








limited delegated authority is destroyed. The
authority remains lodged in the Executive
Committee rather than returning to the local
consistories.

2. By the concept of *‘original’’ authority,
Reformed polity locates the right to originate
issues for synodical agendas in the local
consistory by way of overture.

But, Vision 21 stipulates that this right is to
be shared (and in practice will be taken over
by) the proposed Executive Board.

From both points of view, it is clear that the
new structure would violate a basic principle of
Reformed polity. It may be asked if Vision 21 can
be called truly ‘‘Reformed’’ at all.

F. Responsibility and Authority

Guideline number seven of the report reads as
follows:

**Synod should delegate responsibility and
authority.”
This again betrays an insensitivity to Reformed
polity.

It is not possible for a synod to delegate its
responsibilities. Being responsible is a non-
transferrable state. What responsibilities a synod
has, these it retains in terms of the ‘‘delegated’”
authority derived from local consistories.

Therefore, our Church Order makes this
carefully worded stipulation: ‘“The assemblies
may delegate to committees the execution of their
decisions, . . . They shall give every committee a
well defined mandate, and shall require of them
regular and complete reports of their work' [Art.
33a).

This is far removed from the proposed
assignment to the Executive Board of authority to
supervise and operate almost all denominational
Boards and Committees, as well as to a great
extent replacing the work of the advisory
committees.

It is to be assumed, of course, that the Church
Order can be changed to fit the structure
proposals. Probably the committee has this in
mind. But if so, we should be provided with a
well-founded theological and ecclesiological
rationale to justify such fundamental changes in
the system which has served the Reformed
churches for four centuries.

G. Practical Objections

Certain important practical effects of the
committee proposals should be kept in mind:

1. While Vision 21 claims to provide unification
and coordination of denominational effort, it
would destroy the modest beginnings decided
upon by Synods '85 and ‘86 for coordinating
and unifying World Mission and World Relief
into World Ministries. Giving this decision time
to work would be an excellent opportunity to
see if we can walk before we attempt to run.

2. The committee’s objections to synodical
overload can easily be projected for the
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proposed Board of Ministries which is assigned
five major agencies and five synodical
committees.

3. Nowhere in Vision 21 is there sufficient
provision for administrative staff to implement
the extensive coordination prescribed in the
proposal.

4. The contemplated concentration of power in an
Executive Board of seventeen is an idea which
even in non-ecclesiastical structures has been
tried and found wanting.

5. The enormous claims for savings appear
unrealistic, in light of the fact that:

a. Qur present agency staff are usually quite
lean and productive.

b. The data provided are too soft; for example,
on page 21 it is said that the Board of
Ministries will meet three times per year,
which in computing financial outlays the
Board is scheduled to meet once per year.

G. Aliernatives

This entire proposal arose out of the notion that
““many boards and many agencies have grown
without benefit of a coordinated plan.’’ This
growth could be considered an unmitigated
blessing. At issue should be the question of how
effective our ministries are, and how faithfully
they are performing their tasks in the light of
God’s Word and our Confessions and Church
Order.

A five-year plan could be a futile exercise in
dealing with a living organism like the Church.

If our synods are truly overloaded, a Board of
Miscellaneous Ministries might be the answer to
the proliferation of agencies and committees
directly responsible to synod.

If we wish more continuity in synodical
decision making, why not urge consistories and
classes to appoint standing committees for major
assembly matters and then delegate these
members to more than one assembly meeting?

If we become burdened with too many agencies
and committees, we should assign 2 “"sun set” for
each of these bodies as called into being, so that
they would automatically expire unless clear
justification for their reappointment is evident.

If more coordination is needed, the way will be
shown by the creation of the Board of World
Ministries which will be evaluated in 1988/89. If
found satisfactory, then this is the approach to
follow. If found wanting, then is the time to draw
from the experience directions in which to
proceed.

Finally, local consistories must take greater
interest in the affairs of the denomination, or we
will risk losing our tradition of church
government to some such proposal as this.

Mr. Gerard Berghoef is a member of First CRC, Grand Haven
Michigen, Co-Author with Dr. L. DeKoster of the Elders and
Deacons Handbooks, ¢ menber of World Mission and Relief
Commission {1882-1986, now discharged) and operates his
own consulting business,






reasons to answer in a different way or have us
wait. He is the majestic God and Father who loves
His children with an indescribable love, in Christ
Jesus our Lord.

Remember, there are three answers {o our
prayers, ‘‘yes,”” “‘no,”” and “‘wait.”’ Often we have
to wait. Sometimes ‘‘no’’ and ‘“‘wait'’ go together.
Even when we have to wait we know that all true
prayers are first of all answered by the Lord
giving us grace to wait, No earthly father would
give to his son, when he asks, a snake instead of
a fish, a scorpion instead of an egg, or a stone
instead of a loaf of bread. Our heavenly Father
surely will not treat His pleading chiidren that
way.

The Scriptures tell us that the Lord “inclines
His ears’’ to our cries. Picture a grown-up
reaching over to hear what his child is saying to
him. What a thought. . .that the heavenly Father
so inclines His ears to our cries, even though
these may be only faint whispers from a weak
patient in a bed.

When he waits, there is a divine purpose in
that. Tears may be shed during that time of
waiting. But He remembers them, “‘puts them in a
bottle,”” says Psalm 56:8.

Knowing all this, we pray

Teach me to feel that Thou art always nigh;
Teach me the struggles of the soul to bear;
To check the rising doubt, the rebel sigh;
Teach me the patience of unanswered
prayer.

Does this mean that the Lord answers all
prayers of all people who pray? Of course not. He
does not hear the cries of the wicked, nor of His
people when they live in sin.

Thinking Christians also ask, ‘'For what may we
pray?'’ This is a difficult question for many
people. The Heidelberg Catechism says that we
may and should pray for all things we need for
body and soul. It is possible that what we think
we need is different from what the Lord considers
to be our need. He gives us what we really need
and He will answer. “‘Seek and you shall find,
knock and it will be opened unto you, ask and
you shall receive.”

James says that in the end the Lord, who is full
of compassion and mercy, blessed Job. Job, too,
had to wait. James speaks of the perseverance of
Job. Who knows how long he suffercd before this
blessing came upon him?

The Scripture contains more examples of a saint
who persevered in prayer. Think of Joseph. At 17
he was sold as a glave. Later he was unjustly
jailed by Potiphar. We know how he was released.
But he didn't know that when he was imprisoned,
and the hope of being released was very dim,
Joseph, a godly man, had to wait.

Think also of Abraham. A son had been
promised. But time went on, Abraham and Sarah
grew older, and soon they were beyond the
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normal age of having children. They had to wait
25 years. But they persevered in prayer and faith.

Another example is that of Zechariah and
Elizabeth, the parents of John the Baptist. He was
an old man when Gabriel appeared to him and
said that his prayers had been heard. Assuming
that this couple was married at a normal age,
think how long they prayed for the birth of a
child ar children. But now, when they are old
their prayers are heard. How they, too, had to
persevere and wait in prayer.

“The true suppliant gathers farce as he
proceeds and grows more fervent when God
delays to answer. The longer the gate is closed,
the more vehemently does he use the knocker,
and the longer the angel lingers the more resolved
he is that he will never let go without the
blessing. Beautiful in God's sight is the fearful,
agonizing, unconquerable perseverance of the
saints, It means praying humbly for the Spirit. We
shall never sing Gloria in Excelsis except we first
pray to God de profundis.”” (Charles Spurgeon).

Another requirement is that we pray regularly.
Daniel did, three times per day. Think of the
regular prayer life of our Lord Jesus.

“Would you know the secret of always abiding
in a state of prayerfulness? The answer is clear.
Realize first that God is near you, and within you;
then you will feel how natural it is to talk with
Him, each moment about your needs and desires.
For the true Christian, life is a constant abiding
with the Father. ..The intercourse between the
Father and His child should be continuous. Prayer
must be a daily activity, like breathing or-
sleeping, instead of something that is brought into
use only once per day. The principle of cornplete
dependence on the unseen God and the holy habit
of claiming His presence with us each moment of
the day — is the secret of a life of true godliness”
{Andrew Murray).

Elijah is saying to us here, “'God will answer.
Be patient and persevere’.

God's word again and again encourages us to
persist in praying:

“‘Pray without ceasing’’ (I. Thess. 4:17).
“‘With prayers and supplications praying at
all seasons in the Spirit” (Eph. 6:18).
“‘Continue in prayer’” (Romans 12:12).
“Night and day praying exceedingly’’
(I Thess. 3:10)
“Crying unto Him, day and night”
(Luke 18:7)
“They continued steadfastly in fellowship
and prayers’’ (Acts 2:42).

Persevering prayer has unbelisvable power with
our hcavenly Father when it comes from our
hearts that are yielded to Him in faith and
obedience.

This Elijah also knew when he continued to
pray and received an answer upon the seventh
prayer.






the world. Such encyclicals usually arc
considered to have a certain force as expressions
of the ever ongoing Roman Catholic ‘‘magisterial’’
teaching. For the non-Roman Catholic onlooker
the charge that the recent Vatican action might
possibly smack of “‘creeping infallibilism'’' does
indeed seem to have a certain plausibility.

From a formal point of view, however, a
Reformed person in a creedally committed church
such as the Christian Reformed Church, the
pope’s desire to keep the church, which he heads
as the alleged, but non-real, “‘vicar of Christ,"
true to what the church teaches, is to be
applauded. Honest is honest. Priests who
solemnly vow obedience to the hierarchy and
what it teaches, should be held responsible for
their vows. The present writer considers the
church of Rome in error on many important
points of doctrine. Though Vatican Il may have
changed the posture of that church in some
significant ways, the church’s fundamental
teachings regarding the mass as an unbloody
sacrifice, the validity of indulgences as a means to
release the sinner from temporal penalties, the use
of saintly intercessions, and the special place
accorded to Mary within the scheme of
redemption — to name just these few — all these
have not undergone any basic change in recent
Roman Catholic doctrinal pronouncements, The
present pope is an ardent Mariclogist. Only a few
years ago he sovereignly dedicated the whole
world to Mary. This same pope and his lesser
hierarchy can, upon a simple fiat, open the
treasury of merit to release a certain amount of the
surplus of good works stored up there and
provide imdulgence.

Faithful to Its Teacbings

As concerns the Curran case itself, 1 doubt if
many cf the readers of this journal would care to
be as strict as the church of Rome is in matters of
artificial birth control, allowing no other means
than the so-called rhythm method. So it is the
formal rather than the material aspect that we
wish to emphasize here. The Roman Catholic
church does not appear to have anything
comparable to our type of creedal subscription. To
have creeds, and to insist that they be maintained
and taught in full accord with Holy Scripture, is a
characteristically Protestant and Reformed
phenomenon. Yet, I believe all men and women
of good will, i.e. of Reformed good will, can
rejoice that a church insist on careful adherence to
its own teachings. Much as one may deplore the
errors of Roman docirine, much as ane may wish
that the Roman Catholic Church would not insist
upon the teaching of those erroneous doctrines,
the fact that in this late twentieth century, with
its often seemingly unlimited license in doctrine
and morals, there is a church body that dares to
maintain the teachings it considers authentic and
divine, such a fact is indeed a source of
satisfaction to all who would like to see that same
thing happening in churches that do not teach
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false doctrine but adhere, by God’s grace, to the
whole counsel of God.

As was stated repeatedly, the paint of
comparison is a formal one. Yet it appears to be
worth making. The present writer was heartened
by the remarks made in The Banner a few weeks
ago by the Rev. Jacab Eppinga, president of the
1986 synod of the Christian Reformed Church, He
observed that the synod had given evidence of its
willingness ta adhere to the Three Forms of
Unity. What is also heartening is that the new
Contemporary Testimony was adopted with the
stipulation that this Testimony should be
considered ‘‘subordinate to the Creeds.”” Nane of
us wants to raise the creeds to the level of
infallibility. In fact, the creeds themselves
explicitly warn against any such procedure. Yet,
in those creeds we have, by common and
voluntary consent, learned to accept the doctrine
of salvation contained ir Holy Scripture. Though
in their relative emphasis upon the doctrines
which were in dispute in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries the creeds do show the
marks of their times of origin, they are not by any
means outmoded or lacking in contemporaneity.

Benefits of the Subscription Formula

This is why standing guard by the unabridged
enforcement of the Formula of Subscription is
such a vital concern for all of us. The teachings of
our creeds are worth enforcing in a way that the
teachings of the Church of Rome are not, or at
least not always and not fully.

To speak about the great usefulness of the
Formula of Subscription is not a vain and
superfluous matter. For it sometimes appears that
what we as a church give with one hand we are
taking away with the other. While it is gratifying
to note that the church wishes to be faithful to the
Three Forms of Unity, we continue to hear voices
that insist that the Formula of Subscription, by its
strictness, is somehow hampering theological
discussion. Such allegation was made a few years
ago at the retirement of Dr. John Kromminga as
president of Calvin Seminary. The one who made
it was the Rev. Clarence Boomsma, a man widely
respected in the church and a past president of
several CRC synods. The almast complete silence
in the church in response to Rev. Boomsma's
suggestion, a suggestion which mas many
ominous overtones, was eloguent, not to say
deafening.

Ties with the RCA?

And what about the church’s ever closer
cooperation with the Reformed Church in
America? That denomination does not have a
creedal subscription formula in the specific sense
cf the word. One can find the exact words of the
formula used by the RCA on p. 559 of the Acts of
the 1976 CRC synod. The study commitiee
reporting to the synod at that point rightly points
cut that the RCA formula — nat required of its
elders and deacons, bul only of ministers and












Reformation, its Biblical teachings, where they are
still known, have come to be regarded and even
taught as a tradition of the fathers, often in much
the same way as the Roman church had come to
continue its traditions! The problem is not really
being introduced only by those who are revolting
against the traditions. It was already often present
in those who had considered themselves faithful
preservers of the traditions. In a ministers’
conference discussion of the need, especially in
missionary efforts, to show from the Bible what
we must believe, an elderly minister and home
missionary interjected that we didn’t have to go to
that trouble; professors did that for us in the
seminary! When we let the gospel teachings be
reduced from God's Word to mere human
traditions we repeat the very errors from which
our forefathers were delivered in the Reformation.
If we are satisfied with doing that, we should not
be surprised if our message loses its conviction
and appeal and our churches, deprived of the
spiritual food of God’s Word (1 Peter 2:2ff.),
sicken and die, as the church before the
Reformation was doing.

Holding God’s Word for What It is

To be “‘Reformed’’ properly means to believe,
teach and practice neither more nor less than
what God’s Word says. If we are going to
understand, experience and share that faith, we
must learn, like the Reformers, to put that fact up
front and give it all possible emphasis.

Personal experierice has perhaps made me more
sensitive to that fact than some others might be.
The son of a minister, I attended no Christian
school until the second vear of college. And most
of my education was in the very “‘progressive’’ or
Libera! California public school system. Of the
many teachers encountered during those years 1
recall only one who gave clear indications of
being an evangelical Christian. I recall an
interesting English teacher, also a teacher in the
Congregational church Sunday school, who
remarked that he sometimes envied the Catholics.
They knew what they believed, while he didn't.
Another said that she used to think she would
develop some philosophy of life, but now,
although she was becoming an old woman, she
had none. Another, who later became the
principal, told us that we did not have the moral
standards of right and wrong that our parents did,
and that our children would not have ours. We
were taught that the mark of a real education was
to learn to question everything and to accept
nothing on mere authority. Growing up with the
home and church trying to teach me the Christian
faith and the schools teaching the apposite for a
dozen years, whom was I to believe? (It is,
perhaps, not surprising that my father observed
that I was his strongest reason for trying to get a -
Christian school — and those early educational
experiences were later my own reasons for doing
the same.) Early being inundated by this kind of
skepticism and relativism (as our churches today

twelve / february 1987

are being threatened by them), I was forced to
face the fact that mere tradition is not an adequate
reason for believing anything. We either receive
God’s revelation as what it claims to be and is, or
we stay in the dark. (Especially Paul’s argument
in 1 Cor. 1 and 2 highlights these alternatives.
And our Lord in John 7:17 assures us that he
confirms in the life of His people what He says:
““If anyone wants to do His will, he shall know
concerning the doctrine, whether it is from
God...") If, or as we, by the grace of God,
receive His Word for what it is, we must frankly
build on that and not build on something other or
less than that — some mere human opinion or
tradition among a multitude of others.

In early experiences in the ministry in a
struggling little congregation far removed from
most of our churches and their traditions, I
learned to work through our Heidelberg Catechism
with the question whether and to what degree it
expressed the Bible’s teaching. That study then
and later proved extremely valuable in preparing
one to preach and teach the Biblical doctrines as
neither more nor less than God’s Word. Later it
proved even mare so when I faced the
extraordinary need and opportunity to serve as the
only evangelical navy chaplain on an island in the
Philippines among up to ten thousand men.
Previously serving in a church next to a navy
base, I had few illusions about what to expect as a
minister in the chaplaincy. To my surprise,
confronting the extraordinary opportunity to try to
bring the Word of God to the most diverse group
of people imaginable, as not a mere “‘ethnic’” or
church tradition, “‘but as it is in truth the Word of
God, which also effectually works in you who
believe’ {1 Thess. 2:13) brought some of the most
moving experiences of a lifetime. I recall 5 of that
diverse group of sailors who envisioned going
into the ministry when the time of service was
over. Regardless of who is bringing God’s Word,
God confirms His Word when it is brought for
what it is.

Later experiences, whether one were facing the
missionary ontreach of the gospel (as we did for a
time in mainland China) or these in the neighbor-
hoods of our churches, again and again simply
confirmed that God honors His Word when we
seek to bring it as His. And that principle which
has to characterize our missionary effort is just as
foundational to our effort to give our children the
kind of Christian education to which the Lord has
committed us. OQur guide and message has to be
neither less nor more than the Word of God and
we must like Paul seek to be faithful in bringing
all of it as “‘the whole counsel of God”’ (Acts
20:27}. God has honored and confirmed His Word
and He always will. Prayerfully seeking to know,
live by, and share His Word is what it means to
be a Reformed Christian.

PDJ

*The substance of this arlicle was presented as a Refermation
Day telk to a group of young Christian parents at the Dulton,
Mich. church on Oct. 2G, 1986.
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