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R. ter Beek

Editorial

In this issue we take time to celebrate the 25th Anniversary of this
magazine. The first issue appeared in March 1982. The magazine began
with two issues of twelve pages per year. At the start of the fifth year
(1986) four issues appeared, of twelve pages long. At the present, we have
approximately 100 pages per year, spread over four issues. The first chief
editor was Prof. Ohmann (1982-1990). Thereafter, Rev J. Klamer fulfilled this
function (1990-2000). Since 2001, this fine work has been my task.
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hat has happened in those 25 years? The
intention was to have a magazine in the
service of reformed ecumenicalism; a
magazine wherein reformed churches all over the
world, should meet each other, to strengthen the
mutual bonds. In the course of the years, various
churches were introduced to the readers, or they
introduced themselves. There was also attention
paid to the International Conference of Reformed
Churches throughout the years and sometimes for
its Mission Conferences.
When you take a look at the contents, you see
more headlines. The first is information about the
Reformed Churches (liberated) in The Netherlands,
about history and about church life, about the synods,
the discussions, and in the course of time, also about
talks with the Christian Reformed Churches (CGK)
and the Netherlands Reformed Churches (NGK).
Alongside this, we see the theological exchange
about ethical subjects, about the Scriptures, about
the ministry, etc.; also by way of book reviews.
One of the editors from the beginning, Rev. G.
van Rongen, hoped that this question would be
discussed within the ICRC: what do we, as differing
churches, have in common as far as our respective
confessional standards are concerned, and at which
points are there differences? Furthermore, what
can we do to reach full confessional agreement,
and thus promote unity. His ideal was a ‘harmony’
of the Westminster Confessions and the Belgic
Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism and the
Canons of Dort.
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Since then, it has become clear that the differences
involve more than the expression of the
confessions. Across many generations, the various
churches with reformed roots have developed
in their own way. And that will always continue.
The reformed conviction often makes some sort
of supernatural connection with the culture in
which it finds itself. Historical choices. Origins
in emigration. Periods of isolation. Discussions.
Church splits. These are factors which fix certain
characteristics into the identity of a group of
reformed churches.
What we are seeing now, is a patchwork quilt of
diverse reformed cultures. In The Netherlands,
we noticed this, for example, when the Reformed
Churches and the Christian Reformed Churches
started talks with each other. Near neighbours
as far as church is concerned, but within a few
generations, there were noticeable differences in
climate already in existence. Elsewhere we notice
the same phenomenon. Think of the view of singing
hymns which do not have direct origins in the Bible.
Or, think of the practice surrounding the Lord’s
Table. Or of the attitude in regard to the culture.
We could compare the various reformed churches
in the world with polders. They each have their own
climate, their own water level, and have developed
their own preferences and specialities within their
dykes. You discover this having wandered for a time
within the reformed ecumenism.

What could happen in the next 25 years?

This diversity is not something bad. But it is not yet
straightforward enough to know how to deal with
it well. Desire for more closeness, for more mutual
agreement, does not mean, that you must work
away the differences.
A strong, mutually carried conviction is
important. Even though it is not necessary to
force the confessions into one, it is necessary
that we determine to have unity in the reformed
conviction. Do you want to learn to trust each other
in spite of the differences? Can we cope with a
different practice or a different emphasis without
immediately looking for dilution or radicalism? Are
you prepared to believe that another expression of
reformed life than your own can also be legitimate?
It remains worth it to struggle for greater unity,
especially through open discussion about real
issues. That is a fine medicine against the fear of
loss of identity. Real harmony stimulates you to
seek a way of defending your own singularity in a
79

European Conference of
Reformed Churches 2007

T

he first European Conference of Reformed
Churches will be held from Tuesday 6th
March until Friday 9th March 2007 in Soest
(The Netherlands). The Conference will be
called together by a committee consisting of
representatives from the Free Church of Scotland,
the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of England
and Wales, the Christian Reformed Churches
and the Reformed Churches (liberated) in The
Netherlands.

News update

During the conference, the seven member churches
of the ICRC in Europe will come together:
•	Christian Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands
•	Evangelical Presbyterian Church in England
and Wales
• Evangelical Presbyterian Church (Ireland)
• Free Church of Scotland
•	The Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
liberated
• Iglesias Reformadas de España
• Reformed Presbyterian Church of Ireland.
	These churches will introduce other churches
in Europe with whom they have a serious
relationship to the conference.
Above all, this first conference will be meant
for getting better acquainted with each other,
encouragement of each other and making plans for
the future.
It is the intention that the visiting churches also
inform each other about the evangelism projects
that they have set up in Europe. The field workers
are most welcome, as are missionary workers in
European posts, sent out by reformed churches
or organisations outside of Europe. Thursday 8th
March shall be dedicated completely to mission
work and evangelism. Here, the evangelism projects
can be presented, and those involved can become
acquainted with each other and speak in various
workshops.
Next to these, a number of non church affiliated
confessionally reformed theological institutions will
be invited to send representatives.
Contact: Ruud ter Beek, Email: beek.rter@freeler.nl.
Mail: ECRC / BBK, Postbus 499, 8000 AL Zwolle,
The Netherlands.
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down to earth way, recognising the right of doing,
saying, or thinking something different.
It is also important that we are prepared to learn.
In our present reality of exile and dispersion, settled
churches must still find a new balance between
tradition and adjustment, between form and content.
Young churches will have to develop forms for new
situations. Cultural boundaries are being crossed
not only in travelling from one side of the world to
another but also if you step forward into the future.
In the mean time, we can agree not to export
our singularity. If two or more churches send
people to a land to proclaim the gospel and to set
up a church, you could put two things first. (1) We
first see if other reformed churches are working
there, and if that is the case, we join with them.
(2) From the very start, we shall have to be looking
to establish one sister church; we give the local
believers all the room they need to decide how they
furnish their own church life, what they do or do not
want to take over from the establishing churches.
Reformed Churches across the world can not
avoid to miss each other. What the one misses, the
other can provide. Then it will not only be about
money, also about people, services and knowledge.
We have everything over, as in 2 Corinthians 8 and
9, to take each other to the harvest of gratefulness
which God expects from the whole world.
Lux Mundi has had but a small place in the last
25 years, in the discussion between churches. But
the desire of the editors is that this discussion
becomes broader and deeper. We see a task for
the press in this. The church magazines could pay
more attention to foreign churches. Maybe an
international paper informing the members from
various churches of the life and times of other
reformed churches, could be of significance. But
this can not only be on paper. There is already much
co-operation in the proclamation of the gospel and
in the giving of aid. There is certainly more possible.
I see here a task for the theological schools as well.
In the growing contact between reformed churches
from all over the place, the context of reformed
theology spreads itself to the whole world. That
could stimulate the theological exchange between
the various reformed polders immensely. For this,
not only a magazine is necessary, but meetings
between institutes, teachers and students.
Through all the diversity in the body of Christ,
his fullness shines. He fills everything in every way
(Eph.1:22-23). And in him we all are being built
together to become a dwelling in which God lives
■
by his Spirit (Eph.2:22).
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…the sun, the ancient
mark of division between
day and night…

 Walkers in the sun
“I am the Light of the world.
Whoever follows me will never
walk in darkness, but will have
the light of life” (John 8:12)

Every summer the holiday exodus begins. People go on holiday in droves.
Some choose to laze around, others go for an active holiday. There is a good
deal of choice. Cultural journeys, mountain climbing, sporting holidays, you
name it.

G

ood weather is important. Not too much
rain and a bit of sunshine and warmth.
During the holidays the weather forecast
becomes even more interesting than usual. Lack of
sunshine can make or ruin your whole day. It can do
so outside the holiday season too, of course.
Jesus said: “I am the Light of the world.” He
spoke these words on an early morning somewhere
in the temple complex of Jerusalem. The sun
had only just risen. Slowly but surely the city was
warming up. There had been an incident in which
people had confronted Jesus with a woman who
had committed adultery. But ultimately all the
accusers trickled away shamefacedly and the
woman was free to go. Jesus did not condemn her,
but told her to stop living in sin (see John 8:2-11).
Anyone who stared after her, as she left the temple
on the east side, looked straight into the sunlight.
By ‘the light of this world’ Jesus means the sun,
the ancient mark of division between day and night.
Where the sun shines, all darkness is driven away.
On two later occasions Jesus used this image again
during conversations with his disciples. ”As long as
it is day, we must do the work of him who sent me.
Night is coming, when no one can work. While I am
in the world, I am the light of the world” (John 9:45). “Are there not twelve hours of daylight? A man
who walks by day will not stumble, for he sees by
this world’s light” (John 11:9).
nAbout the author:
Dr. P.H.R. van Houwelingen (1955) has been professor of New Testament at the
Theological University of the Reformed Churches (liberated) in Kampen, the Netherlands,
since 2002. This article is the translation of a chapter in his book Jezus stelt zich voor
(Kampen: Kok, 1998; ISBN 9024263174).
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P.H.R. van Houwelingen

In this way Jesus presents himself as the light that
every human being needs in order to exist and to go
through life safely. And that light shines from above.
He is like the sun, in whose warmth animals
bask and plants grow. He is like the daylight in
which people can do their work or can make their
journeys. Therefore, people should not close their
eyes to that light. They should want to live in the
light of heaven, just like flowers turn towards the
sunlight and the animal world comes into motion
as soon as the sun rises.
The prophet Isaiah saw that light as the coming
Messiah. He prophesied that the dawn of God’s grace
would rise above Israel and the nations. After all, God
wants to fill the whole world with his salvation. In the
night of history a messianic light sparks.
Isn’t it strange that people sometimes prefer
darkness to light? They prefer to grope around in
the darkness, while the light of the world rose long
ago. Unbelief blinds the eyes. “Whoever follows
me”, says Jesus, “will never walk in darkness, but
will have the light of life.” By believing in Him you
daily live in the light of the Messiah: in the spotlight
of His presence, in the sunny warmth of his love.
This light of life is a valuable possession.
Jesus experienced darkness himself. For three
long hours it was as black as night all around Him.
God’s wrath hung heavily in the air. The light went
out above Calvary. Even the light of life in Jesus
Christ was put out on the cross.
But that was a unique day. Since then the light
has been on forever. And by believing in Him, we
become walkers in the sun. Walkers on our way to
the new Jerusalem, the pre-eminent city of light.
The Bible says that the new Jerusalem has special
city lights which make sunlight and moonlight
unnecessary. The Almighty will give it light and the
Lamb is its lamp (see Revelation 21:23). This divine
lamp for the world will never be put out.
Live towards the Light and the shadows will fall
■
behind you!
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G. van Rongen*

 Silver ‘Lux Mundi’, I.C.R.C.’s
A
Child Twenty–five years’ old
memories

At the general synod of the Reformed Churches in The Netherlands, held in
the year 1981 in the beautiful and historic dome-church of Arnhem, it was
decided to convene an International Council of Reformed churches. The
idea did not originate from the Dutch churches. The initiative came from
The Free Reformed Churches of Australia.

A

rnhem was pleased because at that time,
worldwide contacts among the various
churches of Reformed character were
growing in numbers. Not only had the Dutch firm ties
with so called ‘sister-churches’, but there were others
with whom they had provisional contacts. The desire
to make all these contacts effective, was increasing.

Conference

Photo of Rev G. van
Rongen which was placed
alongside his first article
in Lux Mundi in 1982.

From the outset there was a warning: Do not let
it be an international synod, that would have the
status of a worldwide ‘major assembly’ with the
authority of dealing with decisions made by ‘minor
assemblies’, in this case the national synods of its
respective members. However, This warning proved
to be unnecessary, for from the very beginning, in
Australia already, there was only the concept of a
conference and nothing more than that.
The decision to call such a conference was made
unanimously. Synod’s chairman, the rev. Dr. K.
Deddens, declared it to be an historical one.

Deputies

As a consequence of this decision, a few deputies
were appointed to convene a conference, and one
of them was the writer of this contribution. The
reason for his appointment was symbolic: he was
Dutch-born, and later had become an Australian
citizen; for several years he was minister of an
American congregation, finally settling in Australia
as emeritus of a Dutch church.
Apart from that, the whole executive committee of
nAbout the author:
* Rev. Gerard van Rongen (1918-2006), has been a minister in Reformed Churches in the
Netherlands, the United States of America, and Australia. Since 1983 he was emeritus
of the Reformed Church (liberated) of Steenwijk, the Netherlands. He lived in Armadale,
Western Australia. He was involved in several initiatives on behalf of Reformed
oecumenicity. He died shortly after writing this article.
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the Constitutional Assembly for an International
Reformed Conference was symbolic: an Australian
delegate and a Canadian minister were part of it.
This Constitutional Assembly was held for two
weeks, beginning on October 26, 1982 in the
Refajah-church at Groningen-South.

Agenda

The Dutch synod had stated that its draft-agenda
should include the following item
1.	unity of faith as a gift and a mandate, and what
that meant for:
	- the respective churches holding various
confessional standards;
	- these churches having various forms of
church government;
	- the confession regarding the church of Christ;
2.	reflection re contacts and relations with other
churches;
3.	mutual assistance in the fulfilling of the
missionary mandate in the current missionary
situation;
4.	basis and name of the Reformed international
conference;
5.	its purpose and authority;
6.	domestic items such as:
	- the way of delegation;
	- the frequency of conferences;
	- agenda-drafting;
7.	the way in which the draft-agenda be dealt with.

Statement of affairs

This draft-agenda gave me reason to focus
attention on the unity of faith in my opening
speech of the Constitutional Assembly. I thought
I was taking a Reformed historical line in more
or less repeating what had been done in the era
of the Reformation, which, among other things,
led to the writing of the Harmonia Confessionum
Evangelicarum, published at Geneva in the year 1581.
This was the fruit of action taken by Martin
Luther, who desired that a general council of
churches be convened. This desire received the
support of leaders of various churches such as
Heinrich Bullinger, John Calvin, and Thomas Cranmer.
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Op the front page of
the first Lux Mundi : the
Koepelkerk in Arnhem.

Even the Church of Rome was not written off, but it
reacted by referring to the Council of Trent as, in its
opinion, the only body authorized to make decisions.
Indeed, a few meetings took place, and at one
of them, the Convent of Frankfurt 1577, a plan was
made to compose a ‘harmony’ of all the confessions
of the different churches, something which was
executed in the year 1581.
A similar discussion ensued during the wellknown Synod of Dordrecht 1618/19, though not
during its official sessions, but in lobbies.
As for the I.C.R.C., similar action could be taken,
even before that body was established, and the
Constitutional Assembly would be able make a
sober beginning with this task. It was necessary to
take stock: what do we, as various churches, have
in common as far as our respective confessional
standards are concerned, and at which points are
there differences? Furthermore, what can we do to
reach full confessional agreement, and thus promote
unity as our Saviour has wished and commanded?
All of this would be in historical line, and
together with the fathers of the Reformation we
would go back to the ancient Christian church, a
church which, in her councils, had the privilege of
keeping that which had been committed to her
trust by the apostles, and through them by the Lord
Jesus Christ Himself.
The usefulness of this taking stock was proved
soon afterwards when the South-African sisterchurches had to defer their decision regarding
membership of the I.C.R.C. Before making that
decision they wanted to make a study of the
Westminster Confession of Faith and compare it
with their own confessional standards.

Constitutional Assembly

That the Constitutional Assembly, though
unwittingly, had done some stock taking, was
evident in the titles of the papers delivered at this
gathering. They were:
1.	Harmony and variety in Reformed confessions, by
Prof. Dr. L. Doekes
2. Unity of faith as a gift and mandate, and
its significance for various forms of church
government, by prof. Drs. D. Deddens
3.	Unity of faith as a gift and mandate and its
significance for the reflection on contacts and
rules in other churches, by the Rev. P. van Gurp.
4.	Reformed mission work in the eighties, by the
Rev. M.K. Drost
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Child

Although nothing further will be said about the
Constitutional Assembly, which also dealt with a
Constitution for the International Conference of
Reformed Churches, what is of direct interest for us
is that this magazine was actually born out of the
I.C.R.C.!
I am fully aware that the Dutch churches took
the initiative to publish such a magazine, but if
our international conference had not come about,
it is possible there would be no LuxMundi either.
For, having played a role in the organizing and
presiding of the Constitutional Assembly, I was reappointed as one of the deputies for relations with
churches abroad, and given the task of establishing
a magazine that could be helpful in maintaining
contact between the I.C.R.C. member churches.
This was almost the last ‘job’ I had to do in
this international context, Prof. drs. H.M.Ohmann
having been appointed as its editor-in-chief. My
final responsibility was to write a few articles for
our magazine, and this was an honour.

Point of advice

Finally, allow me to raise a point of advice. As
explained above the Constitutional Assembly stood
in the light of a sort of taking stock process, not
only regarding its opening-speech, but also in the
topics of papers delivered.
Yet, since then, hardly any further stock taking
has found a place in our magazine. I would like
to prompt the editorial staff to continue this
important work every now and again, because
there is, for example, a more or less principal
difference between the Presbyterian and Reformed
confessions, and this not only (though partly)
regarding the question of which people belong
to the covenant of grace. Is it the elect only, or
the believers together with their children? Other
examples could be given if the confessional
standards of the I.C.R.C. members were to be
compared with one another.
In the distant future there could be a conference
which takes the first steps toward the goal of a
common Scriptural confession of all sister-churches.
Christian confessors and churches have the same
Bible in common. They should read the same things
in and from it. This should not be called idealistic,
■
but an ‘ideal’!
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K. Wezeman

25 years of Lux Mundi

As BBK deputies we were very surprised by the announcement made by
our editor, Ruud ter Beek, that at the end of this year, our magazine, Lux
Mundi would be celebrating its 25th anniversary. None of the deputies,
apart from the editors, had realised this.

P

oints for Lux Mundi are on our agenda
regularly. Sometimes it is an (urgent) request
to contribute something to the next issue.
Usually, however, the editors manage to lay hands
on enough interesting articles.
Of course it is no easy task to publish Lux Mundi
on a regular basis. We realise this only too well. It
sometimes happens that an issue appears later
than planned. Yet it is mainly gratitude we feel
when we think of all the hard work that was - and
still is - put into Lux Mundi . Going by the reactions
from contacts abroad, it appears that the magazine
is much appreciated for the articles it offers.
As BBK deputies we would like to express our
appreciation to all those writers who so valuably
contributed to Lux Mundi during its period of
growth and maturity. Of course this includes all the
editors of the present and past. When celebrating a
birthday it is good to look back at the past, but the
future comes into view as well.

Origins of Lux Mundi

First something about the origins of Lux Mundi.
In a supplementary report by the ‘Deputies for
correspondence with churches abroad’ to the
General Synod of Arnhem 1981, we come across
a proposal “to publish a bulletin in the English
language and to spread this as widely as possible
amongst the contacts abroad”.
Apparently this proposal received enough support
because the Synod decided to “authorize the
deputies to publish a bulletin in the English
language every six months, for the benefit of
foreign contacts”.
In the proposal by the deputies, nothing
was said about the contents of the bulletin. The
synod, however, made a clear statement about
this. She expressed the wish to publish articles
in the bulletin, which “can contribute towards
maintaining or strengthening the reformed
confessional character of churches abroad, with
nAbout the author:
Prof. dr. K. Wezeman is chairman of BBK (the Committee on Relations with Churches Abroad)

LuxMundi

December 2006

which the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
maintain contacts.”
Further, the synod considered it important
to supply information about relations and
developments in church life in The Netherlands.
From the considerations underlying the Synod’s
decision it can be concluded that it was deemed
necessary to pay attention to the consequences
of the stance of the Reformed Churches in The
Netherlands over against the Reformed Ecumenical
Synod. Deputies wrote a clear denunciation of the
R.E.S. which was sent to all contacts abroad. In fact,
this marked the beginning of the ICRC, in which our
churches have participated from the very start.
By means of the bulletin the Synod clearly
aimed to make a contribution towards maintaining
and developing the reformed movement in the
world. It goes without saying that the position of
the Dutch immigrant (sister) churches in Australia
and Canada played a role in this.
After the decision of the Synod, the BBK
Deputies energetically started to implement
the mandate they had received. In November
1981 a draft of the contents of the first issue was
proposed. It was to be published in March 1982.
The proposed draft included contributions on the
following subjects:
• ‘Reformed or evangelical’ by J. Kamphuis;
• ‘Correspondence and contacts’ by G. van Rongen;
• ‘Ecumenicity’ by K. Deddens;
• ‘A review of the Conference on World Mission
and Evangelism in Melbourne’ by M.K. Drost.
For the following issues of the bulletin subjects
were listed which all had to do with topical
developments in the church scene at that time.
A few examples may be mentioned here: modern
theology, predestination, covenant, sacraments,
infant baptism, church government and church
discipline, mission and aid.
This list of subjects is remarkable, because
their relevance for reformed Christians in our
time is just as great as in 1981! There may be a
84

shift of emphasis, but the need for reformed
churches to speak clearly about these subjects,
is undiminished. The first editorial board of Lux
Mundi decided to steer a course which has
proven to be important for the development
of the reformed heritage worldwide.

Lux Mundi after 25 years

As BBK deputies we are grateful for having
had the opportunity to publish Lux Mundi for
25 years. Looking back it has to be said that
the original objectives are still relevant.
As for the future, we believeLux Mundi should
serve the following objectives:
1.	Offering an accessible platform for reformed
churches worldwide to exchange insights
and developments in reformed theology. The
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands are
grateful for the work that is done by reformed
theologians all over the world to evaluate
current developments in the light of Scripture.
The theological questions arising in this time
are not just relevant for our own churches or
our sister churches in North America. On the
contrary! Subjects like justification by faith and
the covenant have a universal relevance.

2.	Contributing to unanimity of vision and
confession in the worldwide reformed
community. As churches we can learn from
each other and encourage each other in a world
which is hostile towards the Christian faith.
3.	Assisting the supply of information about the
churches that want to take a stand together
for the reformed faith. Members of our sister
churches increasingly meet each other in an
ever-shrinking world. Seeing how brothers and
sisters elsewhere experience and express their
reformed convictions can be very enriching.
Our deputies who maintain the contacts with
those in the reformed community also have a large
number of gratifying contacts of co-operation with
others. Through this we experience the ongoing
work of our Lord Jesus Christ in gathering his church
on earth. It is our prayer that the editorial board and
all those who are able and willing to contribute to
the work of Lux Mundi will be motivated to work
along with Christ in this grand cause.

The reader may rest assured that the BBK deputies
and especially the editors and all those involved
in production, will do their utmost to further the
quality and regular publication of Lux Mundi 
■

The so called ‘Gbouw’
(Gbuilding) in Zwolle where
many reformed organisations
are established, including the
secretarial office of the BBK
deputies.
Photo: P.G.B. de Vries
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F. G. Oosterhoff

Reformed North America

Agnes Amelink, the author of the book I am reviewing, was born into a
Reformed family. Her father was pastor of a Liberated-Reformed church
in the Netherlands, and later, after the schism of the 1960s, joined the
Nederlands Gereformeerden (NGK). She herself is also a member of that
church.

T

his is Amelink’s second book on the
Reformed world. Her first one was published
in 2002. Entitled De Gereformeerden, it was
an account of the development of the Reformed
churches in the Netherlands during the twentieth
century – a development that she described in
terms of “rise, growth, and decline.” The book
was widely read and went through several
editions. Its success encouraged the author to
write as companion piece the work that is now
under review, and which deals with the history of
Reformed churches across the Atlantic. The focus
is on Canada, although the American scene is not
ignored.
Amelink’s concern is primarily with Christian
Reformed history and culture, but she pays some
attention to the Canadian Reformed Churches as
well. There are accounts of the Canadian Reformed
congregations of Lethbridge-Coaldale (which in
1952 extended a call to the author’s father) and
Neerlandia. The chapter on Coaldale is limited to
the pastorate of the Rev. G.Ph. Pieffers (1952-1966);
the pages on the Neerlandia Canadian Reformed
Church deal almost exclusively with the troubles
that accompanied the establishment of that
congregation.

Dual origin

Amelink is a journalist by profession, and this
shows. Her book is easy to read. It contains a good
many human interest stories and anecdotes, a fair
bit of gossip, but also informative accounts of the
history of the Reformed world of North America. A
recurring theme in this book, as in the previous one,
n About the author:
“Dr. Freda G. Oosterhoff lives in Canada since 1952. She belongs to the Cornerstone
Canadian Reformed Church of Hamilton, Ontario. She obtained her doctorate in
historical studies (University College, London, Eng.; 1967) and taught at high schools and
in further education in Canada in the history of Europe, church history and the history of
philosophy. She is now retired and, alongside this, part time teacher of ‘history of thought’
at the Canadian Reformed Teaching Course in Hamilton.”
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concerns the differences between the two streams
that in 1892 would form the Reformed Churches
in the Netherlands, namely those of the Secession
or Afscheiding (1834) and of Abraham Kuyper’s
Doleantie (1886).
These differences were profound. The churches
of the Afscheiding tended to be other-worldly,
pietist and experientialist (bevindelijk); they stressed
the inner life of faith and concerned themselves
greatly with the salvation of the individual soul.
Kuyper, on the other hand, emphasized the
covenant and taught that the matter of one’s
salvation should be left in God’s hand. Rather than
worrying about such personal matters, the believer
should go out in the world and claim it for Christ.
This was to be done by ensuring public support for
Christian schools and by establishing institutions
of higher Christian education, a Christian political
party, a Christian labour association, and various
other Christian organizations. Kuyper, in short,
introduced the twentieth-century world of
pillarization (verzuiling). By doing so he played
an important role in the emancipation of the
Reformed section of the Dutch population. Formerly
consisting largely of uneducated and economically
disadvantaged members, it now became a power in
the land – politically, culturally, and economically.
Much was accomplished by Kuyper and his
followers, but as Amelink points out, there were
unintended negative consequences as well. Among
them was a tendency to place greater stress on
Christian action than on personal conversion
– an externalization of the faith that the men of
the Afscheiding warned against. Kuyper failed,
moreover, to achieve his primary goal, which was
the re-Christianizing of the country. During the
86

second half of the century secularization progressed
more rapidly in Holland than in many other western
nations, and it has been argued that the system
of pillarization contributed to this development.
This argument has played a role in the wide-spread
disillusionment with the system in the post-war
years. Pillarization has all but disappeared in the
Dutch Reformed world as a whole, and it is in
decline even among the Liberated-Reformed, who
in the 1950s and following years had introduced
Kuyper’s system in their own churches. The idea is
taking hold that pillarization may indeed have been
an obstacle, rather than a help, in spreading the
Reformed faith.

Pietists and activists

Amelink sees parallels between developments in
the Netherlands and in North America. Of course,
there are differences as well. Among them is
the fact that Kuyper’s neo-Calvinism, although
influential in the Reformed world of North America,
never dominated it to the extent it did the Dutch
churches. The older, pietist tradition remained
strong in the Christian Reformed Church, which,
after all, had been founded by members of the
Afscheiding. During the 1890s new immigrants did
introduce neo-Calvinist ideas, and in 1898 Kuyper
himself visited the United States, but his ideas
were not widely accepted in America. The average
Christian Reformed Church member distrusted his
activism and striving for power.
The rise of neo-Calvinism in North America had
to await the immigration wave that followed World
War II. Its great advocate at that time was H. Evan
Runner, who taught at Calvin College, Grand Rapids.
The majority of Runner’s student-followers were not
Americans but Canadians, sons of the large number
of post-war immigrants, who had been soaked in
the Dutch neo-Calvinist world view of the 1920s
and ‘30s. It was they who would promote Kuyper’s
ideas in the rapidly expanding Canadian Christian
Reformed Church. Following the Dutch example,
they would work for the establishment of Christian
schools and colleges, a Christian political party, a
Christian labour union, and so on. This activism,
Amelink writes, distinguished the Canadian
Christian Reformed Church from its American
counterpart. Rather than conquering the Christian
Reformed Church as a whole, the neo-Calvinism
of Kuyper and his followers became the specific
characteristic of the church’s Canadian wing.
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As happened earlier in Holland, enthusiasm for the
neo-Calvinist approach is now declining also in the
Reformed world of North America. There has not,
however, been a repetition of the process as it took
place in the Dutch church. The Christian Reformed
Church community continues to support vibrant
Christian institutions, including Christian schools
and colleges, and it is active in mission, evangelism,
and other branches of Christian outreach. But
as Amelink points out, neo-Calvinist thought as
such, including the neo-Calvinist penchant for
pillarization, is losing its appeal, most clearly so
among the younger generations. She does not
think, however, that this is altogether a loss. It was
precisely when the Reformed world lost its closed
character, she writes, that aspects of the Calvinist
vision began to penetrate sections of NorthAmerican society. Whether or not there is a direct
connection here, there is indeed evidence in recent
decades of an increasing interest in Reformed
doctrine and world view among North-American
evangelicals, and there is no doubt that the Dutch
immigrant community has contributed to this
development.
Gereformeerden overzee is an informative book that
should interest not only members of the Christian
Reformed Church but also of other Reformed
■
churches in North America. 
n Review of: Agnes Amelink, Gereformeerden
overzee. Protestants-christelijke landverhuizers in NoordAmerika. Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 2006. 302 pages; € 27.95
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R.S. Ward

My impressions

My experience of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands began
through contact with the Free Reformed Churches of Australia when I
was ministering in my first parish in Tasmania (1975-81). I had a couple of
devoted members from the Liberated Churches in the Netherlands in my
congregation. Currently one of the elders in my Melbourne parish has that
background too.

W

e became more aware of the RCN
(L) because of the very distressing
decline in the so-called RCN synodical
churches when we were members of what is now
the Reformed Ecumenical Council. I found that
the incredible exclusiveness that had arisen in the
aftermath of 1944 had eased and now reflected
what I considered a more normal expression of
Reformed life. Of course the RCN (L) involvement in
the forming of the ICRC in 1982 reflected that, and
the warmth of hospitality when in the Netherlands
confirmed it.
I was a speaker at the ICRC in Zwolle in 1993 and
here I experienced the hospitality of members of
the RCN (L) and visited the Synod. Further contacts
were made at the ICRC meetings in Korea and
Philadelphia as well as visits from deputies to the
Presbyterian Church of Eastern Australia.
The Presbyterian churches in the English-speaking
world that had retained a confessional stance
nevertheless frequently tended to a slightly muted
Reformed position, perhaps because of the more
general evangelicalism of other churches with
whom they were at one in opposing modernism.
The RCN (L) on the other hand had an intense
interest in covenant theology because of the
controversies pre 1944, and had a great emphasis
on the intellectual. At first we thought the RCN (L)
taught presumptive regeneration in a rather crass
way in which church forms and our faithfulness
were over-stressed. But we shared with the RCN
(L) in the ICRC, along with our sister Free Church of
Scotland, recognising that we could mutually enrich
and balance the other. Interestingly, the Christian
Reformed Churches in the Netherlands are really
in theological outlook a bit closer perhaps to the
pattern of piety familiar in the Scottish tradition.
n About the author:
Rev. Dr. Rowland S. Ward is minister of Knox Congregation (Melbourne) of the
Presbyterian Church of Eastern Australia.
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Thus a union of the more objective viewpoint of the
RCN with the experiential emphasis of the CRCN
could be a beautiful mutually strengthening thing,
all other things being equal.

Contacts en concerns

Our contacts forced us to think out our covenant
theology more adequately and that was to our
advantage. On the other hand some trends concern
us. The forms of Genevan psalmody resonate only
in a small circle today; they do not reflect an idiom
in touch with modern life, and so impatience
with them is understandable. While it would not
be correct historically to say that the Calvinistic
churches of the Reformation were exclusive psalm
singers in the narrow sense, their reverence for the
Word of God meant the psalms and some selected
portions of Scripture were the norm and strongly
preferred. While keeping the issue in perspective we
are disappointed to see the changes in this area in
the RCN (L) of recent years. We think more modern
settings of the psalms are preferable.
Another thing that has impressed us about
the RCN (L) is their ecumenical interest. In the
Australian setting our relations with the Free
Reformed proved disappointing on the ecclesiastical
level. From the time I’d first approached them
in 1978. Whilst the FRCA reaction was earnest in
wanting to address issues, the spirit overall, with
exceptions, was narrow and insular, and nothing
on a church to church level has resulted. The RCN
(L) approach seems to us to have been much more
progressive. The commitment to reach out to
others, to understand where they are, to work with
them, is much more in line with our own thinking.
The generosity of the Liberated Churches is also
noteworthy.
As we look to the future there are strengths
and weaknesses. We all face the challenge both
of secularism and of resurgent Islam. To maintain
balance, to maintain confidence in Christ when
there is such a changing scene is not easy, and is
often a seedbed for schism or retreat into a fortress
mentality. We need a more ready appreciation
of the need of the Spirit’s power in our churches,
a boldness and clarity in relating the Gospel to
the community, sharing our biblical grasp with
other churches, and a deepening of the lines of
communication and fellowship between us, all for
the glory of God.
■
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R.C. Janssen

 eformed churches in
R
The Netherlands
An historical overview

One of the regions in Europe in which the Calvinist Reformation rooted
and flourished was the ‘nether’ or Low Lands, formed by the deltas of the
rivers Schelde, Maas, Rhine and Ems, between Germany to the east, France
to the south, and the North Sea to the west, and comprising Belgium and
The Netherlands of today. Not that the entire area became Protestant
Calvinist. In this area, the north-west region became mixed (Protestant
and Catholic), the central part from Zeeland to Groningen conservative
Calvinist (and known as the Dutch Bible belt), the south-east remained
Roman Catholic.In what follows I will present a brief overview of the
church history of Calvinism in what today is The Netherlands.

D

uring the sixteenth century the Lowland
provinces formed part of the kingdom
of Philip II of Spain. Officially the religion
was Roman Catholic, and Protestants of all sorts
– Lutherans, Calvinists and Anabaptists – were
persecuted. Led by members of the house of
Orange, the Dutch were engaged in a war of
independence. One of the issues in this war became
freedom of religion. During the mid sixteenth
century Calvinist churches were organised
for Dutch refugees in London, Emden and the
Palatinate. However, all longed for the day that
Calvinists could live in peace in their own land and
organise church life in the Lowlands proper.

Armentieres

In parts of Flanders French speaking churches
had been organised, meeting for the first time
in 1563 at the Synod of Armentieres. Here the
Belgic Confession was adopted as articulating
the confessional identity of the church. Building
on the experience of the Flemish Francophone
churches, as well as that of individuals coming from
stays in Switzerland and the refugee churches,
a meeting was held in 1568 of leading Dutch
Calvinists. This convent of Wezel paved the way
for the organisation of the Reformed Church in
the Lowlands. The first proper synod was held
n About the author:
Rev. R.C. (Karlo) Janssen (*1972) grew up in Australia and is a graduate of the Theological
College of the CanRC. At present he is serving as minister in the GK(v) in Hoek and
working on a Ph.D. on confessional subscription. He has served as assistant secretary for
the ICRC between 1997 and 2002 and is the general secretary of deputies BBK.
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in Emden 1571, and in 1574, 1578, 1581 and 1586
further synods followed on Dutch soil. Besides
the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism
became popular, though officially also the Genevan
Catechism was used. Each synod also refined the
church government system. Key figures in these
early years were J. a Lasco, M. Micron, P. Datheen,
G. van der Heyden, and M. van St. Aldegonde. Thus
the Dutch Reformed Church was beginning to take
shape.

Hervormd and gereformeerd.

The Dutch terms hervormd and gereformeerd
both translate into English as ‘reformed’.
Hervormd has a Germanic origin, gereformeerd
has a Latin origin. Prior to 1816 the Dutch
Reformed Church was referred to variously as the
Hervormde Kerk and the Gereformeerde Kerk.
After 1816 the term Hervormd was reserved for the
church, the term gereformeerd came to designate
orthodox Calvinism.

Canons of Dort

The Dutch Reformed Church had, however, a
serious battle with false doctrine on their hands.
Already in the early days it became clear that
not all were fully in agreement with the adopted
confessional standards: the Belgic Confession and
the Heidelberg Catechism or Genevan Catechism.
The debates found a focal point in differences
between two professors in Leiden: F. Gomarus
and J. Arminius. These debates led to the State
convoking a general synod at which the issues
could be settled. This General Synod of Dordrecht
1618-19 marks a milestone in Dutch church history.
First, it formulated a reaction to the teachings
of J. Arminius on the issue of God’s election to
salvation, thus creating a third confessional
standard: the Canons of Dort. Second, it drew up a
standard church order (book of government). Third,
it commissioned the translating of Scripture into
the Dutch language (accomplished in 1637 with the
publication of the Staten Vertaling). The General
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Batavian Republic

As the shield illustrates,
the CGK and NGK work
together in Lelystad.
Photo: P.G.B. de Vries
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Synod of Dordrecht 1618-19 is thus for Dutch
Calvinists what the Westminster Assembly is for
English speaking Calvinists.
However, interference of the state authorities
meant that church life did not become what
Dordrecht had envisaged. On the one hand,
confessional orthodoxy was assured, not only
via a subscription form for ministers, but also
via placards issued by national and provincial
authorities. Though not the state church, the
Calvinist church was the privileged church.
However, because the country was in fact a
confederation of independent provinces, and
the political environment was one of provincial
sovereignty, national synods were forbidden.
Between 1619 and 1795, when the short period of
French domination began, there was not really
a single Dutch Reformed church, but seven or
eight independent church federations exercising
cooperation to various degrees with each other.
Some of these federations were organised
provincially, some (again for political reasons),
only through the ‘classis’ (local area) bodies. The
extent to which the measures proclaimed by
General Synod of Dordrecht 1618-19 were executed
depended mainly on the position of the provincial
and local governments.
For this reason there was, organisationally
speaking, little change in the Dutch Reformed
Church between 1619 and 1795. There were
doctrinal battles, such as that between Voetius and
Cocceius, but a synod never decided such issues.
There were doctrinal discipline cases – such as
those surrounding the B. Bekker, H. A. Roëll, and
J. Vlak, which even led to the classis Walcheren
formulating a separate doctrinal statement known
as the Articles of Walcheren – but a clear definitive
stance could never be taken nationally. In name
the government was Calvinist, in practice it proved
more frequently to be humanist of a religiously
indifferent sort.
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During the late eighteenth century the political
pendulum swung to centralism, increasing
the powers of the house of Orange. A counter
movement arose and gained the upper hand:
in 1795 the Batavian Republic was proclaimed,
supported by the French army, as the House
of Orange was forced to flee. It introduced the
separation of church and state, leaving the Calvinist
church more or less penniless. Reorganisation of the
church became a priority, but the unstable political
climate – the French had interests in the Low lands
and changed the political organisation of the
country almost annually – regularly confused the
situation. It was not until the Dutch regained their
independence in 1815 and politically constituted as a
monarchy, that reorganisation of the church could
be completed.
The existing powers had considered
reorganisation of the privileged church a necessity.
Thus in 1816 the General Regulations replaced the
Church Order of Dort. Major changes included
the formation of a single Dutch Reformed Church
(Nederlandsche Hervormde Kerk – NHK), the switch
to a more centralized, top-down organizational
structure, and the loosening of the confessional
requirements.
In particular a third issue became an increasing
matter of concern. In 1827 D. Molenaar argued that
in theory a Roman Catholic priest or Jewish Rabbi
could preach from a Reformed pulpit. In various
places – primarily along the Bible belt – resistance
against all manner of measures and teachings
perceived to be unreformed led to a schism in
the church during the mid 1830s. Led initially by a
handful of young ministers – most prominent were
H. de Cock, A. Brummelkamp, S. van Velzen, H. P.
Scholten and candidate A. C. van Raalte – tens of
thousands of people officially broke with the NHK.
This breach, usually dated to its first year 1834, has
gone down in history as the Secession. Those who
broke with the NHK argued that as long as the
NHK did not promote Biblical truth, secession was
warranted.

A varied group

The Seceders were a varied group, concentrated
in a few geographical regions and led by a few
strong characters. Initially there were three larger
groups: the Christian Secession Reformed Church
(Christelijk Afgescheiden Gereformeerde Kerk
– CAGK), the Reformed Churches (Gereformeerde
Kerk in Nederland – GKN) often referred to as the
“Churches under the Cross” or “Cross-minded”
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Gemeenten in Nederland en Noord-Amerika
– GGNNA; in America known as the Netherlands
Reformed Congregations). In 1907 some churches
had refused to join the merger: these eventually
organized themselves as the Old Reformed
Congregations (Oud Gereformeerde Gemeenten
– OGG).
While on paper the CGK and GGNNA were
identical, practicing the same church government
and holding the same confessions, the Dutch would
say that the GGNNA was ‘heavier’ (stricter) than the
CGK. Doctrinally the GGNNA tend more towards
strict Calvinism, pietism and experientialism, the
Dutch variant of Puritanism in English speaking
countries. The OGG might be described as even
stricter again as the GGNNA.

The ‘therapeutic way’

The last CGK synod took
place in Nunspeet.
Photo: P.G.B. de Vries
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(Kruisgezinden), and the Ledeboerianen (followers
of L.G.C. Ledeboer). The CAGK was internally
divided--it was not until the 1850s that one can
speak of a properly functioning federation of
churches.
It was not until 1869 that the CAGK and the
GKN reached unity with each other. Though many
matters were cause for division, it was primarily
the issue of the church-state relationship that
separated them. In principle both held the same
stance – separation of church and state – but the
CAGK felt it was not improper to seek government
recognition in order to avoid persecution, while the
GKN felt it was improper. This issue diminished
in importance during the late 1840s, when King
William III introduced the full separation of church
and state, implying that government recognition
was not required for religious association. In 1869
the two churches united to form the Christian
Reformed Church in The Netherlands (Christelijke
Gereformeerde Kerk – CGK). A number of “Crossminded churches” did not unite with the CAGK, but
continued as independent churches. They united
with the more or less independently organized
Ledeboerianen in 1907 under G. H. Kersten to form
the federation of Reformed Congregations in The
Netherlands and North America (Gereformeerde
December 2006

Not all orthodox Calvinists left the NHK during
the 1830s. A large number remained, arguing
that since the right to proclaim the truth had
not been suspended by the NHK, secession was
not warranted. However, there was much strife
within this group over the way the truth should
be defended. Some, such as N. H. Beets, I. da Costa,
and D. Chantepie de la Saussaye, defended the
‘therapeutic way’: proclaim the truth and convince
unbelievers of the fact that they ought to leave the
church. Others, such as G. Groen van Prinsterer, G.
Barger, and J. van Toorenenbergen, defended the
‘judicial way’: start doctrinal disciplinary measures
to have false teachers deposed. In any case, during
the course of the nineteenth century the NHK
became doctrinally more liberal and pluriform. Two
theological schools of thought – the Groninger
Theology and Modernism – were even allowed
room to deny the divinity of Christ. In the end, those
propagating reform along the judicial route had
caused so much strife that they were condemned
by the church boards for their actions. During 18861887 many churches, including many ministers,
reorganized as dolerende (mourning) churches:
they cut the bond with the NHK organization,
but attempted to stay in contact with likeminded
churches. This church schism is usually referred to
as the Doleantie. Key figures in this schism were
A. Kuyper, F. L. Rutgers, W. van de Bergh and J. J. A.
Ploos van Amstel. The mourning churches adopted
the name Nether-German Reformed Churches
(Nederduits Gereformeerde Kerken – NDGK).

Merger

The NDGK and CGK became convinced of the
requirement to attempt a merger. In 1892 this
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The GKv met in 2005 in
Amersfoort.
Photo: P.G.B. de Vries

In September of this
year, a conference was
arranged by deputies for
church unity concerning
questions about
cooperating GKv, NGK
and CGK churches.
Photo: P.G.B. de Vries
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merger was realized nationally. The NDGK and most
of the CGKN united to form the Reformed Churches
in The Netherlands (Gereformeerde Kerken
in Nederland – GKN). On account of doctrinal
objections against some teachings of A. Kuyper
(especially regarding baptism), some CGK’s did not
join the union, and in later years other churches left
the GKN to (re)join the CGKN. On paper the CGK
and GKN were identical, in practice the CGK was
more ‘subjective,’ emphasizing conversion, and the
GKN more ‘objective’, emphasizing the validity of
the sacraments.
Thus in the first decade of the twentieth
century orthodox Calvinists churches were found
in various circles: the OGG, the GGNNA, the CGK,
the GKN and the reformed believers in the NHK. In
the NHK the reformed believers worked together
in two organisations: the Confessional Association
(Confessioneele Vereniging – CV) formed in 1865
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and the Reformed Alliance (Gereformeerde Bond –
GB) formed as a split-off from the CV in 1906. The
GB and CV parted ways on account of difference
of opinion on the route to be followed to reform
the NHK organisationally and (re)‘Calvinize’ the
church.
Since the 1870s the NHK had struggled with its
pluralist identity. Many attempts were undertaken
to organize the church in such a way as to
accommodate all theological currents. In 1951 the
deadlock was finally broken (apparently), with the
adoption of a new church order. Structurally the
NHK came closer to the model of the Church Order
of Dort. However, the NHK continued as a pluralist
church. Though a form of doctrinal discipline was
regulated, it never functioned to restore the NHK to
its original Calvinist identity.

Church schisms

The GKN had been born from the conviction that the
church ought to hold a clear confessional identity.
This implied the exercise of doctrinal discipline if
needed. Two such cases led to church schisms.
In 1926 J.G. Geelkerken was deposed for leaving
room for the denial of the literal historicity of
Genesis 3, thus undermining the Reformed doctrine
of Scripture. It led to a schism in the GKN and the
formation of the GKN in Restored Federation (GKN
in Hersteld Verband – GKNHV).
The teachings of A. Kuyper, or rather, logical
consequences drawn from these teachings,
also created division in the GKN. He believed in
‘presumptive regeneration’, that is, that children
of believers are presumed to be regenerate until
it appears otherwise. In 1905 the GKN decided
that these teachings, as well as other views, could
be tolerated in the churches. However, during
the late 1930s and early 1940s it became clear
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that opposition to the teachings of Kuyper would
not be tolerated. When, in 1944, subscription
was demanded to these teachings and those
who refused were deposed, a schism took place.
A second factor in this schism was of a church
political nature. While there was agreement that
Geelkerken taught false doctrine, not all believed
that a synod had the power to depose a minister.
This was considered an undue form of hierarchy by
some. Hence churches and office-bearers liberated

Timeline Summary

themselves from what they considered undue
confessional binding imposed by the General
Synod. This church schism is usually referred to as
the Liberation (‘vrijmaking’). Key figures among
those who liberated themselves were S. Greijdanus,
K. Schilder and B. Holwerda.
These churches continued to use the name GKN,
using various additions between parentheses
for the sake of getting mail delivered to the
right address. The designation that has stuck is
From: Michael Zwiep http://reformedtimeline.blogspot.com
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The first Reformed synod is held in Antwerp.

1618-1619

National Synod of Dordrecht

1816

William I (1772-1843), King of the United Netherlands, introduces a new church order called ‘Het Algemeen Regelement’
(General Regulations), usurping the ecclesiastical authority of the Reformed churches. The Reformed churches in Holland
are consolidated, granted official state status and renamed the Nederlands Hervormde Kerk (NHK = Netherlands Reformed
Church).

1834

‘De Afscheiding’ (Secession) of 1834: Hendrik de Cock (1801-1842) is suspended by the NHK resulting in the formation of the
Christelijke Afgescheiden Kerk (Christian Secession Church), others also known as the Gereformeerde Kerken onder het
Kruis (Reformed Churches under the Cross) and later, the Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerk in Nederland (CGK = (Christian
Reformed Church in the Netherlands).

1841

Lambertus Ledeboer (1808-1863) is suspended by the NHK resulting in the formation of the Ledeboeriaanse Gemeenten
(Ledeboer Congregations), also known as the Gereformeerde Gemeenten onder het Kruis (Reformed Congregations under
the Cross) or later, the Gereformeerde Gemeenten (GG = Reformed Congregations).

1886

‘De Doleantie’ (the mourning) or Secession of 1886: Theologian, journalist and future Prime Minister, Abraham Kuyper
(1837-1920) leaves the NHK resulting in the formation of the Nederduits Gereformeerde Kerken (NDGK = Nether-German
Reformed Churches).

1892

The NDGK and the Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerk (CGK) merge at the Synod of Amsterdam resulting in the formation
of the Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland (GKN) (Reformed Churches in the Netherlands). Some churches decline to
participate in the union and retain the name Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerk (CGK).

1907

Gerrit Kersten (1882-1948) unites thirty-five of the independent Ledeboeriaanse Gemeenten resulting in the formation of
the Gereformeerde Gemeenten (GG = Reformed Congregations).

1907

Laurens Boone (1860-1935) unites another group of independent Ledeboeriaanse Gemeenten resulting in the formation of
the Oud Gereformeerde Gemeenten in Nederland (OGG = Old Reformed Congregations in the Netherlands).

1912

Another group of independent Ledeboeriaanse Gemeenten unite resulting in the formation of the Federatie van Oud
Gereformeerde Gemeenten (Federation of Old Reformed Congregations).

1944

‘De Vrijmaking’ (The Liberation) or Article 31 Controversy: Klaas Schilder (1890-1952) is suspended by the Gereformeerde
Kerken (GKN) resulting in the formation of the Gereformeerde Kerken vrijgemaakt (GKv = Reformed Churches liberated.

1953

Cornelis Steenblok (1894-1966) is suspended by the Gereformeerde Gemeenten (GG) resulting in the formation of the
Gereformeerden Gemeenten in Nederland (GGN = Reformed Congregations in the Netherlands).

1969

A renewed controversy within the Gereformeerde Kerken vrijgemaakt results in the formation of the Nederlands
Gereformeerde Kerken (NGK = (Netherlands Reformed Churches).

1980

A controversy within the Gereformeerde Gemeenten in Nederland (GGN) results in the formation of the Gereformeerden
Gemeenten in Nederland buiten verband (GGN(bv) = Reformed Congregations in the Netherlands unaffiliated).

2004

The Nederlands Hervormde Kerk and Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland merge, along with the Evangelisch-Lutherse Kerk
in het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden (ELK = Evangelical Lutheran Church) resulting in the formation of the Protestantse Kerk
in Nederland (PKN = Protestant Church in the Netherlands). Some churches decline to participate in the union resulting in
the formation of the Hersteld Hervormde Kerk (HHK = Restored Reformed Church).

2003-2005

Opposition to General Synod of the Gereformeerde Kerken vrijgemaakt decisions regarding the celebration of Sunday as
a day of rest, marriage, liturgy, and church unity efforts, leads to the formation of the Gereformeerde Kerken (hersteld) =
Reformed Churches (restored).
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‘liberated’ (‘vrijgemaakt’), hence these churches are
generally referred to as the Reformed Churches in
The Netherlands (liberated) (GK vrijgemaakt – GKv).
(To avoid confusion the other GKN will be referred
to as the GK synodaal – GKs).
The CGK experienced a church schism over the
view of the covenant in 1952. A number of ministers
and church members left the CGKN to join other
church federations.
The GGNNA also experienced internal strife. In
1953 C. Steenblok was disciplined with respect to
matters relating to the offer of the gospel and of
grace –a matter related to the degree to which
eternal election dominates the preaching of the
Gospel. Steenblok denied that there is to be a
‘free offer of the Gospel’ to all. His exodus from
the GGNNA with a number of sympathizers and
churches led to the formation of the Reformed
Congregations in The Netherlands (Gereformeerde
Gemeenten in Nederland – GGN).
During the course of World War II the NHK
became convinced of the need for church unity.
It undertook serious attempts to gather all
Protestants into one church. The first to unite with
the NHK was the GKNHV, the small group formed
by Geelkerken supporters following his ouster in
1926, in 1946.

Remarkable change

During the 1950s and 1960s a remarkable change
took place in the GKs: it changed from uniformly
confessional to pluralist, with more and more room
for liberalism: the decisions of 1944 and 1926 were
in the course of the years retracted, and prominent
leaders such as H.M. Kuitert were tolerated even

Churches in Holland

when they denied most basic Christian doctrines such
as Christ’s death as a vicarious satisfaction and the
divinity of Christ. This opened the way for dialogue
with the NHK – a process that became known as
Travelling Together (Samen op Weg – SoW). During
the 1980s the small Evangelical Lutheran Church
became part of the SoW as well and eventually
this process led to the formation of the pluralist
Protestant Church in The Netherlands (Protestantse
Kerk in Nederland – PKN) in 2004. For confessional
reasons a number of NHKs (primarily churches
belonging to the GB) did not join this merger and
formed the Restored NHK (Hersteld Nederlandse
Hervormde Kerk – HHK). A small number of GKs did
not join the merger either, forming the continued
GKN (voortgezette GKN – vGKN).

NGK

The GKv experienced a church schism during the
1960s. Many factors played a role, of which the two
most prominent were the extent of confessional
tolerance and the relationship between the local
congregation and the federation of churches.
Because a number of churches did not keep to the
adopted church order, they were considered to be
‘outside the federation’. These churches regrouped
to form the Netherlands Reformed Churches
(Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken – NGK). In the
period 2003-2005 a second schism took place in the
GKv over a number of issues including the view of
Sunday as a day of rest, divorce, liturgical matters,
and church unity efforts. Those that seceded, a
small group, are generally referred to as the ‘newly
liberated’; they refer to themselves as the GK
restored (GK hersteld – GKh).

From: Michael Zwiep http:// www.blogger.com/profile/5577712

PKN

Protestantse Kerk in Nederland (PKN) = Protestant Church in the Netherlands
www.pkn.nl. Adults and children: 2.3 million (on paper)

HHK

Hersteld Hervormde Kerk (HHK) = Restored Reformed Church. www.hersteldhervormdekerk.nl. Adults and children:
approx. 70,000

GKv

Gereformeerde Kerken vrijgemaakt (GKv) = Reformed Churches liberated. www.gkv.nl. Adults and children: 125,000

GKh

Gereformeerde Kerken hersteld (GKh) = Reformed Churches restored. Adults and children: 1,250

CGK

Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerken CGK) = Christian Reformed Churches. www.cgk.nl. Adults and children: 75,000

NGK

Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken (NGK) = Netherlands Reformed Churches. www.ngk.nl. Adults and children: 30.000

GGNNA

Gereformeerde Gemeenten in Nederland en Noord-Amerika (GGNNA) = Reformed Congregations in the Netherlands and
North America). In the Netherlands: Adults and children: 100,000

OGG

Oud Gereformeerde Gemeenten (OGG) = Old Reformed Congregations). Adults and children: approx. 18,000

GGN

Gereformeerden Gemeenten in Nederland (GGN) = Reformed Congregations in the Netherlands. Adults and children:
23,000

GGNbv

Gereformeerden Gemeenten in Nederland buiten verband (GGNbv) = Reformed Congregations in the Netherlands
unaffiliated. Adults and children: 3,000
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Although the GKv and the CGK have sought unity
since the Liberation, this has not yet taken place
on a large scale. The two churches have, however,
recognized each other as faithful churches of
Jesus Christ and continue to work on eventually
forming one federation of churches. The NGK are
also involved in such discussions. Quite a few NGK
churches work together with CGK churches, and
there is growing cooperation at the local level
between quite a few GKv and CGK churches, as well
as such cooperation between a number of GKv and
NGK churches. However, at the national General
Synod level, both the GKv and CGK have concerns
about the adherence of the NGK to the Reformed
confessions. The CGK also have contacts with the
GGNNA and the GB in the NHK, later PKN. Contacts
are being established with the HNHK.
Within the GGN a schism took place in 1980,
leading to the formation of the GGN unaffiliated
(GGN buiten verband – GGNbv).

Number of churches

Thus today believers and churches with their roots
in Calvinism can be found spread over a number
of churches. The ‘experiential’ or stricter Calvinist
wing consists of the OGG, GGNbv, GGN, GGNNA,
and the HHK as well as much of the GB in the PKN
and a sizeable portion of the CGKN. This group
is sometimes referred to as the “Gereformeerde
Gezindte” (“Reformed Persuasion”) or the
“Reformatorischen”. The bulk of the CGK, and
further the GKh, GKv, NGK, HHK as well as the CV
and vGKN are generally confessionally Calvinist,
without a Puritan orientation. The PKN is a pluralist
church, holding (on paper) to both Calvinist and
Lutheran confessions, but continuing to tolerate
liberalism as the dominant influence at the
theological faculties of the universities where it’s
ministers are trained, and the dominant influence in
its church life.
Some church leaders expect that in the next
decade the Dutch ecclesiastical chart will be
drastically reshaped – the formation of the PKN in
2004 could have started that process. It is indeed
true that like-minded persons often find themselves
in different churches and those who seriously differ
in opinion can be found in the same church.
Whether a reshuffle will take place, only the Lord
of history knows. In everything, however, the church
is to take seriously the divine mandate to maintain
Scriptural purity, and to seek to unite with all who in
faith serve the one Lord Jesus Christ. May the Triune
God continue to bless the church with insight and
wisdom in fulfilling this divine calling.
■
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Duke Shin

 short
A
impression

Probably, the Dutch Reformed Churches have the most preserved heritage of
the Reformation. The Dutch Reformed Churches may be characterized by the
embodiment of covenantal ideas in the lives of their members. Their lives seem
to be a process to perform the obligations of the covenant. After babies are
baptized as covenantal children, they are brought up as God’s children at home,
in the church and at school which is not Sunday school but ordinary everyday
school. They do their best to raise their children in the Christian faith because
church members know that God has imposed the duty of the education of
children’s upon their parents.

S

ome striking features in the service of the Reformed
churches are as follows: almost the same number
of attendance both at the morning service and at the
afternoon service on Sunday; their sincerity to listen to
not only the Word of God but also the doctrinal sermons
based on Heidelberg Catechism on every Sunday; singing
only Psalms in accordance with Genevan tradition
and some hymns as congregational song without the
choir. The Reformed tradition can also be found in the Holy Communion.
They celebrate the Lord’s Supper prudently after they examine themselves
and prepare for it for one week including an elder’s visitation. There is no
sermon in the sacrament because one substitutes the other: two means of grace.
All these practices show us how much the Dutch Reformed Churches try to
apply the precious inheritance of Reformed faith to their lives fighting against
secularization. Yet I do have the impression that they are a bit ‘closed’ to the
outside world.
The Korean Presbyterian Churches do not emphasize covenantal life as much as
the Dutch Reformed Churches do, even though we adopted Reformed theology
with the Westminster Confession. We hardly teach the Reformed creed in the
churches. Instead we tend to stress ‘church growth’ through evangelism, prayer
movement, revival movement, discipleship, Bible study, individual group
worships, and a variety of programs. In the process of pursuing church growth,
the Korean Presbyterian Churches seem to be losing their character. In spite of
desire for the church growth, the number of the Korean Christians is gradually
declining nowadays, because the churches are not as influential in Korean society.
The Korean Churches surely are active but still feeble.
In my opinion, Korean churches should learn covenantal life from the Reformed
churches, even though the Dutch Reformed Churches need to have more passion
for evangelism.
■

D.I. Shin (B.A., M. Div, Kosin University and Theological Seminary; Drs., Kampen
Theological University, The Netherlands; Ph.D. North-West University, South Africa) is
Associate Professor of Old Testament at Kosin University, South Korea.
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Where do we stand now?   
                         our talks on commitment to   

                                                                                              

Over a number of years Deputies for Ecclesiastical Unity (DKE) of the
Reformed Churches liberated (GKv) and the Committee for Contact
and Dialogue with other churches (CCS) of the Netherlands Reformed
Churches (NGK), have held talks with each other, as commissioned by their
respective general synods. Many of these talks were devoted to the issue
of commitment to the confession. In May 2006 we talked once more about
this subject, this time by way of evaluation. We decided to round our talks
off by drawing up a kind of balance sheet.

T

his does not mean that we no longer believe it
is important to discuss the confession (or our
commitment to it). For at least two reasons
it is necessary to continue discussing these issues.
Firstly, because of the breadth and richness of its
content, the confession will always provide enough
material to reflect on and discuss. Secondly, there are
still remaining differences in the way in which the
GKv and NGK deal with the confession in practice.
Yet, we as DKE and CCS recognise that our
churches stand on the same foundation, that is,
Holy Scripture as summarized in the Reformed
confessions. It is on this foundation that future
talks will be held.
This balance sheet, therefore, is not intended
as a definitive conclusion, but serves as a ‘snapshot’ of the outcome of the talks so far. Now that
we have reached agreement about this balance
sheet, we conclude that the issue of commitment
to the confession is no longer an obstacle for
further and more intensive talks aimed at church
unity. Again, this conclusion does not mean that
we are in agreement about everything, but that
there is mutual and sincere trust that we want to
live as churches of Christ according to God’s Word
in an open-minded and loyal commitment to the
Reformed confession.
In the discussions about commitment to the
confession, there has always been a tension
between too much strictness and too much
looseness. The NGK feared confessionalism on
the part of the GKv, whereas the GKv feared too
much liberty on the part of the NGK. Years of talks
have taken away much of this fear. We recognise
that there are still certain differences, which
will be described in this balance sheet. At the
same time, we are convinced that in view of the
abovementioned unity of faith and doctrine, these
differences do not justify a permanent separation
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of our churches and that, therefore, the road has
been cleared for talks aimed at church unity. In the
talks which are to follow, the remaining differences
will be discussed, because they are too important to
ignore. We shall both make a determined effort to
find a way forward on these issues.
Eventually it will become clear if there are issues
which form an obstacle to church unity. We express
the hope and expectation that we will draw closer
together as churches in the process that follows.

The nature of the confession

In our creeds and confessions, we express what
Scripture says. We do this for various reasons
and in various ways: antithetically and thetically,
apologetically and didactically. There is always the
intention of shepherding the churches and their
members with the Gospel of Jesus Christ. As an
expression of what God’s Word says, the confession
is always subordinate to this Word. As a record
of ecclesiastical reflection, the confession has
formal authority. However, this formal authority
is based on the real authority that resides in the
Word of God. Only on this premise is it possible
to appeal to the confession as an authority. It is a
Reformed principle that a church is a true church,
if it professes true doctrine. A church of Christ will
always be willing to profess the truth of God’s Word
and defend that truth.
Thus, the limitations of the confession follow from
its subordination to the Scriptures as the normative
standard. In the Reformed Churches, this has often
been expressed with the twin concepts ‘norma
normans’ (i.e. Scripture) and ‘norma normata’ (i.e.
the confession). The limitations of the confession
also have to do with the historical context in which it
was drawn up. A confession is a timely word. In every
age God’s Spirit gives new insights from Scripture.
Every age has its own questions, to which existing
confessions do not automatically have an answer.
Creeds and confessions have different
functions: praise, witness, teaching. They express
God’s Word and reject that which is in conflict
with it. In confessions major points of doctrine are
formulated. Thus, there is always room for further
development, application and addition in different
times and situations.
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   A ‘balance sheet’ of         
   the confession.

Rev. H. Hoksbergen is
chairman of the deputies
for church unity and co-

Commitment to the confession

As DKE and CCS we do not disagree about the view
that within the church it is proper to ask of each
other an open-minded and loyal commitment
to the confession. Office bearers in general and
especially ministers of the Word should be aware
of the necessity of such commitment for the
protection of the congregation. In the GKv as well
as the NGK this conviction has been layed down in
– respectively - the Church Order of Dordt and the
Agreement of Ecclesiastical Community (AKS).
There are two sides to this loyalty. On the one hand,
there is no need for office bearers (in particular)
to shrink from emphasizing their commitment to
the doctrine of the Holy Scriptures, as summarized
in the Reformed confessions. More specifically,
there is no reason for them not to confirm their
oral commitment with a signature. Churches or
office bearers who are not aware of this practice
of signing the confession as an expression of
loyalty, shall be encouraged to do so, especially
with a view to the visible unity of the church. The
formula of subscription (as adopted by the National
Synod of Dordt in 1618-19) and the formula used
in the NGK are good instruments for this purpose.
On the other hand, a loyal commitment does not
mean a commitment to the dots and commas
of the confessions, but to their content, which
follows from the subordination of the confession
to the Scriptures, as stated in Article 7 of the Belgic
Confession.
In order to shepherd the church with the Word of
God today, as in the past, knowledge of the confession
is essential. Subscribing to the confession, therefore, is
not an aim in itself, but makes us aware of the need for
spiritual training of office bearers.
A commitment to the confession does not bind
conscience. Both the classic Dordt subscription
formula and the formula adopted by the National
Assembly of Apeldoorn (1995) recognize the
possibility of someone adopting views that deviate
from official doctrine. In that case the formulas
stipulate that the office bearer concerned promises
to keep silent about his personal convictions in
the interest of the church community to which
he belongs, temporarily at any rate, until an
ecclesiastical assembly has made its judgment.
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Ministers of the Word are not only responsible to
their own conscience for what they preach, but
also to the church that entrusted them with their
ministry and under whose discipline they serve. This
does not detract, however, from the freedom and
duty that office bearers have to convince the church
community of the correctness of their insights on
the basis of God’s Word.
The interest of the church should always be
central to any reflection on doctrine. In case of
criticism of essential parts of the confession, the
ecclesiastical assemblies are the natural bodies to
discuss this criticism, with a view to the good of the
congregation. The formulas used in the GKv and the
NGK point the way in these cases.
At the same time it is clear that not every
criticism of the confession needs to be discussed
at ecclesiastical assemblies. Pleas for cosmetic or
other minor changes can be freely expressed in
books or magazines. With regard to the content of
the confession, however, office bearers are expected
to respect the doctrines of the church for the
good of the church. This is also emphasized in the
abovementioned formulas.

Practice

Having said this, DKE and CCS recognise that there
are differences between the GKv and the NGK in
the way commitment to the confession functions
in practice. Within the NGK, the Agreement of
Ecclesiastical Community (AKS) officially requires
all office bearers to subscribe to the confession
as a sign of doctrinal agreement. Nonetheless, it is
accepted that in practice a small number of churches
do not follow this requirement. The GKv have always
considered this requirement as crucial, especially
with a view to the protection of the congregation
against heresy or personal views of office bearers.
The NGK share this motivation and therefore regret
the fact that subscription does not always take
place. At the same time, however, there is within
the NGK understanding for the fear of juridicizing,
of being bound to the letter and of insufficient
recognition of relief within the confession. As
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Forty years after the ‘Open Brief’

O

News update

n October 28, 2006, a double issue of Opbouw, the biweekly
magazine of the Netherlands Reformed Churches (NGK),
and De Reformatie, the weekly magazine of the Reformed
Churches liberated (GKv), appeared. This can be seen, without
doubt, as a historical event. On the same day, the Nederlands
Dagblad paid attention to the ‘Open Brief’ (‘public letter’ of 1967,
the cause of the break in the Reformed Churches liberated at that
time) through an interview between Willem Bouwman and the
writer of the letter, Rev. B.J.F. Schoep, and an interview by Gerard
ter Horst with prof. C. Trimp (see the dossier ‘40 jaar Open Brief’
op www.nd.nl).
It was on October 31, 2006, 40 years ago that the Open Brief was
written in support of the so-called Tehuisgemeente in Groningen,
the church centred around Rev. A. van der Ziel. This minister,
contrary to the policy of his consistory, made contact with the
local Reformed Church (synodical), on the basis of his desire to
reach unity with this church. In this way, the conflict which led to
the start of the NGK began.
The Opbouw/Reformatie-issue discusses the following questions:
- Where do the two church federations stand with respect to the
mutual charges and /or questions around the break in 1967 and
following?
- What can we learn from each other spiritually and with respect
to our convictions about the way we deal with real issues?
Differences can be discussed.
There are interviews, personal impressions, and joint articles
by two authors about themes of mutual interest in the double
issue. The Netherlands Reformed Rev W. Smouter writes about
‘Reformed and charismatic’ and the Reformed liberated Rev. G.
Gunnink replies; and Prof. B. Kamphuis (Reformed liberated)
writes about ‘The historical foundation: the place of the Reformed
confessions’, to which Rev. J.C. Schaeffer (NGK) responds.
On the liberated side, there is gratitude, that the NGK churches
have not become liberal. They have found their own identity apart
from the Reformed Churches (synodical) and the Protestant Church
in The Netherlands (PKN). Their commitment to the confession is
not under threat in the NGK. There is a difference of opinion about
how you work out that commitment in practice. On the basis of
this mutual issue, it appears that the trust between the churches is
growing. There is a touch of embarrassment evident about the NGK
decision to allow women to be deacons, elders, and ministers.
In the meantime, deputies from both churches have brought
out the document Waar staan wij nu? (Where do we stand now?).
In this they take stock of the talks which have taken place so far
between the NGK and GKv deputies regarding the commitment to
the reformed confessions. This document has been translated and
published in this issue of Lux Mundi (original text: www.gkv.nl).

a result, no measures are taken against the
churches that do not adhere to the subscription
requirement. Another consideration is that these
churches, by agreeing to the Preamble of the AKS,
have emphatically committed themselves to the
confession of the church.
Another difference concerns the way actual and
continuing cases of deviations are dealt with. The
NGK emphasize that ministers are not suspended
if no damage is done to the one foundation,
Jesus Christ, or if the deviation is no obstacle for
building on the one foundation. Within the GKv
it is acknowledged that suspension should never
be imposed promptly, but there remains a strong
emphasis on the protection of the congregation
against heresy.
More generally speaking, DKE and CCS
recognize the increasing lack of spiritual affinity
with doctrine as a mutual concern. In both the
GKv and the NGK there is every reason to call for
renewed attention to and reflection on the rich
content of the Reformed confessions. Because
discussions on doctrine are usually not on the
agendas of ecclesiastical assemblies, it is time to
look for instruments which might stimulate this.

New Confessions

The insights which our Reformed forefathers
expressed in the Three Forms of Unity, have to be
fruitfully applied to our own time. We experience a
spiritual fellowship in the fundamental questions
of faith. That is why we want to continue building
on the basis of the Reformed confessions.
On the one hand, this means that we apply truths
to our own time that were formulated long ago. We
do this in communion with the church of Christ in all
ages and in all places. On the other hand, it means
that we may have to draw up new confessions today.
In every age God’s Spirit can open the eyes of people
to biblical insights which need to be professed anew.
The spiritual battle that is being fought today may
also produce new confessions, not necessarily in the
form of the creeds we already possess but in new
forms. A common witness in these times, without the
official status of a Form of Unity, could serve to glorify
God, build up the church and awaken the world in
which we live today. From within the GKv and NGK
we feel called upon to bear such witness together. ■
nDrawn up in October 2006 by:
• D
 KE = Deputies for Ecclesiastical Unity of the Reformed
Churches (Liberated)
• C
 CS = Committee for Contact and Dialogue with other

The double issue can be ordered via www.dereformatie.nl.

LuxMundi

December 2006

churches (CCS) of the Netherlands Reformed Churches
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B. Luiten

 hosen church of God
C
Why was Abraham chosen?
And Joseph? And Moses?
And Samuel? And Paul? And...

For a long time I believed it was Jacob who was the cause of the fighting
in his family. Was it not terribly foolish of him to favour Joseph above the
other children? Why did he give such a beautiful robe only to him? Joseph
was the eldest son of Rachel who (by then) had already died and whom
Jacob had loved so intensely. But did that justify the distinction?

U

ndoubtedly, Jacob’s favouritism can be
rightly criticized. But we have to be careful,
for there is more than meets the eye
here. Ultimately it is God who makes a distinction
between Joseph and the rest and it has to do with
more than just a robe. God sends dreams only to
Joseph. Dreams in which Joseph is exalted above
his brothers, even above his father and mother. The
sun, the moon and eleven stars bow down before
him. But this went too far, even for Jacob. He took
Joseph apart to reprimand him. Later these dreams
became the reason for his being sold. One day, when
his brothers saw Joseph coming from a distance,
they drew up the plan to kill the ‘master dreamer’.
“Now we’ll see what comes of his dreams”, they said
(Gen.37:20). Later the murder plan was changed into
a sale. But their motives were clear: their hatred was
directed especially against what God gave to Joseph.
This should makes us careful in our criticism of
Jacob. Jacob may have acted unwisely by favouring
Joseph, but if God does something like that, there is
a lesson for us to learn.

God chooses

Why do I take the example of Joseph? For no
particular reason. There are plenty of other
examples to illustrate this thread running
throughout the Bible into our own time. The thread
of God’s choices: divine election.
Many books have been written about this subject and
still words fall short because of its depth of riches.
That God chose this world in the first place, even
though it had completely alienated itself from Him,
n About the author:
Rev. Bas Luiten (1953) is minister of the Reformed Church (liberated) in Zwolle Centre, and
one of the editors of the Reformed weekly De Reformatie.
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is unfathomable. Especially because He exactly knew
what the cost would be. He chose to save people who
had set themselves up as gods. He chose a history full
of sacrifice and care, day by day. He chose to come
among people in order to achieve his supreme goal:
the ultimate sacrifice of atonement in Jesus Christ
and its universal application to all his elect, in spite
all resistance. If one thing is clear, then it is this: our
God is extremely loving and ingenious. He had enough
love within Himself to choose us, although we had
absolutely no love to offer yet. In doing this, He was
completely sovereign and nothing obliged to anyone.
He gives us infinitely much and always freely. He
gives us tasks and gifts, but He never gives the same
to everyone. Of course we find this difficult to accept,
whenever we lack something that someone else has.
This sense of deficiency can be deeply painful. But
deeper than this is God’s choice by which we live and
by which the world exists.
Due to his sovereignty God can give Joseph a
special calling ‘out of the blue’ and choose him from
among his whole family. For the same reason He can
act similarly with David and many others. A lot more
could be said about this, but I will leave it at this for
now, because I want to look ahead, at the result.

Far reaching

God had a clear goal when He chose Joseph to
receive special dreams. It was a goal which nobody
could have suspected. Joseph’s brothers came no
further than their own irritation and jealousy, but
that was going to change!
God had chosen Joseph in order to keep his
brothers and his entire people alive. No less! Of
course they discover this afterwards and then
thank the brother whom they first sold. This final
outcome sheds a totally different light on God’s
choice. Different from what you would think at the
outset. Initially there was anger: “Why Joseph and
not us?” But that changed into: “When God chose
Joseph, He had us in mind too!” Even surroundings
nations would profit from this choice.
If God draws people to Himself, it is always with
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a view to their environment, so that others may
share in his drawing love. Why did God choose David
from among all those strong brothers? In order
to exalt him as king of Israel. What an honour for
David! But at the same time we should say (as this
is inextricably connected): what a blessing for the
people, including David’s brothers! God’s choice of
David is beneficial to everyone who belongs to David.
This is always the case with God’s choice. God’s
choice is far reaching. It reaches always further than
that one person who first comes in view. It was like
that with Abraham, Moses, Paul and many others.
When God called them, He saw all those who would
be blessed alongside and through them. When Jesus
prayed for his disciples, he also prayed for those who
would believe in Him through their word.
Indeed, this is already what happened when
God chose Israel in order to make his home
among them. Before as well as after He did this,
messengers from God proclaimed that all nations
would benefit from this. Israel was meant as
the candle stand from which God’s light was to
shine into the whole world. What an incredible
honour for Israel! But also: woe betide Israel if they
were to neglect this calling! God’s wrath would
be great. Imagine what would have happened if
Joseph had not given food to his brothers, but had
kept everything for himself. It would have been
unthinkable and diametrically opposed to God’s
election and his intention. But that is exactly what
happened with Israel later on in history. They kept
God’s light for themselves. Salvation became a
private national thing. The surrounding nations
were ignored and looked down upon. Time and
again the prophets pointed the chosen people to
the horizon of salvation, portraying the nations
before their very eyes. The Psalms show the same
perspective, see for example Psalms 87, 96, 100.
Jesus himself said that the nations would come
from the corners of the earth and take their places
at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the
kingdom of heaven. This word caused irritation
mainly, an irritation which - well into the first
century – provided the reason why the Jews resisted
the gospel and why Paul was sent to the Gentiles.
Through all this the Jews jeopardized their own
election and robbed it of its meaning.

Chosen to be a blessing

The biblical thread of election is as relevant today as
it was two thousand years ago. Peter writes that we
are a chosen people, a people belonging to God, in
order to declare the praises of him who called us out
of darkness into his wonderful light (1 Peter 2:9).
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In other words, we are chosen - just like Joseph,
David, Paul and so many others - to be a blessing in
God’s hand to many people. We are a chosen people,
a chosen church of God, called to be a blessing to
those who (will) draw near. When God chose us, He
saw the people around us. Woe betide the ‘Joseph’
who eats up all the bread himself! Woe betide the
king who is only interested in wealth. Woe betide
the people who make their election an internal
affair! Because then it will come to nothing. If God’s
intentions behind his choice are darkened, the
power of his choice also disappears.
Sadly, this is what has happened so often: that
election has become a internal affair, with the result
that deep down believers are only interested in their
own salvation, struggling all their lives with that
one scary question whether or not they belong to
God’s elect. Or, alternatively, when they have finally
found assurance of faith, avoid contact with the
‘world’, just like Israel which kept distance from the
Gentiles. But then the circle becomes too small.
Why do I write this? Because divine election is not
only an amazing honour but also an obvious task.
Too often I hear the paralysing question: “Why me
and not her?” But this question disappears like snow
before the sun if you think of who Joseph was, for
example. Election is not about ‘Why me and not her’
but about ‘Go and tell them!’
I write this because as churches we should be
asking ourselves what has become of God’s purpose,
when He chose us to proclaim his salvation. Israel
was meant as the candle stand of God’s light for the
world. On Patmos John sees the same image, but
now it stands for the churches today: seven candle
stands which God keeps burning (Revelation 1).
Jesus’ message is clear: “Let your light shine before
men. Be a city set upon a hill.” In short: be visible,
accessible and appealing. The question is: Are we? It
oppresses me to see so much energy in our church
life spent on internal matters. Make an outline
of how much time and money your local church
spends on internal and external work. What does
it tell you? I hear there is a great deal of concern
within our churches. Concern about what? I would
like to see an outline of that too, with the same
division: internal versus external.
What I mean is: what is it that most occupies
our thoughts? What do we invest in? What are we
concerned about? I fear that many discussions are
purely internally directed: discussions on how to make
agreements, and how many, discussions on worship,
on which songs we sing etc. Mind you, I’m not saying
these subjects are not worth discussing, but if they
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keep coming back we must be doing something
wrong. So much energy is wasted, which could be
spent on the salvation of others. Again, I am not
saying that all internal discussions are unnecessary.
But I am saying that we should strike the right
balance. We have not been chosen to be busy with
ourselves all our lives, nor individually nor as church.

Visible

There is something else I have not mentioned yet. If
God chooses us for his goal, should we not answer
Him? Is it not proper that we make a choice for him?
Yes, of course.
This time of year we may experience again that
many young people profess their faith in God [this
article was originally published in May. Note of the
translator]. They make a choice for the Lord. And
that is great!
However, I confess that I increasingly miss this
element in our normal Sunday services. I was made
aware of this during our ‘low-threshold’ services
where we adapt our language to guests. In these
meetings I see many faces of people for whom it is
special to be present. They look, they listen and they
ask themselves what to do. That is why I invite them
to give an answer to God. The sermon ends in a
moment of silence, when everyone can turn to God
personally. After that we stand for our closing song.
It seems to me this is essential, but why only
for our guests? I was taught at an early age that a
service is a covenantal encounter between God and
his church, meant for covenant renewal. That means
that it is not only the Word of God that is important
(even though it is at the centre), but that God is
always eager to hear how we choose. Will it be ‘yes’
or ‘no’? Do we respond to him only with our lips or
also with our hearts? Do we dedicate our lives to
him or do we stay in control? Etc, etc.
Should we not give this element of choice a
much greater emphasis? Do we realise that during
and after preaching the sermon something very
important is happening on the part the hearer?
I believe this realization should receive more
attention, especially for our young people, in order
to let them grow in this. Why am I saying this?
Because God’s choice should become visible
in ours. His choice for us works out a choice for
Him within us and for everything God is doing.
This should not remain vague, lest we give the
impression that a sermon is something you can
merely listen to.
n The original Dutch article (‘Uitverkoren kerk’) was published in De Reformatie
81 (2005/2006) 581-584 [No. 33 / May 20, 2006].
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If our choice becomes vague, God’s choice also
becomes vague, which means that everything
becomes vague. As a result, people will focus
on secondary things, such as human traditions
and rules, which will swallow valuable time and
attention because of the discussion that is stirred up.
Just imagine that God’s electing love is clearly
preached. And that – equally clearly - the church
members choose to commit themselves to it. Then,
everybody vows to God to bring grace to other
people. In doing so, we would be in dire need of each
other and there would be another climate in which
we would be carried along in the flow of God’s
salvation. Church life would become less static.
There is a higher aim than keeping peace within the
church. Leaving things as they are will definitely not
promote this peace.

Experiencing the power

The example of Joseph is as clear as it is simple. If
Joseph had chosen not to distribute the food, he
would have rejected God’s choice by which he rose
to power. If Paul had chosen to stay at home, he
would have robbed God’s choice of all its power, for
which reason Jesus had revealed Himself especially
to him. I could go on illustrating this, from Moses to
today’s chosen church of God. If the church and her
leadership choose to busy themselves primarily with
her own welfare, sufficiently shielded off by words
and rituals which an outsider cannot understand,
she robs herself of the vitality which flows directly
to her from the depths of God’s riches.
I hear people saying: “Yes, but let us first put
our own house in order. We’ll have a look at ‘lowthreshold’ services later.” I believe people who say
this mean well, but it is a self-invented condition.
Where is it to be found in the Bible? Right until the
Last Day the church will have its problems, be under
attack, also from within. It was predicted to us! But
does that mean we can say we have to take care
of our internal affairs first, before we reach out to
others?
It means that we will never get down to
evangelism in this life. It means we choose to
remain forever busy with internal processes, which
will disappoint us more and more, because they will
not cease. To think that they will, is an illusion. There
will always be opposing forces.
But it is the power of God’s choice by which He can
minister His salvation to this world through limited
people and imperfect churches. He who lets himself
be carried along in this choice, will also experience
its power.
■
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J. Smelik

Advocate of the Liturgy of God’s  

                                        In memoriam: Gerardus van Rongen   
(May 16, 1918 - October 27, 2006)

On Friday October 17, 2006, Rev. G. van Rongen, emeritus minister of the
Reformed Church (Liberated) of Steenwijk, went home to be with the Lord.
He passed away at Secret Harbour, Australia, at the age of 88. When he
emailed me last August with the message that he had been diagnosed as
having a cancerous tumour, and that the cancer has spread, he added, “The
comfort that I belong to Christ, in life and in death, is a reality. That makes
everything easier. This makes us rich!” Out of this comforting assurance,
brother Van Rongen was intensely involved with the subject of church
services and church music till his last moments. They were issues of God’s
Kingdom which, in a very special way, were the centre of his active interest.

the restoration of the original Psalm melodies,
which were at that time not yet sung rhythmically,
and for good organ play.
When one reads this essay, one discovers that
it contains the basic thoughts of Van Rongen’s
later liturgical teaching: the church service is a
covenantal meeting between God and His people,
and that calls for a careful thinking through of all
the aspects of liturgy.

R

ev. Van Rongen spent the greatest part of
his active service as a minister outside The
Netherlands. But through his publications
he was, after the Liberation in 1944, the great
initiator and stimulator of the liturgical movement
within our church federation. His first publication
in this area was the essay, ‘Eredienst en muziek’
(‘Church service and music’). He studied at that
time in Kampen. There he had played the organ
during a meeting of the student association, where
the famous theologian G. van der Leeuw spoke, and
Van der Leeuw had praised his playing. Van Rongen
was—as he assured me—“really quite proud of
that.” Van der Leeuw was right at the center of
attention of liturgical interest in The Netherlands
when Van Rongen began to show interest in
liturgy. In the essay just mentioned, he offered
sharp criticism of Van der Leeuw’s opinion that
music in the church service has a close relation to
that which Rudolf Otto called the ‘numinous’. Van
Rongen, following completely the line of Luther and
Calvin, opposed this idea by saying that the church
service is above all a servant of the Word and not of
religious feeling or aesthetics. That’s why he, in this
essay, called for particular attention to the quality
of the rhymed version of the Psalms, the need for
n About the author:
Dr. Jan Smelik (Zuidhorn, NL) is a post-doctoral researcher associated with te Theological
University (Broederweg) in Kampen. From 1992-2002 he was a deputy for the worship
service and since 1992 he has been chairman of the Work Group for the Worship Service,
Reformed Church Organists)
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Waardhuizen

In 1944 Van Rongen became the minister of the
Reformed Church of Waardhuizen. After that he
served the churches in Zwijndrecht (1948), Leiden
(1952), both in The Netherlands, then Launceston,
Australia (1955), Grand Rapids, Michigan, U.S.A.
(1973), and Steenwijk, The Netherlands (1977).
During his whole active service as a minister, and
also after his becoming an emeritus in 1983, when
he emigrated to Australia for the second time, Van
Rongen called for careful attention to be paid to
the church service. He knew that—especially in the
‘50’s and ‘60’s of the 20th century--he was a ‘voice
of one calling in the desert.’ But he was deeply
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  Covenant

...There he had played the
organ during a meeting...
Photo: P.G.B. de Vries

…his three-volume
work Met al de heiligen
(With all the saints)…

convinced of the importance of the subject: the
Scripture itself calls us to it in the first place!
Van Rongen had been asked by Klaas Schilder
to write in the magazine De Reformatie on the
subject of liturgy in 1949. He criticized the ‘liturgical
movement’ in the Hervormde church, but affirmed
that Gereformeerde people could learn from it. The
liturgy was a neglected child!
In 1956 Van Rongen published his book, Zijn
schone dienst. Studies over de gereformeerde liturgie
(His beautiful service. Studies on the Reformed
liturgy). Later, Van Rongen’s conceptions led to the
adoption of new liturgies by the Reformed Church
(Liberated). In an article in Zijn ene Woord (His one
Word), Van Rongen focused on the “command of
David” in 2 Chron. 29, and it’s relevance for liturgy,
the first in The Netherlands to do so (1974!). Three
years later he started his studies again in Kampen,
with Liturgics as main subject. In 1980 he received
his Drs. degree at the age of 62.
In 1990, exactly 50 years after his first publication
on liturgy, his three-volume work Met al de heiligen
(With all the saints) appeared. It received attention
and appreciation, within and without Liberated
Reformed circles. His last Dutch book on liturgy
was Ja en Amen (Yes and Amen) (1998), containing

n This is a shortened and modified version of the ‘In Memoriam’ Dr. J. Smelik
published in De Reformatie 82 (2006) 152-153 [Nov. 18]. Dr. Smelik is a musicologist
and hymnologist. His dissertation of 1997: Eén in lied en leven. Het stichtelijk lied bij
Nederlandse protestanten tussen 1866 en 1938 (One in song and life. Devotional songs of
Dutch Protestants from 1866 to 1938). See his personal website: www.smelik.net.
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historical reflections upon the Gereformeerd
Kerkboek (Reformed Church book, with psalms,
hymns, confessions, and liturgical forms).
We had contact via email after this. He was a great
source of information for me, and I consulted him
regularly. The last emails I received from him were
concerning written five articles about the Biblical
notion of ‘remembering’, and about the melodies of
the Genevan psalter, with concern that the Canadian
sister-churches were about to change the melodies!
It was typical for Rev. Van Rongen that he maintained
a deep interest in such liturgical issues, while his
body was so ill. But this had also to do with his
conviction that liturgy on earth cannot be separated
from liturgy in heaven. The God of the covenant is
the origin, the aim and the meaning of all liturgy.
Van Rongen, minister of the Word, liturgical leader
of congregational worship, knew that we may fulfil
our liturgical tasks on earth, but this is to be followed
by the heavenly liturgy above. Liturgy transcends the
boundaries of time and death.
All praise and thanks to God
The Father now be given,
The Son, and Him who reigns
With Them in highest heaven,
The one eternal God,
Whom earth and heaven adore;
For thus it was, is now,
And shall be evermore.
(Book of Praise, Hymn 65:3)

■
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Jesus said, “I am
the light of the world.”

John 8:12
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