist or evangelical, is not antitrinitarian. That is true- but much of
it is doctrinally dispensational,
premillennial, anti-sacramental, opposed to the baptism of infants, antior non-covenantal, and stylistically
anti-liturgical and revivalistic. It is distinctly no n-Reformed-or , m ore
broadly, not rooted in the Refonnation-granting that our confessional
Lutheran brethren are presently experiencing the same kind of erosion
of confessional and liturgical sensibilities.
4. Reaffirming and Strengthening

Confessional Integrity
As I said previously, I have no specific solution to this problem of Reformed Christianity in America, but I
do have a series of suggestions or,
more precisely, a series of points to
ponder at the pastoral, the educational
(whether in the local church or in our
seminaries) and the denominational
levels . We must find ways to express
our unity with one another as Refo rmed Christians-and this can
clearly and constructively begin with
a consistent reference to our confessional and liturgical heritage. Differ-

ences in confessional allegiance within
the Refonned family oUght not to be
the basis for doubts concerning either
our unity or our need for on-going
dialogue and discourse with one another in a world that increasingly appears to doubt the significance of confess ions and of liturgy.
We must be convinced enough of
the continuing significance ofour confessional heritage (including its relation to liturgy and hymnody) to resist
the desire to create church growth by
losing our identity. One of the most
appalling "strategies" of contemporary evangelization is the assumption
that we must find the least distinctive, least offensive , lowest common
denominator in order to attract the
most people. Christian symbols, distinctive services, traditional hymnody,
and disturbing la nguage about the
human predicament can all be set
aside in order to appear open- this in
a religion where the authoritative
canon of Scripture tells us that the
cross, the central redemptive event in
the plan of God, is a scandal and an
offense! Our confessions and their active expression in worship present the
fundamenta l teachings of our faith:
the issue is not popularity but, one
might say, " truth in advertising."
We must, in addition, become more
conscious of the crucial linkage between our confessional and our liturgical heritage. The fonn s of worship
and the hymnody of the Reformed
churches have consistently reflected
and supported the teaching ofow confessions-and , indeed, have historically been one of the primary avenues
of instruction in our confessional
teaching alongside of preaching and
catechesis. Thus, the orders of baptism in the Reformed and Presbyterian churches echo the confessions in
that ow chiltheir own declar~tions
dren "belong, with us who believe, to
the memb ership of the Church
through the cove nant mad e in
Christ,"l or that "God graciously includes our children in his covenant,
and all his promises are for them as
well as us .... W e are therefore always to teach our little ones that they
have been set apart by baptism as
God's children. "l
Similarly, the words of virtually all
Refonned services of the Lord's Supper, " Lift up your hearts," and the
response, "We lift them up unto the

Lord," although one of the very ancient parts of the service, stand in a
special relationship to the Reformed
understanding of the Lord 's Supper.
The spiritual uplifting of the heart in
and through the words of the liturgy
echo and instruct in the faith of the
confessions, where we read that we
truly partake of Christ's body and
blood "not by the mouth but by the
Spirit, through faith" inasmuch as
"Christ remains always seated at the
right hand of God the Father in
heaven." 4 The confessional and liturgical point, to paraphrase one of my
favorite Protestant orthodox theologians, Amandus Polanus, is that we
do not claim to drag the risen and
glorious body of our Lord down to
this wretched and miserable earth but,
that by the power of the Spirit, our
hearts are joined to him in heavenly
places. The connection between liturgy and confession is clear. Loss of
the Reformed order of worship can
lead directly to a loss of relevance of
the confessions to the life of the believing community.
I would make a similar case for the
confessional character of Reformed
hymnody and the danger of its loss or
replacement with popular hymns not
rooted in the faith of the Reformation. Perhaps I have become a bit
oversensitive when I begin to cringe
during a service of worship at the
sound of the contemporary evangelical hymn, "Father, I Adore You ,"
sung to the neglect of such traditional
Reformed hymns as "God of the
Prophets, "Now Thank We All Our
God," or "All People That On Earth
Do Dwell." And perhaps I am a bit
too analytical, when I examine "Father, I Adore You" and note that the
only subject of its several clauses is
the human "I"all of the movement
in the hymn begins in the human self,
and all that we are directly taught by
its words is something about ourselves. This identification of religion
as subjective experience is the point
at which the conservative, evangelical community joins hands with
Schleiermacher and tacitly confesses
that he is the church father of the
modem era. By way of contrast, our
Reformed hymnody seldom loses itself in SUbjectivity. The human subject is assuredly present, not as a naked "I" but asa member of the corporate community affaith: "Now thank
II

we all our God, with heart and hands
and voices." But, then, immediately,
the hymn speaks to us objectively of
the providential and redemptive
ground ofour thanks: "who wondrous
things has done, in whom his world
rejoices. "
Yet another instance is what appears to me to be the incredible litwgical insensitivity of including "Let
Us Break Bread Together on Our
Knees" in our service of the Lord's
Supper, given that kneeling at the Supper was set aside by the Reformers at
the very beginnings of our faith because of its association with the adoration of the host in the Roman Catholic Mass. At very least, standing (or
sitting) while singing about kneeling
is incongruous at most, it points to
a variety of eucharistic piety that
Calvin and his contemporaries took
pains to avoid . Examples could easily be multiplied.
We must, I would suggest, be ready
to test new orders of worship and new
hymnody not only through popular
practice but according to confessional
standards. It is, I admit, a rather difficult task in some of our churches,
where freedom in hymnody and order of worship has replaced the liturgical strait jacket that was the norm
several decades ago. Like confessional
diversity, liturgical diversity has been
cha racteri stic of the Reformed
churches since the beginning and has
never been a threat to our unity or to
our integrity. There is no need to deny
new orders of worship, or the adaptation of old orders to new circumstances, or the use of new hymns. But
there is a need [Q test carefully the
new orders and any new hymns before we admit them [Q our regular
worship. The point here is much the
same as the point I made concerning
church growth: we are called upon
by our confessions to maintain our
identity for the sake of our Refonned
understanding of the very nature and
meaning of the gospel.
We must do aU that we can to assure the contemporary use ofour confessions and catechisms in the life of
the church. They must not be relegated to the status of dead standards
that are brought to bear only when
problems arise and are then put back
on a shelf in a closed book when the
crisis has passed. It is well for us to
remember that the confessions of the

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
were, first and foremost, declarations
of faith. They were not (and, therefore, ought not to become) rules for
belief imposed on the church from
without; they are normative declarations spoken from within by the church
itself, for the sake of pronouncing the
church's Biblical faith. We do justice
to their contents only when we declare themonly when we confess
themas the expression of our corporate faith and corporate identity.
More confessions and varied patterns
of subscription are not the solution to
our problem. Only the regular use of
our confessions as standards for the
expression of Biblical truth can render them effective and, ·indeed, contemporary in their significance. Only
by declaring the confessions, by using them in the contexts of preaching, of teaching, and of corporate worship can they fulfill their intended role
as positive guides, arising out of the
faith of the church in its meditation
on Scripture, to the ongoing work of
the Reformed churches. In closing, I
would simply commend to you our
great heritage and commend to you
as well the work of holding fast to
what is most valuable in our [(adition
for the sake of our present and future
work in the service of the gospel. Our
unity will appear clearly in the declaration of our faith through our distinctive confessions and through the
reflection of our confessional heritage.
in our forms of worship. Our Re:
formed identity depends on our willingness to declare our confessions and
in so doing to confess the faith.

FOOTNOTES
1. J. Wayne Baker, Heinn"ch Bullillger rmd the
Cownant: The Other Reformed Tradilion(Athens, Ohio, 1980).
2. The BooItofCommon Worship(philadclphia,
1946). p. 121.
3. Psalter Hymnal, (Grand Rapids, 1987),

p. 961.
4 . &Igic Gmfossion, 35.

Dr. Richard Muller is .the P.J. Zondervan

Professor ofHistoncal Theology at Calvin
Theological Seminary in Grand Rapids,
ML

0-.
(I I
-. m

00
OJ c
m .
~

~8

N r

;0;: '

Synod 1994:
A Further lleFle'tion
on What it Means
Cornelis P. Venema
By now many readers of The Outlook have had time to reflect on the
decision of the 1994 Synod of the
CRC regarding womeninoffice.
Synod 1994 by a narrow margin (9589) decided not to ratify a proposed
change in the Church Order that
would have permitted local councils
and churches to ordain women to the
offices of minister, elder and evangelist. In addition to this decision not
to ratify the proposed change in the
Church Order, synod declared that
the decision of Synod 1992 to permit
women to "expound" the Word of
God was still in effect. Consistent
with its decision not to change the
Church Order , Synod 1994 also
"urged " church councils which have
ordained women elders, evangelists
or ministers to release them from office by June 1, 1995.
These decisions of Synod 1994 unavoidably call for analysis and interpretation. Upon further reflection,
what do these decisions mean, not
only for the present official position
of the CRC but also for its future?
Do these decisions reflect any shift of
direction or reversal of recent deforming trends within the denomination?
Or are they no more than a temporary halt in an inevitable process of
decline and movement toward the
eventual denominational approval of
the ordination of women?
Though a short article like this one
is not the place to answer these questions fully , there are some observations that beg to be made. Whatever
uncertainties these and other decisions
of Synod 1994 may have introduced,
there are a few matters that, ironically, these decisions have clarified.

THE OFFICIAL

POSITION AND POLICY

minister, elder and evangelist" (e.g.
I Tim. 2:11-3:15 , Gen. 2,1 Cor. 1l:216, 14:33-35); that the "general analogy of Scripture supports the exclusion of women from the offices of
minister and elder"; that the prohibition of the ordination of women on
Biblical grounds expresses the consensus of the universal Christian
church throughout her history; and
that this decision will not bind
anyone's conscience unlawfully, since
"a Christian cannot claim freedom of
conscience where the Scripture has
spoken." Included in its elaboration
and defense of these grounds was a
rather complete statement of the Biblical case against the ordination of
women.
All those who want to see God's
Word honored in the churches can be
thankful for this feature of synod's
~ ___

Measured by the standard of recent
synodical indecision and hesitation
on the issue of women's ordination,
the formal decision of Synod 1994 is
remarkable. Because of this decision,
it is now the official, r-~
synodically approved p0u . . . what the denomination
sition of the CRC that
the ordination ofwomen
through its assemblies is willing
to the offices of elder,
to tolerate, it approves. "
evangelist and minister is
contrary to the clear teaching and prohibition ofScripture.
decision: the ordination of women to
Though it could be argued that prechurch office was defeated, not for
vious synods of the CRC had mainreasons of expediency, but to uphold
tained this position by refusing to
the authority and normativity of the
change Church Order Article 3, none
Word of God on this matter. The
ofthem stated as clearly and emphatidecision of Synod 1994 confirmedwhat
cally, on the basis of carefully articumany of us have been arguing for a long
lated Scriptural grounds, that the practime: the Bible clearly forbids the practice
tice of ordaining women to these ofofordaining women to office in the church.
fices in the church is contrary to Scriptural teaching. Synod 1975 indirectly
SUBSEQUENT
did so by insisting that the church's
practice remain unchanged , unless
SYNODICAL WAFFLING?
"compelling biblical evidence" were
It should also be observed, howadvanced to warrant a change in this
ever, that immediately after making
practice. Synod 1985 did so as well,
this decision for these Biblical reabut in a rather weak manner. That
sons, Synod 1994 began to "warne,"
synod simply noted that the headship
as one delegate described it, on the
principle "implies" that women may
day following its major decision on
not hold offices in the church in which
this issue.
authority is exercised over the conEven though the majority of the
gregation . No previous synodical deadvisory committee asked synod to
cision, however, declared the ordinanote that the decision of Synod 1992
tion of women to be unbiblical in the
regarding women "expounding" the
way Synod 1994 did.
Word of God was no longer in effect,
In the grounds for this decision,
synod, after a considerable bit ofwransynod declar~,
among other things,
gling over procedure, decided to do
the followingf that the Biblical texts
the very opposite. Contrary to the
cited (e.g. Gtn. 1:26-28, Acts 2:17committee's recommendation and
18, Gal. 3:28) in support of the proany common-sensical reading of the
posed change are not persuasive; that
actions of Synod 1993, this synod dethe "clear teaching of Scripture procided that the Synod 1993 did not
hibits women holding the offices of
alter or revise the decision of Synod
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1992 regarding women "expounding."
Why did this occur? Why did
Synod 1994 decide to declare the decision of Synod 1992 to be still in
effect, even though it seems obvious that
Synod 1993 did alter thededsion a/Synod
1992 regarding women-in-o./fice, including its decision to permit women to expound? This question becomes especially pressing, when it is also noted
that synod had to appoint a special
committee to detennine what it means
for women to "expound"!
It seems apparent that Synod 1994
was beginning to suffer something of
a/ailureo/nerve at this point. Despite
having declared the ordination of
women to office to be a practice
clearly contrary to Scriptural teaching, synod was willing to permit a
practice to continue - women expounding the Word of God- that in
some instances is the virtual equivalent of preaching the Word of God in
public worship.
The hesitatio n and waffiing of
synod at this point were aggravated
when it was further decided only to
"urge" councils to release women elders, evangelists and ministers from
office. The advisory committee had
advised synod to "instruct" the councils to release these women officebearers, but synod was unwilling to
do so.

WITHOUT DISCIPLINE,
IT MEANS LITTLE!
This unwillingness provokes what
is perhaps the most important observation about the decisions of Synod
1994. Whether the decision of Synod
1994, declaring the ordination of
women to the offices of elder, evangelist and minister, to be contrary to
the clear prohibition of Scripture,
means anything, depends upon the
discipline that is applied to councils
and office-bearers who continue to
violate the Church Order and militate against the Scriptural teaching
synod upheld .
Only the future will tell the full story
as to the meaning of these decisions
of Synod 1994. However, there are
already a number of ominous stonn
clouds fonning on the horizon.
For example, in the debate that ensued after synod's decision not to
change the Church Order, a number
of delegates indicated that they were
unable and unwilling to regard the

Women at
Wop~

snns Woman
Bible Reading: Exodus 2:/10

By faith Moses, when he was born, was hidden for three months by his parents ...
Hebrews 11 :23a (NASV)
Abortion is one of the greatest
blights on today's society. It is a result of evolutionary thinking. If human life is only an advanced form of
animal life, then it is not serious to
remove it.
How different was Jochebed's view
of human life! Because of faith

Jochebed was willing to defy the kings
command and risk her own life to
save that of her child. To all human
calculations it was a hopeless en·
deavor. She could not have known
ahead of time that God would provide a solution that would even give
her the opportunity to train her own
child in his formative years. But one
thing she did know - this child was
God's child and he must be preserved
from destruction.

decision as "settled and binding."
Some indicated that they were prepared to act on their convictions and
proceed with the ordination ofwomen
to office, contrary to the stipulations
of the Church Order and synod's declaration regarding the clear teaching
of Scripture.
Subsequent to the meeting ofsynod,
The Banner, the official paper of the
CRC, published its annual report on
synod. Judging from The Banner's
coverage of the decision of synod, including the commentary on the decision by the editor, it is evident that
many in the denomination, including
many employees of denominational
agencies and boards, are prepared to
militate against the decision of synod
as well. Not only did The Banner
choose not to include in its report a
summary of the decision with its
grounds, but it also used the
denomination's trust to militate against
official synodical decision and denominational policy. Such blatant abuse of a
denominational trust by The Banner
does not bode well for the future.
Furthennore, it has already become
evident that a number of churches
are planning to proceed with the ordination of women to these offices.
C1assis Grand Rapids East has met in
special session and officially decided
to pennit churches the freedom to ordain women. It may be that other
churches and even some classes will
follow suit.

Many Christian parents despair of
today's world too. Through mass communications our children are exposed
and tempted to violence, crime, crass
materialism and startling sexual openness. Some couples think the solution
lies in having no children or very few
children. Other parents, feeling overwhelmed by the forces ofgodlessness.
give up the struggle of teaching and
admonishing.
Jochebed was determined to keep
her child and train him. God richly
rewarded her efforts. Hebrews 11 :15
tells us that Moses chose "rather to
with the people
endure il~treamn
ofGod, than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin." If we, in the raising of
our children, persevere in faith, God
will bless. He has promised!
Laurie Vanden Heuvel

The question raised by these developments is: what has become of the
official, synodically endorsed position
of the CRC, when it is being openly
defied by church councils and officebearers, many ofwhom are employed
by and entrusted with their task by
the denomination? These circumstances reflect a growing disparity between denominational policy and practice.
Here the fo llowing simple rule
needs to be applied: what the denomination through its assemblies is willing to
tolerate, i(approves. Unless office-bearers and assemblies that practice or
advocate ecclesiastical disobedience
by proceeding to ordain women to
the offices of minister, elder or evangelist, are disciplined in an appropriate manner. the decision of Synod
1994 to prohibit the ordination of
women is not worth much.
Without the kind of discipline demanded by its own words, the disparity between the CRC's synodical
policy and actual practice may only
widen so as to become a yawning
chasm. And thus. the denomination
may, by the decision of Synod 1994.
only have made itself guilty of corporate hypocrisy.
Dr. Venema, contributing editor to The
Outlook, initially addressed this subject
in the July/August issue.
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Kingdoms in ConfU't
Cal Thomas
The attack by what I've called the
Pagan Left has begun against what
they call the Religious Right.
Michael Kinsley wrote in the New
York Times that if Christians can't
stand the heat of criticism, they should
get back in the church pews. They
can't have it both ways, he said. They
can't enter the political arena and
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comment on all sorts of issues and
then cry foul (or "bigotry") when they
are criticized.
He has a point, but there is a larger
one.
America has moved through what
theologians have called a post-Christian age into an anti-Christian period
in which the old "self-evident" truths
are no longer self-evident, at least not
to a majority of citizens. A minority
of traditional Christians now appeal
to the definers of culture and government officials to reflect these values,
ideas and beliefs that the United States
either once accepted or, at least, did
not oppose. But cultural change has
passed these Christians by, largely because of their failure to confront those
in control and because they have lost
a moral power from too much fraternization with the kingdom of this world.
For Christians to gain the respect,
if not always the approval, of those
who define culture, they must first get
their own house in order. SUlVeys have
shown that Christians are divorcing
at the same rate as non-Christians. So
much for "family values." People who
say they are Christians are getting
abortions at a rate as high, or higher,
as those who profess a different faith
or no faith at all . Too many preachers tolerate "sin in the camp" because
they are more interested in building
big congregations and church construction projects and their next pastoral assignment than they are in
preaching the uncompromising and

uncomfortable message contained in
the Gospel.
How can a spiritually dysfunctional
church hope to speak truth to an even
more dysfunctional culture when it
has lost its moral compass and compromised its message by allowing internal rot?
For most afthis century, the Christian church has been in self-imposed
exile. It taught that politics and the
kingdom of this world were headed
in a direction opposite to the Kingdom of God. Then it re-emerged on
the scene in the 1980s, appealing to a
standard of righteousness that was no
. longer held by large numbers of
people. To many it seemed thar the
church was asking government to do
its work for it, imposing piety from
the top when the church had failed to
shore up virture from beneath.
If the church wants to be a full
player again on the national political
scene, in addition to getting its own
house in order, it must re-enter the
arena and participate on an equal footing in presenting its beliefs and values. It must stop bashing up against
opposing ideas and debate on the basis of what it sees as true and what is
in the best interest of America.
For too long, traditional Christians
have been comfortable in their own
cultural catacombs. They have their
own radio and television stations,
their own publishing companies, their
own magazines and bookstores, their
own jargon. They need to come back
into the mainstream and win back
the culture and the nation by the superior power of their ideas. They
ought to be debating at Harvard even teaching at Harvard. They
should be good enough at their craft
to work in netw"ork television. They
should be publishing books with
mainstream publishers. They should
be demonstrating with their lives, as
well as their voices, why their ideas

are better than those now holding
sway in America.
They will not be able to do this
through political power alone. It is
too late for that. Trying to fo rce their
ideas on a reluctant public from the
top down will only earn them further
revulsion and rejections, and for the
wrong reasons.
In Christian theology, there are two
kingdoms. One is the Kingdom of
God, which Jesus taught is "not of
this world." The other is the kingdom of this world, which He also
taught is "passing away." These tw"o
kingdoms have been in conflict because they begin at different sources
and lead to different destinations.
Still, Christians have a responsibility to slow down the spoilage of the
kingdom of this world (to be "salt,"
in the words of Jesus), but they cannot do this through the ann of the
state alone. Moral power, not political power, is the superior force. If
Christians will begin living what they
claim to believe - loving their en·
emies, praying for those w ho persecute them, becoming a friend to "sinners" (even pro-choicers and hated
liberals)-a new kind of power would
be unleashed on the land. It would be
a power which would create the social conditions Christians now say
they want, but cannot achieve by
themselves.
Now there's something we can all
pray for!
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THE 1994 CONFERENCE

1994 ConFessional
ConFeJlen,e
on EgalitaJlianilm
Paul T Murphy

IllSTORY AND PURPOSE
Confessing the truth ofGod's Word
has always been important for those
of Refonned persuasion. The Confessions of the Church, be they the
Westminster, the Continental, the SecandRe/veNeor others, have functioned
to declare God's truth to the world as
witnesses, to preserve it from attackers as soldiers, to pass it on to our
children as covenant keepers, to repeat it to God as worshipers, and to
maintain the unity of the faith in the
bond of peace. Historically the
Church has confessed these truths in
opposition to errors and heresies
which have faced her. The Belgic Confession confronted both Rome and the
Anabaptists; the Canons of Dort rejected the errors of Anninianism; the
Second He/veric Confession was a response to the Counter Reformation
and Unitarianism. As such the confessions marked the dividing line be[Ween those inside and outside the
Refonned faith.
At each juncture of the Church's
history, her greatest threats have come
from those who would compromise
her message In the past, when the
Church has been confronted by such
challenges, she has responded by confessing such life-threatening errors as
beyond the pale of God's truth. Today the twin heresies of evolutionism
and egalitarianism are threatening the
Church. They are being espoused by
those inside the Church as consistent
with being Refonned. The Confessional Conferences for Reformed
Unity believe the time has thus come
again when the Church must confess
the truth as opposed to error. The
great twentieth century defender of
the faith, Cornelius Van Til, noted
that, "Creeds must be revised and
supplemented from time to time."
The Confessional Conferences were
born when a group of CRC pastors
and laymen began to talk about the

need to respond to the twin evils afflicting the CRC: evolutionism and
egalitarianism. These issues had implications for other denominations as
well since the whole Refonned and
Presbyterian community was threatened. In August 1991, thirteen men
from various Refonned and Presbyterian Churches fonned a steering
committee for the Confessional Conferences with this purpose: "To address the issues of egalitarianism and
origins. To that end the conference
shall: I) Develop confessional statements to serve as the Biblical response
to the two contemporary issues of
egalitarianism and origins; 2) Explore
ways in which God might bring us
into one united Refonned Church,
based on the Three Forms ofUnity and
the Westminster Standards." This second purpose called for yet a third area
to be addressed, that of ecclesiology.
So it was that three conferences were
planned to address the three areas of
evolutionism, egalitarianism and
ecclesiology. In November 1991 , the
Alliance ofRefOimed Churches voted
to become the "ecclesiastical anchor"
by agreeing to convene the Confessional Conferences.
The first conference was held in
July of 1993 to deal with origins.
There were speakers on the subject of
creation/evolution (for infonnation
on obtaining tapes of the lectures see
the end of this article) . Two other
Significant matters occurred. First, a
document was reviewed which contained Hermeneutical Guidelines for the
Confessional Conferences. Second, an
outline of a proposed confession on
creation/evolution was fonnulated.
As a result of last year's conference,
the Henneneutical Guidelines document is in the hands of Alliance
churches; it is being studied for adoption. Also a preliminary draft document on evolutionism is being prepared for presentation to this year's
Alliance meeting in November.

The second Confessional Conference for Refonned Unity met in July
of this year on the campus ofWheaton
College (no affiliation). The theme of
the conference this year was Egalitarianism. While the attention ofmost
Refonned Christians today is directed
to one particular fruit of this false principle, women in ecclesiastical office,
the root is found in an anti-Biblical
theory of rights. The Dutch historian
Groen van Prinsterer called it "the
Revolutionary spirit" as it had come
to a systematic and historical expression in the French Revolution. H e
demonstrated that it was the very essence of anti-Christianity.
For more than two hundred years
this evil war against God, good order, and authority has been taking
place subtly and blatantly, locally and
internationally. It has borne fruit in a
number of ways. It is the teaching
that all people must have equal political, social, and economic rights. It
has defined the standard for "political correctness." It is responsible for
the communist catastrophes of our
era. Alternatively, Democracy has
become the global gospel, promising
freedom and liberation, not in Christ
and His Word, but in political "emancipation." Feminism and homosexuality are the two most contemporary
examples of the egalitarian spirit.
Ironically, the Dutch Refonned descendants of Groen van Prinsterer and
Abraham Kuyper, who helped identify and expose the enemy of egalitarianism at the end of the nineteenth
century , have now become its leading ecclesiastical spokesmen and
propagators at the end of the twentieth century. This anti-Scriptural
theory has attained the status of a
new prevailing presupposition in too
many ecclesiastical bodies. It is imperative to confessionally place this
theory out of bounds as contrary to
God's Word and will This year's conference began to do just that.
Dr. Bill D ennison, professor of Interdisciplinary Studies at Covenant
College, led off the lectures, tracing
the historical/philosophical roots of
egalitarianism. Starting with Plato and
proceeding through the ages, he examined the various world views/philosophies, and the roots of modem
egalitarianism were laid bare. Dr.
Dennison did an excellent job of continuously drawing contemporary parallels and applications in his analysis.
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weren't always regular in their church
attendance, were slack in their personal Bible study and prayer and neg-

ligent in family responsibilities, have
made real changes. Each week they
call each other up to encourage, admonish and pray for each other to
keep their promises.
M a pastor, I was especially thankful for the strong message and emphasis to support pastors and [he work
of the church. The Heidelberg Catechism
teaches us that belief in the "communion of saints" means that each
member considers it his "duty" to use
the gifts and treasures given by God,
readily and cheerfully for the edification of other members. How the pastors who attended " Promise Keepers"
experienced that! "Promise Keepers"
are committed to a strong, vital relationship to the Lord, and they know
that means an active church life as
well. Most helpful was the time when
all the ministers were asked to stand.
After the encouraging cheers calmed
down, men gathered around each
minister and prayed a prayer for blessing upon the work of these men. They
prayed that these ministers called by
God to a special task, m ight remain
true to God, true to His Word and
true to the people placed under their
oversight, by living a godly life. What
a joy it is for a pastor to see men
zealous for the spiritual health and
strength of their families and church
families.
I Chronicles 12:32 gives a description of the men of Issachar who were
detennined to make David king. The
men of Issachar were men who "un-

derstood the times and knew what
Israel should do." " Promise Keepers"
are men who understand that the
times in which we live today desperately cry out for men of integrity. They
understand that integrity starts with a
man who fears God and trusts Him
for the grace and strength to keep his
promises. "Promise Keepers" know
that if our communities are going to
be peaceful and safe places to raise
families, it will require communities
infiltrated and guarded by men of integrity, men who daily are strengthening their personal relationship with
God, are learning to improve in their
love for their wives, are teaching and
training their children with Biblical
values and doing their part to enhance
the witness of their local churches.
You ha ve heard briefly what
"Promise Keepers" is about. Mark
this however; you will hear much
more in the near future. Plans are
already underway for many more conferences around the country because
the demand is that great! I hope however, that you will not merely hear
about it, but that you will participate
in it. I hope your family has or will
have the privilege and joy of a " Promise Keeper" in the home. I hope your
pastor has the joy ofwatching "Promise Keepers" praying and supporting
the work of the church . If you are a
pastor, I hope you can experience the
encouragement, appreciation and loving support that "Promise Keepers"
give! Most of all , I hope that God will
receive glory from the pagans on the
day He visits because of your own
" honest conversation" or PROMISE
KEEPING (I Peter 2: 12)!
Rev. c.J. den Dulk is pastor ofthe Christian Reformed Church in Sparta, MI.
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Roger S. Greenway
A mother approached me after a
morning service and thanked me for
saying in my sennon that Jesus is the
only Mediator in whose name we
should pray. This confIrmed in her
mind a decision she had made the
previous week. She related [0 me the
following incident.
She had gone to a certain preschool
in Grand Rapids with the idea of enrolling her son. She was attracted by
the school 's advertisement which
stated that religious instruction was
offered and pupils prayed each day.
At the principal's office, the mother
inquired about the religion of the
school. "We are multicultural here, "
stated the principal. "We introduce
the children to all religions, so one
day we pray in the name of Jesus, the
next day Mohammed, then the Buddha, and so forth. "
"But I don't want my son learning
to pray like Buddhists or Muslims,"
the mother protested, her interest in
school suddenly cooling. "You are
certainly not a fundamentalist, are
you?" snapped the principal in reply.
Hearing this the mother d ecided
wisely to look for some other pre·
school for her son.

RELIGIOUS TOLERATION
The toleration of various religious
faiths and practices is an important
part of the American tradition. But
religious toleration as traditionally
understood rests on a different basis
than the " toleration" that is promoted
today.
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Modem toleration assumes that in
the area of religion, nobody knows
anything for sure. Absolute truths do
not exist in religion. All faiths are
valid and should be celebrated.
The one belief that modem toleration does not tolerate is that Jesus is
the only Savior, the one Mediator between sinners and God, and all people
must believe in Him to be saved. With
this comes intense opposition to evangelism and missions.

contradictions that different religions
present.

BETRAYERS OF THE GOSPEL

The old demons of syncretism and
universalism reappear today as
inclusivisrn and pluralism. Modem
betrayers of the Gospel are no different than their predecessors. The central issue is what it has always been,
the absoluteness ofthe Gospel of Jesus
Christ as revealed in the Christian
Scriptures.
NEW ECUMENISM
Does this make Christians intolerant of other faiths? Here we must be
In recent years ecumenism has been
careful to a void misunderstanding.
widened to include, besides churches,
While holding fum in their convicrepresentatives of nonChristian relitions Christians should be tolerant of
gions. The new ecumenism embraces
persons of other religions in the sense
Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims and
of allowing them to practice and
Jews.
propagate their faith. Would that
One of the first things the new
Muslims gave Christians this priviecumenism has done is to redeftne
lege in the Middle East!
Christian mission. The call to conFurthermore, missionaries and
version is set aside. If all religions
evangelists should avoid the appearlead [0 God and all "sacred books"
ance of manipUlating people into accontain saving truths, what sense is
cepting the Gospel. We should set
there in evangelism?
forth the Gospel of God's free grace
Modem ecumenists regard Chrisin Christ clearly and winsomely and
tian missions as an embarrassment
then stand back and watch the Spirit
and an absurdity. The only thing they
work.
have left to do is to sit with other
But never should we leave any
religionists and listen to everyone's
doubt concerning our conviction that
ideas. Having abandoned the authorthe one true God has done something
ity of the Bible they have no standard
in Jesus Christ upon which the salvaby which to evaluate the denials and
tion of the world depends and everyon e
should receive Him. It
is a Christian duty to
be intolerant of every, - ,llian,ce of Reformed Churches
thing that denies this
truth.
will hold its
Such intolerance is
not bigotry, but jeal(d. v.)
ousy for the glory of
Novetnber 15-17, 1994.
God. It is the jealousy
of God kindled in souls
beginning at noon (central ti:nu)
redeemed by Christ and
at
therefore jealous for the
Savior's glory.
Lynwood CRC (Independent)
It is the painful, prodLynwood, IL
ding intolerance of missionaries and evangelists who cannot bear
All materW.lsfor Ih£ Agenda must be in Ih£ hands
the thought that milif the ,krk no later than
lions reject Christ and
September 1,1994
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and judgment day is
For information contact:
coming.
Rev.JeromeJulien, clerk
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Cambridge, Ontario
Dr. Greenway is ProfesCanada NIR 7Z4
sor ofWorld Missiology at
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Calvin Seminary in
Grand Rapids, MI.
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The event of Christ's return, variously tenned in the Bible the "revelation," the "appearing," or the "coming" of Christ, is, as we saw in a
previous article, the great centerpiece
of biblical expectation for the future.
All of the lines of history converge in
the event of Christ's triumphant return from heaven to conclude His
mediatorial reign (1 Cor. 15:28) and
demonstrate His kingly rule over all
things for the sake of the church.
Unfortunately, though there are few
Christian believers who would dispute this claim, there is little unity
among believers or churches regarding the circumstances that will precede, accompany or follow Christ's
return. Perhaps no area of biblical
teaching is as much disputed as that
which pertains to the future and the
return of Christ at the end of the age.
To anticipate a topic that we will ~ve
to consider in our journey through
the Bible's teaching regarding the future, there are a diversity of views of
the so-called millennium or thousandyear reign of Christ mentioned in Revelation 20. These views often represent profoundly different perspectives
on the return of Christ, the meaning
of the present period in the history of
redemption, and the course of future
events.
Two areas of dispute that we cannot avoid, even at the outset of our
treatment ofthe Bible's teaching about
the future , relate directly to the expectation of Christ's return. The first of
these has to do with the question
whether the event of Christ's return is
a consummating event, an event that
marks the close of the present age,
concludes Christ's work of redemption, and inaugurates the state of
God's eternal kingdom. Will Christ's
return mark the decisive conclusion
of the present age, immediately accompanied by the resurrection of the
dead, the just and the unjust, and the
judgment ofall people (compare John
5:28-29)? Or will Christ's retum be
an event that only inaugurates a new

Comelis P. Venema
phase in the history of redemption,
possibly a millennial period of 1000
years in which Christ will reign on
earth?
The second of these areas of dispute
has to do with the time of Christ's
return. If the return of Christ is an
event that is at the center of biblical
expectation for the furure , can we
know anything of its imminence, even
to the point of knowing perhaps when
it will occur? Throughout the history
of the Christian church, there have
been repeated attempts to date the
precise time of Christ's return. The
question is whether such attempts are
misguided and illegitimate, or are they
warranted by the teaching of Scripture.
In this article we will take up the
first of these questions, whether the
event of Christ's return is an event
that draws history to a close. In the
next article we will take up the second, whether we may attempt to determine the time of Christ's return.
After these introductory matters regarding Christ's return have been considered, we will tum to the subject of
the "signs of the times. "

A COMMENT ON

THE ALTERNATIVE
Before articulating the biblical case
for the return of Christ as an event
that closes the present age, I would
like to elaborate a bit on the alternative to this view. Why and how do
some Christians maintain that the return of Christ is not a consummating
event at the end of the age? Since
many features of the Bible's teaching
about the future, including the subject of the "signs of the times," only
make sense on the assumption that
Christ's return is the event that will
conclude the present age, it will be
helpful to address this question at the
beginning of our consideration of general eschatology.

Now, admittedly, for many of my
readers this question may not be pressing. Those who are familiar with the
Apostles' Creed know that it speaks
of Jesus Christ being presently seated
at the right hand of the Father,
"whence he shall come to judge the
living and the dead." The simple,
straightforward understanding of this
article regarding Christ's return is that
it will come at the end of the age and
mark the close of the history of redemption. When Christ comes, He
will immediately judge the living and
the dead, and the eternal state of
God's kingdom will commence.
Christ's return is, accordingly, commonly taken to be a consummating
event, an event that closes the present
age.
However, this is strongly disputed
by those who favo r what are commonly known as pre-miJIennialist and
dispensationalist views of the history
of redemption. These views share
the conviction that Christ's return will
occur in history, sometime in the near
or more distant future, but it will not
conclude present history. Rather,
Christ's return will on1y inaugurate a
new phase in the history of redemption, the period ofthe millennial kingdom, only after which will the present
age be closed. Both of these views
are pre-millennialist in the specific
sense that they regard Christ's return
as an event that will precede a historical millennium on earth. Only at the
end of the millennium, one thousand
years after Christ's return, will the
consummation of history occur, the
judgment of all human beings take
place, and the final state commence.
In dispensational ism this premillennial conception of Christ's return has often included the view that
Christ will first come secretlyfor believers
at His "comingfor the saints, "and only
subsequently after the period of tribulation will Christ be publicly revealed at
His coming with the saints. In this view
Christ's return will be a distinctly twophased event, and even at the second
phase of Christ's return, present history will not be concluded but commence a new and millennial phase.
Though there are other aspects of
these views - including the insistence
within dispensationalism that the millennium will mark a period in history
in which God's special purpose for
the Jews will resume and be fulftlled
- this common feature, the notion
that Christ's rerum will not be to judge
the living and the dead at the end of
history, is what we are concerned to
address. I

A CONSUMMATING EVENT
In my judgment both ofthese views
are clearly at odds with the teaching
of the Bible. The conviction that the
return of Christ to judge the living
and the dead marks the dose of the
present age, not only enjoys favor
among most Christians but also remains the best understanding ofwhat
the Bible teaches about Christ's return.

What biblical evidence supports the
view that Christ's return will be a consummating event? There are several
strands of biblical evidence which,
when woven together, constitute a
compelling case for viewing this event
as an end-time event in the strict sense.
First, in the New Testament gospels,
Christ 's coming or revelation is viewed as
an open, public event, at which time the
future kingdom of God and the salvation
ofthe people ofGod will be realized.
When Christ instructs His disciples
about the subject ofRis return in Matthew 24:27 and Luke 17:24, Hewams
them against deceivers who will come
proclaiming to be Christ or declaring
that He is "here or there." The disciples should not be deceived when
this occurs because, as Christ teaches
them, His coming will be as public
and visible as the lightning striking
across the sky from one end of the
heaven to another. Furthennore, the
gospels use the terms of Christ's "coming" and His "revelation" as synonyms for the same event (Matt.
24:37-40; Luke 17:30). There is no
hint that these tenns might describe
different aspects of Christ's return,
aspects that are distinguishable in time
so as to allow for an intervening period of tribulation or even a literal,
earthly reign of Christ for a period of
one thousand years. It is also instructive to notice how Christ's teaching
about His return in the gospels includes the promise that it will signal
the inauguration of God 's eternal
kingdom and the full redemption of
all His people (Matt. 24:33; Luke

21:27-28,31).
Second, at the coming of Chnst, there
will be an immediate and simultaneous

judgment ofboth the just and the unjust.
In 2 Thessalonians 1:6-10, we find
one of the more vivid accounts in the
Scriptures of the return or "revelation" of Christ and its consequences
for believer and unbeliever alike. In
these verses the apostle Paul promises the beleaguered believers of
Thessalonica that they will be granted
"relief' or "rest" at the revelation of
Christ from heaven. However, for
the unbeliever, Christ's revelation
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with the "angels ofRis power in blaz·
ing fue" promises only a featful pros·
pect of judgment and punishment.
When Christ is revealed, He will "deal
out retribution to those who do not
know God and to those who do not
obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus."
At Christ's return the unbelieving will
"pay the penalty of eternal destruc·
tion, away from the presence of the
Lord and from the glory ofRis power,
when He comes to be glorified in His
saints on that day, and to be mar·
veled at among all who have be·
lieved .... " The different conse·
quences of Christ's revelation for the
believing and unbelieving make it
quite evident that the event of Christ's
return will close the present age and
introduce the final state. 2
Third, the return ofChrist is described
in the New Testament as the termination
or ultimate end point ofthe believer's hope
for the jUture.
Frequently, when the final hope of
Christian believers is described in the
New Testament, the event referred to
is the event of Christ's return. There
is no suggestion that, when Christ re·
turns, this will only mark the com·
mencement of a somewhat different
phase in the course ofredemptive his·
tory, at the end of which still lies an·
other consummating event on the ho·
rizon. In I Corinthians 1:7·8, for ex·
ample, the apostle Paul holds out as
the object of the believer's hope for
the future, the certainty of Christ's
revelation. He describes the believers
in Corinth as those who are "await·
ing eagerly the revelation of our Lord
Jesus Christ, who shall also confirm

you to the end, blameless in the day
of our Lord Jesus Christ."
In several other passages which use
a diversity of expressions to refer to
Christ's return, the believer's reward
and anticipated salvation are directly
linked to the return of Christ.
Whether it be called "the day ofChrist
Jesus" (phil. I :6,10), the "coming" of
Christ (1 John 2:28), "that day"
(1 Tim. 4:8), o r "His appearing and
kingdom" (2 Tim. 4: I), there is no
other future event in the believer's
line of vision than that of Christ's
return. To suggest that Christ's re·
tum only initiates a new phase of Ris
ongoing work in history, would be to
belie all that these passages promise
about the coming again of Christ.
Fourth, at the coming of Christ, there
wi/l be a "rapture" of the living and the
dead leading to the resurrection tramfor.
mation ofall believers.
In one of the more controversial
passages relating to the return of
Christ, 1 Thessalonians 4:1 3· 18 ,
which speaks of a "rapture" or of be·
lievers being "caught up" with Christ
in the air at His coming from heaven,
the return of Christ brings for all be·
lievers an everlasting communion with
the Lord. Though lhis passage is one
that we will consider again in con·
nection with a consideration of
dispensationalism, here it is only nec·
essary to note that Christ's return is
described as the final, consummating
event so far as the future of all believ·
ers is concerned. When Christ comes
from heaven, He will come with those
saints who died or "fell asleep" be·
fore His coming. These departed

UNPRECEDENTED DECISION OF REFORMED CHURCH IN AMERICA
SYNOD REMOVES VOTING RIGHTS FROM TWO REGIONAL CLASSES
by Rev. Edwin P. Elliott, Jr. with Daffell Todd Maurina
Distributed by Reformed Believers Press Service
(August 23,1994) RBPS  America's senior Protestant denomination, the Refonned
Church in America, excluded 10 delegates from two of its West Michigan classes from
participation in its 1994 General Synod. Though not full excision from the denomina·
tion, the wo assemblies were refused the right to vote because they did not collect
denominational assessments from congregations in their bounds.
In Muskegon Classis, Christ Community Church in Spring Lake had withheld
payments from the central office due to objections over the mailing of the denomina·
tional periodical, the Church Herald, to all congregations. Christ Community Church,
pastored by Rev. Richard Rhem, is a progressive congregation which has on occasion
changed the Lord's Prayer to feminine language. Christ Community even teoned its
withholding of payments "civil disobedience."
In contrast, the conservative Seventh Refonned Church in North Grand Rapids
Classis withheld payments because the denomination was too liberal Seventh Refonned's
pastor, Dr. John R. deWitt, is a leading figure in conservative circles, identified with the
Banner of Truth Trust, and formerly a professor at Reformed Theological Seminary in
Jackson, Mississippi.
The General Synod did give the (en delegates from the two classes full privilege of the
floor apart from voting rights.

saints who will come with Christ, to·
getber with all saints who are alive at
His coming, "will meet the Lord in
the air. II "Thus," says the apostle
Paul by way of conclusion, "we shall
always be with the Lord. II The natu·
ral reading of this text confIrms that
Christ's return from heaven will con·
summate the present course of his·
tory, inaugurating the fInal state for
all believers, those who have fallen
asleep before Christ's coming as well
as those who are still alive.
Andfifth, the return ofChn"st will bring
a number ofaccompaniments, not the least
o/which is God's creation ofa new heav-ens and a earth.
In addition to the preceding lines
of biblical evidence, it is noteworthy
that several biblical descriptions of
Christ's coming indicate that it will
introduce the final state of the new
heavens and new earth. In 2 Peter
3:3·13, a familiar passage which
speaks of God's patience in delaying
the return of Christ so as to provide
occasion for many to repent and come
to a knowledge of the truth, the com·
ing of Christ is directly linked with a
fiery purification of the earth, a judg·
ment that will befall all people, and
the consequent creation of a new
heavens and a new earth. According
to this passage, the Lord's coming
will be sudden and unexpected  like
the arrival of a thief in the night for
the wicked. This coming will bring
about the passing away of the present
heavens and the production of a "new
earth wherein righteousness dwells."
Likewise, in Romans 8: 17·25, the
apostle Paul describes believers (and
even the creation itself) as awaiting
the time when there will be a full
deliverance from sin and its effects.
Believers are described in this pas·
sage as those who are awaiting "the
freedom of the glory of the children
of God" (v. 21), when the curse is
lifted from the creation and all the
miseries and frustrations arising from
the presence of sin will be removed.
The fulfillment of this expectation is
joined directly with expressions like:
the believer's being "glorified with
Christ" (v. 17), the "glory about to be
revealed unto them" (v. 18), "the rev·
elation of the sons of God" (v. 19),
"the freedom of the glory of the chi!·
dren of God" (v. 21), and "the adop-tion, the redemption of the body"
(v. 23). All of these expressions show
that the fulfillment of the believer's
- and even of the whole creation's
- hope will occur simultaneously, at
the time of that great event that con·
eludes the history of redemption, the
return of Christ. 3

ONCLUSION
There is every biblical reason, therefore, for believers to continue to hold
to the simplest understanding of the
article in the Apos tl es' Creed,
"whence He shall come to judge the
living and the dead." This article
links Christ's coming with the judgment of all human beings at the close
of the present age. In doing so it
echoes the biblical lines we have been
considering.
When believers today expectantly
look to the future, anticipating the
return of Christ, they should do so as

those who are convinced this will
mark the end of the present period of
history and inaugurate the final state.
All that believers hope for in respect
to the future finds its focus in this
consummating event, this event that
will fulfill all those promises of God
which have their "yes" and "amen"
in Christ

FOOTNOTES
1. In the older literature ofdispensalionalism,
a sharp distinction was drawn between
Christ's parousia, His "coming for His saints,"
and Christ's rewlation or appearing, His "com·
ing with His saints." The first of these
comings was identified with Ihe "secret rapture" allegedly taught in I Thessalonians 4;
the second ofthem was regarded as a public
event, inaugurating the millennium. Though
it was fonnerly argued that the different
tenns used for Christ's second coming reflected clearly these two phases, it is generally acknowledged today, even by many
dispensationalists, that no sharp distinction
canbe drawn between the tenns " parousia, "
"appearing" and "revelation." It should
also be noted that historic dispensationalism
was predom inantlY " pretribulational,"
viewing the fi rst coming of Christ as occurring before a sevenyear period of tri bulation . However, within dispensationalism
there are also those who teach a "midtribu lational" rapture and a " posttribulational" rapture (hence the short hand
references to "pretribs," "midtribs " and
"posttribs").
2. The same coincidence ofthe judgment and
final state ofthe just and the unjust is taught
in John 5:2829, a text cited earlier.
3. Anocher text that might be mentioned here
is 1 Corinthians 15:2228. This text speaks
of the "end" that will come after Christ's
"coming" (vv. 2324), indicating that the
return of Christ will conclude His present
mediatorial reign. However, many "premilenast~
interpret this text differently,
maintaining that there is a period oftime the millennium  between Christ's coming
and the end. This interpretation will be
considered when we address the subject of
premillennialism.

Dr. Venema, editor of this department,
teaches Doctn·nal Studies at Mid-America
Seminary in Orange City, LA.

To the Editors of The Outlook:
Lester De Koster's pieces against me in the May and June 1994 Outlook
("Holtrop's Hypothesis, I and II") are so mean spirited, supercilious and
distortive that they do not deserve a response. I am sorry you printed them.
Of course, I am .not surprised at his reactions, since I have criticized
Calvinistic hagiography which, in my judgment, he represents. I even
have some sympathy for him. When I began my research over twentyfive
years ago I too was eager to defend John Calvin from all detractors. I
learned, however, that honest .s cholarship will not allow keeping him on
that pedestal, and that there is indeed what Oberman has called his "ugly
side." I see roo much of that in the Bolsec controversy,
-

Philip Holtrop

Second Woman Pastor to Serve
Christian Reformed Church
• MaryLee Bouma to "teach, expound the Word of God, and provide pastoral care"
as unordained solo pastor of Trinity CRC, Mt. Pleasant, Michigan
(September 2, 1994) RBPS  On
Sunday, August 28, 1994, Mary·Lee
Bouma became the second female
pastor in the 300,320member Christian Refonned denomination, which
still officially bans women from being ordained to the offices of minister
or elder. Bouma will serve as the
unordained solo pastor of Trinity
CRC in the northern Michigan community ofMt. Pleasant.
Although the Christian Refonned
denomination has never allowed the
ordination of women in its 137year
history, Synod 1989 allowed women
to serve as "adjunct elders" without
vote and Synod 1992 allowed women
to "teach, expound the Word of God,
and provide pastoral care, under the
supervision of the elders" of the local
church. While a number of Christian
Refonned congregations have used
the "expounding" provision to have
women seminarians lead services and
a few have hired female seminary interns, Mt. Pleasant CRC is only the
second Christian Refonned congregation to hire a woman as its fulltime unordained pastor.
The first woman pastor in the CRC
was Ruth Hofman, who in late 1992
began serving First CRC in Toronto,
a congregation which has had women
elders for years and which allows
church member Dr. Hendrick Hart to
lead the Toronto chapter of the As
We ARE gay and lesbian support
group on church premises. Mt. Pleas

ant CRC, by contrast, is a small and
quiet 95member congregation whose
campus ministry at Central Michigan
University is heavily funded by Christian Refonned denominational and
classical ministry shares. The church
has no women elders and has no in·
tention of disobeying synod.
Rev. Keith Tanis, coordinator of
field education at the denominationallyowned Calvin Theological Seminary in Grand Rapids, conducted the
commissioning service at Mt. Pleasant. Tanis, who began his ministry at
Mt. Pleasant in 1975, said he was
pleased Bouma could fill the pulpit
from which he preached until 1979.
"It's a good fit for her," said Tanis,
"She's an outstanding evangelist and
I think she'll bring some good gifts to
the congregation as far as outreach
goes."
Tanis said Bouma would be particularly effective in a college town.
"She really is an outstanding leader
because of her campus ministry background in InterVarsity Christian Fellowship," said Tanis,
Tanis said the commissioning service for Bouma included laying on of
hands but carefully avoided language
of an ordination service. Tanis noted
that prior to participating in the service, he had consulted with Rev.
W ilbert Van Dyk, Calvin's academic
dean, and participated only with the
understanding that his action was not
ecclesiastical disobedience.
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Sermon on the Mount
Amos

Signs of the Times
ITimothy
II Timothyrritus
I Peter
IJohn

1&nThessalonians
Ephesians
Parables
Genesis
Acts Chapters I  13
Ac"  Chapten I4 28

Other participating ministers included
MaryLee's father, Rev. Henry Bouma, and
a black Lutheran pastor from the area. As a
seminarian, the younger Bouma served in
innercity ministry in a predominantly black
neighborhood of Grand Rapids.
A number of female seminarians from
Calvin also attended the commissioning service. "It was very encouraging for the women
students to see that they could do ministry in
the Christian Reformed Church," Tanis said,
noting that Synod 1994's decision not to allow the ordination of women ministers or
elders had discouraged a number of Calvin's
women seminarians.
Bouma declined comment on the record,
but said she believed her new position did
not disobey synodical regulations and was in
accord with the decision of Synod 1992 allowing unordained expounders to do most
work of ministers other than administration
of the sacraments.
However, not everyone in the CRC agrees
that the 1992 decision was intended to allow
women expounders to serve as solo pastors
of congregations, Confusion over the 1992
decision led to a number of overtures in 1993
and 1994; Synod 1994 appointed a committee to clarifY the term "expound" which is
scheduled to report back to Synod 1995.
"I think it is not in accord with the Church
Order or the intention of synod that an expounder take the place of a pastor and that
seems to be what is happening in this instance ," said Dr. W. Robert Godfrey, president of Westminster Theological Seminary
in California and reporter for the Synod 1994
advisory committee which successfully recommended nonratification of women in office.
"I don't know MaryLee Bouma and I don't
want to say anything negative about her, but
I think it's particularly unfortunate that while
a committee is studying this matter a church
would take the kind of action that this church
has," said Godfrey, "I don't think that it will
contribute to the peace or unity of the
church,"
Godfrey said the Mt. Pleasant action,
coupled with an earlier decision by Classis
Grand Rapids East not to discipline churches
with women elders, would produce calls by
his church and others for strong synodical
action. "I've spoken with some men who
know the Church Order very well and believe synod has the authority to order classes
to bring their congregations into conformity
with the Church Order, and if the classis or
the congregation refuse, that synod has the
authority to discipline the classis and the congregation," said Godfrey.
"The ultimate form of discipline would be
to depose officebearers, but I certainly hope
it wouldn't come to that," said Godfrey. "But
if there is an utter defiance of the Church
Order and synod, that might be necessary,"
Darrell Todd Maurina, Press Officer

Refonned Believers Press Service

AProftleof
Westminster Theological Seminary in California
CAliF. (August 20, 1994)
RBPS  "Can Calvinism survive in
the sun?" quips Dr. W. Robert
Godfrey, president of Westminster
Theological Seminary in California.
Godfrey's biography answers his
own question. He is a native Californian converted from liberalism
thro~g
Christian Reformed mission
work, becoming one of the eRe's
most prominent conservatives. Few
in the Refonned world would argue
that Godfrey's Calvinism has been
diluted by solar rays.
Mentioning southern California
usually summons up images of
beaches and surfing, not the blackrobed scholars of the Synod of Dart
or the Westminster Assembly. Solar
warmth might have a bit ofan impact
on a seminary where many professors work in shirtsleeves while lecturing on books written under the grey
skies of Scotland, New England or
the Netherlands, but sunny skies and
a religiously tolerant atmosphere have
not qualified Westminster's theology.
"California is a place that historically has not been strong in concentration of Refonned churches," noted
Dr. D ennis Johnson, academic dean
of Westminster in California. "This
is not Grand Rapids, this is not Jackson, Mississippi; this is an opportunity for us to bring the depth of Refanned understanding fO the world
around us."
Westminster' s faculty hope [0
change the theological climate, not
merely of southern California but also
of Refonned Christianity elsewhere
in the country. "Our emphasis from
the beginning has been to emphasize
first of all preparing men for the pastoral ministry, as the east campus began to focus on academic and Ph.D.
training, " said Johnson.
Keith Vander Pol, Westminster's
vice president for development, noted
that training competent leaders is essential to the health of the church.
"In this day and age churches which
were once very solid have experienced
a change in their leadership and become othernrise ," said Vander Pol.
"We want to train the leadership of
the future."
A focus on promoting Refonned
Christianity has brought an uncom-

EscONDIDO,

monly strong focus on pastoral involvement to the only accredited Refonned seminary west ofthe Missouri
River. Six of the seminary's eleven
regular faculty members currently
double as pastors or assistant pastors
of area churches; and another twoincluding the seminary president serve as elders in Escondido CRC.
Almost all of Westminster's 13 adjunct and visiting faculty are pastors
or heads of Christian ministry organizations, ranging from Dr. Timothy
Monsma, executive director of Cities
for Christ Worldwide and former
MidAmerica Reformed Seminary
professor, to Rev. Tae Young Shin,
pastor of English worship at Dr. John
E. Kim's 1,960member Los Angeles
Christian Presbyterian Church.
Westminster in California began in
1979 as a 50th Anniversary project of
Westminster's original C!ampus in
Philadelphia, dating back to 1929 and
founded by J. Gresham Machen during his conflict with liberalism in the
mainline Presbyterian Church (USA).
"They had a longterm plan to plant
a Refonned seminary on the west
coast," said Vander PoL "Unbeknown
to them, there were groups of various
intensities meeting in Los Angeles and
San Diego when at the same time we
were looking for such an opportunity."
Escondido, a growing town of approximately 100,000 , was intentionally chosen midway between the (wo
major southern California cities ofSan
Diego and Los Angeles.
The impetus for the new school
came from members of a variety of
denominations, particularly the Orthodox Presbyterian and Christian
Reformed denominations, but also
members of the Presbyterian Church
in America, Refonned Presbyterian
Church in North America, and Reformed Church in the United States.
Classes at the new school began meeting in 1980, using temporary facilities seven miles away in San Marcos.
Planting a school in southern California was not cheap: the facility built
on a 9 acre campus is valued at 1.35
million dollars. Finances were not always easy. "We had four faculty in
the early days," said Johnson. "Prob-

ably one of the greatest challenges to
me to grow in my faith was the financial struggle."
Westminster in California officially
separated from Westminster in Philadelphia in 1984 when it moved into
its justcompleted Escondido quarters;
and while the two schools maintain
good relations, each now has an entirely separate board of trustees, faculty, and degreegranting authority.
The only fonnal connection between
the two is "Westminster Seminary
Ministries," an organization which
promotes cooperation and mutual assistance between the two campuses.
The eastern campus, located in the
historic Presbyterian city of Philade1phia, currently has over 400 students
in a wide variety of degree programs
ranging from M.A. programs in Christian education to the Ph.D. program.
By contrast, the California campus
has 108 masterslevel students in only
two programs: the Master of Divinity
(M.Div.) program usually used to prepare for ordained ministry, and two
Master of Arts (M.A.) programs normally used to prepare for positions in
church education, teaching, or counseling. An additional 51 students are
currently enrolled in WestminsterCa lifornia' s Doctor of Ministry
(D.Min.) curriculum, a program focusing on preaching and pastoral
work which is largely completed off
campus.
One distinctive ofthe WestminsterCalifornia program is almost unique
among Reformed seminaries: women
are not admitted to the D.Min. or
M.Div. programs " because the seminary board and faculty understand the
Scriptures as limiting the gospel ministry in the church to qualified males
only," in the words of the official
seminary catalog. Women are, however, admitted to the two tracks of
the M.A. program which do not require students to preach or exeu:ise
pastoral authority.
"The entire academic training of
our M.Div. program is available to
women," noted John Sowell, student
recruiter for Westminster. "We are a
school primarily to train men for the
pastoral ministry, but we welcome
women to our M.A. program and we
have several ofthem. "
Sowell pointed to the low facultystudent ratio of I: I 0 as a particular
benefit of Westminster in California.
Even though the school's enrollment
is rapidly growing, an unusual zoning requirement ensures Westminster
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will always have a low student population. Because its campus is located
in a residential area of Escondido,
local authorities issued a conditional
use permit that prevents the school
from ever having more than 200 masters level students.
Despite Westminster's conservative
reputation, both students and faculty
insisted that professors require students to understand rather than
merely memorize and repeat doctrinat positions. "Theological education
is not just education but discipleship,"
said Sowell. "We insist on our students not just saying this is what I
believe, but I've read the book and
here's the page on which it appears."
"We view ourselves as quite ecumenical and openminded," said Dr.
Steven Baugh, one of the earliest
graduates of Westminster in California who now teaches Greek and New
Testament at the seminary, noting
that many students come to
Westminster from nonReformed
backgrounds.
"We do not require a doctrinal
pledge of our students on the front
end or on the back end ," said Vander
Pol. "Our major marketing point is
inerrancy and Biblical infallibility. To
serve the nonReformed student this
is what we want to do.
The faculty, however, must sign a
very specific doctrinal pledge affirming not only Refonned theology but
also Presbyterian polity "as agreeable
to the divine oracles." Faculty members must "solemnly promise and engage not to inculcate or insinuate any
thing which shall contradicr or contravene, either directly or impliedly,
any element of that system of doctrine, nor to oppose any of the fundamental principles of [hat form of
church government, while [they] continue a member of the faculty in this
seminary."
"We do have to subscribe to the
Westminster Confession ex animo as

professors and we do so joyfully,"
said Baugh. "There are certain clear
teachings in the Scripture that we
stand upon."
Vander Pol said the result of strict
adherence by faculty members to Reformed theology and Presbyterian
polity was that while half of
Westminster'S students come from
nonReformed backgrounds, "the joy
is that 95 percent end up thoroughly
Reformed upon graduation. "
While Westminster is strictly Reformed and strictly Presbyterian, the
seminary has been interdenominational since its very beginning. From
its earliest days, the Christian Reformed Church joined northern Presbyterian conservatives in the work of
Westminster'S Philadelphia campus.
Later helpers included the Reformed
Church in the United States, the Reformed Presbyterian Church in North
America, the Presbyterian Church in
America, and most recently the KoreanAmerican Presbyterian Church.
"I like very much ourmultidenominational stand," said Vander Pol.
"Students are not maneuvered in the
direction toward a certain denomination and I very much appreciate that."
Although the CRC was one of the
earliest supporters of Westminster,
recent developments have brought
tension to that relationship. The most
public conflict has been over decisions
by the CRC Board of Trustees and
the Calvin Seminary Board of Trustees both overturned by Synod 1994
 to drop Westminster from the list
of nondenominational agencies approved for financial support and to
deny ministerial candidacy to
Westminster graduate Bradd
Nymeyer.
"The implication is that we gain by
bashing the CRC. We're broader than
the CRC and we don't want to do
those things," said Vander Pol, who
is himself a member of Escondido
CRC

"Nine of our 20 employees working here are in the CRC so what
would we gain by attacking the
CRC?" asked Vander Pol. "Criticism
should in no way be confused with
lack of compassion for the CRC and
too often it is that way."
What's next for Westminster? At
least for the short term, much of
Westminster's energy will go into a
building program which will add more
classrooms, a larger student lounge,
and an expanded library. The expansion program, which will take six to
eight months, follows a 53 percent
increase in the number of students
since 1992 and the donation of a
12,OOOvolume collection of rare
books on cults.
While the facilities will undergo a
major change in the next few months,
Johnson said future students can be
assured that one thing will remain
the same: "They can be confident of
the faculty's commitment to the authority of Scripture, the inerrancy of
Scripture, and Reformed theology."
Darrell Todd Maurina, Press Officer
Rqormed Believers Press Service
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