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ABOUT CONFIDENCE: 


REPLY TO AN OPEN LETTER 

JOHN VANDER PLOEG 

Recently the memhers of the Calvin Seminary 
Faculty felt called upon to address a page-long 
"Open Letter to the Christian Reformed Church, " In 
The Banner of December 4, 1970, with their sig
natures affixed, the Faculty concluded its letter with a 
request for confidence as follows: 

"What in these times we covet and indeed expect 
from all the members of OUf church is neither un
critical indifference nor petty censoriousness, but such 
confldence, support and prayer as will enable u .~ to 
fulfill in faithfu lness and unity the weighty calling 
in the Lord to which the church has summoned liS." 

That a church should be able to have full con 
fklence in those who are charged with the training of 
her ministers is obvious. Nothing in the whole world 
is so precious to our Lord as His church that He 
purchased with His own precious blood. And the 
training of her ministers, to whom the interests of that 
church are so largely entrusted, is therefore of the 
utmost importance. 

The strategic position that Calvin or any other 
Seminary occupies is suggested by the facl that the 
term Seminary, comi ng from the Latin word for see:1 
(semen), means a seedbed, a seed plot, or a nursery. 
OllT Seminary is then a school for the sowing of the 
seed in the mi nds and hearts of ollr future ministers. 
The Christian home, elementary school, high school, 
and college also have their responsibility for sowing 
the seed of Cod's Word. But, in the training of min
isters, the Seminary is charged with a great resp:lIl 
sihility and confrontc:.1 with a special challenge, 

Surely, no one will seek to gai nsay that an at
mosphere and climate of full confidence ure a sine 
qua non for the training of a church's future ministers, 
\Vhen cracks begin to show in what should be a 
solid wall of confidence, there is cause for genui ne 
concern. It is good that the Calvin Seminary Faculty 

has now add ressed itself to this situation in its open 
lettcr, and it will be truly appreciated if the following 
suggestions abou t cultivating the confidence desired 
may not be taken amiss but will rather be received 
with the same prayerful consideration with which 
they are being offered, 

1. No Specific Charges. First let it be pointed 
out, in all goodwill and forthrightly nonetheless, that 
the indefinite charges in the Seminary Faculty's open 
letter should be made specific if we the members of 
the church are to know just what they are about and 
also be able to evaluate them aright. Following are 
the gene ral and undocumented charges found in the 
Faculty's letter: 

"For some time now writings and rumors circulat
ing in the church have called into question our united 
com mitment to the Scriptures and our common loy
alty to the confessional standards of our church. , , , 

", , , we are distressed and sorrowful when we 
are misrepresented, and when our cherished solidar
ity in faith and life with the church we love and serve 
is groundlessly called into question .. , 

"Meanwhile we deny and repudiate those charges 
and insinuations which ca ll into q uestion our dedica
tion to the Lord and our commitment to Scripture 
and Confessions - charges which undermine the con
fidence of our people in the Seminary." 

Now if it can be established that the members of 
the Calvin Seminary Faculty arc being attacked by 
false rumors, misrepresentation, and insinuation, let 
no onc minimize the seriousness of such a si tuation, 
Bearing false witness is seri ous enough in the ease 
of anyone. but especially so with respect to those who 
occupy such an important and strategic place in the 
church as that of our Seminary professors. 

But surely we are entitled now to ask our profes
sors this question: Prccisely wllat are these false 



rumors, misrepresentations, and insinuations; and who 
are those guilty of circulating them? If these charges 
the professors register against unnamed persons in 
blanket fas hi on are as serious as their open letter 
would have us believe, then they should certainly he 
spelled out in no uncertain terms and also pursued 
to a satisfactory conclusion. ';Vhy should we be left 
in the dark as to the specific persons and charges the 
professors have in mi nd ? 

2. Confidence Is Not Gratuitous. The members of 
the Calvin Seminary Faculty say in their open letter 
that they "covet and indeed expect from all the 
members of our church .. such confidence, support 
and prayer as will enable us to fulfill in faithfulness 
and unity the weighty calling in the Lord to which 
the church has summoned us." 

At the risk of appearing to he presumptuous, we 
take the liberty of calling attention to the fact that, 
also in this case, confidence is not to be regarded as 
something gratuitous but rather as something that 
must be earned. 

As one who has served four of our congregations 
in Michigan, Iowa, and Tliinois, how well I know 
from experience that confidence does not come auto~ 
matically with a letter of call but rather that it m\lst 
gradually be gained by one's preaching, life, and 
pastoral labors as t ime goes on. It has been well said 
that a congregation watches the minister the other 
six days a week to know what he means on Sunday. 
Successful physicians, surgeons, bankers, and mer
chants can tell at length of the road they had to travel 
to get others to entrust them with their health, their 
money, and their business. 

Tf there are some among our Seminary professors 
who are accorded a greater amount of confidence on 
the part of discerning and knowledgeabl e conser
vatives among us, is there no reason for it? \Vhen in 
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the quite recent past the church was deeply disturbed 
about such basic issues as the infallibility of Scripture 
and the Atonement, was it not certain Calvin Sem· 
inary persons (students and teachers) who were in4 
valved? 

It is only to the extent that our theological profes
sors give vigorous, enthusiastic, and also militant 
leadership with respect to the Reformed faith that 
they are entitled to the full confidence of those to 
whom this faith is the most precious thing in all the 
world . 

Every leader in the church knows what it means 
at times to be the target of gossip, rumors, insinuation, 
and misrepresentation. No better advice on this score 
has ever been given than this: let us teach, preach, 
talk, write, and live in such a UXJY that , when these 
things are being said or written about 118, fl obody will 
believe them. 

Granted , the Bible does teach that '10ve believeth 
all things"; but John, the apostle of love, tells LIS in 
the same Bible: "Beloved, believe not every spirit, 
bu t prove the spirits, whether they are of God ..." 
(I John H ). 

3. "Errors and heresies 'of the new day.''' The 
professors at Calvin Seminary have been charged, 
and, before Cod and His church, they have taken 
upon themselves a most difficult, responsibl e, and 
challenging task. Attention is called to the following 
aspect of this task as stated in the Fom~ for the In
stallat ion of Professors of Theology; 

"In behalf of our Church we charge yOIl, esteemed 
brother, with the task of instructing and confirming 
the students, who hope one day to serve in His 
Church, in the knowledge of His Word. Expound to 
them the mysteries of the faith; caution them against 
the heresies of the old but especially of the new day 
[italics added); seek to explain to them not only how 
they, as teachers are to instnlct the sheep of the 
Lord but also how they, as pastors, are to shepherd 
them. " 

The following experience T had as the editor of 
The Bmwer, official organ of the Christian Reformed 
Church, was definitely not reassuring to me and did 
nothing to cultivate the confidence that the members 
of the Calvin Seminary Facu lty say in their open 
letter they "covet and indeed expect from all the 
members of our church." 

On July 6, 1968, as editor of The Bonner, I sent 
the President of Calvi n Seminary the following re
quest; "The Publi cation Committee has decided the 
following: 'That the Calvin Seminary faculty be asked 
to provide a series of six or more articles on tl1(>
teachings of Kuitert, Baarda, Augustijn, and possibly 
others (at the Free University) to begin the first of 
October if at all possible, and that the first article or 
two take up the matter of Kuitcrt's view of the inter
pretation of Scripture in general and of his view of 
Genesis 1-3 in particular. Also that, out of courtesy, 
copies of these articles be sent to the men involved. " 

My letter to the Seminary President went on to 
say: 

"This action has been taken in view of the deci
sion of Synod 1968 'to assure the Fruitland (Ontario) 
consistory that Synod has full confidence that the 
professors of theology at Calvin Seminary will care
fully study all new developments in theology and 
evaluate them in the light of Scripture and the creeds, 
and serve the churches with the results of their re
se.1.rch and discussion. It is the continuing obligation 
of these professors to vindicate sound doctrine ac
cording to Article 20 of the Church Order." 

To be sure, there could be no question about it 
that the so-called Kuitert matter was a very live issue 
in our Church, one by which our membership was 
being agitated and disturbed. But the fact is that at 
my retiremen t, on September 19, 1970 (more than hvo 
years later) I had not received even the first article 
in the series of articles that had been requested. In 
view of this, I felt called upon to say publicly that 
we were not receiving from the Calvin Seminary 
Faculty the militant, and the enthusiastically Re
formed leadership over against the attack on Scripture 
to which leadership we were entitled. 

Let me hasten to add that all due recognition and 
credit should be given to Dr. Fred H. Klooster and 
Dr. Marten H. vVoudstra for their reactions to and 
their contributions in other publications concerning 
this so-called "new hermeneutic." 

And certainly mention shou ld be made also of Dr. 
Anthony A. Hoekema's article in The Banner of Janu
ary 1, 1971 on "New Testament Teaching on the 
H istoricity of Adam" in which he takes forthright 
exception to P rofessor Kuitert's attack upon the 
historicity of Adam and Eve and of man's "actual 
fall from the state of integrity into a state of corrup
tion." To further cultivate the confidence that the 
Calvin Seminary Faculty "covets" and "expects," it 
would be good to be informed publicly that every 
member of the Faculty endorses the position on the 
historicity of Adam and Eve and the fall that Dr. 
Hoekema has publicly espoused in unambiguous 
terms. Let's not pennit time to be on the wrong side 
in a matter as important as this. 

Finall y, I have been reliably informed that fu rther 
attention is now being given to the series of articles 
that was originally requested by the Publication 
Committee at my suggestion almost two and a half 
years ago. 

By all meam then, in order to reassure the Church 
and to regain whatever confidence may have been 
lost , let every member of the Faculty speak and 
write publicly on this basic issue concerning the' 
Bible so that there can be no room whatsoever for 
doubt as to what they believe and what they teach. 

Once again, with all the signatures of the Faculty 
members affixed, another "Open Letter to the Chris
tian Reformed Church" in The Banner, dcaling spe
ci6cally with this issue and forthrightly disavowing the 
so-called new hermeneutic being wafted over here 
from Amsterdam could be a real boon in recapturing 
the con6dence the Faculty apparently believes it may 
have lost. 



A Series of Discussion Outlines designed 
to help those interested ill studying 
the Fundamental Characteristics and 
History of that Gloriolls Work known 
as "Foreign Missions" 

OUTLINE NO.8, 	SOME OUTSTANDING 
MISSION PROBLEMS (H) 

I. The Gospel and 	Other Religions. 

A. Mahatma Gandhi. 
An illustration of the problem of the Gospel and 

other religions might be the life and work of the 
great Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948), whose influence 
persists in India and elsewhere to this very day. In 
what was then British India, Gandhi was adored by 
millions as a god . In London he had come into con
tact with the Christian Cospel. Especially the Sermon 
on the Mount impressed him deeply. From it he bor
rowed the idea of nonviolence (in our time reissued 
by the late Martin Luther King). Nonviolent resis
tance became the cornerstone of Gandhi's practical 
political strategy. He knew how to sway the masses 
so that they would disobey the English government, 
but without violence. Gandhi was willing to be the 
leader in "combat" as well as in name, and he paid 
dearly for his efforts by a series of jail sentences. It 
was out of the Bible that he repeatedly gained new 
strength for his work. 

B. Christian or heathen. 
Although Gandhi was informed and influenced by 

the Bible, and especially by the Sermon on the Mount, 
he was never converted to the Christian religion. In 
him "the faith of the fathers" won out - the faith of 
his non-Christian fathers. Christ for Gandhi was no 
more than one facet, a single ray of the su nshine of 
divine revelation. Christ for him existed alongside a 
long series of great religious leaders in history, all of 
them outstanding contributors to our knowledge of 
Cod. For him there were many religions and many 
truths. This idea finds great allegiance in the Orient. 
All religions are just so many avenues leading to one 
purpose, to one God. This is in flagrant conflict with 
that which Christ claimed when H e said, I am the 
Way, the tfllth (lnd the life. The Christian message 
stands at this point in radical opposition to all other 
religions. 

Perhaps this ought not to sound so strange to 
liS who live "at home." Surely one of our greatest 
difficulties as Twentieth Century Christians is to re
ject the temptation to reduce the Faith to something 
agreeable to all and offensive to none! 

II. The Gospel and 	the Woman. 

A. The Plight of the Woman in Heathendom . 
The lot of woman in most heathen countries is 

truly pitiable. In the East, for example, the man has 
the right summarily to dismiss his wife. Young girls 

Her;,. J(Jhn H. Picrsma is 1'0;tor 01 the BettI/my Christian 
Reformea Church 01 SOUti, Holland, 1/Iinois. 
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are hired out to older men. The life of the widow 
is harsh and cruel. The woman is burdened with 
heavy physical labor by which her strength and life 
are depleted early. Often she lives her miserable life 
in the darkness of ignorance and illiteracy. Life is 
boring and monotonous, devoid of recreation and 
comfort. For that reason the woman is often very 
receptive to the Gospel. It frees her from slavery. A 
new world opens up to her. Her life is enriched and 
blessed by the message of Christ. 

In colonial lands it was not uncommon for 
Europeans to live with native women whom 
they would not honor by marriage. This native 
woman served as housekeeper, cook, mistress, 
mother of children born to this relationship, but 
never became his wife. This would have been 
a betrayal of the man's position. The possibil
ities for misery and unhappiness for a woman in 
such a position are easy to imagine. And the 
obstacle to the Gospel thrown up by such men 
is large, obviously. 

The native woman is well -acquainted, of course, 
with marital misery. Marriage is often a very 
sad thing for her. Infidelity, rejection, separa
tion occur frequently. This is indeed a very 
black spot in a sin-darkened, wretched life for 
many such women. \Voman's position is not 
protected. Men feel that they can do as they 
please with women. One would hope that 
women who enter into relationships with rep
resentatives of the Christian world would cer
tainly receive much better treatment. And often 
this has been the case. But all too often it has 
not. 

Mission experts tell us that the sins which in 
Chli~han congregations in heathen lands most 
often appear are transgressions of the seventh 
and the ninth commandments, those command
ments which deal very directly with the protec
tion of the wife (and the husband) in marriage 
and of property. The depths of wickedness and 
evil which heathen life often represents with 
respect to sex and marriage are indescribable. 

B. TIle New Freedom of the Modern \Voman. 
In America we now see the Liberation Movement, 

a cause designed to bring the woman into a position 
of complete equality with men. This is not an isolated 
phenomenon. Surely lhe modern Japanese woman is 
often more free, morc aggressive, more self-assertive 
than ever before (even though the traces of the old 
servitude are scarcely erased). The task of the Chris
tian missionary is quite different under such circum
stances, of course. For some it is quite certain tha t 
the liberation of modern woman is a hindrance to 
Gospel penetration. 

C. Missiollary \Vork amollg the \Vomen. 
William Carey, the great English Baptist mi s



sionary to India, fought hard against the terrible 
practise of putting widows to death by burning. 
Under his influence this practice was outlawed by 
English rulers. A very deliberate missionary effort 
was made to work among the women. Here we see 
the increased use of the woman missionary. The 
strategic significance of this work is very obvious. 
Those who won the woman to Christ often obtained 
access to the husband and especially to the children 
in the family. And the long~range effect of the Chris
tian missionary anywhere lies in the establishment of 
Christian churches which include parents and the 
children in the Covenant of Crace. 

III. 	The Church Which Sends Because She Has Been 
Sent. 

A. What can we do? 
H ow can the Christian mission gain in our hearts 

and thoughts the place which it, according to the 
mandate of Jesus Christ , deserves? The Church is 
called to preach the Cospel to every creature. I t has 
been sent to instruct all peoples in the will of God 
that with us they may do "all things whatsoever 1 have 
commanded you." To that Church Christ promises 
His care and presence throughout this dispensation. 

It took long centuries for the Church to under
stand this. Praise God, this mission consciousness 
has now been aroused so that the Gospel is indeed 
going out to vast areas of our world. And yet the 
biblical ideal of prayerful and wholehearted interest 
in this mission has not been attained except for 
some. \%at can we possibly do? 

B. The Necessary Dedication 
1. It goes without saying that there is a real need 

fo r a greater and deeper understanding of the 
Christian mission. This ought not be limited to 
pictorial reports by missionaries, sentimental accounts 
of missionary influence and success, and so forth. It 
requires the willingness of many more in the Church 
to study Reformed mission principles, to ponder the 
biblical data on this subject, and to obey the com~ 
mand of Christ which urges realization of the neces
sary devotion of every believer to the Cause of the 
Gospel. 

2. Greater mission interest and support will not 
come without a renewed commitment to Ch rist on 
the part of all of us. If the Church cannot be re
formed, missionary interest is certain to declinc to 
lower depths than we can imagine. \,ye must see the 
close and vital connection between the purity of the 
Church and its doctrine and the zeal for Christian 
missionary endeavor. 

3. Too often the Church recommends things which 
many of its members have long rejected as irrelevant 
and uninteresting. A Church which will not shine as 
a city set on a hill in its own community will not 
long be truly interested in foreign missions. A 
Church disinterested in the application of the Gospel 
mcssage to all of life will hardly find it necessary to 
do that work among non -Christian tribes and peoples 
for whom the Gospel can only mean a total and rad
ical alteration of all of life's attitudes and practices. 
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WE'VE COME A LONG WAYS! 

LEONARD GREENWAY 

A name held in high esteem by many of the 
older Calvin College grad untes is that of Johannes 
Broene, for many years professor in the Department 
of Education and also one-time President of the Col
lege. \Ve remember hi m as a Christian gentleman, a 
gifted teacher, a wise counselor. These enviable qual
ities were consistently reflected not only in his lec
tures - no problem of attendance in his classrooml 
but also in his chapel talks. When we saw him walk 
to the platfonn in chapel to take his turn leading the 
devotional service, we knew, even before he began 
to speak, tha t we were going to have a proRtable 
service. There was no question in those days about 
the desirableness of daily chape l, when Johannes 
Broene - and there were others like him - was to 
conduct the morning devotionals. 

Insightful Ta lks. Some of Broene's chapel mes
sages were compiled and published in a book entitled, 
In a College Chapel (Wm. B. Eerd mans Publishing 
Co. 1928). I treasure my copy of this book and 
recently J was gratified to hear our family physician 
- also a Calvin graduate - say that on oecasion he 
takes his copy and re-reads these cha pel talks. And 
he added this im pressive remark: "Johannes Broene 
stiU teaches me." I would urge my readers who do 
not have the book to make efforts to secure a second
hand copy. You will be mentally stimulated and 
spiritually fed reading Professor (President) Broene's 
insightful talks on: 

Jacob 
Rehoboam 
Peter 
Martin Luther 
Washington and Lincoln 
Willi am Rinck (in Memoriam) 
Worldliness 
The Wages of Sin 
The Mean ing of Christmas 
Of Wh om I am Chief 
Humility 
What is Phi.losophy? 
The Minister 
The Teacher 
The Physician 
The L'l.wyer 
How Long a Process is Education? 
The Proper Function of Calvin College 
... and others 

A Gem on "World liness." His message on "\Vorld
liness" is a gem. Based on Romans 12:2a - "Be not 
<:onformed to this world" it calls attention to the 
Church's "one invetera te, consistent, persistent, im
placable enemy - the devil." Satan's stratagems de
serve close study. One of them is the promotion of 
a dead orthodoxy - a devit alized Christianity - which 

Dr. Leonard Greenwa!l is IN/stor af tile Ri"er~rle Cirristian 
Reformel! Church of Granci Ral,ilis, Michigan. 

is characterized by creedal sou ndness but with in
difference to Christian liVi ng. "Orthodoxy that has 
lost its vitality," says the venerable professor, "leads 
to worldliness. manifesting itself in our d ress, in 
theatre-going, dancing, Sabbath desecration. There is 
no question in my mind that these practices arc 
disastrous to a genuine spirituality." 

No, that is not a misquotation. That is what 
Professor Broene said in a Calvin College chapel 
service some forty years ago. And note particularly 
his unqualified assessment of theatre-going. He called 
it worldly and regarded it "disastrous to a genuine 
spirituality." 

Theater Publ icity in Chimes. \Vell, we've eome a 
long ways in these forty years. Today the Calvin 
College student paper Chimes regularly reviews 
movies being shown in commercial theaters in Grand 
Hapids and gives publicity to the places where thesl:' 
fi lms can be seen. Among the theaters mentioned by 
name are the Savoy (Chimes, Oct. 2, 1970 ); the 
Wealthy (Chimes, Nov. 6, 1970 ); the Eastbrook 
(01 imcs, Dec. 4, 1970 ). 

We might note in pass ing what the rev iewer say.~ 
about the notorious film JOE: "In spi te of its fl aws it 
is well worth the time and the money to sec JOE" 
( Chimes, Nov. 6, 1970, p. 2). As for the publicity 
given the Savoy and Eastbrook, we recall that it 
was the Savoy which booked the fil m, " I Am CurialiS 
(Yellow)" in the fall of 1969. This movie gained 
its notoriety from the fact that in several scenes 
there is undisguised male and female frontal nudity, 
and one scene portrays sexual intercourse. Currently 
(December 23, 1970) the Eastbrook theater is show
ing "Diary of a Mad Housewife"- "Does her anger at 
a domineering husband justify a wife's taking a 
lover?" ... 'This wife was driven to fi nd out"! With 
these lines the advertisement also d isplays a woman 
in the process of disrobing herself. (I give this in
formation to uninfo rmed readers so that they may 
know something of the standards of selection em
ployed in the bookings at the Savoy and Eastbrook 
theaters in C rand Rapids.) 

Worship Procedures. Yes, we've come a long 
ways in the Christian Heformed Church. We've come 
a long ways in the mailer of worship procedures and 
the administration of the Lord's Supper. On Novem 
ber 8, 1970, a Communion Service was held in the 
Fine Arts Center on the Calvin Knollcrest Campus. 
At this service college stlldents were pennitted. to 
distribute the communion elen1€nts. Some of Illese 
students were dressed in blue jeans and slacks. 
It is more than mere rumor that we have pastors who 
are not averse to d ispensing with the second prench
ing service on the Lord's Day and who believe that 
worthy substitutions can be made in the way of 
religious films, d rama, discussion sessions or, perhaps, 
a visit to a planetarium. (I have had private eor



respondence with a pastor who endorses the latter 
idea.) 

This morning (December 23, 1970) I had in my 
study a member of a Christian Heformed congrega
tion who does considerable travelling. He told me 
that last year he and his wife spent three months in 
a locali ty where there is a Christian Reformed Church 
whose pastor on Communion Sunday did not read 
any of the approved liturgical fonns. Moreover there 
was no preparatory message the week before. Th is, 
by the way, was a regular Communion Sunday. 

We have come a long ways, but which way are 
we coming? Strange innovations in re-organizing 
worship, and the introduction of unconventional 
music, are commonly reported. It is, of course, 
stupid to defend the proposition that no changes must 
ever be made. Certainly, no generation of Christian 
believers is entitled to the disti nction that it did 
everything in the only conceivably proper way. But 
we still must ask, Which way are we coming? 

Perhaps at this point some principial questions 
shou ld be asked: 

1. To quote BonhocR"er's familiar expression, Is 
this thing we are writing about part of the "Come of 
age" development to which the "old guard" is ex
pected to accommodate itself? Is it really so, as the 
"Come of age" defenders would have us believe it, 
that previous generations which gave us the Prot
estant Reformation, the great modern miss ionary 
movements, and the solid schools of theology - the 
older Princeton and the older Amsterdam - were 
religiously immature, and that the gene ration which 
now calls for "Religion less Christianity" - the aban
donment of any real emphasis on Christian doctrine 
and God-centered worship - is man "come of age" 
the fu lly-grown-up man - the emancipated adult, who 
seeks recognition and distinction in rejecting what 
as a matter of fact he may never have taken the 
trollble to understand ? 

2. Have any of the "come of age" innovators, 
who in not a few instances encourage youth to ignore 
the lessons of political science and to rush into the 
streets, making up their politics as they go along, 
considered the possibility that in coming to "matur
ity" they turned off more lights than they turned on, 
and that in the mllrky twilight, which they have 
created, aimlessness and absurdity have been sub
stitllted for "childish things"? 

3. Is not the current rebcllion against the "Estab
lishmen t" partly an expressed aversion to the prescri1J
live elements of our religion and morality? And agai n, 
is not this aversion the natural seedbed for the 
idea tha t lovc has no necd of di rection outside itself, 
the idea which is the he.'1ft of Sit uation ErMes? My 
fear is that if this anti-prescri ptive disposition really 
takes hold in our chu rch , it will be extremely dif
ficult to prevent it from engendering in oll r yOtlng 
people the monstrously false notion that situati on is 
a better determi native of behavior than rules, and 
that love nceds no law to guide it. It is, of course, 
obvious that once this kind of morality is adopted , 
ad ultery, for example, will be justified whenever the 

adulterer sincere1y believes that his transgression of 
the Seventh Commandment is consistent with love. 

Now to return to our starting point: We've come 
a long ways. , ,yhat worries me is the answer we may 
have to give to the question : \Vhich way are we 
travelling? 

THE REFORMED 
TIIEOLOGICAL COLLEGE 
OF NIGERIA· 
AMILESTONE 

PETER DE JONG 

Thjs month Reformed people everywhere may 
well take notice of an event that may have incalcul
able significance for the future of our Refonned faith. 
The Tiv Church of Nigeria, which has been char
acterized as "the fastest growing church in the 
world" is opening its own seminary to train men for 
pastoral and missionary witness to the Reformed 
faith. How many Reformed churches are there in 
the world in these times of general spiritual decline 
which are showing signi ficant growth at all? When 
the fas test growing church we know, a Heformed 
church(!) opens a school dedicated to teaching with
out compromise anel with evangelistic zeal the whole 
biblical faith, is this not an event that should call 
for general thanksgiving to God? 

The beginnings will , to be sure, be small (although 
many times larger than our own were) and the ac
commodations somewhat makeshift and unimposing, 
but since when has spiritua l potential had any detect
able relationship to size or capital assets? The spirit 
of dedication and sacrifice and the determination 
being shown by our African brethren makes their 
new ven ture far more exciting and promising than 
many an enterprise begun with much more elaborate 
material resollfces but on more doubtful spiritual 
foundations. 

The Beginnings of the School. Summarizing the 
available details aho ut the new school (on which 
rcaders of the TORCH AND TnUMPET were alread y 
given some information in the first article in last 
Decemher's issue), we note that the Synod of the 
NKST (The Church of Christ in the Sudan among 
the Tiv) at its meeting on November 10-13, 1970 
accepted the recommendation of the Refonned Sem
inary Planning Committee to open the new school, 
and it proceeded to appoint two of its men as 
teachers. Mr. Iyortyom Achineku, the Pri ncipal, is l\ 

graduate of our HC£onned Bible Institute in Grand 

Hev. Peler Dc JOIl/!. ~ I)(I$IOr of Ille Cllristkm 1!eformel/ 
Church of Dulloll, Midligall. 



Rapids, has an A.B. from Barrington College, Bar
rington, Rhode Island, and has been teaching at the 
Mkar Teachers' College in Nigeria. The othcr teacher, 
Rev. Paul Agba is a diploma (higher levcl) graduate 
of the Theological Collcge of Northern Nigeria and 
has been teaching at the Benue Bible Institute on 
our mission field. Both have shown a lively interest 
in Reformed Christianity. 

The Synod instructed each of its seven classes to 
appoint a delegate to the Board of Governors of the 
new school. That Board, meeting on November 14, 
appointed Rev. Isholibo Sai, chairman; Rev. Agena 
Nomsule, secretary; and Mr. Peter Ayaka, treasurer; 
and it appointed a committee to formulate a constitu
tion for the school. At a latcr meeting on November 
25 thc Board interviewed twenty-five shldents who 
had passed the entrance examination (out of 99 who 
had taken it), regularly admitted twelve of them to 
the new school and accepted fi ve others on probation, 
so that the first class is to begin with a total of 17 
students. 

The school is to open in temporary quarters at 
our vacant Shangev-Tiev mission station, although 
the Synod has decided to build on a permanent loca
tion near the city of Makurdi. Considerable sacrifices 
are demanded of the Tiv church as it undertakes this 
venture, but they demonstrate the more the intensity 
of their determination and zeal for the Reformed 
Faith. 

The members of the Shangev-Tiev congregation 
have volunteered to help build dormitories for the 
students. Teachers and students will be beginning 
their school work in an isolated station where every
thing is a bit rundown and teachers may be making 
fi nancial sacrifi ces, but our African brothers are going 
ahead with a firm faith that Cod will prosper their 
endeavor for Him and His gospel. An indication of 
their enthusiasm is found in the fact that one pastor 
even volunteered to relinquish his parsonage to the 
principa l if the school were located at his station. 

The Constitution. The proposed Constihltion for 
the seminary. almost all the articles of which have 
now been accepted by the Tiv Church, contains 
several items that may be of general interest. The 
object for which the school is established is "to pro
vide a four year course of train ing to students from 
every part of Nigeria who wish to study for the 
Gospel ministry from an evangelical and Reformed 
perspective" and "to assist those who have already 
ente red pastoral work to carry out their work more 
effectively." "The doctrinal basis of the College shall 
be the Apostles' Creed, the Nicone Creed, and the 
Heidelberg Catechism." TI1e school will "seek to 
maintain a spirit of un ity with the Reformed 
churches throughout the world and with all evan
geHcal churches in the nation of Nigeria." 

The proprietor of the school is the Tiv church. 
The Board of Governors is to be composed of one 
representative chosen by each of the seven classes 
of the Tiv church, two representatives chosen by our 
mission, two representatives chosen by the other sister 
church on our mission field, the E.K.A.S. Lardin 
Benue, two members at large who are laymen chosen 

by the Tiv Synod, and the Board treasurer. The prin
cipal is to attend meetings but not vote. Offices 
are normally to be held for three years. Connected 
with the school there is to be a "Women's School" 
which all students' wives are to attend in order to be 
trained to become able pastors' wives. 

A Missionary Triumph. Looking at this new devel
opment in the perspective of our churches' mission
ary history we may welcome it as a demonstration of 
the way the Lord has prospered the work begun 
many years ago from our churches' home base when 
Johanna Veenstra Brst set out for Africa . Our 
churches from the time they became officially re
sponsible for the work were always concerned about 
reaching out with the gospel, in the spirit of co
operation with others who preceded us and accom
panied us in Christ's work in that part of the world, 
while also always remaining uncompromisingly faith
fu l to the fu ll , biblical, Reformed faith. The decision 
in 1939 to begin working officially in Nigeria, the 
later decision to add the work among the Tiv, and 
notably the decision in 1959 dealing with the subject 
of pastors' training all bear witness to our churches' 
total commitment to the Heformed faith." That com
mihnent the Synod of 1959 saw as leading it towards 
"the establishment of a Reformed Theological Sem
inary." (Acts 1959, pp. 46, 47.) 

Unfortunately, in the last three years our synods 
have permitted themselves to be diverted from this 
Bxed objective of "total commitment to the Reformed 
faith" by ecumenical pressures toward compromise. 
Our spiritual daughter, our Nigerian sister church, 
has refused to permit itsel£ to be so diverted. After 
attempting in vain to get our he lp to begin a school 
devoted exclusively to training men in the Heformed 
fai th, she has at great personal cost set out to give 
sucll training with or without our official helpl Is 
this not a missionary triumph when the daughter puts 
the mother to shame by her sacrificial zeal for the 
faith we are all supposed to hold? 

This remarkable development is also a tribute 
under God's blessing to the faithful labors of the 
Dutch Reformed Church of South Africa which for 
forty years worked to establish the gospel among the 
Tiv. To th at church belonged the pioneering hard
ships and decades of patient effort that preceded 
our dozen or so years in that field . And the kind of 
unflinching commihncnt to the whole gospel which 
the missionary pioneers among the Tiv people taught 
them now comes to exprcs.~ion in the dedication of 
these African Christians to a Reformed school. 

An "Indigenous" Success. The coming of this 
school set up by the African church on its own 
initiative is also a remarkable demonstration of the 
way God has prospered our churches' efforts of the 
last twenty years to promote a genUinely "indigenous" 
policy in our missionary labors. About 1950 our 
churches became convinced that our missionary ef
forts shou ld be morc consistently directed towa rd the 
establishing of self-governing, self-propagating, and 
self-supporting churches. On our African Beld that 
aim had been more consistently kept in view than 



on some others. Now in the decision of the Tiv 
church we are seeing about as plain an example as 
one could discover of the success with which Cod 
has prospered these missionary efforts to establish 
churches that support and promote the spread of the 
gospel with or without outside help. 

Opportunities Unlimited. Just think of the mis
sionary opportunities and challenges that face th is 
African church. According to last available reports, 
some 200,000 people are attending its meetings, by 
far the largest numbe r of them not yet confessing 
church members but inquirers who seek and need 
extra help. Until recently there were only about 
thirty some pastors looking after this work. How 
can one pastor begin to look a fter the spiritual needs 
of 6,000 or 7,000 people, especially when most of them 
need extra guidance? These pastors are, of course, 
assisted by other {:hurch members, but when one 
considers that this work among the one million 
member Tiv tribe is growing at a fantastic rate, isn't 
it obvious that the need for well-trained men to lead 
in the bringing of the gospel there is one of the 
greatest that could be imagined? 

Now when that Refonned Church in Nigeria has 

set out to train men to meet her need as wel1 as 
those of others beyond her own borders for we11
trained Reformed missionary leadership, can we think 
of a work anywhere in the world that has a stronger 
elaim upon our deepest sym pathy and prayerful and 
active support? It is to be hoped that our churches 
will awaken to realize the tremendous work the Lord 
has begun and is causing to grow out of our mission
ary labors and will seize the opportunity to help in it. 
Naturally, this new school faces many needs which 
severely tax the very limited material resources of 
this spiri tually strong church. Buildings in the tem
porary quarters need repairs. Books are needed fo r 
the library. For the permanent buildings the church 
estimates that it needs 25,000 British pounds which 
equal about $60,000. Contributions to this new sem
inary may be sent to the treasurer, 

Mr. Peter Ayaka 
Mkar P.A. via Cboko 
Benue-Plateau 
Nigeria 

Checks drawn on any bank in North America should 
be made out to the Ch urch of Christ in the Sudan 
among the Tiv. Or money may be sent by interna
tional money order or international certified check. 

-, 


-WHAT IS LEGAL IS ETHICAL 

Look magazine now accepts ads 
that soli cit abortion (a December 
issue). When a written protest is 
made, their canned response is 
that New York State has legalized 
it. Therefore, it is all right. 

This is a strange reasoning: what 
is legal is eth ical; or, morali ty is 
determined by the number of 
votes cast in the legislature. On 
such reasoning, easy divorce is 

ethical, because the States legalize 
it. 

Look's rcsponse should caution 
legislators in passing unbiblical, 
permissive abortion laws. For, 
whether it is sensible or not, as a 
matter of fact people do look to 
the laws and practices to deter
mine righ t and wrong. When they 
see the New York legislature say
ing it is permissible to kill the 
unborn (even though the law 
passed by only one vote I), and 
when they see in p ractice that 
50,000 lives have been snuffed out 
in four months time in New York 
City alone, they conclude that 
abortion ca nnot be so bad after all. 

If anyone would like to receive 
an i n f o r 10 a t i v e, well-written 
monthl y newsletter on the devel
opments of abortion in the various 
courts and legislatures, he may 
have it free by sending his name 
to; 
National Right to Life Com mittee 

P.O. Box 9365 

Washington, D.C. 20005 


EOWIN H. P AL MEII 

Dr. Edwin H. Polmer is Executive Sec
retary of tile Committee of Bible Trans
lation of tile New ¥OTk Bible Society. 
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REACTION TO REV. PETER DE 
JONG'S ARTICLE, "QUOTAS AND 
CHRISTIAN GIVING" 

In the November issue of the 
TORCH AND ThUMP!:."', Rev. Peter 
D e Jong had an article on "Quotas 
and Christian Giving." As some of 
Rev. De Jong's comments dealt 
with subjects this committee has 
spent many hours discussing, we 
felt that we could perhaps clarify 
some of the matters. 

Rev. De Jong throughout his 
article refers to "per family q uo
tas." He expresses the opinion that 
because this is a "Bat rate" it is 
"most unfair." \Ve would like to 
assure Hev. De Jong that the 
Standing Advisory Budget Com
mittee in its recommendation to 
Synod each year never a ttempts 



to relate a quota to an individual 
family and that quota figures are 
used as guidelines to churches in 
determining average weekly bud
gets. No one has ever said or ex
pected everyone to give the same 
amount. By nature, however, we 
are all sinful and need guidelines. 
Good stewardship requires us to 
get down to dollars, and no or
ganization is able to operate suc
cessfull y without financial gu ide
lines. 

Rev. De Jong appears to relate 
quotas to taxes. This is the first 
time we have run into this com
parison. We have never thought in 
terms of taxes when discussing 
quotas. A quota is not a tax in 
any way. We believe, as did the 
Synod of 1939 and subsequent 
Synod.~ , that the tenn "quota" is 
used to indicate the average 
amount per family recommellded 
by Synod to the congregations for 
quota participation causes. 

Rev. De Jong's judgments on 
various approved causes and proj
ects by past Synods and Classes 
are not a matter for this commi ttee 
to comment on . However, we 
wonder if Rev. De Jong has some 
prejudices of his own that are 
coming to light here . We would 
urge him and all of liS to look be
yond superficial appearance into 
the reasons why these causes were 
approved for quota support before 
passing judgment. 

STA NDI NG ADVISORY 
BUDGET GOMMITTEE 
LAWRENCE J. VAN DEn PLOEG 

Secretary 

REPLY 
r am glad that the Synod's com

mittee so emphatically supports 
two of the main thrusts of what 1 
wrote regard ing quotas: (1) that 
they were never intended to be 
"Rat-rates"; and (2) that they are 
in no sense to be regarded as 
"taxes." Obviously th is implies that 
memhers or churches who because 
of reasons of conscience or eco
nomic hardship fa il to meet them 
are not to be treated as "delin
quents." What more officia l en
dorsement eould one ask on sueh 
a matter than that of the Synod's 
Standing Advisory Budgc t Com
mittee? 

PETER DE lONG 

REPLIES TO RECENT COMMENTS 
ON HIS A.A.C.S, ARTICLE 

In last October's issue in "View
point" the Rev. Allan Dykstra at
tempts some answers to my article 
concerning the A.A.C.s. (Associa
tion for Advancement of Christian 
Scholarship) in its relations to our 
community. 1 am reluctant to con
tiuue fruitless argument but feel I 
must if possible clear up the con
fusion which is likely to follow in 
the wake of his comments. 

May I first of all suggest that the 
difficulty experienced by most crit
ical analysts of the "difference be
tween the A.A.C.S. viewpoint and 
the 'conserva tive' outlook wi thin 
the Christian Reformed Church" 
lies , in my opinion, in their failure 
to assess correctly the bases and 
implications of their own, position. 
This scems to be very true in re
gard to most of the arguments in 
Dykstra's "Viewpoint." 

Count No. 1 - As their form 
indicates, the terms "liberal" and 
"conservative" are best lIsed as 
adjectives. To lise words as ac
cusatory labels does not give them 
historical or principial mea ning . 
History, be it theological, political, 
or economic history, indicates no 
distinction in principle inhere nt in 
the mean ing of these terms. Ex
amples of my assertion are so 
numerous that it is hardly neces
sary to give reference to a single 
one. 1 know some men, for ex-

mean wh"n He saVs. "'Jacob have 
loved and Esau hove 1 hOled"'? Do 

Ihos" qUMlions eve, bolhe, you? 

Then 'ead Ihis new book. 

GOD LOVES 
by JOHN GRITTER 
..J>aperoock $2.95 

Baker Book House, Publl , he .. 
Grand Rapid. , Michigan 49506 

ample, who claim "conservatism" 
in theology who have a "Iaissez
fai re" theory of economics after 
the order of the '"liberal" Adam 
Smith. The followers of the "lib
eral" Adam Smith are generally 
recognized today, by ·the way, as 
"conservatives." So a "conserva
tive," "fundamentalist» preacher, 
prominent on the American scene, 
is one of the strongest advocates of 
the "free enterprise system"! 

Of such a dualistic view of life 
James' epistle rightly asks, Can 
such fa ith save him? Now such a 
man's theology may save him, 
though as by fire, but his poli tico
economic philosophy has certainly 
not saved our society. A theoretical 
science concerning the biblical 
plan of salvation, important as it 
is, has little value if the Christian 
com munity has no working pro
gram to save this creation so loved 
by God but estranged by sin Oohn 
3: 16 and Romans 8:18-21). My par
aphrase of James is not good, of 
course, except that it recalls those 
who when they cry, "Defend the 
faith" seemingly mean only, "De
fend our theology." I'm quite sure 
that's not all the Lord Jesus meant 
when he asked, When the Son of 
Man comes, will H e find faith on 
the earth? A faith embodied in 
theology only is a dualism.' Such 
a dichotomy between faith and 
works gains no more support from 
other scriptures than from James. 
Dualism considers theologizing as 
a "sacred calling" but relegates 
philosophy, even a working Chris
tian one, to the "liberal arts" 
school as a "secular" area, after 
the man ner of Aristotle and his 
medieval pupil Thomas Aquinas. 
I n fact, it is the "liberating" spirit 
of the Renaissance that has sec
ularized every area of life outside 
"the Church." \Vith such a human
istic concept, I'm sure, the good 
men of the A.A.G.S. desi re to have 
no tmck. 

Count No. 2 - On this !>core 
again , I fear, ML Dykstra has mis
construed his own position and 
therefore violated the injunct ion 
of Matthew 7: 1-5. I'm afraid it is 
Mr. Dykstra and not I who is 
found to be on the "liberal" side 
of the issue. 

Count No.3 - I do not belittle 
the church when I give it only its 



Shall a free man choose slavery ? The law of 
Moses provided for the possibility. A Hebrew 
bondman. released in his sabbatical year, 
could choose his master 's house. In that 
case his owner pierced his ear with an awl. 
He was earmarked as a sla ve for life. 

Every Christian has some understanding of 
that. Redeemed from bondage, he wants only 
to serve his Redeeme r. 

But Paul shows the special earmark of 
the gospel ministry. "Slave of Jesus Christ" 
became the tille of his apostleship. He had 
to preach-"woe is unto me if r preach not 
the gospeL" 

Did he lament those chains? No, he sought 
fuller bondage. Christ's slave became men's 
slave. He would re fuse a salary at Corinth, 
shaming his critics. He would bind himself 
with the scruples of the weak, bear the law's 
yoke with the Jew, endure the vanities of 
the Gentiles. 

"Free from all men, I brought myself under 
bondage to all, that r might gain the more" 

To be a minister is to be eve rybody's 
servant. You don't have to bear that ear· 
mark for Christ. 00 you? (You don" have 10 
write for our booklet, "Called to the Min
istry." Just read I Corinthians 9,) 
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rightful place in Cod's economy 
and no more. Neither you nor I 
nor Rome nor the W.C.c. deline
ates the task of the church. Some
how Mr. Dykstra fails to under
stand plain language, or else some
how wishes to misquote me. The 
church is certainly God's creation, 
but the family and the sabbath are 
two divine institutions which pre
date it and are therefore of first 
(primary) importance. Further
more, by virtue of their creation 
by God, all these institutions of 
God are good, as Paul says in I 
Timothy 4:1-7 where the apostle 
expressly and severely condemns 
the false pietism that grew out of 
Greek dualism, found then as it is 
today in the church, and which 
taught then and teaches today that 
some creations of God are not 
good. This seems to be an idea 
similar to Rev. Dykstra's when he 
insinuates that I am wrong in 
placing the church on a par with 
other institutions that he names 
such as "the family, or state, or 
labor union, or business men' s 
associations," though the latter are 
"all human instihltions after all." 
I f.latly deny Mr. Dykstra's insinua
tions as being completely foreign 
to my thought. I believe with Paul 
that Cod in history has created 
these human structures of society, 
all for the good of man and there
fore not to be rejected by us ( I 
Tim. 4:4-5) but to be gratefully 
received and consecrated by our 
prayers and Word-directed efforts. 
Whose fault is it if, as Rev. Dyk
stra suggests, these institutions are 
not good; that is, Christ-honoring? 
The fault is not God's! He has said, 
All things are yours; Ye are the 
salt of the earth; The meek shall 
inherit the earth. Our real problem 
is - Do we really know and care 
what the Bible says, or do we bring 
our own mis-conceptions to Our 
reading of the scriphlre? 

To say therefore that the church 
in its sphere (or quali ty of "good" 
- whatever that is) is superior to 
other creations of Cod is patently 
unbiblical and smacks rather of 
medieval Romanism or the some
times totalitarianism of the modem 
ecumenical movement. Sphere sov
ereignty, an unfortunate choice of 
term as someone has pointed out, 
should not mean independence 

due to equality of power for only 
God is sovereign (independent) 
and all His creatures are inter
dependent as well as dependent 
on Him. Sphere sovereignty im
plies clearly spheres of responsibil
ity. By nature of the present sin
ful condition of our world, there
fore, the task of the church is of 
primary importance. Simply be
cause men can be restored only 
through the proclamation of the 
Word,' this is the supreme task of 
the "church-as-institute." But we 
had better not just "gather around 
the Word"! "How Big Is Your 
Bible?" It's too big to all ow the 
"church-as-institute" to be the sole 
purveyor of the Truth. It can't be 
done. The church-as-institute will 
never handle the job in the spheres 
of politics, economics, science, or 
the arts. I t would be no "good" in 
those spheres. The church-as-the
spiritual-body (the community of 
believers) must live out that Word 
in all of life in order to build the 
Kingdom of God in all its struc
tural ramifications. 

I hope that I have made clear 
how bei ng biblical is not neces
sarily consonant with being either 
"conservative" or "liberal." We 
must test by God's standard every 
spiri t , even that spirit expressed in 
the historical traditions of Augus
tine, Calvin, and Kuyper. I would 
hope that we would all strive to 
be as reformed and as desirous of 
reforming our shattered society. 
That stupendous task will test the 
energies of all God's people. 

ART HUR DA VlES 

Holland, Michigan 

1. 	 See article in the October issue of 
TORCH AND T RUMPET, "T oward A 
Christian View of Science. How Big 
Is Your Bibler' 

2. 	 The church certainly doc~ not "speak 
to the issues of life" on the basis of 
"revealed theology," as Dykstra as
serts. Rev. Dykstra illustrates what I 
said before, that some men equate 
the theology (human syntlleses or 
doctrinal systems) of men with the 
divine Word of God. This is mOTe 
than an absurdity; it is a grievous 
error which makes of theology not a 
queen but a tyrant, usurping the 
place of God's Word and oppressin~ 
men today even as in the Roman 
Church of medieval time.~. 

ASKS ABOUT EDITORIAL ON 
SECESSION 
D ear Rev. Vander Ploeg: 

I am referring to your editorial 



in TORCH AND TRUMPET "Secession 
is serious busincss" (Nov. 11). 

1 gather from the sum total of 
the article (with which I totally 
disagree) that in your opinion the 
Christian Refonned Church sinned 
in 1857, when she seceded from 
the Reformed Church. This church 
at that time and still today can 
say (to use your own words); 

"Officially, our doctrinal stand
ards are still to this day intact. The 
Belgic Confession, Heidelberg Cat
echism, Canons of Dordt, Ec
umenical Creeds (Apostlcs', Nicene, 
and Athanas ian Creeds) and the 
Form of Subscription embody the 
doct rine we profess to believe." 

Would you please print this let
ter in TORCH AND TRUMPET [now 
THE CHRISTlAN REFORMED OUT

LOOK! together with your answer 
whether my opinion of your article 
is correct, so more people can 
benefit by it. 

Very truly yours 
C. VELDMAN 

REPLY 
In reply to the letter of Mr. C. 

Veldman, permit me to call atten
tion to the following; 

1. Although Mr. Veldman is sub
stantially correct that the Reformed 
Church in America has the same 
doctrinal standards as the Chris
tian Refonned Church, it is not 
superRuous, for the sake of the 
record, to note that the former 
does not have the negative (Rejec
tion of Errors) sections of the 
Canons of Dort. Dr. Fred H. 
Klooster writes: "Those churches 
which have accepted only the 
positive sections of the Canons, 
such as the Heformed Church in 
America, have greatly impovcr
ished the confession by eliminating 
the section containing the majority 
of the Scripture quotations" (Crisis 
in the Reformed Churches, p. 89 ). 
Even though this was not an issue 
in 1857, it is a fact that should be 
recognized. 

2. When our denominational 
forebears left the Reformed 
Church in America to form the 
Christian Reformed Ch urch , they 
seceded from a denomination with 
which they had been affiliated for 
only seven years, from 1850 to 
1857, one with which they were 

not fully acquainted at the time 
they joined that body. 

3. Moreover, it should not be 
forgotten that our forebears affili
ated with the Reformed Church in 
America in 1850 with a reservation . 
Dr. Henry Beets writes ; "But when 
it came to the question of union 
an obstacle was encountered. Dr. 
Wyckoff [Reformed Church pastor 
of Albany from 1836-1866] writes: 
'At the classical meeting it was 
soon made known that the brethren 
were a little afraid of entering 
into ecclesiastical connection with 
us, although they believe in the 
union of brethren, and sigh for 
Christian sympathy and associa
tion. They have so felt to the quick 
the galling chains of ecclesiastical 
domination, and have seen with 
sorrow how exact organization, 
according to human rules, leads to 
formality on the one hand, and to 
the oppression of tender conscience 
on the other, that they hardly know 
what to say. I protested, of course, 
that it is furthest from our thought 
to bring them in bondage to men, 
or to exercise ecclesiastical tyrann y 
over them. And I stated that they 
would be perfectly free, at any 
time they found an eccelesiastical 
connection opposed to their reli
gious prosperity and enioyment, to 
bid us a fraternal adieu, arul be 
by themselves again.' That was a 
practical, typically American way 
of surmounting the obstacle en
countered, although not according 
to Reformed principles of church 
government. But neither the men 
of the East, nor those of the West, 
were strong on that point. How
ever . the Michigan Dutchmen 
accepted the reservation at face 
value and stored it in their mem
ory (The Christian Reformed 
Church, p. 57 ). To be sure, this 
background to the secession of 
1857 is also to be taken into ac
count in the evaluation of that 
action. 

4. Finally, the consideration to 
which Mr. Veldman calls attention 
is only one of the five considera
tions adduced in my editorial, 
"Secession Is Serious Business." To 
give full consideration to this mat
ter, Mr. Veldman and other readers 
are therefore asked to once again 
read the editorial in question. 

Jon..... V ANDER PLOEG 
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FAITH 

IN THE MIDST OF 


MODERN UNCERTi\INTY 

KLAAS RUNIA 

I 
One of the most striking characteristics of our time 

is that everywhere in the world we see new ideas 
appearing, which have a tremendous influence upon 
us all. Of course, one should not exaggerate this as 
if only OUT time produces new ideas. In a way YOLI 

find these in every period of history. Yet it cannot 
be denied that certain pe riods stand out in this 
respect. especially the so-called transitional periods. 
They often have a revolutionary character. All of a 
sudden, from all sides, new ideas arc being presented 
and they affect not just a few, but the whole nation, 
or even the whole world. 

Our time undoubtedly is such a period of transi
tion. The fi rst half of this century has witnessed tre· 
mendous developments in nearly every field of 
knowledge. To mention a few things only: there 
are the developments in modern astronomy, physics, 
technology and psychology. Take, for instance, the 
extent of the un iverse. In his book Religiolls Faitll 
(lnd Twentieth-Century Man, F. C. Happold describes 
it as follows: "We arc told that the light-waves from 
the cluster of galaxies in Hydra which reach us have 
travell ed through space for two thousand million 
light years. This cluster of galaxies is only one of 
numerous galaxies, each one made up of millions of 
stars, separated from each other by immeasurable 
stretches of inter-galactic space. Our own solar system 
is a minute part of the Milky Way, which is made 
up of some ten million stars" (p . 24). He rightly 
pOints out that a ll these discoveries have profound 
inte llectual and - even more - psychological effects 
upon the life and thinking of liS all . Besides all this, 
our century has witnessed two world wars, the likes of 
which no earlier generations had seen. Tn particular 
after World War II the cry was heard everywhere: 
'Ve must make a new start; we cannot revive the old 
patterns and frameworks; not only have they failed, 
but we ourselves have changed. 

Desire for Renewal in Theo logy 
Th is desire for renewal manifested itself also in 

theology. in the last twenty-Rve years a host of new 

ideas has been poured out. The main underlying 
motive was the conviction that the Gospel itself has 
to be modernized. Modem man of today, who con
sciously or subconsciously has been so deeply in
fluenced by the new dimensions discovered by the 
scientis ts, can no longer accept the Gospel in its 
old wrappings. I cannot emphasize this point 
strongly enough. Unless we keep this in mind, we 
cannot even begin to understand the new theological 
trends. Even if we have to reject the solutions offered 
by the new theologies, we nevertheless have to honor 
this intention and evaluate the new approaches ac
cordingly. 

We mu st, of course, add immediately that this 
motive in itself is not at all new. The older liberal 
theology of the nineteenth century and of the Rrst 
quarter of this century was to a large extent driven 
by the same motive. These theologians too saw it as 
their main task to modernize the Gospel by liberating 
it from all kinds of antiquated ideas and conceptions, 
which, in their opinion, were not essential and pre
vented many people from accepting the Gospel. 

But wlUlt then is the difJeretlCe between the old 
and new schools? Briefly this: the new theologians 
believe (hat the older liberals have solved the (com
mon) problem in the wrong way. TIley modernized 
the Gospel in such a way and to such an extent that 
no message was left! All new theologians reject the 
old solution and propose to follow what they regard 
as a different and better way. 

Rudolf Bultmann 

As our first example we choose Rudolf Bultmann, 
for he was the one who started the whole modern 
movement. In 1941 Bultmann lectured to a group 
of German ministers on "New Testament and Myth
ology" and launched his new program of "demy
thologiZing." 

Bultmann's starting point is the conviction that 
the New Testament is full of mythology. All the 
New Tes tament writers thought and wrote in terms 
of the ancient world picture. The universe is seen 
as a three-storied affair. The top department is the 
invisible, supernatural world of God, inhabited by

Dr. Klaas Runia is I'rofenor of S!lS"teuwtic Theolog!l at the 
angels. The lowest department is the dark under-Reformed T IIf..'OlogiCfJl College ill Gee/mig, Australia. 



worId with its demons. In between is our human 
world. There is a constant interaction between 
these worlds. Our world in particular is constantly 
influenced by the other two worlds through the inter
mediary of angelic and demonic powers. Yes, God 
Himself intervenes continually in the affairs of this 
world and causes miraculous events to happen. But 
all this, Bultmann contends, is utterly unacceptable 
to modern man. Tn an often quoted sentence he 
said : "It is impossible to use electric light and the 
wireless and to avail ourselves of modern medical 
and surgical discoveries, and at the same time to 
believe in the New Testament world of demons and 
spirits" ( Kerygma and Myth, I , 5). We can no longer 
accept the message of Jesus Christ as presented in 
the New Testament, with a literal incarnation , literal 
miracles, a literal atonement, a literal resurrection, 
and a literal ascension . All these things belong to the 
mythological framework of the message, and the only 
way of discovering the message itself is to demy
thologize the New Testament thoroughly and rad
ically. 

But did the older liberals not do the same? Again 
we must ask: What is the difference? Bulhnann 
himself believes that there is a significant, even funda
mental difference. In fact, he is very critical of the 
older liberals. In his opinion they made a serious 
mistake by using the wrong metJwd of demythologiz
ing. Their method was one of elimination. They 
simply cut all myths out of the Bible, the result being 
that Jeslls turned into a moral teacher and the New 
Testament itself was reduced to a small booklet with 
some ethical precepts. Bultmann's own method is 
quite different. It is not elimi nation but reinterpreta
tion. 

Studying the New Testament with its mythologica l 
framework our primary task, according to Bultmann, 
is to find out what relig ious expcrience the writers 
tried to express by means of all these myths. The 
answer to this question is not difficult. These men 
had discovered that in the cross of the man Jesus 
of Nazareth they were delivered from the power of 
sin. Our natural li fe is a life-in-the-flesll, i. e., we live 
for this world and the things of this world only. At 
first glance this may .~eem to be perfectly natural, but 
in actual fact it means our lifc is "unauthentic"; for, 
in sp ite of all our human pride and arrogance, we are 
not masters of the world, but enslaved by it. 

"""hen a man chooses to live entirely in and for 
this sphere," Bultmann says, "or, as St. Paul puts it, 
when he 'lives after the flesh,' it assumes the shape 
of a 'power'" (op. cit., 18). And the result of this 
is that instead of being independent and carefree, our 
life is weighed down by anxiety. Indeed, we are in 
an utterl y hopeless situation, for we cannot free our
selves. But the New Testament apostles discovered 
that in the cross of the man Jesus of Nazareth this 
power was broken and that they had really become 
free. No longer were they under the yoke of bondage 
to this world, but a new life had opened itself to 
them, authentic life, life-in-t he-spirit. Paul has de
scribed this new freedom in the following words : 
"Let those who have wives live as though they had 

none, and those who mourn as though they were 
not mourning, and those who rejoice as though they 
were not rejoicing, and these who buy as though they 
had no goods, and those who deal with the world 
as though they had no dealings with it" (I Cor. 7:29
31). It is obvious that the believer is still in the 
world - the new life is not a form of unworldly 
asceticism'- but he is no longer in bondage to any
thing of the world. 

Bultmann maintains that this deliverance is a 
gift of grace. No one can bring it about by hi s own 
will or power. We can only receive it and this hap
pens when the message of this deliverance, the 
kerygma, is being preached and believed. At this 
point there is a decisive difference between Bultmann 
and the older liberal theologians. The latter hardly 
knew of grace any more. The Christian faith had 
virtually h lflled into a religion of more or less refined 
self-redemption. Bultmann, and the other neo
liberals as well, wish to affirm that the Gospel is 
essentially a message of grace. 

The Cross and the History of Salvation 
The great question is, of course, whether this 

really can be maintained , if one accepts Bultmann's 
method of interpretation. Can one reinterpret the 
New Testament facts in this Bultmannian fashion 
and still retain the essential message? In my opinion 
the answer must be No. In the New Testament itself 
these facts are not accidental, nor are they merely a 
mythological framework, but they belong to the very 
essence of the Gospel. 

When Bultmann says that the real message of the 
New Testament is the manifestation of God's grace 
in the cross of the man Jesus of Nazareth, he is un
doubtedly right. But why is this so? Bultmann him
self has no answer to this question. H e can only say: 
It happens to be true, as the disciples discovered 
some time after Jesus' death. The New Testament 
expresses this experience by the mythological stories 
of the resurrection, which, of course, should not be 
taken literally. A mythical event like the rcsuscitation 
of a corpse is simply incredible. 'What the New 
Testament really wants to say is that the apostles 
suddenly d iscovered that the cross was not the tragic 
end of a great man, but the great saving event. That 
is why they called this man the Christ. But why 
exactly his cross effected this, we do not know. All 
we can say is that the cross proves itself to be this 
saving event, first to the apostles and afterwards to 
others through the preaching of these apostles. 

In the New Testament, however, the situation is 
quite different. The New Testament does have an 
answer to the question : Why exactly this cross? The 
answer is: Because it is the cross of Him who is the 
incarnate Son of God. In the New Testament the 
cross is never seen as an irrational fact that just hap
pened to happen, but it is part of a history of salva
tion, from which it never can, nor may, be isolated . 

In the first pl acc, the cross presu.pposes tlte 111
canUltion . In the first general epistle John writes: 
"Tn this the love of Cod was made manifest among us, 
that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we 



might live through him. In this is love, not that we 
loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son (ill
carnation] to be the expiation for otlr sin [crassI' 
( 4:9, 10 ). We find this also in the Gospel of John. 
The whole story of Jesus' life, ministry, and death is 
based upon the incamation: "and the Word became 
flesh" (1: 14 ). This Word is the Word that was in 
the beginning, that was with God, yes, that was God 
( U ). 

But not only the incarnation is indispensable, but 
the resurrect-ion as well. The New Testament always 
keeps cross and resurrection together as the two saving 
events, which cannot be separated without losing 
them both. No one has stated this more clearly and 
forcefully than Paul in I Corinthians 15: "If Christ has 
not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and 
your faith is in vain" (vv. 13 fl.). Not only are the 
apostles liars, but the believers are still in their sins 
(v. 17). In other words, without the resurrection the 
cross has no saving efficacy. \Vithout the resurrection 
it is nothing more than two pieces of wood, upon 
which an unfortunate, self-deceived visionary died. 

II 
The Tillichian-Robinsonian Re inte rpre tation 

Bultmann's theology is not the end, but only the 
beginning of the new development. Others have ac
cepted his premises and method, but at the same 
time have carried them much further. Bultmann 
restricted his demythologizing to the history of salva
tion, but left tbe doctrine of God virtually untouched. 
Paul Tillich and his popularizer, John A. T. Robinson, 
took the next step and subjected also the biblical doc
trine of God to the process of demythologizing. 

According to the whole Bible, God is "super
natural," i.e., Cod transcends the world. Although He 
is also in the universe and penetrates every part of 
it, upholding it by His almighty power, He is at the 
same time beyond the universe. Usually the Bible 
writers express this by speaking of God as "dwelling 
in heaven." According to Robinson they meant this 
literally as "up there." After the Copernican revolu
tion this was exchanged for "out there," but it was 
no real change, for God was still seen as the One who 
exists above and beyond the world He made (cf. 
Honest to Goel, p. 14 ). This whole conception, how
ever, is no longer acceptable. Modern people of the 
twentieth century no longer believe in a world be
yond this world. They know only one world, namely, 
this world in which we live and of which we are a 
part. Although we know that the universe has 
tremendous dimensions, yet there is no place left 
for a literal heaven, i.e., for a su pernatural world. 
There is but one reality: this universe. 

But if this is so, how can we still speak of God? 
The only possibi lity left is a complete change of our 
mental image of God. ·We should no longer think of 
Him in supernatural categories, Le., as a God who is 
somewhere beyond liS and beyond this world we live 
in, but we must look fo r Him in this world. We mllst 
think of Him in terms of depth rather than height . 
God is the ground of our being and of all that is 
yes, He is being itself. 

It is rather hard, if not impossible, to visualize 
what this new view of God really means. Many 
people wonder whether it is a new, subtl e form of 
pantheism (everything is a manifestation of the 
divine). Tillich and Robinson themselves have vig
orously denied this. They do not wish to identify 
God and the world. Robinson in particular has re
jected any suggestion that his view would be identical 
to that of Sir Julian Huxley, who defends a kind of 
"naturalism." We have to acknowledge slIch state
ments and should always guard against the mistake 
of charging a man with holding views which he 
expressly rejects. This new view of God is not 
pantheism, but rather pan-en-theism, that is, every
thing is in God, rooted in Him who is the ground of 
being. 

Even so this new conception of God means a 
complete reorientation in all departments of the 
Christian faith. Although at first glance the substitu
tion of "depth" for 'neight" may seem to be a me re 
change in imagery which does not affect the essence 
of the Christian faith, a somewhat deeper reflection 
soon shows tha t in reality everything changes. ln the 
Bible ''height'' stands fo r transcendence. Depicting 
God as the one who dwells in heaven, the Bible 
emphasizes that God is primarily the transcendent 
One, who is beyond the world, who does not need 
the world but who in a free act of His will created 
it as the "theatre of his glory" (Calvin). Of course, 
the Bible also knows of "depth," i .e., of God's im
manence, but the immanence is always subordinate 
to the transcendence. The latter is number one and 
qualifies the fonner . In Tillich's and Robinson's 
theology all this is reversed . God is primarily the 
immanent One (the ground of being). Although they 
do not deny that there is also an element of tran
scendence (for this reason they re ject a simple panthe
ism or na turalism), yet the immanence is the basic 
quality. Very consistently Tillich once called him
self an "extatic naturalist." 

What the consequences of this view are for the 
rest of our theology has been made very clear by 
Robinson in his H Ollest to Cod. Everything, literally 
everything, changes. The vertical dimension is every
where replaced by the horizontal. Jesus Christ is 
no longer the incarnate Son of God, but the "man for 
others" who is "a window through the surface of 
things into God" (p. l28). The atonement is no longer 
an act of tbe Christ who as the Lamb of God dies 
for the sin of the world, but it indicates the fact 
that in His own life He overcame the estrangement 
from the Ground of Bei ng. Worship is no longer a 
speaking to the divine "He" who rules over the whole 
universe, but rather a becoming aware of the Ground 
of Being in our meeting with other people a nd in 
our caring for them and their problems. Christian 
ethics changes too, for there is no longer place fo r a 
divine Lawgiver whose commandments come from 
"outside," but we have to live by the one great "ab
solute": "love for the neighbor," the ful61ment of 
which has to be di rected completely by the (horizon
tal) situation. 



Process Theology 
Another, d ifferent, but also strikingly parallel 

movement is found in the so-called process-theology" 
Here a new reinterpretation of the biblical doctrine, 
especially the doctrine of Cod, is attempted on the 
basis of the process-philosophy of Alfred North 
Whitehead and his follower Charles H artshorne. 
Whitehead called his own philosophy a "philosophy 
of organism." By it he meant that all aspects of lifc 
(includi ng Godl) arc interconnected and continually 
in action, in process. Heality is not static, bu t d ynamic. 
Its fundamental idea is not substance, but process, 
and this process includes everything, not only the 
world as we see it, but also Cod. 

The process-theologians accept this view as their 
basic starting poi nt. One of them, Norman Pittinger, 
has said that their conception of divine reality is "not 
that of an unmoved Mover or changeless essence, 
but rather of a living, active, constantly creative, in
fi nitely related , ceaselessly operative reali ty; the uni
verse at its core is movement, dynam ism, activity." 
Process-theologia ns believe that this is in full harmony 
with the biblical concept of Cod , for does not the 
Bible speak of Cod as the One who is intimately 
related to every aspect of creaturely existence? Of 
course, the Bible expresses this in terms of antiquated 
science and mythology (at this poi.nt the process
theologians fu ll y agree with Bultmann's program of 
demythologizing), but the real concern which is be
hind and under this mythological framework is fully 
up-to-date and acceptable. 

AU this means again that we get quite a d ifferent 
picture of Cod. Cod must no longer be conceived of 
in metaphysical, static terms, as we find this in the 
older classic theology (with its emphasis on such at· 
tributes as immutability, infi nity, omnipresence, etc.), 
but the sta rting point of all thinking and speaking 
about God is his relation to the creation. (At this 
point the process-theologians agree with the approach 
of Tillieh and n obinson. :rhey too speak of God as 
"ground of being." Their ma in concept too is depth 
rather than height.) Cod is not "outside" the universe, 
but He is the driving force in and behind it. He is 
involved in the his tory of th is universe in such a way 
and to such an extent that we must speak of Him as 
developing with the world. 

Again, this view has tremendous consequences for 
the entire Christian fai th. For one thing, it leads to 
an altogether different view of Christ. Although at 
times these theologians still speak of '"incarnation," 
this term has obtained an altogether different mean
ing. It no longer means that He is the Son of Cod 
who became man, but it only points to the fact that 
His human li fe is an expression and reflection of the 
depths of being, of the ground , the divine reality or 
the d ivine acti vity. To quote Pittinger once more: 
"The 'incarnation' of God in Jesus Christ is focally 
but not exclusively true of h im. He is indeed crucia l 
and definiti ve, but what is seen in him is pervasively 
true of the whole crea tion." In other words, Jesus 
Christ is no longer tile special revelation of Cod ("no 
one comes to the Father but by me," John 14:6), but 
He is one of the many revelations. Admittedly, He 

is regarded as the highest or, as Pittinger puts it, the 
"crucial and defi nitive" revelation, but this is a dif
ference of degree rather than of kind. 

There is fundamentally nothing else than general 
revelation. L. Charles Birch , professor of science in 
the Un iversity of Sydney, sums it up weU in h is 
Nature anel Cod, based on Whitehead 's p resupposi
tions: "If all existence is grounded in God, then all 
existence is a medium of revelation. If man is a 
vehicle of revelation, then all men are, and so is 
history and not just the history of one group of 
people at one particular time" (p. 106). Concerning 
Jesus Christ he says: "With the existence of man there 
is the possibility of the Christ . All restraints are 
lifted and the fu lncss of human possibility becomes 
concretely real in the world. In him 'there shines 
more of the unexplored and mysterious goodness of 
this universe: He is the mirror who discloses the 
character of God" (pp. 102/3). 

The God-is-Dead Theology 
All the movements mentioned so far are engaged 

in a fa r-reaching process of reinterpretation. Yet they 
all wan t to maintain the doctrine of Cod as the start
ing point for their theology. Others, however, have 
gone a decisive step fu rther : the so-called Cod-is· 
Dead theologians. Actually this is a very strange 
name, a contradiction in terms. A theologian is, ac
cording to the derivation of the word , a man who 
speaks of Cod. But the theologian whose only mes
sage about God is that He is dead is like an under
taker who is p reparing his own funeral. 

What do these me n really mean? It is rather hard 
to summarize their view, because there is no unity 
among them. They do not consti tute a "school," they 
have no leader, nor do they have a manifesto. It is 
a mood rather than a fixed theology. At most one 
can say that it is a group of younger theologians 
(T. 1'. Alti:t:er, W . Hamilton, P. Van Buren) who want 
to take the modern problem of secularization so 
seriollsly that they refuse to take a doctrine of God 
as their starting point. They are not atheists, at least 
not in the common sense of the word, but rather 
Christian agnostics {with the possible exception of 
Altizer who at times seems to take his idea of Cod's 
death in the death of Jesus on the cross as a his
torical fac t}. 

In rough outlines their view (at least of some of 
them) amounts to this. We no longer know who 
Cod really is, if He exists. At any rate we do not 
know what to do with Him in our theology. The 
transcendent God of the older classic theology docs 
not mean anything to us. But neither does the Cod 
of Tillich and Hobinson, the Cod of "depth," the 
ground of being. \Ve frankly confess to be secu lar 
people of this twentieth cen tury and we fu lly accept 
the situation of modern man, inclusive of the fact of 
Cod's death . Man is alone in this world. Th is is h ue 
of bot h the Christian and non-Christ ian. In this 
respect both arc a-theists, people without God . The 
on ly and decisive differe nce is that the Christian 
a-theist still has an answer to the existential problems 
of man's life, for he knows Jesus Christ, and it is the 
task of the Christian '" theologian" to communicate 



the message of Jesus Christ in and to a secularized 
and secular world. In other words, he has to present 
a "theology" without a doctrine of God, even without 
the presupposition of God. 

The most consistent attempt to do this is found 
in Paul Van Buren's The SeclJar Meaning of tlw 
Gospel. The word sectllar in this title clearly reveals 
Van Buren's intention. 'What is the meaning of the 
Gospel, if we no longer speak of God? Van Buren 
carefully avoid,~ saying that there is no C od. But 
again and again he says: we can no longer use the 
word "Cod," for it has become completely meaning
less. 'Today we cannot even understand the ietzsch
can cry that 'Cod is dead' for jf it were so, how could 
we know? No, the problem now is that the word 
'God' is dcad" ( p. 103 ) . 

And yet Van Buren maintains that there is still 
a Gospel, also for the man who no longer believes 
in God. This Gospel is found in the biblical message 
of Jesus Christ. This message, he believes, does not 
depend on a "theological" framework, it does not stand 
or fall with the biblical picture of Cod, or evcn with 
the very ex istcnce of God. When we read the New 
Testament, wc see that the secret of Jesu .~' life (and 
death) was his freedom . This man was exceptionally 
free, in two ways. On the one hand, he was free 
"from," viz., from self and the world. On the other, he 
was free "for," viz. , for others. Such was his life and 
such was his death. But his death was not the end , for 
shortly after he died on the cross his disciples sud
denly discovered that his freedom was contagious. 

ThiS, according to Van Buren, is what the New 
Testament indicates by the story of the resurrection. 
It should, of course, not be taken literally. It is noth
ing else than a description of an unusual experience, 
a "situation of d iscernment" which occurred for Peter 
and the other disciples, "in which, against the back
ground of their memory of Jesus, they suddenly saw 
Jesus in a new and unexpected way. 'The light 
dawned: The history of Jeslls, which seemed to have 
been a failure, took on a new importance as the key 
to the meaning of history. Qut of this d iscernment 
arose a commitment to the way of life which Jesus 
had followed .... On Easter they found that Jesus 
had a new power which he had not had, or had not 
exercised, before: the power to awaken freedom also 
in them .... What happened to the disci ples on 
Easter was that they came to share in this freedom to 
be for others" (1'. 132). And everywhere where this 
message is being preached, tlle same may happen 
again : people become free i.n an entirely new sense, 
they become free "for others.'"' 

In my opinion th is is the absolute and fi nal con
sequence of Bultmann's program of demythologizing. 
Here the demythologizing has been carried to its 
logical end. J do not believe that there is an "es
sential" difference between Bultmann and Va n Buren, 
although there are undoubtedly important differences 
in detai l. In essence it is the same message: a gospel 
of Jesus as the Christ, but then without any my
thology. 

( To be continued ) 

THE DOCTRINE OF SCRIPTURE 


IN THE DOOYEWEERDIAN PHILOSOPHY 


OF THE COSMONOMIC IDEA 


NORMAN SHEPHERD 

I 

Conceivably, strong exception will be taken to the 
ti tle of this article as betraying a basic misunderstand
ing of the Philosophy of the Cosmonomic Idea. It 
can be argued that there is no such thing as a doc
trine of Scri pture in the Dooyeweerdian Philosophy 
of the Cosmonomic Idea. Doctrines of Scripture are 
the special province of theologians, not of philos
ophers, although both are subject to the Scri pture as 
central word-revelation of power. It can also be 
argued that even if the Philosoph y did have a doc
trine of Scri pture, it is not the privilege of the 
theologia n t'O deal with it since his fi eld of investiga
tion differs from that of the philosopher. 

From within the system, these objections are, of 
course, well taken, but reactions can come from 
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without as well as from within . When the title speaks 
of a "D octrine of Scri pture in the Philosophy of the 
Cosmonomic Idea," the reference is simply to the fact 
that in the writings of Dooyeweerd and those as
sociated with the school of philosophy of which he 
is the prime mover, much is said about the Bible and 
the Word of Cod. Of course there are di fferences 
among Dooyeweerd and his associates in what they 
say about Scripture. Nevertheless, enough has been 
said and there is enough unity in what is said, to 
allow us to speak fairl y of a doctrine of Scripture 
characteristic of the Dooyeweerdian Philosophy of 
the Cosmonomic Idea. 

The word "theologian" does not refer to someone 
with privileged insight into the Word of Cod and the 
mysteries of religion, but to one whose calling it is 
to devote the major part of his time to the study 
of the revelation of God in Scripture and to associated 
disciplines. Although he seeks to develop some 
professional competence in his work, the work itself 
does not d iffer in principle from what any Christian 
does who reads and studies the Bible as the revelation 



of God. Therefore we could just as well speak of the 
reaction of one Christian to what other Christians are 
saying about the Scriptures. That formulation has 
the additional advantage of pointing out that the 
philosopher, too, occupies no privileged stance in 
formulating his doctrines. 

The word «react ion" implies that it is the privilege 
of the theologian to criticize, positively as well as 
negatively, the work of the philosopher. He can do 
so on the basis of the revelation of Scripture, and 
especially in reference to a topic on which the Scrip
ture has so much to say directly. Every doctrine of 
man , be he theologian or philosopher, must be open 
to investigation in the light of the Word of God 
written. This fundamenta l principle of Reformational 
and Reformed Christianity has been nowhere better 
formulated than in the \Vestminster Confession of 
Faith, II 10; "The supreme judge, by which all con
troversies of religion are to be determined, and all 
decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doc· 
trines of men, and private spirits, are to he examined, 
and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other 
but the Holy Spirit speaking in thc Scripture ." 

The following reactions are offered in the context 
of profound respect for the truly great achievement 
for which the name Dooyeweerd stands, and in deep 
sympathy with the basic thrust of his philosophy that 
Christians m ust work and live out of their allegiance 
to Jesus Christ and his \Vord, and must do so in anti
thetical opposition to what is not rooted in Jesus 
Christ. They are offered in the spirit of Dooyeweerd 
himself who wrote in his A New Crit"ique of Theoret
ical Thought ( I , 522) that "in the development of a 
Christian philosophy which is actually stimulated by 
the biblical ground-motive of the Heformation, there 
must be a constant striving after the reformation of 
philosophic thought. This precludes the canonizing 
of a philosophical system." 

These reactions are therefore also offered with the 
understanding that the Philosophy of the Cosmonomie 
Idea may not be simply and exclusively identified as 
Reformational and Reformed in such a way that 
everything not aligned with it is to be stigmatized 
as rooted in a nature-grace, or a nahlre-freedom, 
ground-motive. We must insist as did Kuyper, and 
after him as do men like Dooyeweerd and Van Til, 
that the Reformation had reference not simply to the 
limited area of scriptural doctrine, but to all of life. 
Every area of human endeavor must be claimed for 
the authority of Jesus Christ. But we must not suc
cumb to the notion that the Philosophy of the Cos
monomic Idea alone holds ti tle to the only viable 
program in terms of which a society which is truly 
Christian and truly Reformed may be nourished. 

A Dual Concept of the Word of God 

Basic to the doctrine of Scripture among the ad
herents of the Philosophy of the Cosmonomic Idea is 
a dual concept of the \Vord of God. The expression, 
\ ·Vord of Cod, is used in two distinct senses, which , 
although intimately related to each other, neverthe
less cannot be identified. 

"Word of God" may be used to refer to the Scrip

ture in the sense of the written documents, the 
sixty-six books which compose the canon of Scrip
hire. Word of God in this sense is simply Bible. As 
a temporal phenomenon the Bible partakes of char
acteristics si milar to those which are associated with 
other temporal phenomena. 

"Word of God" is used more characteristically, 
however, to refer to revelation in its central sense, in 
distinction from the Word of God as Bible. The Bible 
is the form which the revelation takes in the world. 
Word of God in this second sense does not partake 
of the characteristics that qualify temporal phenom
ena. In this sense it is not a "something," but is 
motive power driving man in the central core of his 
being, and not impressing simply his eyes or his mind 
as does the Word of God in the sense of Bible. 

Sometimes a distinction is drawn between the 
Bible itself and the message of the Bible, or between 
the written Word and the \-Vord proclaimed. Message 
of the Bible and Word proclaimed would then refer 
to the Word of God in this second sense as word of 
revelation. ' Ve must be careful however not to mis
understand the meaning of "message" and "proclama
tion." Used this way, they do not refer to a precis 
or summary of the 'Nord, or to the words of the 
sermon. rvIessage and proclamation as summary or 
sermon wou ld fall into the first category of Word of 
God as written Scriptu re. Word of God in the second 
category refers to the central core of the Bible, and 
to the central core of its proclamation or message. 
Th is central core cannot be grasped in words, but can 
only be listened to. The form of words which in fac t 
it does take on in human experience is Word of God 
in the first sense, of Bible, or written text of Scripture. 
For the sake of convenience, we shall refer to Word 
of Cod in these two senses as "text-word" and 
"power-word," for the first and second senses, respec
tively. 

This dual concept of Word of God is basic and 
all-pervasive. We shall take account of several pas
sages in order to render the nature of the distinction 
clearer. 

In a significant article on the relation between 
philosophy and theology ( Philosophia Reformata, 
XXIII [1958], 55, trans. by N.S .) Dooyeweerd writes; 
"In the community of faith the norm of fai th demands 
that it be given positive form through organs clothed 
with the power of faith, organs which can derive this 
power only from the gift of divine inspiration. There
fore, the sure norm of faith of divine word-revelation 
necessarily has a pist ical creational form .... The 
divine revelation necessarily has such pistical cre
ational forms or sources whose divine authority is 
received in faith because they are confirmed in the 
hearts of believers by the witness of the Spirit of 
God." 

Our concern is not with the meaning of this pas· 
sage in its context, but simply to note the reference 
on the one hand to the norm of faith or divine 
revelation, and on the other hand, to its pistical cre
ational form or source. The former is the power-word 
and the latter is the text-word . In the same context 
the same distinction is drawn when Dooyeweerd 



speaks of faith-documents in which the divine revela
tion takes on an historically founded definite form. 

In 1958, Dooyeweerd delivered a series of lectures 
in the United States that were ~ubsequently published 
under the title Tn the Twilight of Western Thought. 
This book was republished in 1968 with only minor 
corrections. Dooyewecrd says in this book (p. 143): 
"We must now try to realize the significance of the 
d istinction between the Word of Cod in its full and 
actual reality and its restricted sense as the object of 
theologica l thought." In this sentence not only is the 
distinction which we have signalized insisted upon, 
but it is reinforced with the observation that only the 
text-word can become the object of theological 
thought. The power-word is not open to such reflec
tion. This pOint is basic and is consequently frequent
ly repeated. For example (p. 136): "As to theology 
this means that the divine ,.yord-revelation can never 
become the theoretical object of theological research 
in the fu ll reality wherein it presents itself to us. 
... within the temporal order of our experience this 
Word-revelation manifests itself in the same modal 
d iversity of aspects, which we find in our own tem
poral horizon, just as it has become Besh in Jesus 
Christ, our Saviour. And it is only within the tem
pora l diversity of experientia l aspects that the di vine 
revelation can become an object of theological 
thought." 

In Dooyeweerd's estimation, it is just the confusion 
of the text-word with the power-word that has been 
a major source of confusion in the development of 
theology in relation to philosophy. TIle English sum
mary of his article on the re lation between philosophy 
and theology ( Phifoso1Jhia RefoNlUlta, XXIII [19581. 
18) says: "But from the very beginning there was u 
fata l confusion betw(."Cn the Word-revelation in the 
sense of the central principle of true knowledge of 
Cod and ourselve.~, and the theoretical object of 
dogmatical theology." And aga in (Twilight of 
W estern Thought, pp. 119 f.) , "The lack of sharp dis
tinction between the Word revelation as the central 
principle of knowledge and the proper scientific ob
ject of dogmatic theology has maintained itself in the 
later discllssions concerning the relation between 
dogmatic theology and philosophy, both in Homan 
Catholic and in Protestant circles." 

Th is distinction between text-word and power
word which Dooyeweerd himself so vigorolls ly in 
sist's upon has been mai ntained and, if anything, has 
bee n sharpened by you nger disci ples in the school 
of the Philosophy of the Cosmonomic Idea. It begins 
to be a distinction amounting to a disjunction. 

A striking example is found in Hendrik Hart 's 
book, The CJwllenge of Our Age, when he makes the 
ohservation that one can indeed sell cheap editions 
of the Bible, but one cannot sell cheap editions of 
Cod's word (p. 130). Hart denominates the view that 
fails to distinguish between text-word and power· 
word "hiblicism," and de.~cribes it as a view which 
is essentially a form of idolatry because it reduces the 
Word of Cod to Bible texts (p. 120). 

Arnold De Craa£[ and Calvin Seerveld have co
operated in producing a hook with the t itle, Under

standing the Scriptures. In the first part of the book 
(p. 2) De Craaff offers as his main thesis the idea that 
the Bible must be read as the book of the acts of Cod 
and that it contains man's response to Cod's revela
tion. He speaks of the kerygmatic . nature of the 
Word of Cod which excludes the idea that Scripture 
is a collection of propositional truths. He speaks also 
of the Word of Cod as religious directive which ex
cludes the idea that Scripture is a collection of 
moral lessons. We are asked to see that in and 
through the inscripturated account of Cod's mighty 
acts in Jesus Christ, Cod himself speaks to us (p. 17). 
Thus we are warned of the terrible distortion involved 
in the reduction of the Word of God to a collection 
of propositional truths and moral lessons and the 
rcduction of the knowledge of the ,.yord to an in
tellectual understanding of doctrines (p. 18). 

The kind of language De Craaff has employed, 
including, what is in the judgment of this writer, a 
distorted representation of the historic Reformed 
doctrine of Scripture, is familiar enough from the 
writings of nco-modernist theologians. It appears that 
De CraaH finds this language so convenient for his 
purpose because he shares with the spectrum of 
modern theology the distinction between Word of 
Cod and Bible, or between power-word and text-
word. 

Tn an article with the title "Holy Scripture and 
Its Key" ( Illternational Heformed Bulletin, Jan. / April, 
1968, p. 51) S. U. Zuidema writes: "There are, to be 
sure, significant differences between Barthians and 
Bultmannians. But both , in common with the prevail
ing trend in theology, dri ve a wedge between the 
Bible and the Word of Cod , between the Word of 
Cod in Christ and Holy Scripture." Zuidema has 
correctly signalized the problem with respect to the 
prevailing trend in theology. Modern theology oper
ates in tcnns of the principle that nothing in this 
world can be directly identified with an immediate 
revelation of Cod. Zuidema goes on to explain (p. 
58) that in terms of this principle "it remains axioma
tic that Scripture as such differs in no way from any 
other literature and certainly not from other religious 
literature. This acknowledgment is also the d riving 
force for the claim that Scripture can merely be 
God's Word indirectly, but in no sense directly." 

In other words, there is involved in this approach 
a direct denial that the Scripture is itself the revela 
tion of God . At the most, the Scripture can point to 
Cod. Revelation is not to be found here, or therc, 
or anywhere; revelat ion is said to occur. 

This modern view of Scripture has not only be
come the password to respectability among the vast 
majority of theologians, but it has now been writte n 
into the constitution of the United Presbyterian 
Church in the United States of America. In ordel 
for that church to make progress as it conceived of 
progress, it was necessary once and for all to sever 
legally binding ties with the doctrine of Scripture 
found in the ,.yestm inster Confession of Faith, be
cause that Confession of Faith says in as ma ny words 
that the revela tion of Cod has been committed unto 
writing. 



The modern view of Scripture is not, of course, a 
view derived from Scripture itself. Rather, it is an 
attem pt to withdraw from the authority of the Word 
of God which confronts modern man directly in 
Scripture. By doing away with the historic Reformed 
doclTine of Scripture which claims to be nothing 
more or less than Scripture's own view of itself, sin
ful man is better able to assert his independence from 
God, and his supposed right to autonomous self
government. 

In the light of this analysis, one would expect to 
fi nd in a philosophy which claims to be Scripturally 
directed, a doctrine of Scripture which would at 
every point distance itself from the modern principle 
with its distinction between Word of God and Bible. 
BlIt in paint of fact, has not this philosophy along 
with the spectrum of modern theology driven a wedge 
between Word of God ancl Bible just with its rigor
ously mainta ined distinction between power-word 
and text-word? 

Withou t doubt, adherents of the Philosophy of 
the Cosmonomic Jelea would answer this question 
with a resounding, "No!" 

We may refer once again to the article by Zuide
ma in which he describes the modern conception of 
the relation between Word of God and Bible: "Hence 
essential to the entire view of someone like o. \Veber 
is the vie\''' that the Bez!lgsganze, the Bezugsm itte of 
Holy Scri pture, lies outside of Holy Scripture and 
that Scripture itself, in its totality and in each of its 
parts, is a con tingen t and disunified phenomenon" 
(p. 58). This modem conception does not want to 
disqualify the Scripture as hook altogether; but, to 
quote Zuidema again: "On the basis of such an ap
proach, Scripture aCCidenta lly becomes necessary and 
necessarily becomes accidental" (p. 51). 

Adherents of the Philosophy of the Cosmonomic 
Idea do not appear to share with the modern view 
the notion that the shape of the written Bible is a 
matter of pure contingency. On the contrary to speak 
of the Bible as the creational form of the faith norm 
is designed to eli minate the element of contingency. 
Dooyewcerd would employ the notion that the divine 
\·Yord-revelation has entered our temporal horizon, 
that the "Yard was made flesh and dwelt among us 
( T wiligl1t of W estern Thought, p. 143), in a funda
mentally d ifferent way than Barth. Over against 
Barth for whom Dooyeweerd says Christian belief 
has no single point of contact with human nature, 
Dooyeweerd asks, "how could we helieve without 
having heard the Word with the ear of sense, or 
without having perc.:eived the written words of the 
Bible with the eye of sense, and having understood 
the lingual meaning of the words?" (po 15-1) 

Nevertheless, with the vigorolls disjllnction that 
has been made between power-word and text-word, 
will it prove possible to rescue the authoritative 
character of the inscripturated 'Vord of God, or will 
it prove to be the case that with the notion of central 
revelation as d istinct from Bible, the Be::'lIgsgan.:.e, 
the Beztlgsm itle, of Holy Scripture is shifted outside 
of Holy SCripture? 

(To be continued) 

FORM 

CRITICISM 


(1) 

SIMON KISTEMAKER 

For more than half a century, the word form crit
icism has been in ci rculation. And for that matter 
the whole movement which this word represents is 
hardl y a modern theological trend. Yet the effect of 
form criticism has been noticed only in the last few 
decades. In fact, the study conducted by the fonn 
critics is not at all outdated. 

What is form criticism? Well, the name itself says 
quite a bit already: a criticism of forms - forms, let 
us say, in the Gospels. The individual Gospel stories 
are analyzed and criticized, and the person doing this 
type of work is called a form critic. 

But let us get back to the very beginning. We 
have to go to Germany. There we find that in 
1901 an Old Testament theologian wrote a commen
tary on Genesis. The theologian, Hennann Gunkel. 
explai ned many chapters of Genesis as individual 
stories which had originated not as true accounts of 
historical events; they had originated in the popular 
tradition of people sitting around a camp 6re in the 
evening or in the city gate during the day. These 
stories were told repeatedly for instruction and en
terta inment in the fonn of legends. They were told 
in succession so as to fonn a continuous narrative. 
Yet the individual story within this succession was 
a separate unit in which the core consisted of a 
proverb or word of wisdom. In other words, a pop
ular proverb happened to be much in use among 
these people . This proverb was applied to a given 
situation in life. Details were added, and gradually a 
fu lly developcd story was told at the camp fire or 
in the city gate. And individllal stories were linked 
together to form the narrative which eventually was 
recorded as the book of Genesis. 

Nearly two decades later, New Testament the
ologians began to appl y this method of criticizing the 
biblical narra ti ve to the New Testament. They had 
often looked at the short narratives found in the 
Cospels; they wondered how these individual units 
were ever put together to form the continuous story 
known as the Cospel. They assumed that the in
dividual stories - units of the Gospel- circulated 
orally in the ea rl y Chmch. And this assumption was 
further expanded : the stories were used in the wor
ship services by the early Church, they were used 
in ca techetical instruction, and they were used as a 
defense of the faith . 

Honest Questions 
Precisely now, what did the apostles do with the 

knowledge they had received from Jeslls? 'Vhat did 
they do with the knowledge of the words and the 
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deeds of Jesus? If we may speak in approximate 
figures for just a moment, we say that Jesus ascended 
to heaven in the year 30 and that the first Gospel 
which appeared in written form began to circulate in 
the year 60. Then the question arises: what hap
pened to the know ledge of the words and deeds of 
Jesus during this thir ty-year time span? Still another 
questi on may be asked: when the written Gospels did 
appear, why did the writers only include certain 
sayings of Jesus and why did they omit others? For 
example, the well-known saying: "It is more blessed 
to give than to receive" is not found in any of the 
four Gospels. Instead it is found in the farewell 
sermon of Paul delivered on the beach of f..'liletus to 
thc elders of the Ephesian church. He introduces 
this saying of Jesus with these words: "You ought to 
help the weak, and to remember the words of the 
Lord Jesus, that he himself said, It is more blessed 
to give than to receive" (Acts 20:35). Why was this 
saying of Jesus not taken up in the context of the 
four Gospels? 

It is clear from the Gospels tllat only a select 
number of incidents from the life of Jesus have been 
recorded. If we assert that Jesus ministered to the 
people for a total of three years, then it is hard to 
bf!lieve that he raised only three people from the 
dead : the daughter of Ja irus, the young man of Nain, 
llIld Laza ru ... . And it is difficult to accept that of the 
many sick whom Jesus healed, there are but a few 
whose sight was restored (among them Bartimaeus). 
No wonder that John ends the Fourth Gospel by 
saying: "there are also man y other things which Jeslls 
did, the wh ich, if they should be written everyone, 
I suppose that even the world itself could not COil

tain the books that should be wrillen" (21:25). 
For the last fifty years there has been a serious 

study into the how, the where, and the when of 
Gospel writing. There used to he a time when New 
Tes tament scholars were satisfled to know that Mat
thew, publican and apostle, wrote the first Gospel, 
that Mark composed the Second Gospel guided by 
Peter, and that Luke received his information from 
"eyewitnesses and ministers of the word." That time 
is now past. Students of the New Testament want 
to know how the Gospels were written during the 
midd le of the 6rst century. 

Attempts 
\Vhat New Testament theologians have done is to 

explore, in so far as this is pos.~ible, the unknown area 
of oral tradition. The so-ca lled form critical the
ologian turned to a study of folk lore - some studied 
the structure of old-Norwcgian oral traditions. The 
results of such studies were applied to the four Gos
pels. They reasoned that if a given l)."lttern of folk
lore and tradition should be fou nd in one fleld, the 
same would hold for anothe r fie ld . If something holds 
tru e fo r the structure and formation of Nonvegian 
folklore , the same shou ld hold fo r the stmcture and 
formation of the New Testament Gospels. 

Form critical theologia ns attempted to explain the 
fragmentary structure of the Gospels by setting forth 
a grand assumption. They assumed that the individ
ual stories of the Gospel circulated orally within 

the early Church. They assumed that the Gospel 
units circulated individually in the form of separate, 
circumstantial reports. Moreover, they assumed that 
each report had been sllbjected to the rule of the 
early Church . That is, they assumed tha t the early 
Church accepted only those stories which fill ed the 
need created by the worship services, by catcchetical 
instruction, and by the defense of the faith . In short, 
the collection of stories, now known as Gospel, was 
a ha ndbook for the Church at worship, in the cate
chism room, and in the hall of public debate. 

The task which the form critical theologians have 
set for themselves is this: to reconstmct the develop
ment of the form in which the Gospel was proclaimed 
orally. They trace the development of the oral 
Gospel until the Gospel was written down penna
nently. Actually their task is to survey historicall y 
the formation of the Gospels. \ :\,' hat the form cri tics 
are doing is to study the history of the formation of 
thc Gospel. And thi.~ is exactly what the German 
name Formgeschichte mcans - fonn history. 

We ll, what happened during those years between 
30 and 60 A.D .? The form critic answers lhis ques
ti on by saying that there were numerous individual 
stories in circulation. These stories were eventually 
brough t together mueh the same as a child strings 
beads for a necklace. These stories have no connect
ing links and have been collected and arranged at 
random by the Gospel wri ter. The Gospel writer may 
have put into the text a few connecting links, yet we 
have individual beads. 

Representatives 
As early as 1919, German theologian Karl Ludwig 

Schmidt said that the individual units of Gospel 
stories were linked together, but that the links them
selves did not form part of the stories. For example, 
all the information about the places where the cvents 
happened and the time when they occu rred were 
the links; and these links merely served thc purpose 
of making the Gospel stories more attractive. How
ever, said Schmidt , these details, however interesting, 
were void of any value . 

I n tJlat same year, 1919, another German scholar, 
~'lartin Dibelius, fo llowed the approach of Schmidt . 
He studied the Gospels, worked out a method, and 
categori zed the ind ividual Gospel stories. Accord
ing to Dibelius, the various categories consisted of 
narrative tales, legends, the passion story, and myths. 
D ibelius classiflecl the healing of the blind man at 
Jericho (J\hrk 10:46-52) as a narrative tale. What 
does Dibelius do with this narrative? Let's listen to 
him. 

The core of the narrative, says Dibeli us, consists 
of the faith of the man and the passion of Jcsus ; the 
rest of the story, such as the name BartimaclIs, the 
location of Jericho, the passing crowd, the hush to 
be silent, is descriptive detail made up by the evan
gelist. An example of a legend can be found in 
Luke 2:41-52 - the account of the hvelve-year-old 
Jesus in the temple. In the opinion of D ibelius, the 
core of the legend is the conclusive question of Jesus 
addressed to h is patents: "How is it that you seek 
me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father's 



house?" The return to Nazareth, Mary keeping all 
these things in her heart, the lack of understanding
all these things are not a necessary part of the legend. 

Dibelius asserts that a description of the resurrec
tion of Christ has been omitted from the Gospels be
cause the legend of the empty tomb took its p lace. 
If this had not been the case, the myth of the resur
rection would have been taken up in the Gospel ac
count. This happened in the apocryphal Gospel of 
Peter. There the mythological account of the resur
rection depicts two angels d escending from heaven, 
removing the stone, and leading the r isen Lord out 
of the grave . Therefore, says Dibelius, the omission 
of this account in the four Gospels is because of the 
legend of the empty tomb, and because the 
mythological story of the resurrection did not fill the 
need of the early Church a t that time. Nevertheless, 
Dibelius finds mythological events in the baptism of 
Jesus, his temptation, and his transfiguration. 

Hudolf Bultmann, emeritus professor of New T es
tament theology at the University of Marburg, 
Germany, pursued the form cr itical approach to the 
Gospels still furthe r. H e maintains that the majority 
of Jesus' words a nd deeds recorded in the Gospels 
have not originated with Jesus ; they are a production 
of the early Church. Certainly, there are authentic 
sayings of Jesus, says Bultmann, but whenever a say
ing of Jesus has been placed within the framework of 
a narrative in the Gospel unit, the narrative together 
with the saying must be regarded as the product of 
the early Christian community. \Vhenever Bultmann 
thinks that a certain Gospel unit could have been 
composed by the earl y Christian Church, he regards 
that unit as a product of the Christian community. 
The result is that the Gospel, as understood by Bul t
mann, finds its birth and development in the early 
Christian community. 

'Vhy did the early Christian community construct 
these individual Gospel units? According to the form 
critic, the individual Gospel units were used b y the 
Church to proclaim the Word because these units 
were their expressions of faith. Thus the faith of the 
early C hristians came to expression in these individ
ual units. And these individual units in turn were 
used to awaken faith in those people who listened to 
the preach ing of the Word. 

In the language of the form cr itic, the Gospel 
units were the kerygma of the Church. The word 
kcrygma has been taken from the Greek language: 
it means the proclamation of the \Vord. Tn short, 
it is the message wh ich the herald brings - the mes
sage of the early Christian Church. And this term, 
kerygma, is used by the form critic whenever he 
refers to the preaching of the early Church . 

If we sum up the form critical approach, we find 
that the individua l Gospel story has been composed 
by the early Christian community as a product of 
faith. The early Church expressed the faith of the 
believers i.1l the form of a Gospel story. That means 
tha t the Gospel account is not a product of history. 
The Gospel does not go back to actual events rooted 
in history. 

For form criticism, the early Christian community 

was the cradle in which the individual story was 
born; and the early Christian Church by teaching 
and defending the faith gave shape to a developing 
story. Eventually all these stories were collected, 
put into a framework, provided with connecting links, 
placed within the gospel tradition, and regarded part 
of the Gospel. Bultmann, for example,' claims that 
the story of Jesus sending forth the twelve apostles 
two by two to preach (Matt. lO:lfJ.) was born in a 
missionary setting of the Jewish-Christian community. 
The Jewish-Christian community gave expression to 
its fa ith in the spreading of the Gospel and thus 
composed the story of Jesus sending forth the twelve 
disciples. Thus Bultmann teaches that the early 
Christian community creatively produced the in
dividual stor ies used in preaching and in debate. 

Pre liminary observations 
By making the early Christian community the 

cradle of the Gospel units, the form critic has virtually 
severed the tie with history. The form critic by find
ing the origin of the Gospel stories in the early 
Church has severed the historical connection with 
Jesus C hrist, the prophet of Nazareth. Form critics 
are rather bold in their assertion that because the 
early Christian community created the individual 
Gospel stories we can learn nothing a t all about the 
historical Jesus except through the message of the 
early Ch urch - the kerygma proclaimed by the early 
Christian community. 

We are told by the form critic that the early 
Christian community was a very creative community. 
W hen the Christian community heard an authentic 
word of Jesus, the early believers meditated on this 
word. T hey used this word to give expression to ther 
faith. They developed the word and expanded it 
into a narrative, which in time found its way into 
the gospel tradition. An editor, they say, collected 
all these narratives and composed the Gospel. 

A few things are quite obvious by now. F irst, the 
form critic considers the writers of the Gospels mere 
collectors and editors. Second, the modern student 
of the Gospels must find the core of truth in the in
dividual Gospel story. H e must do so by peeling 
away the several layers of details which surround 
that core; he must peel these layers much the same 
as one peels an onion. Third, the early Christian 
Church added many details to the authentic sayings 
of Jesus for the sake of catechctical instruction and 
missionary preaching. And fourth, the form critic 
asserts that the written Gospels are not founded on 
historical truth. 

A detailed analysis and critique of form criticism 
will be dealt with in the next article. For the moment 
I wish to say one thing in favor of form cr iticism and 
that is this: the form critic has put the believer to 
a fresh study of God's Word; he has induced the 
student of the New Testament to look anew at the 
historical setting in which the Gospels were formed ; 
and he has given the conservative student of th e 
Bible a deeper insight into the unity and harmony of 
the canonical Gospels. 

(To be continued) 



REFORMED FEllOWSHIP, INC. I n··~ D m<: fI)-'l. 
P.O. Box 7383 I II 11 . nth St. 

GRAND RAP IDS, MICHIGAN .49510 Pro snp. ct "'PI,: •• 

PRterson 2 . Uew Je"sey G7 50910- 62 ~ 

SECOND CLASS 


POSTAGE PAID AT 


GRAND RAPIDS, MICH. 


ORDER FROM REFORMED FELLOWSHIP, INC., 


BOX 7383 - GRAND RAPIDS, MICH. 49510 


Send NEW SUBSCRIPTION for 


THE CHRISTIA N REFORMED OUTLOOK 


with 

o Interpreting God's Word Today - both for $7.00 

o Building the Family Altar - both for $4.50 

NAME 


ADDRESS 


CiTY..... . STATE ........ ZIP 


D Please send bill o Check e nclosed 

------------------------------------------~ 
Send GIFT SUBSCRIPTION for 

THE CHRISTIAN REFORMED OUTLOOK 

with 


D Interpreting God's Word Today - both for $7.00 


o Building the Fami ly Altar - both for $4.50 

o Gift subscription alone - $3.50 


Send to 

NAME 

ADDRESS 


CITY ............................ STATE. . .................... ZIP. 


Please bill to 

NAME ... " 


ADDRESS 


CITY STATL . 


GIFT CARD TO BE SIGNED 


(PLEASE PRINT ALL INFORMATION) 


Special Offer 

NEW or GIFT SUBSCRIPTIONS to 

THE 

CHRISTIAN REFOR81ED 


OUTLOOK 

Subscription 

and 

INTERPRETING GOD'S WORD TODAY 

Edited by Dr. Simon Kistemaker, 313 pages, 


Baker Book House 


(Regular price $6.95) 

Subscription and book for $7.00 
or 

BUILDING THE FAMILY ALTAR 
by Rev. Tenis C. Van Kooten, 144 pages, 

Baker Book House 

(Regular price $1.95) 

Subscription and book for $4.50 


