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Neo-Evangelical Missiology and the
Christian Mission to Islam

II. The Theological Perspective

Neo-evangelical missiologists would like the
church to embark on new ways in missions to
Muslims since they claim that the old methods of the
last 200 years have been faulty. As we have noticed
in Part I of this paper, a careful study of the history
of the Christian-Muslim encounter during the last
1400 vyears does not sustain the thesis of these
missiologists. The difficulties in the Christian mission
to Muslims are not to be located in the alleged faulty
ways of Western missionaries but in the Muslim tradi-
tion itself. From its inception, Islam was a consciously
anti-Christian faith, and its basic motifs are anti-
redemptive. But when we continue to study the
reasons for this radical shift in the attitude of some
Waestern missiologists toward Islam, we discover that
the inspiration for the call to change does not come
from a re-discovery of a thoroughly Biblical theology,
nor from a fresh appreciation of the rich Christian
tradition, but from an inordinate fascination with the
new discipline of cultural anthropology. I will now
dwell on this important point.

In his contribution to the Consultation on Gospel
and Culture held at Willowbank in Bermuda, in
January 1978, Stephen C. Neill began with these
words:

Throughout history, religion and culture have
been inextricably connected. There has never yet
been a great religion which did not find its expres-
sion in a great culture. There has never yet been
a great culture which did not have deep roots in
a religion.

(Down To Earth: Studies In Christianity and
Culture, edited by John R. Stott and Robert Coote,
Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI 1980. p.1)

In spite of this timely observation by a veteran mis-
sionary scholar, one could not help but notice among
the many papers read at the Consultation a lack of a
deep interest in the theological dimensions of the
prablems we face in missions among Muslims.
Culture was regarded as the important bridge which
will enable us to reach the Muslims with the Gospel
of Jesus Christ. It is as if the “*discoveries”’ of cultural
anthropology have provided us with a modern Alad-
din's lamp which will solve all our problems. This
novel attitude is in marked contrast with the approach
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of the pioneers. They did not confine their scholarly
pursuits to the study of Islam, its history and its prac-
tices. They reflected theologically on Islam. One
thinks, for example, of Samuel Zwemer's The Moslem
Christ. An excellent and lucid study in the area of
Islamic Christology and its implications for missions.
Another classic is the monumental waork of Prof. ]. W.
Sweetman: Islam and Christian Theology: A Study
of the Interpretation of Theological Ideas in the Two
Religions. This missionary scholar who labored most
of his life in India shows the extreme importance of
a deep theological reflection not only on Islam but
equally on Christianity in its relation to Islam.

When we look at the contributions of scholarly men
such as W. Montgomery Watt, we cannot escape
noticing that the theological approach remains very
prominent. In his book, The Formative Period of
Islamic Thought, one notices the discussion of such
theological themes as: God’s Determination of Events,
The Support in Tradition for Predestinarian Views,
The Distinction between Iman (faith) and Islam, God
and evil, the Createdness of the Quran, the Attributes
of God, the Denial of Anthropomorphism and the
Maturing of Sunnite Theology.

One more reference to a recognized historian, Ber-
nard Lewis, formerly of the University of London, but
now teaching at Princeton University. His writings
on the history of the Middle East are filled with
theological reflections. In the quarterly journal
American-Arab Affairs, the following comments
appeared in a review of Lewis’ latest book, The
Muslim Discovery of Europe.

In trying to account for this lack of interest in the
waorld of Christendom, Professor Lewis offers two
principal explanations, one historical, the other
theological...The second explanation
(theological) for the Muslim attitude derives from
the politico-religious character of Islam. For the
followers of Muhammad Islam is the final dispen-
sation of a revealed truth. As such it logically
engenders among the Muslim community a sense
of ultimate fulfillment in being chosen to receive
the final revelation from God through his
Messenger the Prophet. As Professor Lewis
suggests:

.. .the Muslim doctrine of successive revelations
culminating in the final mission of Muhammed led
the Muslim to reject Christianity as an earlier and
imperfect form of something whicb he, himself,
possessed in the final, perfect form, and to dis-
count Christian thought and Christian civilization
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clesiastical Office and Ordination’ {Report 24) was
presented to Synod 1973 and adopted with some
modifications and Synod appointed a new commit-
tee on “‘Guidelines for Understanding the Nature of
FEcclesiastical Office and Ordination’’.12 At this same
synod the ““Report on Women in Ecclesiastical Of-
fice’'was presented. This study committee concluded
that ‘‘the practice of excluding women from ecclesias-
tical office cannot conclusively be defended on
biblical grounds.’’13 It also stated “‘that some very im-
portant hermeneutical problems {questions regarding
the principles of the explanation of the Scriptures)’’*4
were at stake. Synod decided that ‘‘the importance
of this subject demands that we proceed with care
(because} a long standing policy of this church is
substantially affected by this report.’’'s Thus a new
study committee was appointed to further examine
and evaluate the reaction of the church to the ordina-
tion of women.

In 1975 this new study committee presented the
report ““Women in Ecclesiastical Office’’ and stated
that there was ‘‘support for instituting the office of
deaconess, although this office is not clearly de-
fined.”*1¢ Also, ‘‘there is considerable concern that the
church make all possible use of women in the work
of the church outside existing offices.*’1? The report
recommended, “That Synod declare that the Chris-
tian Reformed Church is not ready or willing to open
her offices to women’', but that “‘Biblical teaching is
not opposed in principle to the ordination of women
to any office that men may hold in the church.'" e
Based on this report a majority and minority advisory
committee made recommendations to Synod. The ma-
jority report recommended that the practice of ex-
cluding women from the ecclesiastical offices
recognized in the Church Order be maintained unless
compelling biblical grounds are advanced for chang-
ing that practice.’’1? It became evident to the major-
ity of the members of the advisory committee that
there were ‘‘underlying hermeneutical and exegetical
difficulties in interpreting the relevant biblical
givens. . . (and) also that various Reformed scholars
do not accept the interpretations of the biblical givens
advanced by those who wish to change the present
practice.’’2® Another committee, composed of Old
Testament and New Testament scholars was ap-
pointed to ‘'undertake a study of the hermeneutical
principles which are invoived in the proper inter-
pretation of relevant Scripture passages.’'?! Commit-
tee reports incieasingly made it clear that hermeneu-
tics was a key factor in deciding the women in office
issue.

The 1975 synodical decision completed the man-
date of the committee ““Women in Ecclesiastical Of-
fice’’. No major synodical reports or decisions regard-
ing women in office were made until Synod of 1978,
but the women'’s issue was hotly debated. Synod 1976
declared that female M.Div. students should be
waived from field education since present Church
Order Art. 22 does not allow for this.22 A flurry of ac-
tivities was begun by the committee on ‘"The Use of
Women’s Gifts in the Church’’ which later changed
to Volunteer Resource Bank, a committee which was
discontinued by Synod 1985.23% An overture to
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establish the work of evangelist as a fourth office
generated some important studies on the offices.
Noteworthy is a study report’s statement that ‘‘the
alleged relationship between the threefold office of
Christ and the three offices known to us’'?4 is called
‘“‘a theological gloss of the New Testament, where
support for this contention is lacking.''#s A minority
report rejected the new office on the grounds that
‘“‘proliferation of office in the church" would destroy
the “‘three fold division of service that forms the foun-
dation of the three offices of the Church Order,
(which) may not be the only possible division one
might legitimately have and be faithful to Scripture,
(but) the fact is that this is the one we have.”’28

The landmark decision regarding women deacons
came upon the findings of the *‘Report on Hermeneu-
tical Principles Concerning Women in Church Of-
fice.”” This lengthy report, besides finding grounds
for equal worth and full participation of women in the
gifts of the Spirit and work of the church, took a lot
of space to explain hermeneutical and exegetical prin-
ciples.z” Both a majority and a minority report recom-
mended that the church permit women to be ordained
as deacons. The minority report’'s recommendation,
““That consistories be allowed to ordain gnalified
women to the office of deacon, provided that their
work is distinguished from that of elders’” was
adopted by Synod. Article 3 of the Church Order was
amended and ratification was requested from Synod
1979.28 The same synod established the office of
“‘evangelist” as a fourth office upon the grounds that
“‘the Scriptures do not present a definitive, exhaustive
description of the particular ministries of the church,
and because these particular ministries as described
in Scripture are functional in character, the Bible
leaves room for the church to adopt or modify its par-
ticular ministries in order to carry out effectively its
service to Christ and for Christ in all circum-
stances.’’2°

The divisive nature of the women deacon decision
became apparent at subsequent synods. Synod of 1979
saw a total of sixty-four printed appeals, overtures,
personal appeals, and various communications.?® Its
response was to ‘‘review without prejudice the 1978
report on ‘Hermeneutical Principles Concerning
Women in Ecclesiastical Office' and the decision of
1978 regarding the ordination of women.'’st Synod
instructed ‘“‘consistories to defer implementation of
the 1978 decision. ... '3z

The period between 1981 to 1984, when the deci-
sion to ordain women deacons was reaffirmed, was
marked by a furry of activities. An overture to
delegate deacons to major assemblies is referred to
present studies on women deacons.3? Women deacons
who have been ordained may serve out their term, but
churches are not to ordain any more. The 1981 study
report, “‘Synodical Studies on Women in Office and
Decisions Pertaining to the Office of Deacon’’ contains
much that is valuable in regard to the office of deacons
and the historical development of that office. But
neither the mejority report, the two minority reports,
or the advisory committee's recommendations were
approved, and a new committee, this time to study
headship, was appointed.

“
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Tensions in the Churches

Cecil Tuininga

As long as the Church has existed on earth there
have been tensions in it. That is so because it has
many enemies without and within. Satan sees to it
that there will be tensions. So why write about
something so old and commonplace? We address
ourselves to this subject because the cause of tensions
today are unique, quite different from what the
Church on earth has ever experienced before, as far
as I know.

Recently a Canadian classis met in special session.
Tensions in one of the churches had reached a stage
where some kind of action had to be taken. The origin
for these tensions was related to what many call today
the charismatic movement (or spirit) that is invading
many mainline churches today. As some seek to in-
troduce this in its various forms and practices it elicits
strong reactions, especially from the older members.
Those advocating the spirit and practices of this
charisma see it as a real blessing, a must if the chur-
ches are going to be alive in the Lord. Others see it
as a tragic and sad departure from the spirit and prac-
tices of the historic Christian faith. This was the main
cause of the tensions in this church.

What really happened to bring this kind of serious
tension in this church? A classical committee investi-
gating the prablems reported that the beginning of
these tensions centered in the ““style of ministry”” of
the newly arrived pastor. ‘‘Irritations developed about
certain issues, as the raising of hands during singing,
the mutual greeting of members and visitors at the
beginning of the worship services, participation of
members in prayer, prayer requests, testimonies and
the admonition from the pulpit to some young peo-
ple not to sleep in church, etc., etc.” Here was, ac-
cording to committee reports, the beginning of ten-
sions. It would bring us too far afield to enter into a
discussion of 11l that happened to make it necessary
for classis to call a special meeting. It is not my in-
tention either to expose all the problems. I am con-
cerned to address myself to the beginning of these ten-
sions. The practices provoking criticism are being in-
troduced into many of the congregations today. It is
good for us to take a close look at what is actually hap-
pening when ministers in the Christian Reformed
Church feel it important to make these kinds of
changes. What are they after?

An answer is not hard to find. The minister invol-
ved opined that *'It is this deadness — the lack of
spiritual vitality within the congregation that I con-
sider the heart of the problem. Stifled worship is but
a symptom of the illness.”” He sees the congregation
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as being in the grip of “conventionality and tradi-
tionalism,'” and believes that the desire to hold onto
things as they were 100 years ago stands in the way
‘“to communicate effectively with each other and with
those outside of our circles. . ..”" Another judgment
was expressed also, that those who want to see some
necessary changes lave the Lord, want to be obedient
to the Lord for spiritual growth with a dependence
on the Holy Spirit. If the church wants to keep these
‘“‘alive’’ members it must give them the freedom to
give expression to their joy in the Lord and make
necessary adjustments also in our worship services
— or especially there.

That our congregations are being troubled by such
developments should not surprise us. We are indeed
living in the very “‘last days™ in which, Scripture says
that church members ‘‘will not put up with sound
doctrine’” with the result that ‘‘they will turn their
ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.”’(2
Tim.2:3,4) As 1 see it, the whole new ‘‘charismatic
movement’’ has its origin right there. Church
members no longer want to hear the truth. Doctrine
is a very bad word. There is no real, meaningful study
of God’s Word. Hence the appeal for an easy-going
and easy-to-understand message. With it comes a
desire to see some visible evidence of faith, and to give
evidence of that faith when worshipping together.
The reasoning back of that is that if we are indeed
letting the Spirit lead us the fruits should be visible.
For that we need a more informal type of worship
service where free expression can be given to the
Spirit’s work in the hearts of the worshippers. Hence
the desire for more participants. And the freedom to
lift up hands in songs of praise or in prayer, to give
testimonies or speak in tongues. Too long, so we are
told, have we held the Spirit's work in abeyance.

Those who advocate, or even push for, such
changes in our worship services are sometimes very
harsh in their criticisms of those who oppose them.
They see this kind of change to be a must. If the
church is going to fulfill its mandate and calling to
itself and others, it is imperative that old practices go.
They belong to a different age, and it is only too evi-
dent, or should be, that these no longer work. In this
co-called “*age of the Holy Spirit’’ we must be up and
doing what the Holy Spirit leads and prompts us to
be doing. No more of the dead traditionalism of the
past but a vibrant Christianity for today. We are told
that if we want to see growing and alive churches we
will find them where people are allowed to give the
Holy Spirit free rein. We can trust the Spirit to lead
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The Inspiration and Inerrancy of Scripture

Richard J. Venema

To address you tonight on behalf of the Reformed
Fellowship gives me great pleasure, as I am among
like-minded Christians who are keenly interested in
a subject, which in my judgment, touches a cancer
that is eating away at the heart and mission of the
Church in today's world.

I speak to you as a loyal son of the Christian Reform-
ed Church. As my physical mother was God’s instru-
ment in bringing me into the world and nurturing me,
God used the Christian Reformed Church to nurture
me in the faith and to lead me to Christ. In that sense
she is my spiritual mother and as such, I love her. For
more than 30 years 1 have been privileged to stand
in her pulpits. I have served on many of her boards
and committees and even served for a time under her
Boards of World and Domestic Missions.

Not only do I love my church; I thank God for all
that she has been given. I embrace without reserva-
tion her distinctive traditions, practices and confes-
sions to which she has clung for more than 125 years.
I am convinced these are strengths and blessings
which we should seek to maintain jealously. They
represent a heritage we should enthusiastically pass
on to our children and give to our world.

But a son who loves his mother, who fears she has
symptoms of cancer does not keep silent. He does not
pretend it is not there, try to cover it up or merely wish
it away. He will speak out. He does not desert her,
but rather he does all he can to help her even though
it may disturb her. He does it so that her health may
be restored and her life preserved.

To do that with my church manifests a lot more
love, and is far more constructive than to keep our
mouths shut and do nothing, or to lull God’s people
to sleep by deluding them into thinking that all is well
in Zion,

I speak on *“The Inspiration and Inerrancy of Scrip-
ture.”” Although there is nothing new in much of what
[ have to say, it may be helpful to rehearse again truths
we have been taught before. My plan is to speak on
{1) the confession we have historically made concer-
ning the inspiration and inerrancy of Scripture; (2)
the threat that is being made to this confession; and
{3) the defense of this confession.

{1j The Confession

1 begin then with the confession we have histori-
cally made concerning the inspiration and inerrancy
of Scripture. Before I state what that confession is, 1
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have a few preliminary remarks about it. As Reform-
ed, we insist that our confession of the Scriptures is
based on what these Scriptures say about themselves.
In other words, our confession isn't formulated by
what certain scholars may suggest it ought to be. Nor
do we accept the truth and accuracy of Scripture
because of certain scientific evidence theologians pre-
sent to us. Our starting point is in God, in His Word
which is the only absolutely reliable criterian for truth
and falsehood in this world. Ultimately that faith, that
trust in the Word comes from the Holy Spirit who
moves us to confess with our Lord, ‘Thy Word is
truth.”” He compels us to bow before the testimony
of Il Timothy 3:16, which says ‘‘all Scripture is God-
breathed.”” Faithful Bible students have rightly
pointed out that God didn’t just breath into the Scrip-
ture some truth (as some modern theologians contend)
but rather that the Greek construction indicates that
God breathed out His truth. In the same way 1I Peter
2:21 affirms, ‘‘For prophecy never had its origin in
the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were
carried along by the Holy Spirit.”

That means that God is the primary author of the
Scriptures. The trustworthiness and authority of
Scripture come from God. The God of this Bible does
not lie! Nor does He nurture His people with a Word
that contains some truth and some error, a Bible
which is absolutely accurate when it speaks about
redemption but may well have contradictions and
errors in it when it speaks about unimportant things
like creation, a man Adam who lived in a real garden
of Eden, an actual speaking serpent, an ax head that
floated and a prophet by the name of Jonah who lived
inside a fish for several days,

In the Form of Subscription which every deacon,
elder, minister and seminary professor in the Chris-
tian Reformed Church has signed we say that our
Reformed Confessions ‘‘do fully agree with the Word
of God.”” We don't say, as some are suggesting, that
this is what the Church in the 16th and 17th centuries
regarded as true. We confess that these standards of
Unity today too fully agree with the Word of God.
““Heaven and earth may pass away but the Word of
God abides forever.”” Therefore, we unequivocally
confess ''that we receive all of these books (of Scrip-
ture} as holy and canonical for the regulation and
foundation and confirmation of our faith; believing
without any doubt all things contained in them.”” Of
these writings we confess ‘‘against which nothing can
be alleged’’ (Articles IV & V of the Belgic Confession).
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preaching that would call us to wholehearted service
to the Lord in all areas of life. They said that God’s
law requires radical commitment and total self-denial.
To that I would respond with a hearty ‘‘Amen.’’ But
I have wondered where that radical commitment, that
total self-denial is when we come to the issue of
women in ecclesiastical office? Where is our bowiug
before and accepting what God Himself says about His
Word?

If you read that book carefully, you will understand
why these authors who often spoke about being
“reformational’”’ have not helped to bring about a
reformation in our churches. In fact, I am convinced
they and others have contributed to what I regard as
a deformation of our churches. For instance, they
make this naive but dangerous statement, ‘‘to ask
whether the stories of the Bible actually happened is
to ask the wrong questions.”

All of this T see as a serious threat to our continu-
ing to hold to a faithful confession concerning the in-
spiration and inerrancy of the Scriptures. That leads
me to the third and final part of my address which
has to do with our defense of this confession.

{3) The Defense of the Confession

This needs to be emphasized because there are
those who naively contend that the Bible needs no
defense. What is even worse, we have leaders who
ought to know better, deluding our people with such
nonsense. Now of course, our God doesn’t need me
to defend Him or His Word. His Word abides forever!
That stands, whether [ give a speech or I do not give
one.

But where do we get this notion that God's people
should not speak out against false teaching? Who ever
authorized us to remain silent in the face of teaching
which undermines the faith and confessions of the
people of God?

By all means, God can do without us. He can
evangelize the world without our missionaries. He
can prepare men for the Gospel ministry without any
seminary. But the facts are that God chose to use men,
and He uses our missionaries and our institutions of
learning to equip His children for service in His
Kingdom.

Let me give you several reasons why we are called
upon to contend for and also defend this confession
of the church on the Scriptures.

The first is that God demands it. He calls us to
radical obedience, to total self denial also in
upholding and propagating His truth. The Scriptures
demand that we ‘‘contend earnestly for the faith
which was once for all delivered to the saints’’ (Jude
3), that we “‘prove the spirits whether they are of
God," that we “‘hold fast to that which we have,’* that
no man ‘'take our crown.’* No Christian who has been
redeemed and loves the Lord can escape the word of
Psalm 48 which says ‘“Walk about Zion, go around
her, count her towers, consider well her ramparts,
view her citadels, that you may tell it to the genera-
tions following.’

Secondly, our integrity demands our defense of this
confession about the Bible. Our office bearers, our

ministers and professors signed a form of subscrip-
tion. As we made our profession of faith and as we
presented our children for baptism, we declared that
we believe that the doctrines of this church are the
true aud complete doctrine of salvation. My convic-
tion is that one of the biggest problems facing our
church, one of the main reasons for our disunity may
not be heterodoxy, but lack of honesty and integrity.
As I mentioned before, since 1981, the cousistory of
my church has tried to learn what our professors
believe and teach. They did so in good faith expect-
ing to be treated as brothers in the Lord. But, for the
most part, our professors have engaged in “‘stone-
walling.”* As time goes by, I am increasingly becom-
ing convinced that those seminarians may well be
right who informed me that my consistory will never
get forthright answers to our questions. For, if the
professors were to give those, they would have a few
problems, because our Christian Reformed Church
isn’t ready for that yet.

In any case, 1 believe, integrity in our commitment
to God, to His word, to our church’s confession, and
in our signing of the form of subscription demands
that we defend this confession concerning the inspira-
tion and inerrancy of the Scriptures.

Thirdly, the effective, fruitful mission of our church
demands it. Some years ago, a theologian who made
no claims to being conservative authored a book Why
Conservative Churches are Growing. He defended the
thesis that churches which were committed to definite
confessions were those who experienced growth in
outreach and evangelism. An analysis of our
evangelistic efforts in this country reveals that we
aren't exactly turning the world upside down. In
many of our domestic missions, despile the presence
of several staff members, despite the millions of
dollars spent, I fail to see the kind of growth we
should expect from a faithful presentation and
preaching of the Gospel. For four years I worked with
American Indians in the ghetto of San Francisco. We
grew from two members to twenty-two families in
those years. Today, ten years later, that mission is
dead. We have so much to give as a Christian Reform-
ed Church. We have such a rich heritage. But instead
of championing that which is distinctive to our
Reformed world-and-life view we seem to have been
caught up in an inferiority complex, of apologizing
for, rather than excitingly proclaiming it.

Along with that development, we can also expect
an erosion of our financial support of missions. As
Dr. Alexander De Jong writes to Dr. Boer: '“Why
should I, and how can I in good conscience subsidize
your mission?"' Perhaps God's people cannot force
our ministers and missionaries to maintain our
historic confession of Scripture, but they will not long
support generously missions or ministries which do
not wholeheartedly declare ''Thus saith the Lord.”’

Fourthly, the unity of our churches demands that
we maintain and also defend this confession. I agree
with Dr. A. De Jong when he states that on the Bible
we are ‘‘a house deeply divided.’” In recent years,
much has been said and written about polarization in
the church. Our most recent Synod was pressured into
sending out a pastoral letter as a way to retain as well
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