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J.M. Batteau

Editorial

Ukraine has been repeatedly in the news in 2012. The European
Championship for football (soccer) was played Poland and Ukraine
in June, and Spain was the deserved winner over Italy in Kiev.
Unfortunately for us supporters of the Dutch team, they didn’t even
get through the first round!

T

he political situation remains tense. The
language-and-culture problem of the West
(Ukrainian) vs. the East (large Russian
population) is thorny. Recent prime minister Yulia
Tymoshenko was tried and sent to prison under
controversial circumstances in 2011, and claims that
she is being severely mistreated in prison. The lurid
story continues.
In the meantime the churches of Ukraine are
experiencing a kind of revival. The two rival
Orthodox churches, one headed by the patriarch of
Moscow, the other by a patriarch in Kiev, are indeed
rivals, but there seems to be genuine attachment
to the Orthodox faith on the part of a large portion
of the population since the fall of Communism.
In the west of Ukraine, the Eastern rite Catholic
church has a sizeable following. And at the same
time, various Protestant churches, Baptist and
Pentecostal, are growing. And two small Reformed
federations, one Evangelical Reformed, and the
other Evangelical Presbyterian, are clearly showing
spiritually vital signs of life.

Conference

That was apparent during the conference of the
European Conference of Reformed Churches, the
European section of the International Conference
of Reformed Churches (see the website, http://
www.icrconline.com/), held outside Kiev from
April 24 to 27 of this year. I was present with other
Dutch delegates from the Reformed Churches
(Liberated), and we can look back on a stimulating
and enjoyable conference.
Representatives of the two Reformed federations in
Ukraine were active in helping to be our hosts at the
conference. It was encouraging to meet them and
get a sense of their enthusiasm for the Reformed
faith. At a certain point students of the Reformed
seminary in Kiev spoke of what the Reformed faith
meant to them. Our hearts were warmed to hear
their commitment to the great principles of the
Reformation, and to their existential devotion to
the Lordship of Christ. Their love for the Reformed
Confessions was deeply evident. We could use more
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of this kind of appreciation for the Confessions in
The Netherlands!
Stepping back and looking at the spiritual state of
Europe at the moment, we see nations like Ukraine,
emerging from the darkness of Communism into
the light of freedom, but not always knowing
what to do with that freedom. In Kiev, we saw
impressive golden domes of Orthodox churches,
but also a lot of the same decadent materialism,
gaps between rich and poor, and secularist cultural
patterns so prevalent at this moment in Western
Europe. People in the former Communist countries
of Eastern Europe, including Russia, seem confused
as to what path to take. Will their rediscovered
devotion to Eastern Orthodoxy or Catholicism prove
lasting, or merely ephemeral? Will young people,
torn between ancient religious forms and modern
paganism, choose for the latter?

Modern Paganism

In Western Europe it seems that the great majority
have chosen definitively for modern paganism in
its various forms. Although some Bible-believing
churches are growing, they constitute a tiny
minority in the midst of a great, secular, pagan tidal
wave, which threatens to leave the Christian faith
behind as a curious, ruined relic of the past.
One thing is certain: in Europe, East or West,
people still need the Gospel. They may protest that
the message of the Bible is outdated, no longer
viable, and ethically wrong-headed on issues such
as abortion and homosexual marriage. They may
prefer forms of faith which are either traditional
without much Biblical content (Eastern Europe),
undemanding forms of Far Eastern religiosity with
Buddha-images in the garden, or simply atheistic
or agnostic pragmatism (Western Europe), but
the Gospel is still “the power of God for salvation
to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and
also to the Greek” (Romans 1:16). The testimony
of the seminary students from Kiev about God’s
sovereignty and grace in Christ gives us hope that
the Lord still means business in Europe.
n
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J. Colijn

 rom marginal to mainstream
F
to marginal

The words ‘marginal’ and ‘mainstream’ refer to the position of the church
of Christ and the Christian in the world. The position of the early Christian
church was marginal. First having been seen as a Jewish sect, it proceeded
to establish its own identity in the often hostile Roman environment.
Christianity was an illegal religion, looked upon with disdain. The
Christians were seen as a danger to the unity and prosperity of the empire
and therefore suffered discrimination.

S

ometimes directly persecuted, yet always
living in uncertainty and without freedom
to fully live the faith, Christians truly
experienced that they were strangers, travellers
passing by on their way to real Fatherland. The
Letter to Diognetus, written by the end of the 2nd
century expresses this very well 1:

For Christians are not distinguished from the rest of
mankind either in locality or in speech or in customs.
For they dwell not somewhere in cities of their own,
neither do they use some different language, nor
practice an extraordinary kind of life. (…) [They]
follow the native customs in dress and food and
the other arrangements of life, yet the constitution
of their own citizenship, which they set forth, is
marvelous, and confessedly contradicts expectation.
They dwell in their own countries, but only as
sojourners; they bear their share in all things as
citizens, and they endure all hardships as strangers.
Every foreign country is a fatherland to them, and
every fatherland is foreign.
They marry like all other men and they beget
children; but they do not cast away their offspring.
They have their meals in common, but not their
wives. They find themselves in the flesh, and yet they
live not after the flesh. Their existence is on earth,
but their citizenship is in heaven. They obey the
established laws, and they surpass the laws in their
own lives. They love all men, and they are persecuted
by all.2
In less than 400 years, however, by God’s
providence, the small house churches expanded
into a large community, even becoming the state
church of the Roman Empire.3
The book of Acts shows us how the apostle Paul and
n About the author:
Rev. Jos Colijn is the Academic Dean of the Evangelical Reformed Seminary of Ukraine in
Kiev. He studied literature and theology in The Netherlands, and since 2000 has served
the Seminary in Kiev.
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his co-workers Timothy and Titus were travelling
around, preaching to Jews and pagans, evangelizing
and planting churches. Ancient sources also tell us
about the journeys of the other apostles. Thomas
is said to have gone to India, James, the brother of
Jesus, to Spain, and Andrew to the East (and even
said to have stood before the hills of Kiev). But
there is very little evidence that this was the way
in which the Christian faith was spread after the
apostolic period. The main impression we get from
the sources is that the church grew, in the first
place, through Christian households and personal
relations. This was partly due to the circumstances
of persecution, which did not allow for public
evangelism. Also, churches were cautious about
accepting new members, because new members
could prove to be intruders.

Constantine and the Corpus Christianum

After Constantine came to power, the church was
no longer persecuted, becoming more and more
privileged. In 391 Christianity even became the
official religion of the Roman state. In order to
further your career as a state official you had better
become a Christian!
That means that from the 4th century on, the
church faced a totally new situation, no longer
consisting of a relatively small elite group of people,
who were ready to risk their lives for their faith. The
masses started coming to church! Having started
as a group of people with a remarkable lifestyle,
the church now became an imperial institution.
When Constantine came to power, a mere 10% of
the population may have been Christian. By the end
of the 4th century this had become 50%. Gradually,
a new (religious) civilization came into being, later
often referred to as ‘Christendom’.
Christianization was no longer a ‘natural process’
of people who were attracted to the church.
Conversions were often formal, or even enforced.
We should realize that Christianity was first
established in the cities and only slowly permeated
the countryside.4 From the 4th century on, the
Gospel was preached foremost in the cities, to
the higher classes and to the wealthy. The idea
was, that they would convert their slaves and
servants to Christianity as well.5 Church leaders,
such as Caesarius of Arles, developed strategies
not only for the ‘Christianization’, but also for the
‘depaganization’ of the people. Christianization
32

was done mainly by means of instruction and
persuasion. But depaganization was ‘an essentially
destructive effort, imposed on an unwilling
population’.6
‘Chastise those whom you know to be [guilty of
pagan worship]; warn them very harshly; scold
them very severely. And if they are not corrected,
beat them if you have the power; and if they are not
improved by this, cut off their hair too. And if they
still persevere, bind them in iron shackles, so that
those whom the grace of God does not hold, a chain
may hold (Sermon 53.2)’.7

Glow of grace
When visiting Ukraine, people are very much impressed by the glow
of the Eastern Orthodox churches’ golden domes. Although they
are certainly beautiful, if you wish to discover the glow of God’s
grace, you might like to look in another direction.

About forty Ukrainian Reformed
churches originated around 1930,
when some Ukrainians, having
heard about the doctrine of free
grace during travels abroad, started
propagating this teaching in their
home country. Communism,
however, swept this all away.
When, in 1991, Ukraine became an
independent (and free!) country, it
emerged that there were still a few
people who wished to be Reformed.
The hand of God established contact
between ds. Marten Nap from the
Netherlands and these remaining
Reformed believers.

European princes and leaders thought it would
be best for the future of their people to become
Christian. They wanted to become a part of that
Christian world with its relatively high level of
culture and civilization. That was what took place
with the Franks and the Anglo-Saxons. It also
happened, somewhat later, in Hungary and Kiev
Rus’ – in the empire, of which Kiev was the centre.
Charlemagne and other Christian rulers also spread
Christendom by coercion, enlarging their territory
at the same time. Of course, there were also
examples of the evangelistic work of monks, who
ministered to the people, like the Venerable Bede.
We have the example of Cyril and Methodius in the
East, who made great effort to relate to the people.
Yet the basic model of Christianization remained
top-down – through the princes and authorities.
The result of this policy was that the identity of
the church and the perception of what it means to
become or to be a Christian drastically changed.
‘Conversions’ in this new setting were not
infrequently unwilling, and for that reason also
doomed to be incomplete, which was especially
true of the common people. People were called
Christians, but in their heart many of them
remained pagans. The pagan temples and the
holy trees could be destroyed, but the underlying
structure of paganism often remained intact and
was often even introduced into the church. This
is especially visible in death rituals, burials and all
kinds of pagan festivals that were ‘Christianized’.

Modern times

We now take a big leap in time into the 16th
century. Throughout the Middle Ages, efforts
were made to evangelize the lay people and bring
them to faith. This happened for example through
sermons in the vernacular, through the work of
monks, giving only limited results. One of the
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Introductions

Best for the future

My work now, together with my
colleague Cor Harryvan, entails the
support of eight small congregations,
the Ukrainian Evangelical Reformed
Churches. We also give guidance
to church planting projects in
three places. Furthermore, we
have contacts with churches who
wish to follow the Reformed path
and try to support them by, for
example, organizing a conference.
Our colleague, Jos Colijn, works as
lecturer at the Theological Seminary
in Kiev. This seminary is a project
in collaboration with the American
brothers of Mission to the World. At
this moment there are approximately
30 students who are receiving lessons
in God’s Word in order to propagate
this further in this large country.
Where the message of grace resounds
and God’s Spirit brings this into
the hearts of the people, their faces
glow with thanks for such abundant
wealth of grace.
Henk Drost
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reasons was the difference between clergy and
lay people. Bringing lay people to a personal faith
in Christ was not something the Roman Catholic
church was aiming at. Most lay people could not
read, and if they could, they were not allowed to
read the Bible. They could not fully participate in,
or even understand, the liturgy. Moreover, the
possibility to pay for one’s sins with indulgences
severely undermined personal and public morality.
The Reformation can be seen as a serious
effort to change this situation. Preaching in the
vernacular became the standard in the Protestant
churches. Luther’s Bible translation, and numerous
catechisms and theological books written for lay
people changed the situation for the better. The
Roman Catholic church also put more effort into
the instruction of its lay people. Yet we should also
take into account that the Reformation was in most
cases a ‘magisterial Reformation’ in which the topdown approach of the Middle Ages remained intact.
The ‘cuius regio, eius religio’ principle illustrates this
clearly enough. Even in the Protestant countries
the results of this approach were not as positive as
one would wish. A mere glance at the books and
sermons by Puritans and Pietists throughout the
next centuries could tell us this.

The Enlightment

But from the 16th century a new challenge arose,
for Protestants and Roman Catholics alike: the
Enlightenment.8 We see the birth of a new era,
called ‘modernity’. Philosophers and scientists
started challenging the authority of the church
and the Bible. Belief in miracles and in a God who
is actively present in this world was no longer
acceptable for a growing number of people. This
resulted in the decay of the Christian world from
the inside out. The facade of the corpus Christianum
often remained intact, meaning that most
Europeans regarded themselves as Christians. But
in the 20th century in particular, reality became
increasingly visible. With a variation on the atheist
Nietzsche we could say: everywhere in Western
Europe we see huge churches and cathedrals – but
they are often nothing more than the monumental
graves of Christendom.
Once upon a time...I studied Dutch language and
literature at the university of Utrecht. One of the
subjects I really enjoyed was Medieval literature.
Of course the literature of that period was highly
influenced by Christianity; nearly all texts referred
to persons and stories from the Bible. But I only
realized how secular our age had become when one
of my fellow students raised her hand and asked:
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‘Who is this Mary, who is mentioned at page 3?’ The
answer that Mary was the mother of Jesus did not
really help her either.
The Christian faith became marginal in most of
Western Europe. In Southern and Eastern Europe,
also in Ukraine, the facade of Christendom is still
intact. People go to church at Christmas and Easter,
or to be baptized, married or buried, and church
representatives still have a certain authority in
society. These are all moments that can be used
to preach the Gospel. But the tragedy is the same
as in Western Europe: the core message of the
Christian faith is not understood by the majority
of the people who call themselves Christians.
While Christianity is still a part of the culture and
tradition, there is often a lack of biblical personal
faith.

Problem with the identiry

At this point in time our confessing Reformed
churches are having a difficult time. It is not just
the fact that we are marginalized. My impression,
based upon what I see and hear in The Netherlands,
is that we might very well have a problem with the
identity of our churches, which stands in the way
of us being really attractive or missional. To many
people in The Netherlands, the church is considered
to be a product that has passed its expiry date. It no
longer sells.
Not long ago I talked to a young couple from the
Reformed Churches (lib.), confessing members,
really serious Christians who were about to move
to another city. I inquired about the church in their
new town and the answer was: well, we want a
church that is close to our house, because if it is far
away we will not be able to attend regularly; there
should be a fair group of young people our age, or
we will not feel at home; and there should be good,
attractive worship too.
People refer to certain passages from Scripture
that inspire them. They refer to the guidance of
the Holy Spirit - and then move on to behave as
if they were the first Christians. There is often an
aversion to theology and tradition among young
Christians. For many, the Reformed confessions
no longer function as identity markers.9 Instead of
that, there is a thirst for experience, a hunger for
community and fellowship. Others long for a more
‘tangible’ religion: more emphasis on liturgy and
the sacraments. The result is that people move
easily from one church or denomination to another,
in search of a church that fulfills their needs.

Are there lessons to be learnt from the past?
34

c.

Instead of complaining about the situation in our
churches today, I would like us to ask ourselves the
following question. Looking back at the road thus
far traversed, is it possible to learn something from
what happened in the past? Looking into the mirror
of the Ancient Church, what could we learn for
today that can encourage our churches to continue
to carry the Light?
In order to answer this question, I would like to
raise two other questions first:
1. What made Christianity attractive or
unattractive in first centuries? What made it
grow?
2. What was involved in becoming a Christian in
the Early Church?
After that, I return to my initial question: can we
learn something from the Early Church?

d.

e.

1. What made the church attractive10

Without denying or diminishing God’s guidance
in history, it is not a bad idea to raise the question
from a purely human perspective: what was it
that people found attractive, or convincing, in the
Christian faith?
a. The Christian worldview gave answers to
questions about life, death, redemption, and
forgiveness of guilt and sin. In cases of suffering
by epidemic diseases, Christians offered an
explanation about God’s will, and guidance
in human life. To many people the Christian
answer was more convincing than popular
fatalism (the gods are silent…). Christians
comforted them in times of despair. Christian
faith in the resurrection and eternal life gave the
people hope. (1Cor. 15: 12f.; 1Pet. 1: 20f.)
b. Christian lifestyle and ethics were in sharp
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f.

contrast to the often immoral life in the
army, at the courts, and also in the rites of
the mystery religions. (Eph. 2: 1f. ; Eph. 4:17-32)
If anything became apparent from the trials
against Christians, then it was that they were
not accused of any public crime, corruption or
immorality.
The social concern of Christians was often
exercised under the guidance of deacons. This
implied a concern for the poor, the socially weak,
and the prisoners - imprisoned martyrs, but also
others. In ancient times, epidemic diseases were
an enormous threat to society and to the state.
In the midst of the 2nd century, a plague under
emperor Marcus Aurelius was the cause of the
death of a third of the population. Christians
often took care of the sick, which made a deep
impression on the people. (Matt. 25: 35f.)
Hospitality shown both to Christians and nonChristians was a striking feature of Christian life.
Christians realized that they themselves were
strangers in this world. But they also recognized
Christ in the strangers (Matt. 25: 35; Heb.11: 13-14
and 13: 1-2).11
The Christian community was a powerful force.
Christians helped and supported each other
– from the first congregation in Jerusalem on,
this was a characteristic – Acts 2: 41f. Those
who joined the church found a new family with
strong shared convictions and values.
Justin Martyr
(…) we who formerly delighted in fornication, but
now embrace chastity alone; we who formerly
used magical arts, dedicate ourselves to the good
and unbegotten God; we who valued above all
things the acquisition of wealth and possessions,
now bring what we have into a common stock,
and communicate to everyone in need; we who
hated and destroyed one another, and on account
of their different manners would not live with
men of a different tribe, now, since the coming of
Christ, live familiarly with them, and pray for our
enemies…12
The public martyrdom and Christian witness
during the trials and tortures deeply impressed
the people. The Greek word ‘martyreoo’ actually
means: to witness, to show! A martyr was
somebody who witnessed Christ! (Luke 12:9;
2Tim. 2:12; Rev. 2:13) Often a public execution of a
martyr would bring even more people to faith in
Christ – not only because they understood that
Christians were innocent, but also because they
recognized that God was with these people in
their sufferings.

35

Tacitus

And perishing they were additionally made into
sports: they were killed by dogs by having the hides
of beasts attached to them, or they were nailed to
crosses or set aflame, and, when the daylight passed
away, they were used as nighttime lamps. Nero gave
his own gardens for this spectacle and performed
a Circus game, in the habit of a charioteer mixing
with the plebs or driving about the race-course. Even
though they were clearly guilty and merited being
made the most recent example of the consequences
of crime, people began to pity these sufferers,
because they were consumed not for the public good
but on account of the fierceness of one man.’13
Summarizing: what was attractive in the Early
Church for the people then was that Christians
were authentic witnesses. They lived a ‘transparent
life’. They had nothing to hide, because God sees
everything. They not only believed in what they
said, but they lived what they said. The fact that
they were strangers in this world did not separate
them from this world, but stimulated them to
love both their brothers and sisters and the people
around them. It stimulated them to be involved in
this world in a practical sense.
However, the Early Church was also discriminated
against and persecuted. For what reasons? What
made the Early Church an object of disdain and
even hatred?
a. Christians did not participate in the Hellenist
culture and way of living because this was often
directly related to pagan religiosity; for instance
in the guilds (trade-corporations), see 1Cor. 10:
14-22; Rev. 13: 11-18. For this reason they were
often not able to participate fully in ‘social life’.
They were accused of ‘hatred against the human
race’ (Tacitus).
a. Christians had a different lifestyle – a different
sexual morality, a different way of doing
business, a different approach to family life,
abortion and euthanasia, a different perspective
on death and life after death. To pagans, this
was often ridiculous and offensive.
a. Intellectuals despised Christians because of
their exclusive pretension of possessing the
truth. They argued that, while Christians had
little education and knowledge, they still
thought they had the answers to the deepest
philosophical questions, questions upon which
philosophers had been reflecting for centuries!
Yet Christians kept up the exclusive claim that
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‘there is no other name under heaven given to
men by which we must be saved’ (Acts 4: 12).14
Summarizing: the church was despised because
Christians were ‘different’, had old-fashioned
opinions and claimed to know ‘the truth’. I think
that we, in that sense, are closer to the Early Church
than we would like to acknowledge:
• we can no longer count on unbelievers to whom
we talk having any prior religious knowledge
– although they might be familiar with some
Christian architecture or ideas, basic knowledge
of God or the Bible is often lacking.
• the claim of exclusive truth, which is inherent
in the person and work of Jesus Christ, is as
counter-cultural today as it was in the Hellenist
environment of the Early Church.
• a Christian worldview, with clear positions
on topics like creation and divine providence,
with Biblical positions on sexual chastity,
homosexuality, abortion and euthanasia, is
regarded as outdated – sometimes even by
people in the church.

2. What did ‘conversion’ mean
in the Early Church?

Now we come to what I consider to be the most
essential part of what I wish to say today. While
listening to what was said about the Early Church,
we might see some parallels, but still we could say:
we are living in different times now.
However, the next question treads on more
common ground: ‘What did it mean in the Early
Church to become and to be a Christian?’ If we
confess that we believe in one holy ‘catholic’
Christian church then there should be points of
recognition. There are many questions here that are
relevant in every evangelistic contact:
• What makes a person a Christian? Is it baptism,
faith, knowledge, lifestyle? What is ‘sufficient’
in order for a person to be named a ‘Christian’?
When can we call a country or civilization
‘Christian’?
• What is it exactly that new converts accept?
What instruction, knowledge or teaching is
given to them? What model of Christian life is
presented to them, and what is required of them
with respect to Christian life?
• What are the expectations of the potential
converts? Missionaries often meet with
‘empirical religiosity’: people considered to have
become Christians because they believed that it
would bring them material or other rewards in
this present world.15
36

Rev. Han Schenau was
designated by the
organizing committee
as chairman of the
conference.

For now I would like to reduce all these questions to
one simple question: ‘What is conversion’?
The words ‘epistrophe’, ‘metanoia’, and ‘conversio’
all connoted change, a change of belief, but
very clearly also a change of behavior, and of
belonging.’16
It is the change of the road along which we walk
to another. The destination of the new road
was salvation. Salvation is meeting Christ, living
in community with Him. It also implies being
incorporated into the Body of Christ, the church.
New believers were ‘reborn’ into a new network of
new relations and responsibilities, new values; they
received a new status in a new society.17
Alan Kreider writes: ‘The task of conversion was
to reshape an entire way of living and system of
values’. He identifies the following elements as
essential in order to understand early Christian
conversion: belief, belonging, behaviour, experience
and ritual (esp. the sacraments).18
While, in fact, all of these elements play a role
when somebody becomes a Christian, in the course
of time the relation between these elements
changed. Some elements were neglected, others
overemphasized, some nearly disappeared. I would
like to give you some illustrations of this process.

a. Belief

From the beginning the church took care of the
instruction of its new members by offering them
‘catechetical instruction’. The word ‘katechoos’
contains the word ‘ echo’. The Word of God should
‘echo’ not only in the mind, but also in the life of
the listener. We find a report of the catechetical
procedures in the so-called Apostolic Tradition, a
document from the 3rd century, which seems to
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reflect the Western practice.19
The first thing that comes to our notice is that the
Early Church was not exactly ‘seeker-sensitive’.
After the persecutions by Nero, churches were very
careful when accepting new members. The length
of the catechetical period varied from place to
place – it was usually about three years, sometimes
longer. The goal of catechesis was not just
instruction, but transformation. As the Apostolic
Tradition puts it: ‘If a man is keen, and perseveres
well in the matter, the time shall not be judged, but
only his conduct.’
During the first centuries there was no clearly
defined content for the catechetical period.20 From
church fathers such as Justin and Irenaeus we
know that the main content of the OT and NT was
read and explained as an account of the history of
salvation. In many places catechesis was a process
of several years.21 The explanation of the Creed
and the meaning of the sacraments (‘mysterium’)
took place only at the very end of the process,
just before baptism. It is interesting to see that
the order and the accents changed over time. In
the first centuries, when the church had to fear
persecutions, ethics were often very important:
‘truth in the soul’ and ‘holiness in the body’
belonged together.22
When Christianity became a legitimate religion,
the emphasis lay more and more on teaching,
while the care for a Christian life was placed in
the background. Gregory of Nyssa’s catechetical
instructions contain nearly a complete systematic
theology. But with regard to ethics, he just makes
some general remarks about adultery, richness,
honoring of parents. Augustine also laid a great
emphasis on teaching. If he speaks about ethics at
all, special attention is paid to sexual purity. After
the 6th century, catechetical instruction declined
more and more as a general practice in the church.

b. Behaviour

Here too, the Apostolic Tradition gives interesting
information.23 First of all, new people were to
be introduced by a sponsor – a congregational
member who took responsibility for the new person
and would accompany him throughout the whole
period of the catechumenate.24
After the sponsors were interviewed, the candidates
were scrutinized: ‘whether [the candidates] were
capable of hearing the word.’ In order to find that
out, their motivation was examined, their marital
status, and their craft or profession. If a candidate
worked in one of the prohibited professions and
he was, for example, a brothel-keeper, a charioteer
37

who competed in the games, or someone who
had ‘the power of the sword’ or ‘was a magistrate
of a city who wears the purple’ they were to quit
their jobs or be rejected as catechumens. It was
apparently assumed that only people who lived
in keeping with the fundamental values of the
community could comprehend its teaching.
During the catechumenate, people had to learn
to leave their old values and solidarities behind. In
short: the goal was ‘re-socialization’.
The Apostolic Tradition stated: ‘Let their life be
examined’: ‘Have they lived good lives when
they were catechumens? Have they honored the
widows? Have they visited the sick? Have they
done every kind of good work?’ If their sponsors
could affirm that they have lived in this way, then it
pronounced, ‘let them hear the gospel.’
Essentially, the process of becoming a Christian
was a gradual process, which took place in the
community and fellowship of the other believers. By
living with other Christians, their approach to life
and thinking changed! Thus the start was not with
a ‘decision’ of faith, but with a desire to belong and
live in fellowship with other believers.
But both in the East and West the emphasis on
a radical life changing choice disappeared when
freedom came. In Syria, for example, the compilers
of the Apostolic Constitutions then make interesting
compromises to the radicalism of Jesus: ‘If any
one give thee a stroke on thy right cheek, turn to
him the other also’ is followed by the comment:
‘Not that revenge is evil, but that patience is more
honorable.’25

c. Belonging

People who come to Christ should become
members of the Body of Christ, the congregation.
We can imagine that this was totally different
for people who lived in times when Christians
were persecuted, publicly tortured and executed,
compared to people who lived in the time of
Constantine the Great and later - when people were
even forced to accept the Christian faith. As we saw
earlier, conversion was re-socialization. The process
of instruction and catechesis was a long one. It
took years before the new believers were baptized,
participated in the prayer of the faithful, received
the holy kiss, and participated in the Lord’s Supper.
Why did the catechetical process take so long? In
short:
Old Habits Die Hard
Bad Theology Must Be Addressed
The Church Has Enemies
Discipleship Costs.26
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After the church became ‘mainstream’, the
meaning of conversion changed. Conversion, in the
sense of a personal commitment to Christ and his
church, became a ‘second stage’, not for ordinary
people, but something for the monks and saints. It
was now easy for people to become ‘catechumens’.
It was part of their career and of the life of a Roman
citizen. In order to work in the emperor’s service,
one needed to be at least formally connected to the
Christian church. However, this new generation
of catechumens was not preparing for baptism
or participating in catechism classes. They were
called Christians, but many would ask for baptism
only at their deathbed, because they thought that,
in this way, they would maximally profit from the
cleansing effect of the sacrament.27 Of course, there
were others who did seriously prepare for baptism,
just as in the times of the Early Church, but their
number was shrinking. The next step was that
instead of a practice by serious Christian families,
infant baptism became a Christian routine for all
babies, where no personal belief or commitment of
the parents was required. Belonging was no longer
connected to belief and behavior. The church,
having started out as the church of few, became
a state church, a corpus permixtum, to which
everybody belonged, without taking responsibility
for living a Christian life.

Concluding theses – is there
something to be learnt?

In general, I find the ‘holistic approach’ to
conversion very helpful and Biblical. History has
demonstrated that once the different aspects start
to fall apart, the church falls into decay.
I would like to list a few points to help us reflect on
our own position as churches in the world:
The understanding of conversion in terms of
‘transformation’ and ‘re-socialization’ can avoid
an individualistic approach in evangelism and
catechetical instruction. Often expressions such as
that people ‘come to Christ’ or ‘are saved’ can be
heard. I have no reason to doubt the truth of such
expressions, but sometimes we get the impression
that it does not matter to what church people go
after they have ‘come to Christ’. I believe that, in
this way, ‘belief’ and ‘belonging’ are separated.
What is not taken into account is the importance
of the church as the visible Body of Christ, the pillar
and foundation of the truth (1Tim. 3:15).
Although the exact content of catechetical
instruction was not clearly defined, we hear from
influential teachers such as Irenaeus and Origen
38
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Evangelical Presbyterian
Church in Spain – EPCS
The Evangelical Presbyterian Church in Spain is a federation
of six Reformed churches that formally accept the Westminster
Confession of Faith, the Westminster Shorter and Larger
Catechisms, and the Lausanne Covenant.

Introductions

that the Scriptures were read as the story of
God’s salvation. In the Reformed tradition, it was
especially Covenant theology that taught us to read
Scripture as a unity of Old and New Testament,
in which see the history of God’s salvation of
his people unfolding. Reading the Scriptures
with new members seems to me to be of great
importance and should not be replaced by other
‘good literature’ (without denying the value of such
literature of course!) (Luke 24:27; 2Tim. 3:16).
Catechetical instruction in the ancient church
was a process that took place within the context
of the congregation. It was not just the pastor or
evangelist that was working with these people.
There was a ‘sponsor’ (today we would say a
‘buddy’) who introduced the person and was with
him during the whole process of introduction to the
congregation, and the congregation was present
when there were talks and discussions with new
people. In this way people were not just getting
information about Christ, but they were introduced
into the family of Christ, no longer foreigners and
aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and
members of God’s household (Eph. 2:19).
Individualism is one of the characteristics of our
time. Christian hospitality and fellowship were
one of the typical features of the Early Christian
church, modelled on Acts 2:44 and 4:32f. One of
the reasons for the success of the Alpha Course
can be found exactly in this area – common meals
and fellowship! People long for fellowship among
people they can trust. Yet instead of being a feature
of a ‘new members class’, it should be a task for the
whole congregation.
First century Christians had a strong sense of
identity. They had a distinct worldview, based on
the conviction that God is the Good Creator and
that He has a plan of salvation. They were not
ashamed to express this.
Early Christians saw themselves as ‘resident aliens’:
in the world and yet not of the world. They showed
love to people around them – the poor and the
prisoners, the widows and orphans. This way of life
was even a criterion for membership. Although I
don’t think the church should find its strength in
all kinds of social programmes, I do think that it is
important to reflect upon our attitude as Christians
towards outcasts of our society.
n

The EPCS originated from the work
of Brazilian Presbyterian missionaries
sent to Spain by the Presbyterian
Agency of Cross-cultural Missions
(Presbyterian Church of Brazil
– IPB). Nowadays, the EPCS has
two new challenges: to welcome an
independent Presbyterian Church in
Malaga and to offer ecclesiastical and
pastoral support to a new incipient
congregation in La Coruña.
It is very important to say that the
president of our Synod, Rev. Ignacio
Minchon, who studied theology in
Spain, is our first Spanish pastor,
who has been serving in the church
of Huelva for many years. Another
significant fact is that, in the lasts
three years, the EPCS has been
talking with the Reformed Churches
of Spain (IRE), and both have a
special interest in maintaining a
much closer relationship and aim to
support some common projects.
As a new denomination in Spain
and Europe, the EPCS has mainly
the following objectives: a) to
preach the gospel of Christ to the
Spanish population; b) to stimulate
the growth of Reformed theology,
through its presence in Spain and
other countries of Europe; c) to plant
new Presbyterian/Reformed churches
in Spain and Europe.
Carlos del Pino
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W. Verboom

 ational or practical:
R
Communicating the gospel today

The following is a true story that begins at the start of a taxi journey from
Gouda to Utrecht in the Netherlands. “How long will this trip to Utrecht
take?” asked the passenger, having taken a seat next to the taxi driver. The
driver answered: “About half an hour.” The man then said: “Let us use this
time well. Would it be okay with you if I told you what God has done to my
soul?” The surprised taxi driver said: “What God has done to my soul? That
sounds odd to me. But, okay, go ahead.” The passenger then told him about
the wonder of God having entered his life, how he had come to know the
Lord Jesus, and how he, since then, lived with God. When the taxi driver
dropped his customer off in Utrecht, he said: “This has been a very special
ride for me, Sir. I will never forget this.”

T

o me this is a marvellous example of
spontaneous communication of the
gospel. The person in the story did that
out of deep compassion for the eternal salvation
of his fellow man, responding to the call of the
Lord Jesus in the mission command in Matthew
28. The topic of my lecture is precisely about this
and can be formulated as follows: How can the
church communicate the gospel by using missionary
catechesis in a secularized culture?

A fluid culture

In Western Europe, and certainly in the
Netherlands, we live in a culture in which most
people do not have a clue what it is to live with
the Lord, the God and Father of Jesus Christ, our
Saviour. The Jewish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman
rightly typifies our culture as a fluid one, its most
important characteristic being that it is always in
motion and continually changing direction. Fixed
and unchanging matters, of course, collide with
such a culture, which explains why all that God
has revealed in the Bible as his Word, as well as
all that constitutes his unchanging truth, is not
well received today. To contemporary people, the
concept that truth can be true even if it is not
always backed up by experience (objective truth)
is strange. To them, truth is something that is true

n About the author:
Dr. Wim Verboom is emeritus Professor at the University of Leyden, having retired in
2006. He taught there Catechetical studies, Symbolics (Confessional studies) and Dutch
church history.
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because they experience it as true (subjective truth).
This belief alone gives meaning and satisfaction to
modern individuals. Therefore, belief in an eternal
God is more an obstacle than a necessity. An
obvious example of this was seen in the advertising
campaign on British busses, using the slogan:
“There’s probably no God. Now stop worrying and
enjoy your life.”

Tracks left by God

On the one hand, therefore, our culture is a fluid
culture. Yet, on the other hand, people are still
religious. One could even say ‘incurably religious’,
quoting the Dutch theologian Prof. Harry M. Kuitert.
You could also say: In our culture, we still find tracks
left by God. Wim Dekker, another Dutch theologian,
recently defended his PhD thesis with the title The
absence of God in our culture (2011). He emphasizes
explicitly the importance of certain traces or tracks
left by God. His view is inspired by the well-known
German theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg. The latter
maintained that the very absence of God is, in fact,
a divine speaking of God, in particular an expression
of his wrath. Seen in this way, not being able to
find a track left by God is, in itself, a very special
track delivered by God. These issues are familiar
to Reformed theology, even though they may now
be spelled out in a different way. In the first half of
the last century, J.H. Bavinck PhD, the missiologist,
already said that man is by nature a religious
being. Bavinck saw religion as the result of human
response to what God has revealed of himself in his
general revelation. That is based on the concept of
the covenant made by God with his creation. People
are therefore not autonomous beings, unattached
to God, even though they think they are. No, they are
and remain God’s creation. And if they do not want
to acknowledge that, creating their own religious
world, we may regard that as the sublimation and
substitution of the truth. Even then, that is still a
response to God’s revelation.
Today we see the remarkable situation of a fluid
culture with no room for God on the one hand,
and the current flourishing of all sorts of religions
on the other. That causes tension, and it is in that
strained arena that the church is a living presence
and is called to give an “answer to everybody
41

who asks you a reason of the hope, which is in
you,” following 1 Peter 3:15. We should be deeply
concerned about the salvation of our fellow men,
as Christ commands, just like the man in the taxi.
We believe—do we not?—that people will be lost
without deliverance by Jesus Christ. That they
are people after Genesis 3, and that we need his
redemptive work for our eternal salvation. For
extensive ages Christian baptism has been the sign
and seal of that truth.
In this perspective, the church is communicating
the gospel within the context I just described. But
what, here, are the dos and don’ts? I would like to
focus on the practical side of communication next,
which brings me to the thesis for this lecture: How
can the church today use missionary catechesis for
communicating the gospel in a largely secularized
culture?
If we look upon catechesis as a learning system, then
it can be used according to the cognitive model, in
which rational thought plays a central role. Also,
it can be used according to the affective model,
in which emotions and experience play a central
part. To put it more practically: should the church
implement her call to communicate the gospel by
focusing on the mind of man, or on the affections of
man?
Let me address this issue in more detail. In order to
gain more perspective on solving this dilemma, I
would like, for a moment, to become an apprentice
of the catechism of the Reformed tradition, in
particular the well-known manual or primer
The Heidelberg Catechism (1563). Following that
exercise, I will return to our present context and
seek factors directing us in missionary catechesis.

The cognitive model

How should the church communicate the gospel
with modern man? One approach is to follow the
cognitive model, calling upon man’s rational insight.
Its advocates prefer to speak about communicating
the gospel as apologetics. This is an important point,
because also in Christian faith our minds play a
large role. Jesus commences his summary of God’s
law by saying that we should love the Lord our God
with our all our hearts and our minds. We also see
that particularly the Early Church emphasized the
cognitive element for communicating the gospel in
the non-Christian world. They appealed to common
sense, which was given to mankind by God.
Someone like the philosopher Justin, for example,
who lived in the second century, used rational
arguments to prove the inferiority of paganism and
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the truth of the Christian faith. Later, the theologian
Tertullian continued in this manner. They made
it clear that the Christian faith and belief in the
God of the Bible, far from being foolish, was highly
reasonable and that it was unreasonable not to so
believe. P. Bouter PhD, an expert on the Early Church,
informs us that it is noticeable in the apologetics
of the Early Church that Christians were not at all
inhibited, but quite proud about their faith.

Tim Keller

A well-known contemporary example is Tim Keller,
the author of The Reason for God - Belief in an Age of
Skepticism. (2008). Rev. Keller is pastor of Redeemer
Presbyterian Church in New York City. He has
chosen to communicate the gospel in a typically
apologetic manner, according to the cognitive
model. His drive is to demonstrate that it is an
error and prejudicial to speak of Christian faith as
unreasonable. Nothing is further from the truth.
In dialogue with sceptics, he is continually trying
to remove all sorts of rational barriers. He latches
on to the legacy of C.S. Lewis and unmasks the
theories put forward by intellectuals like Dawkins,
which attempt to show that the Christian faith
is deceptive and therefore ought to be opposed
as something harmful. The book by Keller that I
am referencing at the moment consists of two
parts. In the first part, he poses various rational
objections against the Christian faith, and in the
second part he covers a similar number of reasons
for believing in God. With regard to removing
objections against Christian faith, he deals, for
instance, with the belief that it cannot be true that
there is just one true religion. Or, the belief that
a good God would never allow suffering. Or, the
belief that the Christian faith has been debunked by
science, so that the Bible cannot be taken literally.
Keller explains that these negative qualifications,
concerning the Christian faith as such, are based on
presuppositions, which are also based on a personal
belief or faith. Every right-minded person has
such convictions. By disclosing that background,
Keller teaches us that the issue at hand is not the
opposition between faith and rational thought, but
the opposition between one faith and the other. In
the second part of his book, he shows that as far as
reason is concerned, there is nothing wrong with
the Christian faith. Faith does not oppose reason.
To put it even more strongly: disbelief is contrary
to reason. Keller uses the example of sin and
demonstrates that it is more plausible to regard
oneself as a sinner than to consider oneself a victim
of circumstances. To quote Keller: “Many people
have the impression that the Christian doctrine of
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what God meant it to be. Instead of directing our
will towards God, it is directed against him. Our
will is bound to evil, and because our mind is ruled
by our will, our will has to be set free from evil.
Only then can we, by accepting the reasonability of
faith, surrender to God. That is what Luther clearly
teaches us when answering Erasmus in his book De
servo arbitrio. That our mind is darkened does not
entail that it cannot be highly developed. Yet our
mind, being subject to our bound will, will make the
wrong choices. That is what the Bible calls sin, and
man himself is responsible for that.

The affective model
sin is bleak and pessimistic about human nature.
Nothing could be further from the truth. When
I was brand-new in the ministry a young man
came to see me whose wife had just left him. He
was feeling angry at what she had done, guilty
about his own flaws that had led her to do so, and
despondent before the whole situation. I said that
what he needed more than anything was hope.
He quickly agreed and asked how he could get
some. As gently as possible I said that the good
news was—he was a sinner. Precisely because he
was a sinner, he wasn’t simply the helpless victim
of psychological drives of social systems” (Keller,
The Reason for God. This citation is from the first
edition, 2008, p.160).
The relevance of the cognitive approach is the fact
that Christian faith does harbour an important
cognitive element. Exercising the mind, gaining
knowledge, using insights, working with cognitions,
are all a part of conducting faith. Therefore, it is
quite valid to approach people in this way when
communicating faith, and it does justice to the
gospel.
At the same time, we could say that this approach
has a limited focus. In the first place, not everyone
is so rationally inclined that he is willing to take
part in a determination of what could be rationally
true or not. Following Lewis and Wright, Keller’s
communication is aimed at highly educated young
people. That is the target group, and they do
have the best antennae for the cognitive model.
But in the second place, there is more involved
than reason in being faithful or unfaithful. Even
though one would have to recognize and admit
that something is reasonable, that does not mean
that one will believe it. Nor does it mean that we
will come to have a relationship with God. Belief
and unbelief are more a matter of will. And, since
Genesis 3, our human will is totally different from
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Let us now take a look at the second model for
communicating the gospel, the affective model,
where emotions and experience play a determining
role. In this way we are able to find a connecting
factor with which to bring people in touch with
Jesus and his salvation. In this model, the crux is
not rational cognition, but the human need for
experience, giving life meaning and security. In this
context, truth is not what is rationally true, but
what a person finds affectively trustworthy. Truth
is what each person personally considers true, with
experience as a reliable factor. This belief places us
at the very centre of our fluid culture, which in many
respects can certainly be called an emotion culture.
Just choose a random channel on Dutch TV on any
evening and within minutes one is in contact with
the emotional side of our culture. We see people
crying boundlessly, people rejoicing profusely or
loudly venting their anger, and so forth. Stories
portraying the experiences of people score much
higher than distantly held discourses on some
subject. Gerhard Schultze considers our culture to
be an Erlebniszkultur, an experiential culture. The
average person of today does not exist because
he thinks (Descartes: ‘I think, therefore I am’), but
because he feels. The cultural philosopher Aad
Verbrugge says in his book A time of disquiet [Een
tijd van onbehagen], that the focus on feelings is a
reaction to the focus on thinking, the cognitions.
Both developments, the emphasis on cognitions and
on affections are variations of the Enlightenment
in Western Europe. In both cases, this concerns
the urge of man to liberate himself from norms he
feels subject to and to determine for himself what
he wants to think and feel. In this way the emotion
culture can be regarded as the individual’s longing
for freedom. The fact that this often takes place
in collectives, even among the masses, should not
confuse us. Imagine it as repeated snapshots being
43

taken through the lens of a camera, which, when
seen together, show a splintered range of images.
In this way, feelings of individuals are momentarily
observed, fixed and shared, only to flow away again,
each in its own direction.
On reflection, we must admit that the Christian
faith is certainly not against emotions, nor is it
against rationality. Moreover, the experience
of faith as a relationship with God is the very
essence of our faith. Of old, we are familiar with
the experiential faith of the Reformed tradition,
as expressed in the Second Reformation and the
Protestant Reveille in the 19th century. In the
Roman Catholic Church, mysticism also has ancient
origins. It is no wonder that the Evangelicals
and Charismatic groups these days place much
emphasis on the affective side of faith. To many of
these believers, for instance, conversion is not so
much an ethical happening, but a deeply emotional
experience and a radical break with former life. In
such circles, one hears of a “wow experience”, a
deeply authentic experience of faith. In expressing
their faith, particularly in music and song, there is
a continual emphasis on affections or emotions. In
this affective model, what counts is not so much
what one believes (doctrine), but in Whom one
believes (the Lord).
At the same time, the advocates of this approach
are convinced that, in principle, one’s affections
must be subject to the prescriptive function of the
Word of God. That is less evident if they claim that
what counts is not so much what one believes,
nor in Whom one believes, but that the issue is
one of a religious atmosphere. In this approach,
religious experiences do not have to be tested
against a criterion beyond one’s affections. Instead,
affections are allowed to seek intuitively what
feels good and what does not. In a book by T. van
den Berk (1999), [title translated as Mystagogics.
Inauguration in the symbolic consciousness],
catechists are taught at catechism how to discuss
a movie while following one’s affections. It
becomes clear that, right from the start, one takes
a ‘subjective’ point of view, attributing great value
to ‘irrational’ impulses felt while viewing the movie.
The insight gained in such a lesson must then be
connected to that subjective viewpoint. All one’s
knowing is examined according to a measure
of experience (pp.167-168). This example shows
that the affective model, like that of the cognitive
model, is not above critical questioning. According
to Biblical standards, affections and experience are
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relevant to Christian faith. Faith cannot be reduced
to rational insight, and neither can feelings and
emotions. Also, faith and affections cannot be
identified. Here again we see that the will of man
is of decisive importance. Feelings may seem to
attach themselves impartially to faith, yet that is
deceptive. Eventually our feelings also are gratified
by what we want. If we want to love someone, then
our feelings are filled positively. If we want to hate
someone, then our feelings are filled negatively.
Our will that has been bound to evil since Genesis
3, needs to be set free from that evil, as does our
mind. Only then will we have the right feelings. Not
what I feel can be regarded as true and trustworthy,
but what God says in his Word - even if that
goes against my feelings. We should therefore
not speak of experiential faith, but of faithful
experiences. Taking the affections as the starting
point guarantees a malfunction in communicating
the faith. Starting with one’s feeling could just as
easily lead to a relationship with Buddha as with
Christ Jesus. In this view, religion is as expansive
as the many flows of human affections. All kinds
of mysticism can just overflow with egoism, the
antithesis of faith in Christ.
Our review of the cognitive model and of the
affective model have taught us that, as such, these
approaches are not wrong. However, when we look
at the position of the cognitive and the affective
aspects in communicating faith, then our analysis
needs an explicit criterion to help us handle these
aspects.

The Heidelberg Catechism

I have good reason to seek certain starting points
in our communication of faith in the Reformed
tradition. Because these have been tested
throughout the ages, we can learn much from
them. I am referring to the starting points and
characteristics of the Heidelberg Catechism (HC). In
its 52 Lord’s Days and 129 questions and answers,
this primer of faith offers us a precious synopsis of
Christian faith and also a model for communication
of faith today. Designed for children who have been
baptized, it aims to teach them to respond to their
baptism in faith, so that they can be incorporated
into the congregation and be allowed to celebrate
the Lord’s Supper. The booklet was not primarily
written for communicating the gospel with people
outside of the Christian congregation, but for
those within. Nevertheless, in my estimation, the
HC offers us certain tools that could well serve
catechesis in a missionary context, in a context of
church outreach programs.
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Reading from the
Bible and singing took
place regularly at the
conference.

Because of the restricted time at my disposal, allow
me to name a limited number of learning points.
In the first place, the HC spells out a person’s goal
in life, characterized as sharing comfort in life and
death, living as a comforted person. Here, being
comforted means having support, particularly in
the midst of difficult circumstances. That is also
the learning point. This anthropological angle is
functional, as can be recognized by humans of all
times, including those of today. The secularized
people of our times also need comfort and security.
This learning point invites contemporary man
to enter a learning environment and discover
how one really could live as a comforted person.
The church tells us that this comfort should
not be sought in an imminent world, but in the
relationship with God. This contact with God
holds for all situations of life, as well as in one’s
death. In the second place, the type of learning
demanded by the HC is an existential learning
that touches the core of our humanity. It is
completely a matter of a relationship, warranted
by the concept of the covenant, that is to say, that
God himself seeks relationships with people and
works at bringing about the response of people
to that bond. This learning in the HC, being both
relational and existential, matches the need people
have for contact, for communication. Humans
cannot survive in isolation. We are created to live
in association with others, having relationships,
living in a covenant. The covenant is a network of
relationships, by which man flourishes. That is why
learning in the HC cannot be limited to intellectual
truths, to be evaluated at a later stage in life. It
should be used to learn to live in relationship
with God. That surpasses all intellectualism and
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subjectivism and, therefore, all non-commitment.
This sort of learning also has to do with the
perspective on knowledge, which we find buried
in the HC. The type of knowledge in the HC is very
different from the abstract type of knowledge that
could be found in the Enlightenment. While, in
the latter, knowing is directed towards something,
in the HC, knowing is directed towards Someone,
namely God. We could call this ‘a Biblical knowing’,
expressed in the Hebrew word jada concerning
living in communion with the known one, the way
in which man and wife ‘know’ each other in the
bonds of marriage. This knowing is connected with
loving. In the next place, the HC teaches us that
man learns fully, ergo it is the whole person, with
his mind, with his affections and his will. Not partly
rational, not partly emotional, but encompassing
and integrating all aspects of being fully human.
This is the case because learning of faith involves
one´s heart. In our heart, our mind, affections and
will all come together, interlinked with each other
to form a trinity. A beautiful example of this is
found in The Lord’s Day 7 of the HC in which true
faith is described as `a sure knowledge` and a
`wholehearted trust.` This is a matter of the heart,
involving the whole person and the relationships
he has. All the daily life of the believer is also
drawn into this learning process. Learning involves
conversion, and conversion has an impact on all
facets of one´s daily life. Faith, command and
prayer go hand in hand.
But how can these essential starting points become
reality in communicating the gospel? How did that
happen in the story of the man in the taxi? Isn’t
that beyond our grasp? That may be so, but that
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 ourth European Conference
F
of Reformed Churches,
Kiev, Ukraine, 24-27 April 2012
Some facts and images
Closing Statement
Kiev

Participating Churches
Member Churches

Eight churches are members of the ICRC.
CRC Christian Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
EPCEW Evangelical Presbyterian Church in England and Wales
EPCI Evangelical Presbyterian Church in Ireland
FCS Free Church of Scotland
FCC Free Church of Scotland (Continuing)
RCN Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
RPCI Reformed Presbyterian Church of Ireland
RCS Reformed Churches of Spain (not represented)

Invited Churches

EPCS Evangelical Presbyterian Church in Spain
ERCK Evangelical Reformed Church, Kyrgystan
ERCR Evangelical Reformed Church, Russian (Kazan, St. Petersburg,
Moskova)
ERC-SC Evangelical Reformed Church, Sub-Carpathian Region,
Ukraine
ERCWC Evangelical Reformed Church, Westminster Confession
(Germany)
PCN Protestant Reformed Church in the Netherlands (Reformed
Bond)
PCU Presbyterian Church in Ukraine
RCBel Reformed Church, Belarus
RC-Dun Reformed Church of Dunajevtsi, Ukraine
RCR-Lat Reformed Church, Riga, in Latvia
RCStep ‑UERC Ukrainian Evangelical Reformed Church
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The 4th meeting of the European Conference of Reformed Churches
took place from 24th to 27th April at Sanatorium Zjurawusjka
near Kiev, Ukraine. The conference, by its choice of Ukraine, hoped
to encourage the Reformed Churches labouring faithfully in a
spiritually needy country. Although they are small in numbers, their
love for the Lord and their zeal for the gospel was in turn a great
encouragement to those from other countries. The conference
delegates appreciated greatly the hospitality of the Ukrainian
Evangelical Reformed Churches and valued the
opportunity to get to know their work better.
The theme of the conference was ‘Marginal and Missional’. This
reflected an understanding that, whilst in former times Europe was
a missionary sending continent, with the Church being mainstream
and powerful and the Reformed Faith being a strong tradition in
many European countries, nowadays the continent is a mission field,
in a post-christian situation, with the Church increasingly pushed to
the margin. The conference sought to address these issues through
lectures, workshops discussions.

Three lectures were presented:

1. ‘From margin to mainstream to margin’ (Jos Colijn, Ukraine);
2. ‘Rational or practical’ (Wim Verboom, Netherlands)
3. ‘Traditional or experimental’ (Neil MacMillan, Scotland).
Opportunities for both group and plenary discussion were
provided. The conference theme was also addressed through a
presentation on ‘Missional Cooperation’ (David Miller, Scotland)
and workshops on ‘Missions in a Student Context’ (David Mackay,
Ireland), ‘Reformed Confessions in a Missionary Situation’ (Ukrainian
theological students) and ‘Theological Co-operation’.
One of the key purposes of the conference is to promote
co-operation in mission among Reformed churches. Information
from all the churches on missions in Europe is being collected and
made available to the member churches.
The conference also seeks to promote co-operation among the
seminaries of the Reformed Churches. This project is ongoing and
aims to provide opportunities for the stronger to help the weaker
institutions. All of the delegates appreciated the conference and are
going back to their home churches stimulated to apply the thoughts
that they learned here.
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We at Lux Mundi did not receive the texts of all the introductions from
the speakers. Peter Naylor has provided us with a description of the
proceedings. Thanks, Peter!

South Carpathia

Szilagyi Lajós introduced the Evangelical Reformed Church of South Carpathia in
Ukraine (Evangelical Church Egyhaz). This church was formed with the aim to be
Bible-based even though this would mean losing people. They decided to adopt the
five points of Calvinism and to take the Reformed Faith seriously. They were expelled
from their original denomination and many pastors lost everything because of that.
They are relatively small
but because the people give one tenth of their money to the church they have
resources to exist and develop. Most people think that they are strange to take the
faith seriously.

Presbyterian Church of Ukraine

Ivan Bespalov: We have 4 organized churches and 10 mission churches. New starts.
A young and growing church. First missionaries came in 1992.
Biggest congregations in Kiev and Odessa (c. 150 members). We co-operate in
theological education with Dutch. We try to be relevant to the needs of society.
People are interested in the end of time, so I am preaching from the book of
Revelation. We set up a musical and take it to colleges.

Introductions

Reformed Churches in Belarus

LuxMundi

Sergei Udalov: The Reformed Church in Belarus has a long history: in the 16th
century we had 200 churches, one of the biggest Reformed denominations in
Europe at that time. Today, only two buildings left, one now owned by the Russian
Orthodox Church and one by Roman Catholics (in Minsk and Mahilov). We cannot
possess our historical buildings. It is a hard time for evangelism in Belarussia. No
opportunity to do public evangelism. Hope God will change it. Relationship with
RCN. Developing now.

Independent Local Church (Covenant of Grace)

Volodomir Mikita: We believe in God’s sovereignty in saving, and in planting
churches. Began with evangelism work. 1990s studied in Presbyterian seminary.
Decided to follow Reformed way. We preached in open spaces between buildings
on the street, also in hospitals and schools. 2006 registered our church. Independent
does not mean that we do not want relations with other churches. It means that when
we became a church no one was with us but God was. Therefore self financing. Glad
that we can make ties here. Our heart is open to you, brothers.
June 2012
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is not the perspective of the HC. The entire range
of faith communication in the HC is a thoroughly
pneumatological event. It is entirely supported by
the belief that the Holy Spirit will redirect the will
of man, illuminate his mind, guide his affections
and in this manner bring him as believer to `a
sure knowledge` and a `wholehearted trust.` The
learning environment for teaching catechism is
in the HC the working space of the Holy Spirit. We
should see the method of questions and answers
in the HC in this perspective. The teacher poses
questions and the child answers. That is not
only a functional, didactic happening, but fully
a theological happening. By answering—using
cognitions and affections—the child learns to
appropriate personally and existentially the faith of
the congregation. To be sure, by doing so the child
learns, and by learning the child practises faith.
Learning is not a phase that precedes believing, but
learning is the means through which the Holy Spirit
brings people to life in the relationship with Jesus
Christ, one’s “only comfort in life and in death.”
Finally, in this concept the faithful community
of the congregation is of crucial importance. The
catechism teacher educates as a teacher of the
congregation, and the catechism pupil is taught as
child of the congregation. In this respect, learning
is not individualistic, even though it is personal. The
child learns personally while being included in the
community of the congregation. It may put into
practice what this means, not only as gift, but also
as duty.
So far, I have treated several starting points of the
HC. Amongst others, these characterize the way
the gospel was communicated in the time in which
the HC originated, but I am convinced these also
hold for our situation today. To be sure, none of
these starting points are bound to a certain culture
as they originate in and are founded on Biblical
principles, and therefore can be transposed to our
present-day modern culture, to be of lasting value.

Missionary catechesis

Following our apprenticeship of the HC, we
now divert our attention to the practice of faith
communication nowadays. I would like to focus
on what we call missionary catechesis. The Great
Commission in Matthew gives catechesis and
instruction its own place. Therefore, it is legitimate
for us to direct our attention on catechesis as faith
communication within the range of various forms
of missionary work of the church. I call specific
attention to the missionary courses that have
spread throughout Western Europe in the last
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decade, such as the Alpha course. How can such
courses be fruitful for communicating faith? My
view is that the characteristics of learning I gleaned
from the HC can be incorporated in these courses.
How this is to be done requires some further
explanation.
Several principles can be drawn out of this
discussion and I would like to deal with those
now. They recognize the specific characteristic of
learning as communication of the gospel, whether
that takes place in a taxi, or in a Bible study at home
or in the lecture hall of a church.
Regarding the first issue, that of the learning goal,
the HC teaches us that the truths of Christian faith
are not just for people to examine noncommittally.
More so, they need to be invited to learn this
existentially - not only regarding the content of
faith (fides quae), but also the way one believes
(fides qua). In this learning, the HC tells us, the
crucial factor is that people come to live as baptized
people. In my view this is very true for today.
Missionary catechesis is baptismal catechesis,
even though it is also rightly called confessional
catechesis, because it prepares for the confession of
faith. Naturally, such learning cannot be limited to
just one course. Even stronger: it is a characteristic
of this learning that it is a lifelong process. One’s
entire life is a course of learning. Only from this
perspective can we live as comforted man.
Now the issue of learning content. The content
of learning serves the learning goal. It is the
instrument by which we learn to live as comforted,
as baptized man or woman. If so, then the content
does not originate in man himself, otherwise we
would move in circles in our own immanent world.
The content we are to learn must come from above.
That is the Word of God, with the liberating gospel
of the Lord Jesus Christ as its heart.
Now we come across the issue of the teacher
instructing the pupils. From the perspective of the
HC this person can only be someone who is a living
member of the Church, who is convinced of the truth
of what is taught, because he or she has learned
that only this truth brings us to the goal. I emphasize
here that the teacher should be a witnessing
Christian, practising what he teaches. At the same
time, the teacher remains a lifelong pupil. One never
graduates from having a relationship with God. It
could even be so that one becomes a true learner
regarding faith, when one becomes a teacher.
Now the issue of the learner. At the start of my
lecture, I spelled out several characteristics of
people in our culture. My advice is to take these
seriously in carrying out missionary catechesis. Also,
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On Wednesday afternoon,
a trip, perfectly organized
by the local congregation,
was made to the
impressive city of Kiev.

follow the maxim that learning is never timeless,
but takes place in a concrete learning environment
by concrete learning people. The pupil living in
Heidelberg of 1563 is not the same as the pupil in
Kiev of 2012. One has to research the background
of learners, even so far as understanding his
habitus in the cognitive and affective climate. This
inquisitiveness must lead to taking the learner by
the hand to bring him to the learning goal. That is
what counts. Prof. Marc de Vries recently wrote a
good book on this, entitled: Finding God. In dialogue
with seekers (Heerenveen, 2011).
Previously, I dealt with the problems of the rational
and the emotional sides to contemporary people.
In this regard, I also mentioned Keller as well as
the charismatics. Perhaps we now could say, that
linking up to both rationality and affections could
serve as ‘paths guiding’ us to the one path of
discovery.

Emmaus

That brings me back to the characteristic of learning
in communication of the gospel. I would like to
invite you to listen with me to the story of the
disciples on the road to Emmaus in Luke 24. There
we read that Jesus instructs two people in the
meaning of his resurrection. They think that Jesus
is dead and along with that the faith in him. What
do we now see? Jesus connects to their very starting
point. That is the way he starts his narrative with
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them. The paragraph starts with the characteristic
of a dialogue. But at a certain point, the dialogue
is overruled. A confrontation results: “O foolish
ones, and slow of heart, that you do not believe in
all that the prophets have spoken.” Then, Jesus not
only associates himself with the understanding of
the disciples, but he reveals himself to them. This
confrontation surpasses the dialogue and forces a
decision by the disciples. This happening brought
me to argue that despite all the good that can be
said regarding dialogical learning for guidance, we
cannot do without the confrontational moment in
contemporary missionary catechesis. All that is the
work of the Holy Spirit, that marvellous Teacher.
Let us now say something about the form into
which learning is cast. That is, the method followed.
The range of possibilities today is wide. One can
look for a method in which the entire person, the
cognitive, the affective, also the volitional and the
human conduct are involved. It is fantastic that
nowadays so many didactical tools are available
to us. Yet permit me to give a theological warning
here, namely that form and content must match.
It is highly undesirable that communication of the
gospel should use techniques that suggest issues
clashing with the learning content. Let me give
an example: Perhaps you are familiar with the
popular picture “The Broad and Narrow Way.” It is
an example of learning in which one should follow
the narrow path in order to reach the Kingdom of
God. This idea can be called the content of learning.
But it should not be so that the content of our
catechism is meant to be found on the narrow
way, whereas the design of the catechism class
shows characteristics of the broad way. That would
be a clash of content and form, downgrading the
content.

Once again: The taxi

In the conclusion of my lecture, I would like to
mention three courses such as are used in the
Netherlands. Due to time limits, at this moment
I cannot go into a detailed analysis: they will be
handed out upon request. I refer here to the course
Christianity Explored, the course Your spirituality
and the Alpha Course.
I started my lecture with the man in the taxi,
who spontaneously shared his faith with the taxi
driver. More than likely the man had never thought
about a fluid culture, about traces of God, about a
cognitive and affective model, and so forth. Yet we
consider him a paragon of faith communication.
He was a man deeply concerned with the eternal
salvation of his fellow man. That is the essence. n
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Neil MacMillan

‘Traditional or Experimental’

‘No church can exist without structures and forms. The Reformed
Churches have a dusty smell about them. Traditional forms aim to conserve
foundational gospel concepts but they face the danger of irrelevance and
alienation. Experimental forms allow spontaneity and relevance but are in
danger of cultural accommodation and losing keynotes of our confession.
How do we deal with this dilemma?’

M

arginalisation of the church in Western
countries has led to a period of critical
self-examination as Christian leaders
and academics seek to discern where the church
has failed and how those failures can be overcome.
The fundamental conclusion arrived at has been
to acknowledge that the church has not kept pace
with the shift to a post Christian culture. Many of
our structures and much of our communication
are now a hindrance to fruitful gospel witness. This
has led to a close re-examination of many aspects
of the local church and its relationship to both the
culture and wider ecclesiastical institutions.
For those of us who are concerned to be
missionaries in our local situation this leads to
many practical questions. As we begin to plant or
revitalise a church, what shape should it take? What
elements of our tradition are essential? Which can
be discarded? What structures must be retained
and in which areas can we be flexible? How do we
hold on to what is of lasting value whilst at the
same time connecting with those who are culturally
distant from the church? How can we reach the
large majority of people who will never attend a
church service?

Missional Ecclesiology

Missional Ecclesiology takes as its starting point the
understanding that the main purpose of the church
is to be obedient to its God-given mission. The
Missio Dei is the Missio Ecclesia. The Bible is read as
a narrative of God’s mission to redeem a lost world.
Our key function as the church is to play our part in
this mission. So the life and worship of the church
must be governed by this central concern; ‘How

n About the author:
Rev. Neil MacMillan was minister at Kirkcaldy Free Church, Scotland, for 16 years before
becoming the Free Church’s full-time Mission Development Officer, working for the
Home Missions Board.
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does this affect our mission?’ Alan Hirsch makes
this point plainly, ‘The church’s true and authentic
organizing principle is mission.’1
This concern to be true to our mission has led to a
strong critique of traditional churches. It is good
for us to listen to these criticisms as they bear on
central aspects of church life. These criticisms are
presented below in broad and summary fashion.
Worship: The corporate worship of traditional
churches is inward looking and very difficult for
outsiders to engage with. The forms and language
are archaic and impenetrable to those who have
not been initiated into them. This is counter
to the New Testament witness and the test of
intelligibility. (1 Cor 14)
Community: Traditional churches have failed to be
true to their own ecclesiology. Whilst we adhere
to the idea of church as the body of Christ and the
family of believers by our practice we teach that
church is about sacred buildings, and attendance at
services and other events. People come and go from
our services but know no true community.
Structure: Denominations have become
institutionalised and controlling and thus inhibit
the flexibility and initiative necessary for mission.
They preserve the past and extinguish the
entrepreneurial spirit. ‘Institutional systems tend
to try and organise through external hierarchical
command and control.’ 2 What is needed are flexible
structures that are dynamic, and easily reproduced.
Organic systems produce relational networks that
are intelligent and adaptive and the ability to adapt
and reproduce is crucial to mission.
Confessions: Traditional churches have Confessions
that encourage unnecessary complexity and take
away from the core message. We need a message
that is rapidly transferrable and ‘freed from the
philosophical density of the academy’3 The gospel
needs to be easily grasped even by an illiterate
peasant. A simple confession of the Lordship of
Jesus Christ is the essential issue.
Leadership: One of the key components of effective
missionary churches is apostolic leadership.
(Ephesians 4:11) This is humble, servant leadership
marked by the moral and spiritual authority of an
50

The conference was held
in the former Sanatorium
Zjurawusjka, 25 kilometres
from the capital Kiev.

authentic gospel life. Traditional churches have
leadership that reflects corporate values and the
structure of a CEO and his subordinates. Such
leadership is controlling and concerned with power.
There is no ordained or professional ministry class
in the New Testament. Apostolic leadership is
liberating, empowering, pioneering and innovative.
Disciple making: The key to mission is making
disciples. Traditional churches do not have a strong
culture of intentional discipleship. Most ministry
is done by the salaried clergy who operate in the
mode of preaching and pastoring. This means in
practice spending most of their time preparing
sermons, visiting the sick and conducting the rites
of passage; i.e. baptisms, marriages and funerals.
They do not make disciples and so are unable to
establish a culture of disciple making.
Culture: Hostility, suspicion, separation and
isolation tend to mark the attitude of traditional
churches towards the surrounding culture. This
refusal to engage with and enter into the culture
creates an inability to communicate meaningfully
with non-Christians. Missional ecclesiology should
be driven by the incarnational impulse to enter into
other cultures and become a part of them for the
sake of the gospel. Cultural flexibility is essential to
effective mission. (1 Corinthians 9)
For Hirsch and others the key issue here is
adaptation. Traditional churches do not have
the capacity to adapt to the post – Christendom
environment. Traditional churches will not
give their congregations the freedom to adapt
sufficiently to become effective in mission. The
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institutions of traditional denominations are
incapable of creating an environment of rapid
change and growth. And so a complete paradigm
shift must occur. Traditional church must be left
behind. New churches, new networks, new ways
must be initiated and developed. Only these
churches have the capacity to reproduce and
multiply in a way that will meet the missionary
challenge facing us today.

Reformed Ecclesiology

Reformed Ecclesiology is driven by a concern to
order the life and worship of the church in ways
that are acceptable to God. The principle concern
of the church is to maintain the true worship of the
living God. All the idols of culture and religion must
be cast aside. The principles and practice of worship
and church life must be regulated by Scripture. So
the driving concern in Reformed Ecclesiology has
always been doxological rather than missional.
Worship is the true and authentic organising
principle of the church.
Calvin above all others has influenced the Reformed
understanding of the church. He writes. ‘Wherever
we see the word of God sincerely preached
and heard, wherever we see the sacraments
administered according to the institution of Christ,
there we cannot have any doubt that the Church of
God has some existence.’ Institutes Book 4, Chapter
1. Para 9.
Calvin and Calvinistic churches have seen
preaching, and the right administration of the
sacraments, as marks of the true church. Most
Reformed Christians now hold that there are three
marks of the true church.
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Article 29 of the Belgic Confession says ‘The true
church can be recognized if it has the following
marks: The church engages in the pure preaching of
the gospel; it makes use of the pure administration of
the sacraments as Christ instituted them; it practices
church discipline for correcting faults. In short, it
governs itself according to the pure Word of God,
rejecting all things contrary to it and holding Jesus
Christ as the only Head. By these marks one can be
assured of recognizing the true church-- and no one
ought to be separated from it.’
Calvin also established the regulative principle
of worship, that the visible church should be
organised as far as possible in line with what is
proscribed or indicated in the New Testament and
that the features of Presbyterian government are
clear in the New Testament.
How is God to be worshipped? How should our
worship services be developed? ‘Nothing is to be
introduced into the government and worship of the
church, unless a positive warrant for it can be found
in Scripture.’ 4 The RPW of worship requires four
elements to be present during corporate worship;
the reading of the Word, the preaching of the Word,
prayer and the singing of praise. In addition there is
the observation of baptism and communion.
The manner in which the rest of the service is
organised around these elements and the way
in which these elements are expressed is much
more flexible. The WCF acknowledges, ‘that there
are some circumstances, concerning the worship
of God and government of the church, common
to human actions and societies, which are to
be ordered by the light of nature and Christian
prudence, according to the general rules of the
word, which are always to be observed.’ The RPW
provides an excellent principle, but we need to
‘make a reasonable and judicious application of it.’5
What about mission? For the Reformed Church
mission has not been and is not the first priority.
The first priority is worship, we are to glorify God
and enjoy him forever. There will be worship in
heaven but no mission. Mission is temporary
and secondary. Worship is eternal and of first
importance. The book of Revelation shows us that
mission is a means to an end. The end is a total
focus on the worship and the glory of the Lord Jesus
Christ.
However this does not mean that mission is not
of central importance to the Reformed Church.
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The reformed view on mission has developed over
time and tends to focus on the Great Commission
and the call to go and make disciples. ‘The mission
of the church is to go into the world and make
disciples by declaring the gospel of Jesus Christ
in the power of the Spirit and gathering these
disciples into churches, that they might worship
and obey Jesus Christ now and eternity to the glory
of God the Father.’6

Reformed Missional Ecclesiology

The missional movement has helped bring mission
back in from the margins of the Reformed Church
to the central, but not ultimate place, it deserves.
It has caused us to cease be inward looking and
challenged us to look outwards to engage in
mission in our own society.

A. General Terms

In general terms to be Reformed and Missional
should give the following view:
The Mission of God: God’s mission is to create the
church; a worshipping community of redeemed
sinners that gives glory to him.
The Mission of the church: The mission of the
church is to make disciples, gathering them into
the worshipping community. Our mission is to
bring others to be worshippers of God. Mission and
evangelism should not be seen as one activity of the
church but as having a central importance which
shapes and influences every activity of the church.
We are always anticipating and responding to the
presence of non-believers from the surrounding
culture.
A Biblical view of church: Many people in reformed
congregations have a narrow view of church that
relates the church to a place (building) or an event
(service.) God’s people are the church and whilst the
church needs organisation, structure and discipline
it also needs to be aware of its self as a community
of people called together by God, living out the
gospel together. Church is not where we go but
who we are.
Focus on the local church as the place of mission
and ministry: Most Reformed denominations are
not fit for mission and must be turned on their
heads. Most denominations were formed by
splitting from another Church in defence of some
important biblical truth. Over time this distinctive
has become the ‘raison d’etre’ of the denomination.
Local congregations are viewed as the support
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system for the denomination and the theological
brand that it preserves and promotes. This is an
inversion of reality. Real ministry and mission do
not occur through a denomination’s defence of its
theological distinctive. Mission and ministry occur
through the local church. This is the biblical model.
The denomination has validity only as it seeks
to safe guard biblical truth in order to maintain
and support gospel ministry and mission in local
congregations. This means that denominations
must allow congregations freedom to develop
mission and ministry in a way that is effective in the
local context whilst true to reformed ecclesiology.
Structures and processes that are used to control
and limit the ministry of local churches must be
demolished. They are antithetical to the gospel.
‘Our static, inflexible, self-centred structures are
“heretical structures” because they embody a
heretical doctrine of the church.’ 7
Local churches need to be both flexible and
inflexible: Biblical ecclesiology sets out clear
standards for the church which cannot be departed
from. These establish the boundaries of what is,
and what is not, a Christian church. The preaching
of the word, the sacraments of baptism and
communion, and biblical church discipline are
marks of the true church. In the week to week
worship of the church the regulative principle
demands that there be the singing of Scripture, the
reading and the preaching of the Word, and prayer.
But the style and language of communication,
music, buildings, dress, seating, and many other
issues are flexible within these parameters.
This gives churches a great deal of freedom to
experiment and adapt in these areas without losing
their identity as the church of Christ. Churches for
immigrant communities can accommodate some
of the linguistic and cultural needs of those they
minister to. Churches working amongst the urban
poor need to organise the activities, the teaching
and community life of the church appropriately.
This church should look, sound and feel different
from a church that is ministering to students
or young professionals. These differences will
include style of dress, types of music, patterns of
discipleship, and the vocabulary and illustrations
used in communication. But they should be the
same in terms of theology and the content and aim
of what is taught.

B. Specific Terms

In specific terms to be Reformed and Missional
should mean:
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Love: At the heart of all we do, love must be evident.
We are commanded to be lovers of God and lovers
of others. Ministry and mission that are not driven
by heartfelt and sincere love are ineffective. Our
relationship with God, our relationships with the
people of God and our relationships with lost
people must all be characterised by love. Without
this we are clanging gongs. (1 Corinthians 13)
Passion for God and compassion for the lost; this is
what is Christ-like ministry and mission look like.
Gospel Vitality: The gospel must be kept central at
all times and must not simply be held as a set of
propositions that require our consent. The gospel
must be our lifeline, our hope, our joy, our continual
source of life and growth. It is possible to have the
correct doctrine, the best leadership structures, the
coolest (or most traditional) worship, well thought
out apologetics and evangelism and yet to be
without life.
Theological clarity and sound doctrine: James
Bannerman makes a distinction between those
marks which are necessary to the being of a church
and those that are necessary to its wellbeing. He
also makes a distinction between those things for
which the church was instituted and those that
are instituted for it. So for instance the church was
instituted for the proclamation of the gospel but
the offices of the church were instituted for the
wellbeing of the church. The first is fundamental.
The second is not. The first is essential to its being a
church the second essential to the wellbeing of the
church.
The one great purpose of the church is ‘the glory
of God, in the salvation of sinners, by means of the
publication of the gospel.’ 8 So the first test of a
true church is whether it preaches the true faith
or doctrine of Christ. ‘A true faith makes a true
church.’9
Bannerman holds that all other things are
secondary. Offices, discipline, sacrament are
instituted for the church and its wellbeing but
not are that for which the church is instituted. It
is lack of apostolic doctrine that takes us outside
the church. This is the position of the Westminster
Confession of Faith. WCF Chapter 25. para 2.
As we seek to give local churches freedom to
experiment and be missional our first question
about them is do they hold to and teach the
apostolic doctrine? Other concerns come after this.
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spiritual and saving blessing, among mankind, -that
truth which at once exhibits the glory of God, and in
harmony and connection with that, the salvation of
the sinner.’ 12

During the last evening
the participants were
treated to a concert by the
choir of the congregation
in Kiev.

However in the reformed missional church doctrine
will not be dealt with simply in abstract terms
but will always be applied to the current context,
answering the question, ‘What does this truth
require us to be or do in this situation?’
Theology and doctrine matter for a second reason
also. In ‘The Courage to Be Protestant’ David Wells
references the research of Thom Rainer. Rainer
looked at those who were formerly unchurched
but who now come to church. 90% of them said
that preaching was important to them and 88%
said that what they came to hear was doctrine.
The beliefs of the church were important to 91%.
Friendliness of the church came in at 49%. 10
What doctrines need to be emphasised in all
churches? Creation, Fall, Redemption, Restoration,
the Authority of Scripture, The Holiness of God,
Original Sin, Eternal Punishment, Substitutionary
Atonement, Divine Sovereignty, the Law of God are
amongst the most important.
Theological clarity is essential. If we lose our
doctrinal bearings we have nothing of worth to
speak about. Confessionalism provides a stable
system of belief over time. It provides a framework
in which to consider and respond to key apologetic
questions. Confessional churches can communicate
intelligently but also with great clarity a gospel
message that is easily grasped and reproduced.
‘If Christian community is not governed by truth
as it should be, then it can become whimsical or
indulgent.’11
Proclamation of the gospel:
‘We read in Scripture that the Christian Church is
“the pillar and ground of truth” and that “for this
cause the Son of God Himself came, that He might
bear witness to the truth. [1 Tim 3.15, John 18.37] In
other word we learn that the very object for which
the Church of Christ was established on the earth
was to declare and uphold the truth, with all its
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How is the mission of the church carried out? First
and foremost by proclamation. The broadening of
the concept of mission to include everything we
do to serve and love the world creates the danger
that the importance and primacy of preaching can
be lost. If our first aim is to make disciples then
we must be tell people the gospel. The gospel is
a word to be proclaimed. ‘Being gospel-centred
actually involves two things. First it means being
word-centred because the gospel is a word – the
gospel is news, a message. Second, it means being
mission-centred because the gospel is a word to be
proclaimed- the gospel is good news, a missionary
message.’13
The Westminster Shorter Catechism asks in Q 89.
‘How is the word made effectual to salvation?’
A. ‘The Spirit of God maketh the reading, but
especially the preaching of the word, an effectual
means of convincing and converting sinners, and of
building them up in holiness and comfort, through
faith, unto salvation.’
Jesus’ mission centred on proclamation as did the
mission of Paul. In the Nazareth manifesto (Luke
4:16-21) Jesus emphasises four times that he has
come to proclaim good news. Gospel proclamation
dominates the narrative of Acts and the ministry
of Paul. Reformed missional churches will be
experts at gospel proclamation. Often, despite our
high view of preaching, traditional churches have
reduced proclamation to dull sermons that explain
the Bible but do not communicate the gospel.
For some this means they want to shift to a more
dialogical form of preaching and to escape the
monologue. However there is no need for this.
The preaching of the Word has been and remains
an effectual means of convincing and converting
sinners. However in a post Christian culture we
must work much harder to make our preaching
meaningful and clear to those who are new to
church. It is also very helpful to create times of
discussion after the sermon where people can
explore and challenge the ideas they encounter
and ask for clarification of concepts they did not
understand. Beyond this in the UK Christianity
Explored and similar groups provide a good forum
for people to explore the gospel in a neutral forum.
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Holiness: Edmund Clowney argues that for the
church to be true to its mission it must be true to
its identity as the place where God’s glory dwells.
‘Only as a holy nation, called out of darkness
into the light of God’s presence, can the church
discharge its mission.’14 The church is a community
of light called to bear witness to God amongst the
darkened communities of this world. It is as a holy
people that we are to live such good lives among
the pagans that they will give praise to our Father
in heaven. (1 Peter 2:9-12) The church needs to retain
its unique identity as the people of God, distinctive
from the world. The witness of the church will be
the smell of death to those who are perishing. It will
not be pleasing to all but will arouse hostility from
some.

Kyrgyzia
The churches in Kyrgyzia (Kyrgystan) are still in the process of
coming to a Reformed confession of faith, although they did
recently decide to adopt the five points of Calvinism. The eight
pastors belonging to this denomination meet regularly in order to
learn the basics of Reformed theology and church history.

Christianity in Kyrgyzia is in a
crisis at the moment: the number of
churches is shrinking, while there has
been a rapid growth of Muslims in
the past six years. The churches are
therefore asking God to show them
how to grow, and to provide them
with insights on how to approach
their (mostly Muslim) fellow citizens.
At the moment, church members
visit homes for the elderly and have
recently started organizing home
groups, because it is difficult for
Muslims to come to a Christian
church.
These churches originated from the
Korean Presbyterian Churches, and
most of the pastors also come from
Korea. The congregations are small,
varying from between 50 to 250
church members.

The reformed missional church will love holiness
and so not ignore the exercise of church discipline
when it is necessary. It will keep the bar high for
Christians but at the same time it will be a place
where non-Christians will feel safe, welcomed and
respected even if their morality and lifestyle is far
removed from the gospel. We must embrace rather
than exclude the non-believer.

Disciple-making: The reformed missional church
will have a strong culture of intentional disciple
making. This is at the heart of mission. Pastors and
other church leaders will learn to become skilled at
discipling or mentoring others and will then equip
others to do likewise. The intention is to create a
large network of relationships around the church
with disciple making at their heart.
Cultural Engagement: We cannot allow the culture
to define the church but we must engage with
the culture within which we are located. We must
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Victor Pan

Introductions

Community: God is creating a people who do good
(Titus 2:14) not just a collection of individuals who
gather for formal worship once or twice a week.
Koinonia is central to the identity and experience
of the Christian and to their growth in holiness
and maturity. The community of the church is an
effective place for mission to occur. There are many
in our culture (up to 70% in the UK) who have no
intention of ever attending a church service but
who may be able to enter the life of the church
through a network of friendships, or community.
This community is to be characterised by the
practice of self-sacrificial service and love. In this
way it identifies itself as the community of grace.
(John 13:34-35)
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understand how people communicate, we must
know the questions they ask, and we must hear
their objections to the gospel. All of this is necessary
if we are to communicate the gospel effectively. We
must contextualise. As Tim Keller points out this
means entering the frame of reference of the nonChristian culture, challenging their framework of
reference and then establishing a new framework
for them. Reformed missional churches will have
worship that is intelligible, clear and addresses the
concerns of the lost people they seek to reach. Our
clothing, our music, our communication, should
not give the impression that to be a Christian
means embracing an alien culture. The gospel is
transcultural and we should not embed it our own
particular reformed sub cultures. It means we must
also connect our people to the culture showing
them the relationship between faith and work and
helping them to become involved in serving others
in the community.
Local: Missional reformed Christians will most often
want to live in the community which their church is
seeking to reach. We do not want to be commuting
in and out of the communities where we are
planting and revitalising churches. We want to live
in and be a part of the local community.
Mercy: The ministry of Jesus was both in word and
deed. The mission of the church necessarily involves
works of mercy because in our evangelism we
encounter whole people who connect with us with
a variety of needs; spiritual, emotional and physical.
Mercy is also necessary because Christ demands it
and it gives plausibility to the gospel in a sceptical
culture. Social action is a necessary and inseparable
part of our evangelism.
Leadership: Reformed churches have simple and
biblical leadership structures that in theory do not
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depend on personal hierarchies. It is true however
that we have allowed some people too much
influence within our structures and so we develop
informal bishops or ‘little popes.’ It is also true that
we have often allowed people into office because
they are loyal rather than because they are of
suitable character and calling. Reformed missional
churches will be skilled at discipling, assessing and
training leaders for the future.
Structures: It is also true that we have allowed
conformity to process to take priority over
obedience to the Great Commission. Many good
projects are delayed or destroyed by the inertia of
our bureaucratic processes. Reformed missional
churches will not allow process to prevent
progress. Using books of church practice and law to
prevent others from developing their mission and
experimenting with change is a sure sign that the
institution has become more important than the
mission.

Concerns & Parameters

Clarity and shared understanding: Confusion exists
over the role of the church and a dilution of mission
to mean anything that is done in the name of Jesus
to bless the world. There must be clarity about what
mission is and what the priorities of the church are.
Syncretism: By over accommodation to culture we
start to take on beliefs and behaviours that are
inimical to Christianity. We must have skill and
balance in our engagement with culture.
The Supernatural: We must not eliminate the
supernatural elements of our faith. The church
must retain beliefs and practices that are other
worldly rather than be a poor imitation of the
surrounding culture. We gather to worship a holy
and great God and to declare his glory and his
gospel. We live according to his Word rather than
the norms of the culture.
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Uniformity in worship: In the Free Church of
Scotland there is a strong tradition of uniformity in
worship. This holds that worship should be uniform
wherever God’s people gather for this purpose. This
led her General Assembly to legislate on matters
as specific as posture in prayer but such legislation
was widely ignored. Recently uniformity was one of
the arguments used to resist legislation allowing
local churches to choose whether or not to use
instrumental music and hymns in their worship.
Writing on this matter Rev David Meredith of the
Free Church stated,

Traditional churches are not necessarily more
faithful to Scripture and to our Confessions. They
may not be influenced by shifts in culture but often
they have made an idol out of their own culture and
so are no longer ruled by the gospel. Experimental
churches are usually churches that take Scripture
seriously and are faithful to our Confessions.
As long as they do not embrace the idols of the
surrounding culture then they are in the long term
more likely to be faithful in serving the gospel and
the mission of the church and so more faithful to
what is at the heart of their own tradition.

‘There has to be strict uniformity in terms of
Confessional subscription but differing views must
be allowed in certain areas of practice including
worship. There must be unity in diversity which is
our Trinitarian pattern and biblical model. I submit
that embracing diversity in the midst of unity will
be a highly liberating factor in our growth and
development.’15

Issues for Discussion

Within the Free Church there are many areas
of church life where patterns inherited from
previous generations are seen as sacrosanct. Most
congregations prefer mid-week corporate prayer
meetings to small groups. Most congregations
expect a sermon rather than a bible study at midweek meetings. All congregations expect morning
and evening worship on the Lord’s Day. We have a
strong tradition of preparatory services held before
the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. We set out
white linen on the pews where the congregation
sit to receive communion. We do not use the
Creeds or the Lord’s Prayer in public worship. In
many congregations men are expected to dress in
business suits and women to wear a head covering.
There is a great suspicion of any kind of experiment
in public worship. These are classed as ‘innovations’
and perceived as opening the door to liturgical
chaos and a departure from the RPW.

Conclusion

We do not have a choice between traditional or
experimental. We must learn from the past, live
in the present and prepare for the future. We hold
on to the biblical principles of our tradition whilst
we practice them in a way that is relevant to the
present. This will mean experimentation and
mistakes. As we seek to break the missional code
sometimes we will get it right and sometimes we
won’t. This means we must be patient and tolerant
when people and churches fail.
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‘By my reading of the Scriptures, ecclesiology is
the most fluid of the doctrines. The church is a
dynamic, cultural expression of the people of God
in any given place. Worship style, social dynamics,
liturgical expressions must result from the process
of contextualising the gospel in any given culture.
Church must follow mission.’16
Alan Hirsch argues that Christology shapes
mission and that mission shapes the church. So
his order is Christology – Mission – Ecclesiology.
A classic reformed position would argue that our
ecclesiology should shape our mission. To what
extent can those two positions co –exist in the
Reformed Church?
Networks v Denomination. Networks are
dominated by personality rather than process
or doctrine. This leaves a vulnerability. Whilst
the dynamism of the network is valuable the
stability of denominations over time is also of
great worth. How can denominations leave behind
their tendency to guard the past and to immunise
their own structures against change and instead
embrace the benefits of organic growth, simple
and reproducible structures and the flexibility of a
network?
To what extent does form modify content? ‘Form,
put together to be pleasing, actually undermines
the seriousness of the faith.’ 17
Leadership. Do we develop leaders who are able
to shape and influence a missionary culture in our
congregations or do we produce leaders who are
concerned to maintain power and stability and
loyalty to our ‘denominational brand’?
To what extent do missional churches wish to
engage the culture and to what extend do they
want to exploit the culture, using it to their own
advantage in order to be more ‘successful’?
‘Every church should put itself in the shoes of
the outsider who visits for the first time, who
knows nothing about the Christian faith, and
57

Heidelberg, Germany
In 2010, after two years of preparations, a missionary work/preaching
station was formed in the city of Heidelberg. Sebastian Heck, who went to
theological seminaries in Germany and in the United States, was ordained
and installed as pastor/evangelist.

Out of a core group of believers, regular
worship services began in 2010. Members
were received, and the congregation has
grown to about 20, with about 30-35 in
attendance at worship. Last year an elder was
also installed.
The Selbständige Evangelisch-Reformierte
Kirche (SERK) confesses the Three Forms of
Unity, and her church order is patterned after
the Church Order of Dordt. It is currently
the only Reformed church of its kind in
Germany.
With the help of professors from TU
Kampen and TU Apeldoorn, a new Reformed
seminary has also been started in Germany
– the Reformatorisch-Theologisches Seminar
(RTS), which currently has 8 students.
The SERK is at the point of ordaining one
or two more pastors for missionary/church
planting activity in other German cities. The
goal is a truly Reformed synod/church in
Germany.

who is introduced to it at this first visit.’ 18 Is this
something we all agree on and how do we do it in
practice?
Some emerging churches experiment with different
ideas about how the sacred is experienced. They
see themselves as travellers on a journey, a search
for a God. This allows them to experiment with a
‘ mix of ideas and practices that will heighten the
sense of the sacred or of what is spiritual’19 This
might mean including meditation, spontaneous
story telling from different people in attendance,
using some ancient Catholic or Celtic liturgy, or a
Buddhist litany. Have we encountered this kind of
experimentation in our churches? If so how have
we responded?
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 wo Reactions on
T
‘Traditional or Experimental’
		Philip de Coster
‘Traditional or Experimental’. Do we have to make a choice – as churches –
between the two? Traditional or experimental? MacMillan begins his
article by describing traditional Reformed ecclesiology with a strong
emphasis on worship against a more modern, experimental ecclesiology
that is more focused on mission: missional ecclesiology. And one of the
issues for discussion – listed at the end of MacMillan’s paper – is this: to
what extent can those two positions co-exist in the Reformed church?

W

ell, here is how I think about that. The
main purpose of the church is the
glory of God through true worship
(sounds very traditional, doesn’t it?). This purpose is
timeless. It was so in the beginning, it was so in the
16th century – the time of the Reformation – it is so
now, and it will be so in the future. But each period
of time and each culture requires its own means to
reach this goal.
The time of the Reformation with Luther, Calvin
and all their colleagues required a strong accent
on sound doctrine. Many confessions were written.
That was needed then to glorify God through
true worship. In our time, marginalization of the
church in Western countries and our post Christian
culture requires a different approach to reach the
same goal: the glory of God. Therefore, churches
nowadays indeed should be missional.
So in my opinion, true worship of God is a timeless
goal, the purpose of the church and mission is a
means to achieve that goal, a means that is related
to the needs of the time we are living in.

Ghent

As I mentioned before, I am living in Ghent, one
of the more important cities in Belgium (250,000
inhabitants; a lot of students – there is a university;
a lot of industry because there is a port; a wide
range of cultural events). It is a very secular city.
Roman Catholicism is no longer dominant in our
society and perhaps only 2% of the population are
Bible-believing Christians. In this city we are a small
Reformed church: about 80 members. We are not
a very new church plant. We have existed for more
than 30 years. And I would describe the character of
our church as a mix of traditional and experimental.
One example: we do have an organ, we do sing a lot
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of psalms in our services, but we also have a music
band and sing modern hymns in the services as
well.
We find it difficult to make new contacts. During
the years we have never been a fast growing
church. Quite the reverse. So we ask ourselves:
why? Why can’t we reach more people with the
gospel? In his article, MacMillan gives a list of
criticisms of the traditional church. Criticism
that is related to worship, community, structure,
confession, leadership, and so on. In my opinion
the most striking criticism is the criticism related to
community. MacMillan puts it as follows:
Whilst we adhere to the idea of church as the body
of Christ and the family of believers, by our practice
we teach that church is about sacred buildings, and
attendance at services and other events. People
come and go from our services but know no true
community.
Concerning the members of our church in Ghent,
one can’t say they are very traditional. Most of
them are native Flemish, converted at later age by
the missionary work of the church. New converts
are always very enthusiastic. But often, over the
years this enthusiasm cools down, and being a
Christian simply becomes a part of their lives, as
there are many other parts: family, a job, hobbies...
Being a Christian becomes a tradition. People come
and go but there is a lack of true community. The
experience in my own church teaches me that
this criticism is justified and very fundamental. So
fundamental that I think some other issues such
as ‘structure, leadership, worship ...’ will be solved
more easily if we first address this problem.

Useful ideas

How can this problem be tackled? I think MacMillan
draws some very useful ideas. He writes: In specific
terms to be Reformed and Missional should mean
‘love’. At the heart of all we do, love must be evident
(...) our relationship with God, our relationship with
the people of God and our relationship with lost
people must all be characterised by love. Nobody
will deny that this is a very biblical principle.
This principle has its implications. Christians should
59

		David McKay
be dedicated, dedicated to the gospel, dedicated to
each other, dedicated to the world and the people
that do not know Christ’s gospel. This dedication
makes the church a community. Lack of dedication
means lack of community. And when believers
become ‘traditional’ Christians, when being a
Christian is only part of your life next to many
others, this will lead to a lack of dedication and a
lack of community, because there is lack of time,
because you have to divide the time among your
different interests.
Somewhere else in his paper, MacMillan writes:
Mission and evangelism should not be seen as
one activity of the church but as having a central
importance which shapes and influences every
activity of the church. This is very true, not only for
the church, but for every Christian in the church.
Dedication to the gospel, to each other and to the
world should not be an element in the life of a
Christian but it should have a central importance
which shapes and influences everything he/she
does.
I heard Tim Keller speak about this idea in his
concept of a ‘holistic church’. I read about it in
Chester and Timmis’ book ‘Total Church’. I like the
way they formulate their concept that ‘mission and
evangelism’ is about ordinary people doing ordinary
things with the intention of the gospel. And I am
convinced: if we have a church community like that,
based on love and dedication, then our churches
make a good start to be missional.

Reaction to Neil Macmillan’s paper
We need to be willing to listen to criticisms of our churches and open to
learn from others. Sometimes others can see our failings more clearly than
we do.

T

he paper’s focus on the centrality of God is
healthy. The Church exists primarily for God,
not the outsider, despite what some current
mission theories suggest. If we lose that focus we
will become pragmatic and consumerist. Pioneers
of the ‘seeker sensitive’ movement are beginning to
see the weaknesses of their approach. We cannot
make everything accessible to the outsider. Since
they do not know God, they cannot understand all
that is involved in our relationship with him and our
worship of him.
Unnecessary barriers, however, should be removed.
We must be governed by God’s Word but it requires
discernment. What is a principle, what is detailed
commandment, and what is left to our judgment?
Perhaps we should add mission as a fourth mark
of the true church. Something is wrong with a
congregation that is not reaching out. The multicoloured grace of God (Ephesians 3:10) should be
reflected in the diversity of the congregation as
fully as possible. The emerging churches sometimes
claim that they integrate with the community
and reach out better than we do. It is not
necessarily true: often they appeal to a very narrow
demographic, such as young professionals.

I had some other thoughts – for instance about
what MacMillan is saying regarding theology and
doctrine – but I am running out of time so I come to
a conclusion:
The purpose of the church is the glory of God
through true worship. To reach that purpose in our
contemporary society the means is: mission. We
have to be missional churches. Therefore the church
has to live the gospel and to be a community of
love, of totally dedicated Christians, dedicated
to the gospel, to each other, to the world. Is this
traditional? Is this experimental? I don’t know. I
leave the judgment to you.
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D.D. Miller

Mission, a Survey

As with the full International Conference of Reformed Churches (ICRC), the
European regional conference (EuCRC) has taken a keen interest in mission
since its inception in 2007.

T

he leading concern is to promote effective
mission to Europe. Also, having a strong
conviction that God’s purpose among men
is to build his church, the task of church planting
(and renewal) is primary. Churches being planted
(alongside those established over the longer term)
are the clearest indicators of the progress of our
mission task.
In March 2008 the EuCRC initiated an exercise to
gather information on the church planting projects
being undertaken by the member churches. This
has continued since, and should be expected to be
a continuous scheme, as long as the work of church
expansion is sustained by the church federations
and denominations represented in the conference.

First

First information (presented at the 2010 conference
in Edinburgh) was gathered from six of the
then seven member churches. This showed a
concentration of efforts in The Netherlands – which
can be attributed to the two largest member
churches being Dutch. There was also a scattered
presence in the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland,
England & Wales, Scotland), and the Republic of
Ireland. It was known that work is also going on in
places such as Spain, but specific information was
not then available. In the following two years few
additions were made, but did include such groups
as those working in Austria and Switzerland.
This collection of information is intended to more
accurately determine those parts of Europe where
there is currently no Reformed, gospel work. In
2008, there was a suggestion the churches should
aim to plant 100 new churches in key locations
across the continent, in co-operative projects.
However, at that point, no one was able to say
definitively which of those places are without
Reformed churches. Thus it will be necessary
to compile data on all existing, developing, or
prospective Reformed church presence. This still

needs refinement for member churches, and a
broader scope to include affiliated work.

Agreement

Out of the Ukraine 2012 conference came
agreement that member churches should take the
draft survey document to:
review their own entries
act as conduits for similar information from those
other bodies. These bodies will include other
European churches whom they are willing to
endorse (‘affiliates’, perhaps) as reliably ‘Reformed’
groups; and some awareness of such work as that
done by ‘Redeemer Network’ or ‘Acts 29’ will also be
valuable.
In due course, suitable summary information (with
links) will be made available on the new EuCRC
website (details elsewhere), and the listed data
should be supported by an interactive map for
visual emphasis and accessibility.
Interested (ideally, appointed) persons from the
member church are encouraged to contact Rev
David D Miller (d.d.miller@ntlworld.com) who
has oversight of this data project. Other bodies –
churches or individuals – should first deal with their
contact church (or person) who are members of the
ICRC (see box). Only when such a member church
endorses this connection can their information be
included in this survey, and must be transmitted
through the member church.
n

n About the author:

Rev. David D. Miller is a minister of the Free Church of Scotland, and currently
the pastor of Cobham Presbyterian church in Surrey, England, where he has
served since 2003.
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 heological Co-operation
T
Workshop 1
Probably over a third of the delegates at
Kiev attended the workshop chaired by the
Committee on Theological Co-operation. At the
meeting two years previously in Edinburgh the
Committee had been tasked with among other
responsibilities, the production of a commonly
recognized Reformed theological curriculum.
Last year in Kampen, the Committee presented
draft proposals on this, together with the
suggestion of setting up a system of external
examiners which would facilitate greater
co-operation between the Reformed seminaries,
colleges, and theological universities.
In the pursuit of these objectives, it became clear
that the task which the Committee had set for
itself, and which had been approved at Kampen
last year, was more complex than had been
originally realized, and it was therefore decided
that more modest proposals would be brought to
Kiev involving a draft code of assessment which
it was hoped would set up a scheme in which
all the Reformed training institutions would be
able to participate, and which would tie in with
the European Credit Transfer System which is
recognised by higher education institutions
throughout Europe. This would enable students
and staff to study and teach courses at foreign
institutions knowing the required standards of
assessment. It would also enable participation in
the Erasmus scheme for university and college
exchanges where desired. Furthermore it would
facilitate the use of external examiners which
would strengthen the case for course and
institutional validation where appropriate. It was
with these draft proposals that the Committee
came to the workshop.

seen as decisive was the strong support for them
which was evident from the representatives from
the Eastern European seminaries who asserted
that the proposals would be most helpful. The
discussion finished on a very harmonious note with
several helpful suggestions being made which will
be implemented by the Committee.
After gathering responses from the institutions the
Committee hopes, God willing, to have available
fully worked out proposals at the meeting in Wales
next year.
Rev Professor John R. McIntosh

Although not all the educational establishments
connected with the EuCRC were able to be present
at Kiev, and this was very disappointing, there was
good discussion of the proposals. Some participants
in the workshop felt that there was too great a
stress on the academic side of ministerial education
in the proposals, others felt that the information
necessary for identifying relevant academic
standards was already available, and others were
enthusiastic about the proposals. What came to be
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 issions in a Student Context
M
Workshop 2
Three areas were covered by the Workshop:
The Church as primary agent of mission.

Some basic principles shaping mission in a
student context were set out as a foundation
for subsequent discussion. The centrality of the
Church in God’s redemptive plan was emphasised
since student Christian groups can come to take
the place of the Church and exercise functions
that belong solely to the Church (eg administering
the sacraments). The Church is to be thought of
as a missionary community, the primary agency
through which mission is undertaken. Parachurch
organisations, although they may have a role to
play in mission in a student context, are always
to be ancillary to the Church. It should also be
recognised that students are often best placed to
evangelise other students.

The Church’s ministry to students.

What can congregations do by way of ministry
to students (both national and international)? In
relation to Christian students, the Church should
exercise ministries of teaching, training, fellowship,
hospitality and practical support (spiritual,
emotional, material). Some of these ministries can
be costly in terms of resources, time and energy,
but should be seen as a valuable investment in
the lives of the students, many of whom will play
significant roles in the Church in future years. It
is crucial for the spiritual welfare of Christian
students that they are involved in the life of a
local congregation where they are studying. They
need to receive regular sound teaching, be under
the oversight of a local congregation, and interact
with a wide range of Christians, not just those
of their own age or educational level. In relation
to non-Christian students, the Church exercises
ministries of evangelism, hospitality and support.
Demonstrations of practical Christian love can
open the way for willingness to listen to the gospel.
Christian students should feel at ease inviting
unconverted friends to church services.

was emphasised, since students are generally
more open to discuss new ideas and may give the
gospel a hearing at this stage in life, whereas later
they may be more closed and defensive. In many
contexts (in the British situation, for example)
churches are not able to evangelise directly
in universities and colleges, and so students
themselves must be the evangelists. In some
cases it is possible for churches to have chaplains
in universities, generally to look after the welfare
of students from their own churches. This can
provide valuable opportunities for the gospel,
but these must be taken with great wisdom
and sensitivity, given the pluralist culture of the
university. Where possible Christian students
should support and be involved in student Christian
activities on campus, and should also be involved
in the life of the university. If they are to be ‘salt
and light’ in the university, they must not withdraw
into an exclusively Christian ‘ghetto’, avoiding
all contact with non-Christians. The pressures
and temptations which such involvement may
bring need to be understood by the Church, which
should seek to provide pastoral care and support
where needed. The student’s personal witness in
the university must be built on a foundation of
consistent godly living if it is to have any credibility
in what can be a very hostile environment.
The periods of discussion dealt with issues such as
the dangers of student Christian groups becoming
a substitute for the Church, the difficulties for rural
churches in ministering to their members who are
at university, the tensions churches experience
between encouraging students to become involved
in churches in the cities where they are studying
and maintaining their involvement in their ‘home’
churches. Common means of communicating the
gospel in a university context were considered and
the similarities and differences between various
national situations were noted.
David McKay

The students’ mission to the university world.
If students are best placed to take the gospel
to other students, how should this work out in
practice? The value of mission in a student context
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Jesus said, “I am
the light of the world.”

John 8:12
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