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COMMISSION REPORTS

Report of the Commission on Christian Action

The Belhar Confession proclaims: 

We believe that God has revealed himself as the one who wishes to bring about justice
and true peace among people; that God, in a world full of injustice and enmity, is in a
special way the God of the destitute, the poor and the wronged; that God calls the
church to follow him in this, for God brings justice to the oppressed and gives bread to
the hungry [emphasis added].

The confession goes on to announce that God frees, restores, supports, protects, helps,
blocks, and “wishes to teach the church to do what is good and to seek the right” and that
the church “must stand where the Lord stands.” The Belhar asserts what disciples of Jesus
have learned since the beginning: that in following Christ, we are called to action. In
endeavoring to faithfully carry out the mandate given to it, the Commission on Christian
Action hopes to “inform and advise the church concerning current social issues and the
scriptural and Christian principles by which critical evaluation may be exercised on those
issues and proper action taken” (BCO 3.I.5.2.b).

The Commission on Christian Action met October 16-18, 2008, and January 29-31, 2009,
in Chicago, Illinois, working on substantive materials preparing for both General Synod
2009 and 2010.

Poverty

Following is the statement of Christian Churches Together in the U.S.A., an ecumenical
organization of which the RCA is a part.

CHRISTIAN CHURCHES TOGETHER STATEMENT ON POVERTY

As Christian leaders in the wealthiest society on earth, we are called by God to urge our
churches and nation to strengthen and expand efforts to address the scandal of wide-
spread poverty in the United States and around the world. The gospel and our ethical
principles place our service of the poor and vulnerable and our work for justice at the
center of Christian life and witness.

Our common faith compels us. Christ our Lord teaches us that when we serve and stand
with “the least of these,” we serve and stand with Him. Our Bible teaches us in hun-
dreds of places that the God we worship has a special concern for the poor. God judges
individuals and societies by how they respond to the needs of the poor. As leaders in
Christian Churches Together, we believe that a renewed commitment to overcome
poverty is central to the mission of the church and essential to our unity in Christ.
Therefore in order to obey our God, respect the dignity of every person, and promote
the common good of society, we must act. Our focus here is domestic poverty, but we
reaffirm our commitment to overcome poverty all around the world.

Widespread and persistent poverty challenges us to action. The painful truth is that
about thirty-seven million people in our country live below the poverty line. Tragically,
18 percent of all our children struggle in poverty. The sad reality is that millions in our
nation work hard and still cannot escape poverty. We lament this ongoing poverty.
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Our faith in Christ who is the truth compels us to confront the ignorance of and indif-
ference to the scandal of widespread, persistent poverty in this rich nation. We must call
this situation by its real names: moral failure, unacceptable injustice. Our faith in Christ
drives us to call our churches and our society to a more urgent, united response.

We are grateful for the vast array of ways our churches are already helping millions of
struggling people. We want to build on these efforts, learn from each other, and collab-
orate more closely. But we can, we must, do more.

We also recognize and encourage leaders in community, economic and public life who
seek justice for poor people in our land. But we can, we must, do more. Our goal must
be the elimination of poverty in this land.

As we as Christians renew and strengthen our efforts to overcome domestic poverty, we
will seek to work with people of other faiths and all persons of good will in this urgent
task.

Unfortunately, partisan and ideological divisions too often promote one-sided solutions
and prevent genuine progress. We believe substantial success in reducing domestic
poverty requires an overall framework that insists that overcoming poverty requires
both more personal responsibility and broader societal responsibility, both better choic-
es by individuals and better policies and investments by government, both renewing
wholesome families and strengthening economic incentives. We believe that genuine
success in reducing American poverty will require greater commitment and concrete
action by all four of the following: churches, neighborhoods, communities, and faith-
based and other organizations; government that implements better public policy at
local, state, and federal levels; individuals and families; the market and private sector
(employers, unions and other economic actors).

We are leaders of the Christian community, not an interest group. We have no partisan
political agenda. We are conservatives and liberals, Independents, Republicans and
Democrats. Together we believe that our faith demands and the people of this land
yearn for concrete proposals that transcend divisive political divisions.

We give thanks to God for bringing together at one Christian table in Christian
Churches Together for the first time in our history representatives of almost all the fam-
ilies in Christianity in the United States: Evangelicals/Pentecostals, Catholics,
Racial/Ethnic, Orthodox and Historic Protestants. As a united voice of Christianity in
this country, we pledge to strengthen our efforts to end the scandal of widespread pover-
ty in the richest nation in history.

Four Objectives

CCT will promote its commitment to overcoming domestic poverty by inviting all
Christians and all people, especially our leaders in public life, to embrace and imple-
ment the following objectives: 

1. to strengthen families and communities; because they are essential bulwarks
against poverty;

2. to reduce child poverty; we seek to cut child poverty by 50 percent in the next ten
years;

3. to make work work; by combating racism and guaranteeing that full time work
offers a realistic escape from poverty and access to good health care;

4. to strengthen the educational system in our country with particular attention to the
public schools; because access to quality education offers perhaps the best way
out of poverty.
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In January 2009, Christian Churches Together (CCT) came together to further reflect
implementing the four above objectives. They reaffirmed “that our service to the poor and
our work for justice are ‘at the center of Christian life and witness.’ And we agreed to
renew our prayers to understand and live in faithfulness to our Lord’s teaching that when
we serve ‘the least of these,’ we truly minister to our Lord Himself” (from a report titled
“Implementing the Call to Cut Poverty in Half,” from the January 2009 annual meeting of
CCT). CCT then went on to lay out further principles and ideas:

Principles 

To reduce poverty, we call on churches, government, businesses, communities and fam-
ilies to: 

A. Strengthen Families 
1. Recognize that financial stress exacerbates family instability and abuse, and fam-

ily brokenness places families at risk of poverty. 
2. Ensure that all families have access to resources for strengthening families and

safeguarding child safety. 
3. Ensure that all families have access to the basic needs of food, health care, and

housing. 
4. Correct racial disparities and structural injustices that undermine families, espe-

cially in low-income communities. 
5. Affirm the central importance of healthy families to strong communities, and

reinforce parents’ responsibility for their children. 

B. Strengthen Communities 
1. Identify, support, nurture and retain local community leadership. 
2. Promote together in our congregations the need to address both the results and the

causes of poverty in our communities, offering resources and models. 
3. Support the efforts of community organizing which empowers local communities

in their efforts to overcome poverty. 

C. Make Work Work 
1. Affirm that a full-time job should keep people out of poverty, not keep people in

it. People who are able and willing to work full-time should not be poor. People
unable to work should be supported and treated with dignity. 

2. Affirm that a living family income should include a combination of family earn-
ings and supports for transportation, health care, nutrition, child care, education,
housing, and other basic needs to provide a decent standard of living. 

D. Improve Education 
1. Family, community, and schools must share responsibility for strengthening edu-

cation. 
2. All children have the right to a physically and emotionally safe school environ-

ment. 
3. School funding must result in equitable education for all. 
4. Because everyone is created in the image of God, the inequities and segregation

in public education which result from economic and racial injustice must be cor-
rected. 

5. It is important to assure access to early childhood education for all children in
poverty. 
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Concrete Ideas for Church and Society 

While Christian Churches Together does not endorse or promote specific public poli-
cies, the commission encourages church and societal leaders to consider these specific
ideas to reduce poverty: 

A. Strengthen Families 
1. Strengthened national child-nutrition programs, with funding to meet the grow-

ing need. 
2. Universal access to health care, especially for children in poverty. 
3. Assistance to families at risk of losing housing due to the mortgage crisis, includ-

ing protections for tenants. 
4. Comprehensive immigration reform that protects the dignity and unity of immi-

grant families. 
5. Subsidies that provide access to resources for strengthening families, such as pre-

marital and marital counseling, parenting skills, mental health care, conflict res-
olution, financial management skills, and other services to prevent family crises
and restore healthy family relationships. 

B. Strengthen Communities 
1. Investment in low-income communities and families should be a part of the eco-

nomic recovery package (more resources for job creation, food stamps, a fully
refundable child tax credit, and education for everyone from pre-kindergarten to
adults). 

2. People who are poor should be a part of the decision-making process of the recov-
ery proposals. 

C. Make Work Work 
In order to protect and uplift vulnerable families, there must be the right mix of the fol-
lowing: an increase in the Earned Income Tax Credit and Child Tax Credit; a just min-
imum wage; expanded coverage of food stamps, increased unemployment insurance;
and other proven investments that reward work. 

D. Improve Education 
1. Mentoring programs to students in pre-school through grade 12 should be pro-

vided using the trained voluntary efforts of college students, church members and
others. 

2. Research should be undertaken to identify safe school models that can be
observed as part of a comprehensive program to assure safety for students and
staff in all publicly funded schools. 

3. Present state/local formulas that depend too much on local property taxes for
school funding must be corrected. 

4. Funding and/or provision for early childhood education should be a joint effort
among government agencies, religious organizations, community groups, and pri-
vate contributors. 

R-53
To direct the General Synod Council to make the Christian Churches
Together poverty objectives a priority; and further, 

to widely share the Christian Churches Together Statement on Poverty
and subsequent principles and ideas with congregations and encourage
congregations to take active steps in confronting poverty in the
community. (ADOPTED)
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Extension of Dialogue on Homosexuality

The decision of the Reformed Church at the 2005 General Synod to enter into a period of
dialogue on the issue of homosexuality is now ending. The value of that time and the con-
centrated efforts that the denomination has invested have begun to bear fruit in open con-
versations among individuals, congregations, and assemblies around the topic. Aspects of
the dialogue process have led to an open exchange of viewpoints and honest conversation.
Furthermore, the dialogue process has revealed both the seriousness and integrity of con-
viction with which Christians of various perspectives approach these issues, areas of con-
tinued struggle and perplexity, and a wish for loving and faithful witness of the gospel on
the part of all involved. In light of the denomination’s experience thus far, the Commission
on Christian Action perceives that the valuable fruit of dialogue has yet to become fully
manifest, and that the process itself is beneficial to the health of the denomination.

R-54
To affirm the value of continued dialogue and discernment on the topic
of homosexuality within the church, to state that our dialogical and
discerning work is not done, and that legislative and judicial steps that
wound the body of Christ and seek to coerce conformity are not
helpful at this time; and further, 

to affirm and extend the decisions of the 2005 and 2006 General
Synods to reject disciplinary proceedings as a way of dealing with
minority viewpoints on this controversial issue; and further, 

to recommend that officeholders and ministers avoid actions in
violation of the policies of the earlier statements of General Synod on
ordination and relevant state laws on marriage, with sensitivity to the
pastoral needs of all involved.

The advice of the Advisory Committee on Overtures and New Business was to amend the
recommendation:  

To affirm the value of continued dialogue and discernment on the topic of homosexu-
ality within the church, to state that our dialogical and discerning work is not done, and
that legislative and judicial steps that wound the body of Christ and seek to coerce con-
formity are not helpful at this time; and further,

to encourage assemblies to refrain from affirm and extend the decisions of the 2005 and
2006 General Synods to reject disciplinary proceedings as a way of dealing with minor-
ity viewpoints on this controversial issue; and further,

to recommend that officeholders and ministers avoid actions in violation of the policies
of the earlier statements of General Synod on ordination and relevant state laws on mar-
riage, with sensitivity to the pastoral needs of all involved.

Reasons:
1. The amendment eliminates unnecessary, inflammatory language.
2. The advisory committee was unable to locate in the 2005 and 2006 General Synod

minutes references to decisions rejecting disciplinary proceedings as a way of deal-
ing with minority viewpoints. 

VOTED: To amend R-54.
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A motion was made to further amend R-54 as follows (additions underlined, deletions
stricken):

To affirm the value of continued dialogue and discernment on the topic of homosexu-
ality within the church, to state that our dialogical and discerning work is not done, and
that legislative and judicial steps are not helpful a preferred course of action at this time;
and further,

recognizing the appropriate authority of assemblies, to encourage assemblies, when
possible, to refrain from disciplinary proceedings as a way of dealing with minority
viewpoints on this controversial issue, to be monitored by the GSC, for report to the
2011 General Synod;

VOTED: To amend R-54.

R-54 
To affirm the value of continued dialogue and discernment on the topic
of homosexuality within the church, to state that our dialogical and
discerning work is not done, and that legislative and judicial steps are
not a preferred course of action at this time; and further,

recognizing the appropriate authority of assemblies, to encourage
assemblies, when possible, to refrain from disciplinary proceedings as
a way of dealing with minority viewpoints on this controversial issue,
to be monitored by the GSC, for report to the 2011 General Synod; and
further,

to recommend that officeholders and ministers avoid actions in
violation of the policies of the earlier statements of General Synod on
ordination and relevant state laws on marriage, with sensitivity to the
pastoral needs of all involved. (ADOPTED AS AMENDED)

Report of the Commission on Christian Education and
Discipleship

The Discipleship Team of the RCA has defined discipleship as “the practice of following
Jesus Christ, becoming more like him in all we think, say, and do, empowered by the Holy
Spirit to be the very presence of Christ in a lost and broken world so loved by God.”

The Commission on Christian Education and Discipleship describes discipleship as “deep”
and “rich.”  

• Discipleship is deep when it is transformational at personal, communal, and institu-
tional levels. 

• It is deep when it is incarnational, that is, when the gospel is not simply known intel-
lectually but embodied and lived out in daily life. 

• Discipleship is rich when it is both educational and missional, when the movement
is both inward and outward. 

• It is rich because it is relational, involving all generations teaching each other and
learning from each other. 
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A vision of a Reformed Church where discipleship is deep and rich:

• Is a church that involves everyone—adults, youth, children. 
• No one is left out; all people belong because all have a place to serve in ways that

best suit their gifts and abilities and limitations. 
• Deep and rich discipleship happens in a place that doesn’t avoid difficult issues, but

confronts them and teaches a way of freedom and grace. 
• Is engaged in meaningful prayer at all times. 
• Deep and rich discipleship happens when the adults model lifelong learning to the

children and youth. Adults remain engaged in teaching and learning opportunities,
deepening their faith in God. 

• Its people are actively involved in the ministry of Jesus—bringing good news to the
poor, proclaiming release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, and let-
ting the oppressed go free.

The following questions were presented last year at General Synod for round table discus-
sion:

1. Share a story of a time when discipleship was deep and rich for you. Where were
you? Who was with you? What was happening? What did you learn or experience?

2. Describe education and discipleship in your congregation. Is it deep and rich?
Transformational? Incarnational? Missional?

3. What resources are necessary for deep and rich discipleship to be experienced
throughout the RCA?

Some of the responses at that synod were:

As a small boy [I lived] in a home next to a church. A man named Mr. A tway saw me
and acknowledged me, a young boy. I went to church and found people who cared for
me. They talked to me and invited me in. With this small action, these people had a
huge impact on my life. Some small action and words, but a great impact for my future.

I had a Sunday school teacher who took time to face and answer questions honestly and
challenge us in our personal lives.

In college the guy next door was two years older than I and not a mature Christian. I
decided to mentor him through a once a week Bible study. He became a leader, leading
other Bible studies.

Leaders are equipped to recognize their call and develop a personal calling statement,
leading to greater effectiveness.

Our congregation has a multi-age-led worship experience, engaging children and
adults.

Transformational—working with special needs people who give us the grace of Christ
more than we can ever give.

We need time and a plan for what to measure, measuring spiritual growth—how can we
do that?

Following the round table discussion, the synod passed a recommendation for the General
Synod Council to work in collaboration with the Commission on Christian Education and
Discipleship to design a denomination-wide Season of Discipleship (MGS 2008, R-55, p
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232). The responses above and others were given to the group that was subsequently
formed to inform their work. 

Seasons of Discipleship Update

The group that has undertaken the commission’s Season of Discipleship study has been
meeting to begin to determine its shape and design. Keeping at the forefront Christ’s direc-
tive to his own disciples in the Great Commission (Matt. 28:19-20), the commission con-
tinues to hold up the value of a deep and rich relationship with Jesus Christ in all encoun-
ters in life as the task force charts this course of fostering an ongoing, meaningful, and sig-
nificant commitment in the lives of congregations, consistories, small groups, and individ-
uals throughout the Reformed Church in America.

The task force’s highest goal for this new venture is that it be definitive of discipleship in
every sense of what being a disciple of Jesus means. Discipleship permeates every aspect
of the life of a follower of Christ and every stage of his or her life. It is a continual aware-
ness of God’s presence and a constant striving to emulate that Presence, no matter at what
chronological or spiritual stage of life one may be. Hence the word “season” has been
changed to “seasons,” suggesting an ongoing, fluctuating cycle of growth, prosperity,
struggle, and rejuvenation.

The next objective that stands at the forefront of our discussion is that the experience be
uniquely prescriptive. The realm of discipleship, while it has its basic essentials, becomes
unique as it begins to take root and flourish in different places and situations. The intent is
for congregations all over the denomination, large or small, healthy or struggling, young
or aging, to be able, after exploring the definition of discipleship, to determine for them-
selves what is the best way for their people to engage in discipleship in their own cultural
contexts. 

The study must be innovative in its format. In order to link the most congregations with
the largest number of resources, and to provide the most impact for our efforts, we are
exploring new ways to communicate and collaborate with others who are on the same jour-
ney throughout the denomination. Conversations can take place, with the interaction of
ideas and stories, sharing successes and challenges. These innovative delivery systems can
be the catalyst for the positive changes that encourage and enhance discipleship practices
that are deep and rich.

An experiential emphasis is intended to encourage people to become more communal in
their journey. Discipling itself is an engagement with all of God’s people, both in mentor-
ing and in upholding those who are on the journey with each other. 

“Seasons of Discipleship” is a vision that expects inclusivity, potentially involving every
worshiping body in the denomination, in every season of their chronological and spiritual
journeys. At the same time, that vision also expects an expansive outcome, where all peo-
ple who consider themselves disciples of Christ are traveling on a road that not only nur-
tures their own individual hearts but invites, plants, waters, and feeds the needs of each and
every other person traveling alongside them on that road. 

The next step for the group will be to identify ideas that help focus its work, that have the
most merit, and that will generate the most energy. This will be done through the summer
so that a focused and detailed report can be given to the Commission on Christian
Education at its fall 2009 meeting. Following the commission’s modifications and
approval, and with a clear and specific plan for funding from the commis-
sion, the “Seasons” vision can be launched.
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Members of the Seasons of Discipleship group are Lois Fiegl, Nancy McNiven, Jane
Schuyler, Arlene Sorce, James Steward, Deb Swanson, Mark Veldt, and Kirsty DePree
(staff person).

Leaders of Christian Education and Discipleship

The commission recognizes rich and deep discipleship happens best in congregations
where leaders are well equipped to lead in this area of ministry. The commission contin-
ues to have conversation on practical ways of training professionals in Christian education
and discipleship, including youth ministry. Western Theological Seminary, New
Brunswick Theological Seminary, and Northwestern, Hope, and Central Colleges may be
invited into such a conversation. 

The Belhar and the Call to Discipleship

The commission continues its support for the Belhar Confession and is committed to its
core values of unity, reconciliation, and justice. The commission will continue to seek
ways to help congregations use, understand, and live with this document. 

“Observe All Things”: The Belhar and the Call to Discipleship

One way to tell which passages of scripture are beloved and influential in the church is by
whether or not they have a name. Perhaps the two most identifiable in this way are the
“Great Commandment” and the “Great Commission.” Ask people to offer a shorthand for
the first, and you will likely get fairly uniform versions of “love God, love your neighbor.”
Ask people to offer a shorthand for the second and chances are that you will hear a little
more variety of emphasis: “Go,” “make disciples,” “make disciples of all nations,” and
perhaps even “baptize in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” 

While “baptizing” is the first clause, the second clause explaining how we are to make dis-
ciples is frequently and curiously overlooked: “teaching them to obey everything I have
commanded you.” “Observe all things” is the way that the King James version renders it.
Teach them. To obey. Everything. It is hard to find more sobering words in the Gospels.
When G. K. Chesterton observed that the Christian ideal has not been tried and found
wanting, but rather found difficult and untried, he could have had this clause of the Great
Commission in mind. 

Because this task is difficult, we struggle with it. That is why we need help. From the per-
spective of the Commission on Christian Education and Discipleship, the Belhar
Confession offers help by way of its encouragement to live a Christ-like life characterized
by unity, reconciliation, and justice. Given the fact that Jesus came not to abolish but to
fulfill the scriptures of the Old Testament, surely true discipleship is interested in obeying
all the commands and teachings of scripture. Looking at these three central tenets of the
Belhar confession—unity, reconciliation, justice—we find an articulation of what can be
considered the heart and soul of what discipleship looks like. In fact, we are reminded of
the Staples office supply store slogan, “Yeah, we’ve got that.” Unity? Yeah, we’re called
to that. Jesus prays in John 17 that his followers would be one even as the he and the father
are one. Reconciliation? Yes, we are called to that too. “God, who reconciled us to himself
through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18).
Justice? Yes, we are also called to that. God has shown human beings what is good and
required: that we “do justice” (Micah 6:8). 

In this way, the Belhar not only encourages us to continue to think well, but also to live
well. It tells how to live in the world, how to live like disciples in unity, reconciled and rec-
onciling, and seeking the justice that characterizes the reign of Christ. 
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As we reflect on our call to follow Christ in word and deed, we are reminded of how rad-
ical true discipleship really is. We may well wonder, can we do it? Or better, can we even
come close to true discipleship? In our finite, fallible, sinful world our work will only
begin to embody these kingdom principles in shadowy, emerging ways. But not engaging
in these high callings is not an option, and what’s more, at our weakest, we must rely on
God’s strength. If we despair at what seems to be a hard, if not impossible, task, we have
the comfort of the final words of the Great Commission, “And remember, I am with you
always, to the end of the age.” Those words of comfort can sustain us in the midst of the
hard work of a discipleship which seeks unity in the midst of division, a discipleship which
works for reconciliation where there is alienation, and a discipleship that rolls up its
sleeves, in the words of Amos, to “let justice roll down like waters.” In this way, then, the
Belhar can serve as an effective shorthand for the church’s passion for Christian education
and discipleship. 

Report of the Commission on Christian Unity

The General Synod is responsible for the ecumenical relations of the Reformed Church in
America (RCA) (Book of Church Order, Chapter 1, Part IV, Article 2, Section 5). In
response to Christ’s prayer that we may all be one (John 17:21) and to fulfill its constitu-
tional responsibility, General Synod has constituted the Commission on Christian Unity to
oversee ecumenical commitments, to present an ecumenical agenda to the church, and to
carry out ecumenical directives given by the General Synod. Since its creation in 1974
(MGS 1974, R-6, pp. 201-202) and its adoption by General Synod in 1975 (MGS 1975, R-
4, pp. 101-102), this commission has served General Synod by coordinating a range of ecu-
menical involvements reaching all levels of mission in the RCA. The commission advises
General Synod on ecumenical matters and communicates with other denominations, ecu-
menical councils, and interdenominational agencies. The commission educates the RCA on
ecumenical matters and advocates for actions and positions consistent with RCA confes-
sions and ecumenical practices as outlined in “An Ecumenical Mandate for the Reformed
Church in America,” adopted by General Synod in l996 (MGS 1996, R-1, p. 197). General
Synod refers ecumenical matters to the commission for study and implementation.

THE BELHAR CONFESSION

The 2000 General Synod voted to instruct the commission to commend the Belhar
Confession to the church over the next decade for reflection, study, and response as a
means of deepening the RCA’s commitment to dealing with racism and strengthening its
ecumenical commitment to the Uniting Reformed Church of Southern Africa (URCSA)
and other Reformed bodies (MGS 2000, R-13 amended, p. 100). The commission has
made the Belhar Confession and the church-wide study its highest priority for the last
seven years. An overview of how the General Synod has studied the Belhar Confession is
available in the 2007 report of the commission (MGS 2007, pp. 271-274). The following
constitutes a further elaboration of what can be found there. 

Introduction
(This section of this report is from an introduction to the Belhar Confession written by rep-
resentatives of the Reformed Church in America and the Christian Reformed Church in
North America to introduce the Belhar to delegates at their respective synods.)

From the very beginnings of the church, often in times of crisis or threat, Christians have
sought ways to say to the world: Because of our faith in Jesus Christ, this is who we are,
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what we believe, and what we intend to do. These statements of faith, including the ecu-
menical creeds and the historic Reformed confessions, though centuries old and far
removed from their place of origin, today still guide our understanding of Scripture and of
faith, and of the life they call us to live.

In the late twentieth century the leaders of the Dutch Reformed Mission Church in South
Africa, like those Christian leaders centuries before them, stepped forward to confront yet
another critical issue that threatened the very core of the gospel message. In this case, the
church and the society in which it functioned were torn by horrible internal conflict, injus-
tice, racism, poverty, and subjugation of those disenfranchised. From this crucible of suf-
fering emerged the Belhar Confession, a biblically based doctrinal standard of justice, rec-
onciliation, and unity, intended to guide not only the personal lives of God’s children but
the body of Christ in the world as well. 

Like the confessions which preceded it, the Belhar Confession becomes a gift from one
particular expression of the church to Christians in other parts of the world, a testimony for
all of God’s people in our time. For South Africa is not alone in its journey with conflict,
injustice, racism, poverty, and the subjugation of the downtrodden. This history of oppres-
sion in our own countries, and the reality of racism and injustice in our own time, calls for
the voice of the Christian church to be heard with unmistakable clarity—one that not only
speaks against injustice but also offers a biblically faithful picture of hope, mercy, and rec-
onciliation.

Our South African brothers and sisters have asked us to join them in confession, forgive-
ness, and healing by formal adoption of the Belhar Confession, that we might together say
it aloud and live it together. May our prayer as we respond mirror the words in an
“Accompanying Letter,” which they ask always be read with the confession: “Our prayer
is that this act of confession will not place false stumbling-blocks in the way and thereby
cause and foster false divisions, but rather that it will be reconciling and unifying.” 

Historical Background

The Belhar Confession is rooted in the struggle against apartheid in southern Africa. It is
an “outcry of faith” and a “call for faithfulness and repentance.” It was first drafted in l982
by the Dutch Reformed Mission Church (DRMC, colored) under the leadership of the Rev.
Dr. Allan Boesak. That church took the lead in declaring that apartheid constituted a status
confessionis in which the very truth of the gospel was at stake.

The Belhar Confession was adopted in l986 by the DRMC after years of conversation with
its “mother church,” the Dutch Reformed Church in Southern Africa (DRC, white). This
adoption, which was not repeated in the DRC, set the DRMC apart from the DRC. In April
of l994 the Belhar Confession was adopted as the theological foundation of the new
Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa, comprised of the former bodies of the Dutch
Reformed Mission Church (DRMC), and the Dutch Reformed Church in Africa (DRCA,
black). Though some regional synods of the DRC have adopted the Belhar Confession, the
DRC as a whole has not yet done so. Even so, the DRC no longer offers theological justi-
fication to apartheid. 

What Belhar Addresses: The Belhar Confession addresses the issues of church unity, rec-
onciliation, and God’s justice. Unity is seen as a gift and an obligation for the church. It is
to be pursued and sought and built, becoming visible wherever and whenever possible as
a witness to the working of God’s Spirit for the unity manifest in the unity of the Trinity
and so that the world might believe.



COMMISSIONS                              243

Reconciliation is a message entrusted to the church by God. The church is called to be a
peacemaker, giving witness in word and in deed. The church is to be the salt of the earth
and the light of the world. Peace is the salt and the light. Justice and true peace are revealed
as the nature of God, who is God to the destitute, the poor, and the wronged. The church
is called and must stand where God stands, with people in any form of suffering.

The Belhar Is a Gift: The Belhar Confession is a gift to the whole church. Born in the strug-
gle in southern Africa, it has wide implications beyond its original context. It is a confes-
sion for the whole church seeking to be faithful to God, who stands in the midst of suffer-
ing of any and all expression.

Our Historic Confessions: The confessions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that
comprise the Reformed Standards of Unity are the Heidelberg Catechism (1563; adopted
by the Reformed Church in America in 1792); the Belgic Confession (1561; revised 1619;
adopted at the Synod of Dort 1618-1619, with foreign delegates exhorted to preserve it);
and the Canons of the Synod of Dort (1618-1619).

Timely in their context and of great value and significance for the faith of the church, these
“standards of unity” say little about the centrality of unity to the life, witness, and mission
of the church as an expression of the fullness of the Reformed faith. Unity is the prayer of
Christ in the Gospel of John, chapter 17. 

The themes of reconciliation and justice are repeatedly expressed in and through the min-
istry and suffering of our Lord Jesus Christ. They are intrinsic in the call to the church to
stand where God stands in the world. Their absence from the sixteenth-century confessions
diminishes the fullness of the Reformed faith in today’s world. The twentieth-century
Belhar Confession rounds out the RCA’s sixteenth- and seventeenth-century standards of
unity.

In compliance with the General Synod directive of 2000, the Commission on Christian
Unity has prayerfully and intentionally presented the Belhar Confession to each General
Synod since 2002. These presentations have been coupled with the desire of bringing to
confessional completeness the fullness of the Reformed faith—its biblical witness, its loy-
alty to Christ, and its mission of, and witness to, the gospel of unity, justice, and reconcil-
iation of “a lost and broken world so loved by God.”

What Is a Confession? 

A confession is a written formal statement that acknowledges, declares, and gives evidence
of religious beliefs.

A confession speaks internally to the church that makes the declaration and as such is
informing for the vision and mission of the church. A confession gives material form to the
vision and mission...it states the characteristic quality of the vision and mission...it com-
municates the vision and mission of the church...to the church...about the church...thus
inwardly forming the church, calling it to and reminding it of its vision and mission.

A confession speaks externally—to the oikoumene, the “whole inhabited world,” the world
so loved by God...as known in other churches, faiths, cultures, and societies both religious
and secular, in other words, the “total community” in its various lifestyles and structures.

A confession puts forth a declarative statement to the oikoumene so that the church’s
beliefs regarding the call of God to a vision and mission can be known, made evident by,
in, and through the church.



244 GENERAL SYNOD/JUNE 2009

“A confession does not only say something about God and his heaven, about the believer
and his church, but also something about the world. It says something about God as he
comes to meet the world in Jesus Christ the Lord; and about the Church as it lives in the
world; and about the world as it exists before God” (A Moment of Truth: The Confession
of the Dutch Reformed Mission Church 1982, edited by Cloete and Smit, William B.
Eerdmans, p. 113).

How Does a Confession Come About?

A confession begins its formation at a time when an extremely serious situation and a very
important issue or issues arise that seem to go “right to the heart of the gospel,” those occa-
sions when the gospel is threatened, when the integrity of the gospel is at stake (status con-
fessionis), such as in the sixteenth century when classical Reformed confessions were
formed, written, and embraced and in the twentieth century when the Confessing Church
in Germany came into existence over against those Christians loyal to Hitler and produced
the Barmen Declaration of l934.

In the later part of the twentieth century the Dutch Reformed Mission Church in Southern
Africa challenged the biblical and theological legitimacy of the doctrine and law of
apartheid as being a situation that “struck a moment of truth” in which “the gospel was at
stake.”

What Purpose Does a Confession Serve?

“Christian faith is the decision in which men have the freedom to be publicly responsible
for their trust in God’s Word and for their knowledge of the truth in Jesus Christ, in the lan-
guage of the Church, but also in worldly attitudes and above all in their corresponding
actions and conduct” (Dogmatics in Outline, Karl Barth; SCM Press, p. 28).

A confession declares that God is historical. The nature and action of God are imbedded in
creation, i.e., the world. The world is the theater of God’s action, God’s glory. The world
is the purpose of God’s action. God’s calling of the church into existence is to be a com-
munity that arises out of the world and lives in the world for the world.

A confession declares that the church is gathered not on its own behalf or for its own pur-
poses, but to be the manifestation of God’s healing, redeeming, repairing, renewing of the
world. As we say in the language of our day: a thousand churches/congregations in a mil-
lion ways doing one thing—“following Christ in mission, in a lost and broken world so
loved by God.”

A confession professes to the world in word and deed that the church’s business is God’s
business and that God’s business is the world. It is a declaration to the world and a
reminder to itself that the church is called to be radically attentive to the world, even as
God is radically attentive to the world as creator, sustainer, and redeemer.

A confession gives expression of faith, by and through the church, giving rise to
action/mission that becomes a historical witness to the truth that God is a living, active,
expressive, moving God in events and time.

For nearly a decade the Reformed Church in America has been studying and reflecting
upon the gift of the Belhar Confession. This gift was given to us from sisters and brothers
who were faced with the challenge of how to live faithful to our Lord Jesus Christ in a cul-
ture of segregation and violence. To facilitate the process of our reception of this gift, the
newly formed Commission on Race and Ethnicity in 1991 recommended to General Synod
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“to endorse and use the theological foundation of the Belhar Confession to inform the
RCA’s commitment to be a church freed from racism” (MGS 2001, R-115, p. 389) and “to
invite members of congregations and classes to carefully study the Belhar Confession and
the implications of its adoption for life and ministry in the RCA, using materials made
available by the Commission on Christian Unity (MGS 2001, R-116, p. 389). 

Having worked collaboratively, these two commissions, with ongoing support from other
General Synod commissions, the General Synod Council, and the African American/Black
Council, have now determined that the time has come to move to the final step in the
process of our reception of the Belhar Confession. The Commission on Christian Unity
believes the Reformed Church in America is now ready to receive this gift as its fourth
confession and thereby join with one voice in confessing to the world that our faith in Jesus
Christ calls us to be a church committed to work for unity, reconciliation, and justice. The
commission therefore recommends the following. 

REPORT OF THE ADVISORY COMMITTEES ON THE BELHAR CONFESSION

When R-55 was presented to synod the advisory committees on the Belhar Confession
writing team presented the following statement:

Three times in its history, the Reformed church has developed confessional statements.
In 1561, Guido de Bres wrote the Belgic Confession, in the face of great persecution,
seeking justice from the king of Spain. In 1563, the Heidelberg Catechism was written
seeking reconciliation between Lutherans and Calvinists who were at violent odds with
one another. In 1619 the Canons of Dort were composed to settle a theological dispute
and bring unity to the church. The General Synod of that year confirmed these three
confessions as standards of unity for the church. 

For twenty-four years, the Reformed Church in America has been considering the sta-
tus of another confession that has been put before us, the Belhar Confession. Like the
confessions before it, it was written under persecution, confessing God’s desire for jus-
tice and reconciliation among people at violent odds with one another, and calling for
unity in the church. Previous synods have passed this confession forward and outward
for consideration. This General Synod has been offered the opportunity to consider
another significant step. You have been given the task of deciding whether this confes-
sion will be adopted as a standard for your church.

As moderators of the issue advisory committees, we were given three tasks: to listen, to
summarize, and to make recommendations based on your advice. As fellow delegates,
we want you to know that your voices have been heard. We heard the passionate voic-
es, we heard the questioning voices, we heard the hopeful voices, we heard the doubt-
ful voices, and we heard every voice speak out of a love for God and the church. 

We want to thank you for offering your voices and, more importantly, for the way in
which you offered them. We feel privileged to share with you what you shared with us.

Some of you found it significant that the Belhar Confession is a gift from the hearts of
a marginalized people. Some of you would like to offer a gift of your own by adopting
the Belhar Confession as a standard of unity. Some found in the language of the Belhar
Confession the courage to take a stand and be held accountable. Some credited the
Belhar Confession with the ability to raise our awareness of sins that we would other-
wise ignore. 

Some of you also spoke to us of your concerns. Some of you shared with us your fear
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that this confession about unity could result in division within our denomination; you
felt that adopting the Belhar Confession is made more complex by the potential con-
nection to our ongoing discussion regarding the topic of homosexuality. Some of you
wondered if the Belhar Confession deserved the same status as our current standards.
Some of you felt it was too broad in scope, and others felt it was too focused on the sit-
uation of another time and place. You affirmed that a confession only has value if it is
embraced and used, and some of you said you could not be certain that we could adopt
the Belhar Confession with integrity. Finally, some of you shared a hesitancy to add to
our doctrinal standards. 

We listened to all of your voices. Ultimately, most of the voices spoke in favor of the
recommendation to adopt the Belhar Confession. 

We noticed a number of overarching themes in those more prevalent voices that serve
as your reasons for the support of the Belhar Confession:

• The Belhar Confession expands and balances the RCA confessions to encompass the
whole of Scripture. It speaks to unity and justice in ways that the other confessions
do not.

• The Belhar Confession challenges the church to the hard work of unity and it gives
a vision for unity and reconciliation in the global church and society. Many of you
said we are ready to rise to that challenge and see this as an opportunity for unity in
the church and around the globe. 

• The Belhar Confession will help us add unity, justice, and reconciliation to our
denominational DNA. So many of you told us you were ready to act out your faith
and appreciated the Belhar Confession’s emphasis on action as a response to belief.

• The Belhar Confession heightens our awareness of injustices around us and brings
focus to specific areas of injustice, such as poverty and racism.

• The Belhar Confession strengthens the vision of Our Call. 

For these reasons, many of you see this as the right moment to adopt a new confession.
Many of you see the Belhar Confession as contemporary and relevant, and as resonat-
ing with the next generation of church members and new Christians and offering a
meaningful answer to the cries of the oppressed around the world. Finally, many of you
see the Belhar Confession as clearly defining our mission to a lost and broken world so
loved by God. 

The president called upon the Rev. Harold Delhagen, corresponding delegate from, and
moderator of, the Commission on Christian Unity, to continue the report from the
Commission on Christian Unity and the Rev. Donald Poest, moderator of the discernment
and writing team for the Issue Advisory Committee on the Belhar Confession, to present
the advice of the advisory committees regarding R-55. At this time the writing team pre-
sented the further statement:

• As the Commission on Christian Unity brings the Belhar Confession before the
church we ask that the journal record the following as we join with the church in
affirming that scripture is the only rule of faith and life and further that our confes-
sions are historic and faithful witnesses to scripture. The commission acknowledges
that the Belhar Confession does not negate the statements of the General Synod on
homosexuality including the 1978 and 1979 statements. We want to provide clear
understanding that the Belhar Confession, as a faithful witness to scripture, acknowl-
edges that membership in the Church is “true faith in Jesus Christ is the only condi-
tion for membership of this church” (The Belhar Confession article 2).
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• We share with all delegates the profound nature of this moment—this is a rare
moment in the life of the church and therefore one that must not be entered into light-
ly but rather with Godly fear and trembling, humbly trusting that we will be faithful
to the Gospel. With these understandings we will now present a recommendation to
adopt the Belhar Confession as a standard of Faith as the fourth confession of the
Reformed Church in America. 

A motion was made to table R-55 until the next meeting of the General Synod:

VOTED: To defeat the motion (and therefore not table the motion).

VOTED: To adopt (with one abstention) R-55 (yes-166, no-65).

R-55
To adopt the following amendment to the first paragraph of the
Preamble to the Book of Church Order for recommendation to the
classes for approval (additions are underlined, deletions stricken out):

The purpose of the Reformed Church in America, together with all
other churches of Christ, is to minister to the total life of all people by
preaching, teaching, and proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ,
the Son of God, and by all Christian good works. That purpose is
achieved most effectively when good order and proper discipline are
maintained by means of certain offices, governmental agencies, and
theological and liturgical standards. The Holy Scriptures are the only
rule of faith and practice in the Reformed Church in America. Its
Constitution consists of the Doctrinal Standards (which are the Belgic
Confession of Faith, the Heidelberg Catechism with its Compendium,
and the Canons of the Synod of Dort, and the Belhar Confession), the
Liturgy with the Directory for Worship, the Government of the
Reformed Church in America, and the Disciplinary and Judicial
Procedures. (ADOPTED)

BELHAR CONFESSION
September 1986*

1.  We believe in the triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, who gathers, protects and
cares for the church through Word and Spirit. This, God has done since the begin-
ning of the world and will do to the end.

2.  We believe in one holy, universal Christian church, the communion of saints called
from the entire human family.

We believe
• that Christ’s work of reconciliation is made manifest in the church as the com-

munity of believers who have been reconciled with God and with one another
(Eph. 2.11-22); 

• that unity is, therefore, both a gift and an obligation for the church of Jesus Christ;
that through the working of God’s Spirit it is a binding force, yet simultaneously
a reality which must be earnestly pursued and sought: one which the people of
God must continually be built up to attain (Eph. 4.1-16); 

• that this unity must become visible so that the world may believe that separation,
enmity and hatred between people and groups is sin which Christ has already con-
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quered, and accordingly that anything which threatens this unity may have no
place in the church and must be resisted (John 17.20, 23); 

• that this unity of the people of God must be manifested and be active in a variety
of ways: in that we love one another; that we experience, practice and pursue
community with one another; that we are obligated to give ourselves willingly
and joyfully to be of benefit and blessing to one another; that we share one faith,
have one calling, are of one soul and one mind; have one God and Father, are
filled with one Spirit, are baptized with one baptism, eat of one bread and drink
of one cup, confess one name, are obedient to one Lord, work for one cause, and
share one hope; together come to know the height and the breadth and the depth
of the love of Christ; together are built up to the stature of Christ, to the new
humanity; together know and bear one another’s burdens, thereby fulfilling the
law of Christ that we need one another and upbuild one another, admonishing and
comforting one another; that we suffer with one another for the sake of right-
eousness; pray together; together serve God in this world; and together fight
against all which may threaten or hinder this unity (Phil. 2.1-5; 1 Cor. 12.4-31;
John 13.1-17; 1 Cor. 1.10-13; Eph. 4.1-6; Eph. 3.14-20; 1 Cor. 10.16-17; 1 Cor.
11.17-34; Gal. 6.2; 2 Cor. 1.3-4); 

• that this unity can be established only in freedom and not under constraint; that
the variety of spiritual gifts, opportunities, backgrounds, convictions, as well as
the various languages and cultures, are by virtue of the reconciliation in Christ,
opportunities for mutual service and enrichment within the one visible people of
God (Rom. 12.3-8; 1 Cor. 12.1-11; Eph. 4.7-13; Gal. 3.27-28; Jas. 2.1-13); 

• that true faith in Jesus Christ is the only condition for membership of this church;

Therefore, we reject any doctrine
• which absolutizes either natural diversity or the sinful separation of people in

such a way that this absolutization hinders or breaks the visible and active unity
of the church, or even leads to the establishment of a separate church formation; 

• which professes that this spiritual unity is truly being maintained in the bond of
peace while believers of the same confession are in effect alienated from one
another for the sake of diversity and in despair of reconciliation; 

• which denies that a refusal earnestly to pursue this visible unity as a priceless gift
is sin; 

• which explicitly or implicitly maintains that descent or any other human or social
factor should be a consideration in determining membership of the church.

3.  We believe 
• that God has entrusted the church with the message of reconciliation in and

through Jesus Christ; that the church is called to be the salt of the earth and the
light of the world, that the church is called blessed because it is a peacemaker, that
the church is witness both by word and by deed to the new heaven and the new
earth in which righteousness dwells (2 Cor. 5.17-21; Mt. 5.13-16; Mt. 5.9;  2 Pet.
3.13; Rev. 21-22);

• that God’s lifegiving Word and Spirit has conquered the powers of sin and death,
and therefore also of irreconciliation and hatred, bitterness and enmity, that God’s
lifegiving Word and Spirit will enable the church to live in a new obedience
which can open new possibilities of life for society and the world (Eph 4.17-6.23;
Rom. 6; Col. 1.9-14; Col. 2.13-19; Col. 3.1-4.6); 

• that the credibility of this message is seriously affected and its beneficial work
obstructed when it is proclaimed in a land which professes to be Christian, but in
which the enforced separation of people on a racial basis promotes and perpetu-
ates alienation, hatred and enmity; 

• that any teaching which attempts to legitimate such forced separation by appeal
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to the gospel, and is not prepared to venture on the road of obedience and recon-
ciliation, but rather, out of prejudice, fear, selfishness and unbelief, denies in
advance the reconciling power of the gospel, must be considered ideology and
false doctrine.

Therefore, we reject any doctrine
•  which, in such a situation sanctions in the name of the gospel or of the will of God

the forced separation of people on the grounds of race and color and thereby in
advance obstructs and weakens the ministry and experience of reconciliation in
Christ.

4.  We believe 
• that God has revealed himself as the one who wishes to bring about justice and

true peace among people; 
• that God, in a world full of injustice and enmity, is in a special way the God of

the destitute, the poor and the wronged;
• that God calls the church to follow him in this; for God brings justice to the

oppressed and gives bread to the hungry; 
• that God frees the prisoner and restores sight to the blind; 
• that God supports the downtrodden, protects the stranger, helps orphans and wid-

ows and blocks the path of the ungodly; 
• that for God pure and undefiled religion is to visit the orphans and the widows in

their suffering; 
• that God wishes to teach the church to do what is good and to seek the right (Deut.

32.4; Luke 2.14; John 14.27; Eph. 2.14; Isa. 1.16-17; Jas. 1.27; Jas. 5.1-6; Luke
1.46-55; Luke 6.20-26; Luke 7.22; Luke 16.19-31; Ps. 146; Luke 4.16-19; Rom.
6.13-18; Amos 5); 

• that the church must therefore stand by people in any form of suffering and need,
which implies, among other things, that the church must witness against and
strive against any form of injustice, so that justice may roll down like waters, and
righteousness like an ever-flowing stream; 

• that the church as the possession of God must stand where the Lord stands, name-
ly against injustice and with the wronged; that in following Christ the church
must witness against all the powerful and privileged who selfishly seek their own
interests and thus control and harm others.

Therefore, we reject any ideology 
which would legitimate forms of injustice and any doctrine which is unwilling to
resist such an ideology in the name of the gospel.

5. We believe that, in obedience to Jesus Christ, its only head, the church is called to
confess and to do all these things, even though the authorities and human laws might
forbid them and punishment and suffering be the consequence (Eph. 4.15-16; Acts
5.29-33; 1 Pet. 2.18-25; 1 Pet. 3.15-18).

Jesus is Lord.

To the one and only God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be the honor and the glory for
ever and ever.

* This is a translation of the original Afrikaans text of the confession as it was adopted by
the synod of the Dutch Reformed Mission Church in South Africa in 1986. In 1994 the
Dutch Reformed Mission Church and the Dutch Reformed Church in Africa united to form
the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa (URCSA). This inclusive language text
was prepared by the Office of Theology and Worship, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
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The president invited the Rev. Edwin Mulder, corresponding delegate and General
Secretary Emeritus, to lead the General Synod in prayer. The president then recognized the
Rev. Godfrey Betha, ecumenical guest from the Uniting Reformed Church of Southern
Africa, to address the General Synod.

A MESSAGE OF GREETINGS FROM THE UNITING REFORMED CHURCH IN
SOUTHERN AFRICA TO THE 203RD GENERAL SYNOD OF THE REFORMED

CHURCH IN AMERICA

By the Rev. M. Godfrey Betha,
Actuary of the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa

Sisters and Brothers,

I bring you warm greetings on behalf of the moderator of our General Synod, Professor
Thias Kgatla, and the entire Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa (URCSA) in the
name of our Lord Jesus Christ, the head of the church. May all your deliberations and the
challenges this synod may face be met with God’s grace and wisdom.

Thank you for your kind invitation to URCSA. I am privileged to be with you today.

URCSA and the RCA have come a long way. Our path together spans more than thirty
years. In 1976 your General Synod decided to enter in a special relationship with the then
Dutch Reformed Church in Africa (DRCA). In 1979 your synod voted to explore a rela-
tionship with the then Dutch Reformed Mission Church (DRMC). These dates are very sig-
nificant, because it tells a story of significant moments in our liberation history, especial-
ly the year 1976, which marks what is known as the Soweto uprisings. It tells the story of
the RCA being at our side through the many difficult times and enormous challenges we
faced. These are challenges and times of which the Belhar Confession so eloquently speaks
about. At this particular time in our history, as a church and a nation, God gave you as a
gift to us. We thank God for you.

Twenty-three years ago when the church of Jesus Christ was confronted with a dark cloud
of theological uncertainty, God placed on our lips and in our hearts how to respond to the
challenges. In Roman 10:9-10 (NIV) we read: “That if you confess with your mouth,
‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be
saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth
that you confess and are saved.”

Twenty-three years later we are still questioned as to whether the Belhar Confession is rel-
evant. Time and again we hear statements and comments that the Belhar Confession is an
obstacle to true reunification within the DRC family, that it is outdated and irrelevant to
present day South Africa, that it reminds people of emotional, historical, and symbolic
events of the past, and that some are even going to an extent of questioning whether we are
trying to correct the past with a confession. There is sheer ignorance about the role the
Belhar Confession has played, is playing, and will play in the future within the DRC fam-
ily and the Reformed world as a whole. In some instances the comments are shrouded with
racism and indignation because the confession did not originate from the dominant com-
munity, that is, those who are reputed to be sent by God to bring civilization and progress
to the world. But it originated from the underside of history and the majority of people of
color. The Belhar Confession is a homegrown statement of Reformed faith that emerged
from African soil and context. Instead of building on our experiences as guided by God
through the Belhar Confession, we find ourselves going back and forward to make our-
selves clear to those who do not want to accept this reality. 
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We are well aware that, to some, issues raised in the Belhar Confession are difficult to
comprehend. We will continue clarifying them with love and compassion until they too
understand the spirit of the Belhar Confession, assuredly believe, regardless of what oth-
ers may believe and regardless of the opposition, rejection, or persecution that may come
to us for taking the stand we are taking. Christians are by definition people who make their
own confession known: “Jesus is Lord” (Rom. 10:9-10). The Christian church, called and
held together by Jesus Christ himself, lives only through the continual renewal of this fun-
damental confession of faith. A confession of faith may thus be defined more precisely as
a public declaration before God and the world of what a church believes. It is an official-
ly adopted statement.

The Time in Which the Belhar Confession Came into Being

From time to time there are controversies surrounding the question of who really wrote (or
didn’t write) the Belhar Confession, and all sorts of conclusions are drawn from this. What
has not been highlighted yet in these debates, according to Prof. J.N.J. (Klippies)
Kritzinger in his unpublished article titled “To Stand Where God Stands: Nurturing Justice
and Solidarity through Liturgy,” is the role of the 1979 Theological Declaration of the
Broederkring (later Belydende Kring), from here referred to as the BK Declaration. It was
published in 1982 in a collection of contemporary Reformed confessions entitled
Reformed Witness Today (Vischer 1982). It is clear that this declaration was used by the
authors of Belhar, since certain of its phrases have been incorporated almost verbatim into
Belhar, particularly the words: “As God’s property the church must be busy standing where
God stands, namely, against injustice and with those who are denied justice” (Vischer
1982:22). Various other phrases from the BK Declaration have also been incorporated in
Belhar, to the extent that one could almost regard it as a prototype of Belhar, even though
Belhar is much longer and developed the theological ideas of the BK Declaration in vari-
ous ways. The other significant difference is that the BK Declaration did not address rec-
onciliation at all; it limited itself to unity and justice. 

I mention the BK Declaration not merely as a historical footnote, but to make the funda-
mental point that the precise “authorship” of Belhar is theologically a non-issue. Many
ministers and theologians played a role in the shaping of Belhar and its prototype, the BK
Declaration. It was, in the best sense of that word, a community doing theology (Schreiter
1985...). At the Hammanskraal BK conference in 1979 where the BK Declaration was
drafted, ministers from all three black Reformed churches in South Africa were present.
The team of people who sat down one night to write the BK Declaration came from all
three churches, so we can say without any fear of contradiction that the message of Belhar
did not emerge out of the Dutch Reformed Mission Church alone. It was also not the brain-
child of two or three authors. There seems to be a popular perception in the Dutch
Reformed Church that Belhar was the idea of Dr. Allan Boesak and that it is part of liber-
ation theology because basically it was written by him. There was an interesting moment
at the 1979 BK conference when Dr. Chris Loff, the coordinator of the drafting team, pre-
sented the draft Declaration to the plenary. Dr Allan Boesak questioned the phrase “to
stand where God stands” since it was, to his mind, not dynamic enough. He suggested
something like “to move where God moves,” but Dr. Loff insisted that the declaration
should read as proposed—and the meeting agreed with him. 

Let me conclude this section by emphasising that this “standing where God stands” should
not be seen as an arrogant claim to know exactly who God is and what God’s will is,
elbowing every other view aside. It is with fear and trembling that we go to stand out there,
outside the gate, to bear the shame of Christ where he stands among the abused little girls,
the raped women, the evicted farm workers, the HIV-positive youth, the AIDS orphans, the
fearful, and the confused. 
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Throughout the history of the Christian era, churches have written confessions of faith
because they were compelled to do so, not just because they thought it would be a good
idea, or acceptable to the world. But they did so fully aware that the world would most
probably hate and persecute them precisely because of the stand they were taking. In some
instances, confessions of faith resulted from a sense of urgent need to correct some distor-
tion of the truth and certain claims on the gospel that threatened the integrity of the
church’s faith and life within it (the church). The confession might result from some polit-
ical or cultural movement outside the church that openly attacks or subtly seeks to com-
promise the church’s commitment to the gospel. Sometimes the urgency to confess came
from the church’s conviction that it has a great insight into the promises and demands of
the gospel that is desperately needed by both the church and the world.

In the case of the Belhar Confession all three scenarios played a crucial role in its genesis.
There was a sense of urgent need to correct some distortion of the truth and the claim of
the gospel that threatened the integrity of the church’s faith and life on one hand. Apartheid
ideology was eroding the fundamental truth of the gospel. On the other [hand] it had been
defended and justified by the church that brought the gospel to South Africa. South
Africans, particularly people of color, were on the verge of forsaking and rejecting the
gospel because of what was being done to them. The white churches were involved in prac-
tising heresy because of their theological justification of the system. There was urgent need
not only to correct the wrong teaching but also to provide Christian authentic witness to
the world. We are, however, thankful to God because the DRC has publicly denounced
apartheid and apologized to the South Africans. 

The Belhar Confession was an appropriate response by and a voice of the people-of-color
Christians within the DRC family in South Africa. It brought necessary clarification to
hard and pressing theological questions of the time. The apartheid ideology and the role
the white church played called for an urgent public witness. Something had to be done to
correct the perceptions and refute the liars. It was in this milieu, when there was a huge
confusion, that God intervened and blessed his church with a gift of a confession that will
remain a guiding light forever. 

The confession was not their invasion but their verbalization of what God was leading
them to say. The church confessed what it confessed out of gratitude and humility, not out
of arrogance, blame-portioning, condemnation, self-exaltation, holier-than-thou-attitude,
or self-gratification, but out of hope for all (black and white) in the country.

The Belhar Confession offered the church new hope and understanding of their social con-
ditions in the light of God’s revelatory word. Through the Confession of Belhar we were
ushered into a new common human good that is warm, rich, and self-correcting despite the
pain we had to endure. The confession gives us a new understanding of who we are and
recognizing ourselves and each other in our common history, hoping, grappling with our
collective pasts, struggling creatively for freedom, working, celebrating, worshipping, and
welcoming all in our midst including those who benefited from our oppression, without
any hint of bitterness and arrogance. 

The Impact the Belhar Confession Has on the Life of URCSA

The Belhar Confession revives our old memories lest we forget them. It is these memories
and scars we carry in our souls that keep reminding us that we were oppressed and we
should never dare to oppress others. We are constantly reminded never to adopt a stance
towards the future in which we place and interpret ourselves, our desires, our choices, our
actions as the central subjects in the creation and destiny of a new united church. We are
reminded in the Belhar Confession never to use our memories to retaliate, or to ground our
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grudges or use them to promote our selfish agendas and subjugate the aspirations of oth-
ers. We are constantly reminded to be vigilant against any increeping ideology that feeds
on racial prejudices. We are called to see in others the image of the liberating God who
seeks to liberate others through us.

We are petitioned with the prayerful petition of the Lord’s Day 49 in the Belgic
Confession: “your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as in heaven.” The Belhar
Confession reminds us that God’s kingdom is founded on the conviction that the God in
whom we trust is not indifferent to human history. He is immediately and imminently inter-
ested and is able, through his grace, wisdom, and power, to intervene and transform our
world. He has demonstrated this when the Word of God was incarnated and assumed
human nature. 

The Belhar Confession keeps on [prompting us to ask], what sort of church are we? What
sort of church must we become? It keeps reminding us to live authentically—that is, atten-
tively, intelligently, reasonably, responsibly—under the dictates of the reign of God and to
guard against falling into the distortion and deformation of other people. It calls us to be a
united uniting reformed church for we cannot be a uniting church without first becoming
united ourselves. The Belhar Confession energizes us to pray to the Lord of hosts to purge
all disunity, strife, and tensions that may arise among ourselves.

It takes us along the path of rethinking ways of being a Christian church by constantly tak-
ing up a place before the cross of Jesus of Nazareth. It is at the cross where we grasp the
enormity of the human suffering and oppression of the poor, exploited, and marginalized
of our society. We are constantly reminded to confess and repent of our ethnocentricity,
sexism, cultural superiority, and marginalization of others. We are called upon to beg for-
giveness from those whom we have offended and commit ourselves to emancipate those
who are oppressed and denied excess to the wealth of our country regardless of who does
that.

In the Belhar Confession we are cautioned never to embrace tendencies that lead to utopi-
an or romantic schemes. We are reminded to recognize ourselves and one another in our
past, our hopes, and to grapple with our collective efforts and struggle creatively for a com-
mon future which can be celebrated together. Never must we indulge in a selective inter-
est that hides our evil intentions and presents us a picture of black or white innocence
before one another. Our Christian journey remains a sterile and routine gesture unless we
continually expose ourselves to the searching light of the gospel of Jesus of Nazareth,
where our racism, sexism, cultural superiority, and marginalization of others are revealed
and condemned. 

The Belhar Confession cautions us never to be agents of any other force—including the
state—in spite of how convinced we might be of its programmes. We should rather grasp
opportunities to cross all barriers to proclaim the gospel of Jesus of Nazareth to all the peo-
ple. It is in the Belhar Confession where we are reminded of the enormity of the true suf-
fering of Jesus Christ and are oriented to commitment of emancipating ourselves to
become agents of transformation. Far from us should be the temptation or complicity of
distorting our experiences of the way Jesus taught us to love others as we love ourselves.
(We are exhausted to become a uniting church that is purpose-driven according to biblical
perspectives.) The starting point in our mission is: Why do we exist? What is the purpose
of our life? What is God’s purpose for our lives? 

The Belhar Confession helps us to answer these questions. We are a uniting church that
strives for reconciliation and justice within the Reformed family of churches. It is in our
discovery of our purpose that we will be a revitalized and rejuvenated uniting church. We
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can become a hope to those who do not have hope. We know that if the purpose for which
we exist is well-articulated among our members it builds morale among our members and
those who rub their shoulders with us. Our purpose helps us to focus and have greater
impact on what we do. This is a new fertile ground we are challenged to explore as a unit-
ing church. 

En route to reunification of the DRC family in southern Africa, the Belhar Confession
remains our guiding resource for cooperation, restoration, revitalization, and reconcilia-
tion. Thus the Belhar Confession can never become irrelevant to our existential issues. The
Belhar Confession is a living and motivating reality within the life of the URCSA along-
side the other three standards of faith; it directs and informs every dimension of our con-
gregation’s ministry, including its worship, instruction, care, witnessing, and service as
well as its budgeting and administration.

May the King of kings be with you as you stand on the edge of your journey as a denom-
ination in which you must decide to confess what you believe. You received this gift
(Belhar) from the southern hemisphere way back in 1985 and you brought the wise and
helpful voices from faith partners around the globe and from within your own tradition to
help you discern on the Belhar Confession. In 2007 your General Synod voted to adopt the
Belhar Confession provisionally for two years, testing it in worship, teaching, discernment,
and confession, for possible approval in 2009 as a fourth confession. You did so prayer-
fully. So during this synod you will consider adopting Belhar as the fourth standard of your
church. Your decision on the Belhar Confession will be the most important and historical-
ly significant one. As URCSA we do not want to put any pressure on you in this regard.
This is a decision that you must take freely and prayerfully before God. We believe in his
providence.

I bring you these warm greeting from URCSA as the youngest member (40 years) of the
Moderamen and mindful of the intelligent voices you heard on your journey with Belhar
and would like to reflect as follows as I conclude:

I was personally present at the General Synod of URCSA in 1997 when Dr. Oliver
Patterson brought greetings as an ecumenical delegate from RCA and said, “We are proud
to affirm the centrality of the Belhar Confession, and I could not be personally prouder that
this confession, which speaks of the unity of humanity, emerges from Africa. I sincerely
hope that you will resist, however, the temptation to localize its message to South Africa.” 

In 2002 the late Rev. Dr. Molefi Seth Pitikoe, an ecumenical guest from URCSA,
addressed the RCA General Synod and hinted that “the implications of Belhar are far wider
than its original context.” 

Dr. Christo Lombard of Namibia from URCSA addressed the RCA General Synod in 2004
and noted prayerfully: “As someone with a passion for our confessional heritage, includ-
ing this gift of God to his church worldwide, I can simply pray that the RCA may ulti-
mately benefit from the power of the Spirit released through this simple text of confession
of the lordship of Jesus Christ in all our worldly affairs, in a similar way as we have expe-
rienced it in our context.” 

I remind you with humility, lastly, of the closing remarks of Professor H. Russel Botman
in his address to your General Synod in 2007:

My brothers and sisters, in considering the implications of the Confession of Belhar for the
Reformed Church in America, you are actually challenged to confirm once again that rec-
onciliation is the heart of the gospel of Jesus Christ, and thus, that justice and unity are the
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indispensable public duties of the church of Jesus Christ in this divided world and this ter-
rifying time. You will be saying to the world and to Americans, if you are seeking eccle-
sial support for racism, disunity, and injustice or if you want a theological justification for
racism, disunity, division, and injustice…don’t come looking for it in our church!

I thank you, and God bless you!

The president called upon the general secretary to introduce the Rev. Dr. Setri Nyomi, gen-
eral secretary of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches. The Rev. Dr. Nyomi addressed
the General Synod.

THE BELHAR CONFESSION: THE TIME HAS COME
A REFLECTION ON A MODERN DAY REFORMED CONFESSION

Presented by the Rev. Dr. Setri Nyomi, General Secretary of the World Alliance of
Reformed Churches (WARC), at the General Synod of the Reformed Church in America,

June 7, 2009

Can anything good come out of Nazareth? When Nathanael was told about Jesus as record-
ed in John chapter 1, he was speaking out of prejudice. Philip’s witness to him was criti-
cal in transforming him from a person who knowingly or unknowingly was prejudiced.
Philip’s witness to him was powerful—three little words: “Come and see.” It was as if once
he has seen, his prejudiced statement will be made, all doubt and confusion will be clear,
and he will be able to make a “Here I stand” statement. The role Philip played is the role
Reformed confessions have played since the sixteenth century—clear doubt and confusion
so that the witness of Christians could be clear and based on the Word of God. The Belhar
Confession stands in that tradition. Modern day Nathanaels may look at the Belhar
Confession in the light of sixteenth and seventeenth century European confessions and ask,
“Can anything good come out of Africa?” 

It is significant that this evening’s event is coming just one week after celebrating the sev-
enty-fifth anniversary of the Barmen Declaration of 1934 in which faithful Christians
spoke clearly on the Christian stance vis-à-vis the evil of Nazism. That document proved
to be a gift not just for a few Christians in Germany but a real instrument of witness to the
rest of the world, and is still relevant seventy-five years later.

The Belhar Confession was very much inspired by the Barmen Declaration. When it was
issued in the 1980s, apartheid was alive and well. There were many who would wonder
whether anything good will come out of a situation like this. Committed Christians pray-
ing for change were led to craft this confession. Today, apartheid is officially gone, but its
legacies continue on. Plus racism exists in many forms in many contexts including in this
country, the U.S.A. Like the Barmen Declaration, the Belhar Confession continues to be
relevant for our times. 

While I cannot dictate to the RCA synod on how to vote, I can say this: When the RCA
adopts the Belhar confession, you will be demonstrating your commitment to be faithful to
our Lord Jesus Christ and to live out that faithfulness through addressing lingering issues
of racism and the injustice of exclusion. 

It will be a strong signal to the South African community which is still struggling to over-
come the legacies of apartheid. The sad outcome of a recent survey carried out by the
Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa demonstrated that a large number of members of
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the church were uncomfortable with the Belhar Confession. Very often such a stance
demonstrates a fear of embracing a more just community. This is painful for sisters and
brothers in the Uniting Reformed Church and other Christians who have committed them-
selves to transformation of societies and who have been victims of injustice. 

So the signal that the RCA adoption would make is to show that the Reformed family
worldwide has the courage to embrace life. This could challenge the elements of the Dutch
Reformed Church who are hesitant about taking courageous steps forward for the trans-
formation of their societies. 

Through voting to adopt the Belhar Confession, the RCA will clearly be responding to that
question which is a veiled characteristic of modern day racism—“Can anything good come
out of Africa?”—with a resounding answer: “Yes!” The Belhar Confession is a faithful,
non-violent, life-changing instrument which can foster the building of communities con-
sistent with what our Lord Jesus has called us to be. It beckons us towards healing and rec-
onciliation in dealing with how sin has distorted and glorified separation and prejudice. In
modern society in which separation and prejudice is often met with a response of frustra-
tion and vengeance, the Belhar Confession stands firm in faith and rather calls for rejec-
tion of the evil of injustice and commitment to reconciliation and unity. This is even more
relevant in our today than in the 1980s.

This brings us to the question: “What could be the stumbling block to adopting the Belhar
Confession?” It boils down to one thing: fear. I have referred to the hesitation of some in
the Dutch Reformed Church. An analysis shows that the problem is not with theological
depth of the Belhar Confession. I have used the Belhar at least twice in the southern
African context, without naming what it was, and this was embraced as a solid confession
consistent with Reformed theology. So the hesitation is mainly caused by fear by certain
Afrikaners.

Therefore my message to the Reformed Church in America is do not let your decision one
way or the other be based on fear. As good Reformed people, the only criteria should be
what confessions have been measured by for centuries. The two yardsticks we cannot com-
promise are: 

1. A confession must be biblically based.
2. It comes to give clarity to Christian stance vis-à-vis issues which could be confusing.

For Reformed Christians, if these two criteria are met, we have a confession. The Belhar
Confession certainly meets these two. 

Confessions in the Reformed tradition give us a biblically based standard for addressing
the questions of how we live faithfully as children of God in a given circumstance. Without
confessions, we will have only social movements to look up to. The confession frees
Christians from looking up to only the political parties to lead the way. Without it in South
Africa, the only instrument available to counteract the vicious form of racism called
apartheid was the ideology of parties. You either follow the ideology of the ANC or the
PAC or of the Nationalist Party. With it Christians are moved to take action on the basis of
our faith—not ideology. This is why it is relevant in the U.S. context today. 

With security concerns compounded by the financial crises, new challenges have come up
in terms of how we view one another in multiracial contexts. These have come to add to
the years of racism and trying to deal with the legacies of the era of slavery in this coun-
try. With what instruments do we equip ourselves to be faithful to God? This is where the
Belhar Confession is a gift of God.
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How do we respond to the tendency in multi-ethnic, multicultural situations to address
those who want to institutionalize fear of others as a response to the insecurity in our world
and the economic crises? The Belhar Confession points the way. It is relevant in the U.S.A.
context because it gives us the solid basis with which to live faithful Christian lives when
it is so tempting to follow the crowds and succumb to excluding those who are not like us.
If we should live faithfully as Christians in multiracial societies, our departure point can-
not be simply the laws of the land or what affirmative action initiatives bring our way. It
should be from a faith perspective. The Belhar Confession points that way. 

It needs to be seen first and foremost as a confession that calls for unity and reconcilia-
tion—rather than one which calls for the liberation of a particular race. What the
Afrikaners in South Africa in the 1980s did not realize, and what some even today do not
realize is it frees everyone and moves us to receive the gift of unity and reconciliation in
Jesus Christ. Take for example these words:

We believe that God has entrusted the church with the message of reconciliation in and
through Jesus Christ, that the church is called to be the salt of the earth and the light of
the world, that the church is called blessed because it is a peacemaker, that the church
is witness both by word and by deed to the new heaven and the new earth in which
righteousness dwells (2 Cor. 5:17-21; Matt. 5:13-16; Matt. 5:9; 2 Peter 3:13; Rev. 21-
22).

Therefore, we reject any doctrine which, in such a situation, sanctions in the name of
the gospel or of the will of God the forced separation of people on the grounds of race
and color and thereby in advance obstructs and weakens the ministry and experience of
reconciliation in Christ. 

In adopting the Belhar Confession, the RCA affirms the faithful witness of the Uniting
Reformed Church of Southern Africa. In addition, you affirm your own desire to be faith-
ful to God in these times in your own contexts. The world needs such witnesses for our
Lord Jesus Christ, and you are setting the example.

I end on the note that the Belhar Confession ends:

We believe that, in obedience to Jesus Christ, its only head, the church is called to con-
fess and to do all these things, even though the authorities and human laws might for-
bid them and punishment and suffering be the consequence (Eph. 4:15-16; Acts 5:29-
33; 1 Peter 2:18-25; 1 Peter 3:15-18).

Jesus is Lord.

To the one and only God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be the honor and the glory for
ever and ever.
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COVENANT AGREEMENT WITH IGLESIA REFORMADA DOMINICANA

The general secretary introduced the ecumenical delegates from the newly formed denom-
ination in the Dominican Republic, Iglesia Reformada Dominicana (IRD): the Rev.
Ruperto Medina Beltre, the Rev. Nelson Polanco, Elder Juan Cruz, Elder Felix Carabello.
The members of the RCA’s “coaching team” who participated in the process of encourag-
ing and enabling the formation of IRD were the Reverends Jhonny Alicea-Báez, Kenneth
Bradsell, Brigido Cabrera, Bruce Menning, Jon Norton, Luis Perez, and Andres Serrano.

The Rev. Kenneth Bradsell informed the General Synod of the recent formation of IRD,
and commended it to the RCA as a covenant partner in mission and ministry. A covenant
agreement was signed by the Rev. Wesley Granberg-Michaelson and the Rev. Dr. Carol
Bechtel on behalf of the General Synod of the Reformed Church in America, and the Rev.
Ruperto Medina Beltre and the Rev. Nelson Polanco on behalf of the General Synod of the
Iglesia Reformada Dominicana.  

Juan Cruz addressed the synod, and presented a flag from the Dominican Republic to the
Rev. Wesley Granberg-Michaelson and the Rev. Kenneth Bradsell.

Covenant of Partnership 
The General Synod of 

The Reformed Church in America 
and 

The General Synod of 
The Iglesia Reformada Dominicana

June 5, 2009 

The undersigned representatives of the General Synod of the Reformed Church in America
and the General Synod of the Iglesia Reformada Dominicana affirm before God and the
minister and elder delegates of our General Synods a covenant of mutual support as our
two churches engage in cooperative ministry to the total life of all people by preaching,
teaching, and proclaiming the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and by all other
Christian good works. 

Mindful of God’s call to mission and ministry and seeking God’s continued grace, the
General Synod of the Reformed Church in America covenants to:

• Pray for the mission and ministry carried out through the Iglesia Reformada
Dominicana and for the work of ministry we are able to accomplish together.

• Support the Iglesia Reformada Dominicana in its efforts to provide biblical, theo-
logical, and practical pastoral education for pastors, elders, deacons, lay leaders, and
student candidates for pastoral ministry through Reformed Church in America lead-
ership, and in partnership with other Christian churches and agencies. 

• Assist the Iglesia Reformada Dominicana in the establishment of a church order and
practice of governance that is grounded biblically and reflective of the church’s con-
fessional standards: the Belgic Confession of Faith, the Heidelberg Catechism with
its Compendium, the Canons of the Synod of Dort, and the Belhar Confession.

• Consult with the leadership of the Iglesia Reformada Dominicana in all areas of mis-
sion and ministry including strategic planning for mission engagement, evangeliza-
tion, and ministries of education and discipleship throughout the Dominican
Republic and Haiti, and assist in the formation of administrative and financial struc-
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tures to support the mission and ministry carried out through the Iglesia Reformada
Dominicana. 

• Share print and electronic resources where applicable for cooperative work in min-
istry and mission. 

• License for shared use certain trademarks of the Reformed Church in America and
other identifying materials to support the mutual work of our churches in the
Dominican Republic and Haiti and as cooperative partners in mission in other agreed
upon locations.

• Cooperate, where practical and advantageous, in the development and translation of
new resources.

• Provide financial assistance by seeking mission support from RCA congregations,
assemblies, and agencies, and encourage the involvement of mission teams and other
forms of direct engagement in the life and witness of the Iglesia Reformada
Dominicana. 

• Continue to serve the General Synod of the Iglesia Reformada Dominicana and its
officers, executive committee, and staff as ministry advisors in all areas of mission
and ministry as may be requested. 

Mindful of God’s call to mission and ministry and seeking God’s continued grace, the
General Synod of the Iglesia Reformada Dominicana covenants to:

• Pray for the mission and ministry carried out through the Reformed Church in
America and for the work of ministry we are able to accomplish together.

• Establish in the Dominican Republic a Reformed Church that is grounded biblically
and receives into its life and ministry as confessional standards the Belgic
Confession of Faith, the Heidelberg Catechism with its Compendium, the Canons of
the Synod of Dort, and the Belhar Confession. 

• Identify, educate, support, and equip ministers, elders, deacons, church planters, dis-
ciples, and other church leaders for the work of ministry in the Dominican Republic,
Haiti, and throughout the Caribbean region. 

• Seek to support its existing congregations and multiply its ministries throughout the
Dominican Republic, Haiti, and the Caribbean region. 

• Seek to become a self-supporting church within five years and a church engaged in
new mission in partnership with the Reformed Church in America and other
Christian churches. 

Carol Bechtel Rev. Ruperto Medina Beltre
General Synod President Iglesia Reformada Dominicana
Reformed Church in America 

Wesley Granberg-Michaelson Rev. Nelson Polanco
General Secretary Iglesia Reformada Dominicana
Reformed Church in America

THE ECUMENICAL LIFE OF THE REFORMED CHURCH IN AMERICA

Though the RCA’s ecumenical life can be generally summarized under the rubrics “pro-
grammatic ecumenism,” “conciliar ecumenism,” and “ecumenical dialogue,” these cate-
gories remain inadequate to express the full spectrum of the church’s ecumenical life.
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Programmatic ecumenism refers to cooperative work with other churches creating joint
programs of mission. This may be done formally or informally, from denominational to
local levels. It emerges from a mutual desire to carry out a specific mission. Examples are
cooperative education, curriculum development, disaster relief, vacation church schools,
shelters for the homeless, food banks, youth events, and services of worship. The RCA’s
global mission program is an excellent example of programmatic ecumenism through part-
nerships and cooperative work.

Conciliar ecumenism represents the world, national, regional, state, and local councils
where churches come together for mission. Councils facilitate collaboration of denomina-
tions and churches in a host of programs of service and witness, while recognizing and
accepting the distinctive history, polity, and ecclesial expression of the church catholic.

The RCA is a member of the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada and the Canadian Council
of Churches, and a charter member of the World Council of Churches, the National
Council of Churches of Christ in the U.S.A., and the World Alliance of Reformed
Churches. Most recently the RCA has become an originating member of Christian
Churches Together in the U.S.A. Several regional synods, classes, and local congregations
hold memberships in the National Association of Evangelicals.

Ecumenical dialogues are expressions of ecumenical practices that occur between church-
es at the denominational level. They may be either bilateral (one-to-one) or multilateral
(among more than two). Through dialogue, faithful expression is given to what churches
believe. Areas of common belief are identified alongside those that need further reflection.
The process of dialogue requires respectful listening to one another, letting each church
speak for itself, and then together recognizing any emergent consensus offering substantial
fellowship and common mission. The RCA is currently involved in both bilateral and mul-
tilateral dialogues including the Reformed–Roman Catholic dialogue, the Moravian dia-
logue, and a dialogue with the Christian Reformed Church in North America.

Interreligious dialogue is an emerging subject of discussion in the commission. This is a
period in human history in which people of different religious traditions are meeting and
interacting more than ever before. We live in a time of religious pluralism. For earlier gen-
erations in our context religious pluralism or diversity meant Judaism, Protestantism, and
Roman Catholicism. But there is more that these religious traditions share in common than
any of them share with Hinduism, Buddhism, or Islam, all of which have become increas-
ingly prominent in several of the communities in which RCA congregations serve.
Ignorance of the faiths of others can breed mistrust, and mistrust hostility. This is among
the reasons why Christians need to be open to learning about people of other faiths through
study and dialogue. The commission has been witnessing a need among RCA congrega-
tions for resources that will enable them to enhance their understanding of different reli-
gious traditions so as to make interreligious dialogue mutually profitable. The commission
has begun to research the subject of interreligious dialogue and intends to continue to
explore ways in which to foster interreligious understanding and communication. 

Ecumenical Appointees of the Reformed Church in America

The RCA is represented at ecumenical tables and events by persons elected or appointed
who willingly give of their ecumenical gifts and time to promote a greater witness to the
unity we have in Christ. Following participation in events or meetings, these appointees
provide brief reports to the Office of the General Secretary and to the Commission on
Christian Unity. 
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The World Alliance of Reformed Churches

The RCA is a member of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC), which has
a membership of over 75 million Reformed Christians in its four area councils. The RCA
is a member of the Caribbean and North American Area Council (CANAAC). WARC and
the Reformed Ecumenical Council have agreed to join together in the World Communion
of Reformed Churches (WCRC) in June 2010. WCRC will represent 80 million Reformed
Christians around the world. WARC’s priority program is the Covenanting for Justice in
the Economy and the Earth Project. It works with churches and communities in its area
councils to assess systemic injustice and is active in the struggle for justice and peace by
preparing resources, hosting educational forums and conferences, and networking diverse
community based organizations committed to human rights and justice. In 2008 the Pan
African Family Gathering Planning Committee met in Accra, Ghana. The 2010 conference
will continue the work begun in the Pilgrimage to Nelson Island, Trinidad, on October 24,
2007, and in Runaway Bay, Jamaica, December 10-15, 2007, which produced the paper
“Abolished But Not Destroyed: Remembering the Slave Trade in the 21st Century.” (To
read the paper, visit www.oikoumene.org and enter “Abolished But Not Destroyed” in the
search box.) CANAAC’s North American Covenanting for Justice Working Group is com-
pleting a website from which it will be possible to download exemplary missional work-
shops. Gretel Van Wieren coordinates this project.

The Commission on Faith and Order of the National Council of Churches of Christ
U.S.A.

The Commission on Faith and Order of the National Council of Churches of Christ U.S.A.
continues its work on the church’s exercise of authority in the world, the doctrines of jus-
tification and sanctification, and full communion. 

The World Council of Churches 

In 2006 the Central Committee of the World Council of Churches (WCC) issued a call to
member churches to respond to a text on ecclesiology that came out of the Porto Allegre
assembly “Called to Be One Church.” (To read the paper, visit www.oikoumene.org and
enter “Called to Be One Church” in the search box.) This text is meant to be read in con-
junction with a Faith and Order study document, “The Nature and Mission of the Church.”
(To read the document, go to www.oikoumene.org and enter the title of the study document
in the search box.) The purpose of these texts is to invite member churches to reflect on
what they can say together about the church of Jesus Christ as well as to open up renewed
conversation about the issues that continue to divide them. Both texts contain a set of ques-
tions that are intended to guide the responses of the member churches which accept the
invitation. The responses are due January 10, 2010. 

In the course of its deliberations about how to move forward on this agenda, the commis-
sion has determined to invite selected RCA theology professors and clergy to read the texts
and prepare papers addressing those questions that relate to their respective areas of expert-
ise. The commission will serve as a kind of clearinghouse for those papers and will try to
determine how to consolidate them into a report which it will then send as the RCA’s
response to the WCC.

The commission welcomes this opportunity to prompt the RCA to engage the ecclesiolog-
ical issues that the WCC has put before it. The commission is of the opinion that the
process in which the study of these texts would involve the RCA will only serve to clarify
further the issues that the Belhar has challenged it to confront. The commission envisions
the RCA’s response as an important complement to its stance on Belhar. 
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Christian Churches Together in the U.S.A.

Christian Churches Together in the U.S.A. (CCT) is the most recent ecumenical initiative
in the United States. It is comprised of members and representatives from the five ecu-
menical families: Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Evangelical/Pentecostal, historic Protestant,
and racial and ethnic, representing forty-three churches. In addition, there are members
from parachurch organizations such as the Salvation Army, Bread for the World, Habitat
for Humanity, Sojourners, Evangelicals for Social Action, American Bible Society, and
World Vision. CCT provides the broadest national “table” for gathering in prayer, theo-
logical dialogue, and fellowship and aims to foster a common understanding of each tra-
dition.

Since its inception, CCT has focused on the issue of poverty in the United States. It has
committed itself to reduce and overcome domestic poverty in the next ten years. Toward
that end, CCT embraces four objectives: 1) strengthening families and communities; 2)
reducing child poverty; 3) making work “work” by combating racism and guaranteeing
full-time employment and good health care; and 4) strengthening educational systems with
particular attention to public schools.

The 2009 annual meeting was held in Baltimore, Maryland, in January. As part of the annu-
al meeting, attendees were invited to the U.S. Capitol building, where they met with their
members of the House and Senate. Discussions focused on poverty issues and initiatives
before Congress. Breakout groups were held to study more closely the four objectives.
Daily worship was led by representatives of each of the five ecumenical families.

RCA representatives were Wesley Granberg-Michaelson, Douglas Fromm, Jessica Bratt,
Tom DeVries, and Earl James. Seminarians attending were Marla Rotman and Duane
Brown.

Roman Catholic/Reformed Dialogue

For the past several years a dialogue has been held under the auspices of WARC member
churches and the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. The dialogue has focused
on the sacrament of baptism with the goal of producing a common statement on baptism.
RCA members of the dialogue are Renee House and John Paarlberg. Douglas Fromm
serves as RCA staff to the dialogue. 

The most recent round of the dialogue was held in February 2009 on the campus of Fuller
Theological Seminary in California. A final draft of the common consensus paper was pre-
pared and readied for presentation to the participating churches, which include the
Reformed Church in America, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), the United Church of
Christ, the Christian Reformed Church in North America, and the Roman Catholic Church.
The participating churches are reviewing the paper with the aim of receiving it “at a deep-
er level that will give it authority” among them. 

The common statement will be reviewed by the Commission on Christian Unity for pres-
entation to the 2010 General Synod.
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APPENDIX

PERSPECTIVES ON THE BELHAR CONFESSION

AN ESSAY COLLECTION

Introduction

The church does not live for itself—it becomes who it is by responding to the Word and
Spirit of God. Nor does the church does live by itself—it lives within a lost and broken
world and carries out God’s mission there.

When the church is fully responsive to God, it hears God’s voice clearly. Then it declares
and enacts God’s intentions in practice. The dual movement of confession—proclaiming
what God says, and therefore what God wills—characterizes a church that is both
Reformed and reforming. 

In the sixteenth century, reformers led by Word and Spirit discerned that the church had
come to embody its own intentions before God’s will. So they wrote statements of faith—
statements about God. They also professed the way the reformers believed God was call-
ing them to live in the world.

In the twentieth century, the dominant church in South Africa openly declared that God’s
intentions for the world were disunity and irreconciliation, and thus it supported a regime
of brutal injustice. The Belhar Confession was written to respond to the voice of God in
that situation. The Belhar says nothing new about God. Rather, it affirms the truth of
Scripture that God is one, that God dwells in eternal, triune community, and that God is
just. Therefore, for God’s will to be done on earth, God calls the church to proclaim and to
practice unity, reconciliation, and justice. 

At its heart, then, the Belhar Confession is far more than a programmatic guide for how
the church ought to act. It testifies to the nature of God. While it prods the church to reform
its practice, more deeply it calls the church to renew its praise.

The Belhar Implementation Team offers this collection of essays, which look at the Belhar
Confession from different angles and consider its potential impact on the RCA. Will Belhar
compel us to respond to racism or sexism? Is it truly scriptural? Will it make a difference
for our faith development? Are confessions still valuable in the twenty-first century? 

The essays are intended to provoke thought and to inform, not to persuade. May they serve
their purpose as the Reformed Church in America continues to discern and discuss the for-
mal adoption of the Belhar Confession. 

The Belhar Implementation Team includes Jim Daniels from the Commission on Christian
Education and Discipleship, Harold Delhagen and Oliver Patterson from the Commission
on Christian Unity, general secretary Wes Granberg-Michaelson, Paul Janssen representing
the Commission on Christian Worship, Mark Kellar from the Commission on Race and
Ethnicity, general secretary emeritus Ed Mulder, Pam Pater-Ennis from the Commission on
Christian Action, and GSC staff Paul Boice, Ken Bradsell, Doug Fromm, Earl James,
Christina Tazelaar, and Jennifer Vander Molen.
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The Belhar Confession
Where Are We Now?

By Ed Mulder

Whenever we take a trip by car I love to stop at a rest stop, find the big map board, and see
where we are. It is helpful to see how far we have come and how far we have yet to travel. 

Join me as we consider the Reformed Church in America’s engagement with the Belhar
Confession, a journey that covers many years. In order to understand where we are today,
we need to understand when this journey really began.

On a hot summer day a tourist from South Africa stood in front of Marble Collegiate
Church in New York City and asked me, “Is this the same Dutch Reformed Church as we
have in South Africa?” My answer was, “Yes and no.”

The Reformed Church in America shares its roots with the white Dutch Reformed Church
in South Africa. In 1628 the Dutch West India Company established a colony on
Manhattan Island providing, among other things, religious services. The Company provid-
ed ministers who were trained and ordained by the Classis of Amsterdam in the
Netherlands. In 1642 the Dutch East India Company established a Dutch colony at Cape
Hope in South Africa. The policy of the East India Colony was the same as the West India
Company. Churches established in the United States and South Africa would eventually
become autonomous. Yes, there was a Dutch connection between the Reformed Church in
America and the white Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa.

In 1792 the Reformed Church in America became an autonomous denomination. In 1824
the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) became autonomous. Over the years these two denom-
inations maintained close fraternal relations. They adopted the same confessional stan-
dards, exchanged correspondence, and sent fraternal delegates to their respective General
Synod meetings. But while similar, the two denominations would evolve differently.
During the mid-1900s the DRC in South Africa developed a mission policy of separate
development that became the blueprint for a national policy of apartheid. As a result of the
missionary efforts of the DRC, three separate Reformed denominations were formed: the
Dutch Reformed Mission Church (DRMC) for the colored, the Dutch Reformed Church in
Africa (DRCA) for the blacks, and the Reformed Church in Africa (RCA) for the Indians.
What began as permissive separation along racial lines over time became an enforced policy.

While the Reformed Church in America was not void of racism and injustice, the relation-
ship between the RCA and the DRC became increasingly estranged. The DRC blatantly
justified apartheid on scriptural grounds. The RCA began aggressively to deplore the
beliefs and practices of apartheid. Are the two denominations the same? The answer has to
be no. In order to understand the Belhar Confession it is important to connect the dots from
the RCA perspective.

In 1948 apartheid became the law of the land in South Africa. It was put into practice with
full approval of the DRC, which at the time was called “the Parliament at prayer.”
Apartheid was approved scripturally. Beginning in the 1950s the General Synod of the
RCA took strong actions opposing the practices of apartheid and the distorted views of
Scripture associated with it. Again and again the RCA pleaded with the DRC to change its
ways. The DRC published a document entitled “Human Relations and the South African
Scene in the Light of Scripture.” The DRC was relentless in justifying apartheid. 

Historically the Reformed Church in America has had a strong social consciousness. It has
insisted that there needs to be a consistency between word and deed. A strategic role would
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be played by the “minority councils” of the Reformed Church. The African American
Council in particular played an important role in advocating the dismantlement of
apartheid. Relationships were developed with an organization in South Africa known as the
Broederkring. Members of this association consisted primarily of colored, black, and
Indian ministers, along with a few whites. Increasingly the Reformed Church had strong
ties to South Africa through individuals. In 1979 a Task Force on South Africa was formed,
and it functioned until 1995. 

In 1981 the General Synod took an action to discontinue its ecumenical relations with the
DRC. The reason for this action was the DRC’s refusal to acknowledge that apartheid was
a sin. In 1982 the World Alliance of Reformed Churches declared apartheid a status con-
fessionis, a situation where the truth of the gospel is at stake. The DRC was excommuni-
cated from WARC and subjected to conditions for reinstatement. It was at this same time
that RCA entered into church-to-church relations with the DRMC, the DRCA, and the
RCA in South Africa. As a denomination we committed ourselves to standing in solidari-
ty with our black, colored, and Indian brothers and sisters in their struggle. The RCA was
the first Protestant denomination to divest itself of investments in corporations doing busi-
ness in South Africa. We urged sanctions against South Africa. The eighties were a time
when the international community and churches began to put pressure on South Africa’s
draconian practices.

In 1982 the Dutch Reformed Mission Church drafted “The Confession of 1982”; a few
years later it came to be known as the Belhar Confession. This confession emerged out of
incredible suffering. It lifts up the themes of unity, reconciliation, and justice. It expresses
the hope that the DRC would adopt this confession and agree to join with its daughter
churches to become the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa (URCSA). Steeped
in the Scriptures, it sought reconciliation, justice, and unity among all people. In 1985 the
DRMC sent a copy of the Belhar Confession to the RCA, requesting a response. The text
was received and distributed throughout the church.

That is now 24 years ago. In l986 the Commission on Theology wholeheartedly affirmed
the Belhar Confession. For the next five years the Commission on Christian Unity made
the Belhar Confession its highest priority.

In the year 2000 a new sense of urgency developed regarding Belhar. The Commission on
Christian Unity commended the Belhar to churches for reflection, study, and response as a
means of deepening the RCA’s commitment to deal with racism and strengthening its ecu-
menical commitment to the URCSA and other Reformed bodies. (In 1995 the Dutch
Reformed Mission Church and the Dutch Reformed Church in Africa united to form the
Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa, or URCSA. Upon the union of the two
churches the Belhar was adopted as the fourth confessional statement of the newly formed
denomination.)

With the invitation of URCSA before it, the RCA set out in a most intentional way to con-
sider adopting the Belhar as its fourth confessional statement. Beginning in 2002, presen-
tations were made at each General Synod meeting regarding Belhar, including:

• The RCA’s history with Belhar (2002)
• The theological implications of Belhar (2003)
• The practical implications of Belhar (2004)
• Confessions—what they are and how they inform the church (2005)
• The use of Belhar as an educational/formative work in nurturing the witness and

mission of the church (2006)
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In 2007 the General Synod was asked to vote on a provisional approval of the Belhar. The
synod approved this recommendation. It further agreed that in 2009 the General Synod
would vote on whether to adopt the Belhar as a fourth confession of the Reformed Church
in America. 

We have come a long way since we began this journey with Belhar. Understanding where
we have come from and understanding the history out of which Belhar has emerged helps
us to appreciate how relevant this confession is for our time, for our world, for the
Reformed Church. We are called to confront the racism that exists in our society. We are
called to strive for unity among Christians everywhere. In a broken and fragmented world, 
we are called anew to be reconcilers. 

Last but not least, God calls us to do justice. Could it be that God is using a people who
have suffered much to challenge us to become more fully the people God wants us to
become?
____________
Ed Mulder is general secretary emeritus for the RCA. He began his journey with Belhar on
a 1980 trip to South Africa as General Synod president.

Why Confess?
By Paul R. Fries

The Reformed Church in America is a confessional church. But is it a confessing church?

This question alerts us to a distinction generally overlooked in discussions about the place
of confessions in the church. It is one thing for a denomination to formulate and adopt con-
fessions; it is another thing for a church to confess its confessions. A confession per se is
merely a document, a document which may lie inert in the dusty archives of a community
of faith, the passion and hope inspiring its writing long forgotten. Or a confession may
spring to life—guiding, energizing, and shaping the mission and ministry of the people of
God. When this happens a church not only possesses its confessions, but is possessed by
them. It confesses its confessions!

The three confessions acknowledged by the RCA clearly served as instruments of con-
fessing when they were first adopted by the churches which wrote them. The Belgic
Confession proclaims the faith of congregations living under the sword of persecution in
what today we know as Belgium—a faith bringing its author, Guido de Brés, to a martyr’s
death. The Heidelberg Catechism, while not serving its desired purpose of uniting
Lutheran and Reformed churches in the Palatinate (a region of Germany), became the vehi-
cle for unifying continental Reformed Christianity and a tutorial of faith for countless men
and women through the centuries. The sometimes icy articles of the Canons of the Synod
of Dort defended a high Calvinism against its detractors; formulated the theology, worship,
and order soon to be imported to structure what would become in America the RCA; and
unhappily triggered persecution in the Netherlands. While the consequences of confessing
the confessions were not always admirable, no one could believe for a moment that at their
inception these testimonies were some kind of doctrinal ornamentation. They were not
made to be admired and preserved, but to be confessed!

Like the historic confessions of the RCA, the Belhar Confession was born in strife and was
fashioned to sound the clear notes of evangelical faith in a situation where the baptized no
longer responded to its call. The South African social and political matrix in which it was
composed is well known, as is the history of its writing, adoption, and reception—these
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need no further elaboration here. As the RCA “imported” its confessions from Belgium,
Germany, and the Netherlands, is the church now prepared to “import” and adopt a con-
fession from South Africa? And not only to import and adopt it, but to own it? The church
is faced with one of the potentially most important decisions ever made in its long history.
Will the church adopt the Belhar Confession, and if adopted will our denomination confess
it?

What would confessing the Belhar Confession mean? Confessing is a way of speaking, and
as I have written elsewhere, confession as speech calls “…into being who and what we are
and at the same time determines our purpose and commitment.”1 Our personal and corpo-
rate identity is located in speaking—not speech or language, but speaking. In speaking,
identity is actualized. The identity of a person, community, institution, or nation is not stat-
ic like an image stamped on a coin; it is dynamic—not something we are but something
we do.2 Guido de Brés suggests this when he begins the Belgic Confession with the words,
“We all believe in our hearts and confess with our mouths…” But another beginning far
more profoundly reveals the dynamic character of speaking. John in the prologue to his
gospel writes, “And the Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14) and “No one
has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made
him known” (John 1:18). Through the Son’s words and deeds God is disclosed to us. Jesus,
the Word made flesh, is the Father “speaking” to us, and through that speaking we identi-
fy him as the one true God; in response to this speech we are called to our true identity and
purpose: to be the sons and daughters of the living God whom we serve. Confessing is
identity and it is also destiny.

It is by that special kind of speaking in word and deed—confessing—that we come to be
what God is calling us to be. Confessing is far more than the formal acknowledgement of
a statement of faith, although this is the indispensable beginning point. It is also far more
than finding a new way to speak about ourselves. Confessing the Belhar will alter our
denominational DNA. A new coordinate will be factored into the course charted by the
church—a coordinate orienting its worship, theology, and order, its kergyma, liturgia, and
diakonia. Confession is identity and destiny; by adopting and then confessing the Belhar
Confession, the RCA will gain a new sense of self and mission, a new identity promising
to deepen and broaden the church’s witness to and participation in the kingdom of God.

Confessing understood in this way is an act of faith. The implications of confessing the
Belhar Confession cannot be foreseen, and to so confess is certain to change the church in
unexpected ways. A new identity will mean sloughing off aspects of our present identity,
and this can be painful. A new sense of our God-given destiny will lead the church into yet
unknown arenas of mission. Whatever the RCA will become after five, 10, or 15 years of
confessing its fourth standard, this much is clear: God’s call to unity, reconciliation, and
justice, which has hovered on the periphery of denominational life, will move to its center.
These are the heart passions of the confession. If they do not awaken passion in the denom-
inational heart then the RCA may have adopted the Belhar Confession, but it will not have
confessed it.

1 “Reflections on Confessing,” Paul R. Fries. The Reformed Review, Fall 2006, vol. 60,
#1, online issue. I have been instructed in my reflections on speaking by the thought of
Georges Gusdorf in his work Speaking.

2 Ibid.
____________
Paul Fries is a General Synod Professor of Theology emeritus for the RCA. He is a mem-
ber of Lebanon Reformed Church in Lebanon, New Jersey.
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The Belhar and Race:
The Dream Fulfilled

By Gregg Mast

“The Dream Fulfilled”—those words were in very large type across the top of USA Today
on November 5, 2008, heralding the election of Barack Obama as the 44th president of the
United States of America. No matter how one voted in this election, one can hardly be
immune to the historic nature of what we have done as a nation. “Everything is possible in
these United States,” intoned Obama as he stood before us as the first African American to
be elected to the highest office in the land. Indeed, the world seemed to hold its breath as
it watched and then cheered the news that a person whose blood flows from Kansas and
Kenya will now help chart the course of global events.

But the headline portends some very real challenges for the U.S. as a country and for us as
a church. The headline makes it sound as if we have forded the Jordan and taken up resi-
dence in the Promised Land. It sounds like the struggle is over, the battle has been won,
and the dream of a more perfect union can now be put on the shelf as a great trophy to be
honored. 

This challenge goes to the very heart of what it means to be an American, but it also speaks
clearly to the Christian vision of a world where peace will reign because all of God’s chil-
dren have found justice. Just a few days after the election, an incident was reported in New
Jersey where a cross was burned on the lawn of a family that supported Obama. The father
of this family explained to his eight-year-old daughter that sometimes people hate to lose.
I wish it were that simple and that innocent.

As we turn our eyes to the Belhar Confession and ask why the Reformed Church in
America might consider adopting it as a fourth confession and what role it could play in
our life and faith, allow me to share with you a portion of a letter that was penned a little
more than 20 years ago about the relationship the writer believed God expects between dif-
ferent races:

We believe in regard to the races that the Bible in its entirety clearly indicates that God
has separated people for his own good purpose. He has erected barriers between
nations—not only land and sea barriers, but also ethnic, cultural and language barriers.
God has made some people different one from another and intends for those differences
to remain.

In biblical history, any effort to bring men together in oneness was judged and cursed
by God. He wants nations to remain segregated one from another (Acts 17:26; Genesis
10:5, 32; Genesis 11:8, 9; Daniel 7:13; Zechariah 14; Revelation 11:15; Revelation
21:24).

Any violation of God’s original purpose manifests insubordination to him (Romans
9:12-24), and no Christian has any business being involved in any such practice (as
reported in the newsletter Black Caucus RCA , the official voice of the Black Council,
RCA, August 30, 1985).

This letter summarizes well the warped theological foundations of apartheid in South
Africa. I wish I could tell you that these words were penned by a racist South African pas-
tor or theologian 20 years ago. But alas, the words are from a letter written by Bob Jones
III, president of Bob Jones University, and sent in response to an inquiry about the ban on
interracial dating on campus. Again, I wish I could suggest that such a position was unique
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to a fundamentalist, Southern school. But they summarize well the quietly whispered
words from my parents 40 years ago when I wondered why I could not date a young black
woman. We have all received from this land we love, and this country of which we are jus-
tifiable proud, legacies of suspicion, deep-seated feelings of superiority and inferiority, and
even hatred—and these were not swept away in a remarkable election on one Tuesday
evening in November. I believe that the election of President Obama presents us with a
profound challenge and opportunity to deepen the conversation about race and racism that
remains very much unfinished. There are still confessions to be made, hurts to be healed,
covenants to be created, and hopes to be nurtured—made even more possible as we have
taken a significant step forward with the election of an African American, a person of
“mixed race,” as our national leader. 

The Belhar Confession speaks of unity, reconciliation, and justice and, if adopted as a part
of our denominational identity, I believe it will begin to help us answer these questions: 

• Why is it important to seize this moment as an opportunity to deepen our commit-
ment to wrestle with the demons of racism that have afflicted this nation from its
inception? 

• Why is it important to seek a way forward together as the RCA tries to become a
more richly diverse community of God’s children? 

• Why is important for us to find in the painful experience and great wisdom of our
brothers and sisters in South Africa some paths for us to trod in the years ahead? 

To confess the Belhar as our own carries with it two distinct but complementary meanings:
“to confess” means to genuinely admit how we have fallen short of what God expects of
us. It also means that we recommit our lives to the divine vision that inspires our faith. The
confession of our sin is the only way toward sanctifying our witness. The Belhar has come
to us for such a time as this—I pray we will find within it God’s leading, as our feet edge
ever closer to the waters of the Jordan.
____________
Gregg Mast is president of New Brunswick Theological Seminary in New Brunswick, New
Jersey. 

Observe All Things:
The Belhar and the Call to Discipleship

By Mitchell Kinsinger

One way to tell which passages of Scripture are beloved and influential in the church is by
whether or not they have a name. Think of the “Great Commandment” or the “Great
Commission.” Ask people to offer a shorthand for the first, and I suspect you will get fair-
ly uniform versions of “love God, love your neighbor.” Ask people to offer a shorthand for
the second and my hunch is that you will hear a little more variety of emphasis: “Go,”
“make disciples,” “make disciples of all nations,” and perhaps even “baptize in the name
of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” 

Many people stop there, but the Great Commission actually continues into the next verse:
“and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:20).
“Teaching them to observe all things,” is the way that the King James renders it. Teach
them. To obey. Everything. It is hard to find more sobering words in the Gospels. When G.
K. Chesterton observed that the Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting, but
rather found difficult and untried, he could have had this clause of the Great Commission
in mind. 
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We struggle with this task because it is difficult, and we need help. From the perspective
of the Commission on Christian Education and Discipleship, the Belhar Confession offers
help by way of its encouragement to live a Christ-like life characterized by unity, recon-
ciliation, and justice. Since Jesus came not to abolish but to fulfill the Scriptures of the Old
Testament, surely true discipleship is interested in obeying all the commands and teachings
of Scripture. These three central tenets of the Belhar Confession—unity, reconciliation,
justice—articulate what can be considered the heart and soul of what discipleship looks
like. In fact, I am reminded of the Staples office supply store slogan, “Yeah, we’ve got
that.” Unity? Yeah, we’re called to that. Jesus prays in John 17 that his followers would be
one even as the he and the father are one. Reconciliation? Yeah, we’re called to that, too.
“God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of rec-
onciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18). Justice? Yeah, we’re also called to that. God has shown
human beings what is good and required: that we “do justice” (Micah 6:8). 

In this way, the Belhar provides a necessary corrective to the other three forms of union
(the Heidelberg Confession, the Canons of Dort, and the Belgic Confession), which seek
to teach us how to think. The Belhar not only encourages us to continue to think well, but
also to live well. It tells how to live in the world—how to live like disciples in unity, rec-
onciled and reconciling, and seeking the justice that characterizes the reign of Christ. 

As we reflect on our call to follow Christ in word and deed, we are reminded of how rad-
ical true discipleship really is. We may well wonder, can we do it? Or better, can we even
come close to true discipleship? In our finite, fallible, sinful world, our work will only
begin to embody these kingdom principles in shadowy emerging ways. But not engaging
in these high callings is not an option, and what’s more, at our weakest, we must rely on
God’s strength. If we despair at what seems to be a hard or even impossible task, we have
the comfort of the final words of the Great Commission, “And remember, I am with you
always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20). Those words of comfort can sustain us in
the midst of the hard work of a discipleship which seeks unity in the midst of division, a
discipleship which works for reconciliation where there is alienation, and a discipleship
that rolls up its sleeves, in the words of Amos, to “let justice roll down like waters” (Amos
5:24). In this way, then, the Belhar can serve as an effective shorthand for the church’s pas-
sion for discipleship and Christian education. 
____________
Mitchell Kinsinger is an associate professor of religion and Christian education at
Northwestern College in Orange City, Iowa. He is a member at American Reformed
Church in Orange City. 

Observations on the Belhar Confession and Scripture
By Tom Stark

1. When the predominantly black and colored churches in South Africa (now united as the
Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa) adoped the Belhar Confession, they already
subscribed to the same three doctrinal standards as their white mother church (the Dutch
Reformed Church): the Heidelberg Catechism, the Belgic Confession, and the Canons of
Dort. The dependence of these three standards on Scripture is overwhelming. The stan-
dards have footnotes of Scripture references; at many places Scripture texts are quoted, or
quoted and applied, or longer sections are expounded (The Lord’s Prayer, the Ten
Commandments); or the language in the standards closely parallels or summarizes
Scripture. A focused “doctrine” of Scripture can be seen in Articles 1-7 of the Belgic



COMMISSIONS                              271

Confession, but the full doctrine is found throughout the standards. 

The Belhar Confession rests on and assumes a view of Scripture found in these three doc-
trinal standards, also shared by the RCA, the Christian Reformed Church, and others.

2. The CRC and a Reformed Church in Indonesia have officially concluded that the origi-
nal wording of Question 80 of the Heidelberg Catechism, which addresses the mass, is not
an accurate statement of the present day teaching of the Roman Catholic Church. The RCA
has put Question 80 in a footnote. The CRC decided that Article 36 of the Belgic
Confession, on civil government, was to be amended in part as unbiblical. The RCA, when
it became independent of the Dutch Church in 1792, no longer included the “Rejection of
Errors” in its version of the Canons of Dort, and disavowed the condemnation of
“Anabaptists” in the Belgic Confession. 

There are minor variations in the texts of the three standards around the world, but the vari-
ations do not affect the commitment of the standards to scriptural authority.

3. In my earlier years as a campus minister, I discovered that the only Christian leader most
students seemed to know was Billy Graham. Almost all had heard one of his television spe-
cials. On a number of occasions a student said to me, “Billy Graham always says, ‘the
Bible says,’ and I don’t believe the Bible.” While that was a favorite expression of Billy
Graham, those who knew the Bible realized that in every message he also paraphrased and
quoted and summarized the Bible’s teaching without always saying “the Bible says.” I
smiled inwardly at skeptics who got their guard up for every “the Bible says,” not realiz-
ing how much more Bible they were getting in all the rest of the sermon.

While the Belhar Confession does not say, “the Bible says,” it alludes to, quotes, and par-
aphrases the Bible throughout, and is in fact saturated with Scripture. In addition to those
Scripture references given in Belhar, there are many other Bible passages on which the
statements in the confession are based. 

4. A Jewish student in Boston came to believe in Christ as her Messiah. Her parents react-
ed strongly. Her baptism was solemn, as the pastor knew what a costly step this was for
her. She later prepared and led a small-group Bible study on John 9 at a training weekend.
I was to evaluate afterwards, and I mentioned there had not been much application, and she
said that had been hard for her since she hadn’t seen any applications in the text. I men-
tioned the blind man’s parents, who distanced themselves from him. She was amazed—she
hadn’t seen that. I had thought that would leap out at her. 

We know we don’t necessarily “get it” when we study Scripture. The Belhar Confession
introduces us to the work of fellow believers who have struggled deeply to see what
Scripture teaches about unity, reconciliation, and justice.

5. A Kenyan pastor at InterVarsity’s Urbana conference told of tensions that had developed
between Western and national leaders in a congregation. Finally, a mediator assigned lead-
ers of each group to preach on the next two Sundays on the main message of the story of
Joseph. The Western speaker emphasized that, no matter how difficult life may be for you,
God will always take care of you. The African speaker emphasized that, no matter where
you are, you must always be concerned for your extended family.

We read and apply with cultural eyes, and exposure to “cross-cultural eyes” can enlarge
our understanding of God’s Word. The question may not be who is more correct, but what
we need to learn from Scripture through the experience of brothers and sisters in Christ
from a different cultural context.
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6. An early Unitarian leader is supposed to have said, “You can’t write a creed I can’t sub-
scribe to.” Or sometimes the assertion is, “You can prove anything from the Bible.” Any
of our creeds and confession can be twisted, as can the Bible itself (“The Canons of Dort
teach fatalism,” “The Heidelberg is devotional and has no doctrine,” “The Bible doesn’t
teach the Trinity,” and so on). No doubt the Belhar Confession will also be twisted. But the
church must firmly resist any and all of these twisted meanings.
____________
Tom Stark is a retired RCA pastor. He lives in Lansing, Michigan. 

The Belhar and Reconciliation: 
The Confession’s Application to the Church’s Work in Sudan

By Debbie Braaksma

When the church finds itself struggling through a painful crisis situation, we often discov-
er some of its most profound work is taking place, both theologically and in terms of prac-
tical ministry on the ground. Confronted with the evil practice of apartheid, the Dutch
Reformed Mission Church in South Africa did superb theological reflection on how
Scripture speaks directly to the issue of disunity, and the need for reconciliation and jus-
tice, and has given us the gift of the Belhar Confession. 

In a similar way, as the churches in Sudan went through a period of intense pain and strug-
gle during a brutal 21-year civil war, they looked to their Lord for guidance and help and
have given the worldwide church the gift of a practical model for reconciliation. One might
say that the New Sudan Council of Churches was “living out” the message of the Belhar
Confession as it operated from the biblical mandate so beautifully stated in point three of
the confession: “We believe that God has entrusted the church with the message of recon-
ciliation in and through Jesus Christ, that the church is called to be the salt of the earth and
the light of the world, that the church is called blessed because it is a peacemaker...” 

I have seen that biblical mandate lived out in Sudan, a country that has been described as
“a nation at war with itself”—there have been only 11 years of peace since independence
in 1956. So in response to Christ’s call to deliver the message of reconciliation to the world
(2 Corinthians 5:19) the New Sudan Council of Churches (NSCC), with the strong support
of the Reformed Church in America, began the People to People Peace Initiative: 18 major
peace conferences were held between 1997 and 2003, which prepared the way for the sign-
ing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in 2005. The process they developed draws
upon Christian practices of repentance, forgiveness, and reconciliation as well as modern
conflict resolution methods and indigenous and traditional methods. The NSCC received
international acclaim for its work, which former Secretary of State Madeline Albright
hailed as being essential to bringing peace to Sudan. 

As negotiations for the Comprehensive Peace Agreement were being held, the NSCC felt
that it was crucial to continue the peace-building process as it was evident that a “culture
of war” had developed in Sudan and that it would take much more than the signing of a
document to end the conflict. So in 2003 the NSCC created the training organization REC-
ONCILE in an endeavor to mitigate inter- and intra-ethnic conflicts between communities
in Sudan by providing training in trauma healing, conflict resolution, and civic education.
My husband, Del, and I are privileged to serve with RECONCILE and, alongside our
Sudanese colleagues, we have facilitated workshops in areas of Sudan where people have
commented, “We have smelled the peace but we haven’t tasted it yet.” The process of
doing the training has been extremely rewarding in itself as we watch the transformation
of participants’ thinking. For example, a prominent Murle Presbyterian evangelist/chief
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shared that although he came to our workshop ready to “finish” the Dinka Bor communi-
ty (members of which had killed seven of his community members, while they were in the
hospital) he left the workshop ready to lead his people in making peace between the Murle
and the Dinka Bor. 

But what is even more rewarding is when we hear the stories of how the participants have
actually used the training in their communities to achieve peace and reconciliation. REC-
ONCILE has trained 46 key mobilizers, volunteers who are equipped to do peacebuilding
work in their local communities. One of these key mobilizers, a pastor named Sarafino
Modesto, reported that in the Imotong Mountains the Lotuko and Lango peoples were
engaged in a serious and prolonged cycle of killing and cattle raiding that the government
was unable to contain. During one particular raid there were 50 deaths. At his own initia-
tive, and assisted by the training he received from RECONCILE, last May Rev. Sarafino
walked to 15 villages in the mountains to meet with Lotuko and Lango chiefs. Because of
his commitment to Jesus Christ he risked his life to stop the cycle of violence by using the
skills he acquired to encourage the chiefs to promise to only defend their people if they
were raided by the opposing group, and not to exact revenge by counter-raiding. Since that
time there have been no outbreaks of fighting between the Lotuko and the Lango. We have
much to learn from Sudanese church leaders such as Rev. Sarafino who have incarnated
the message of the Belhar Confession by courageously following the Prince of Peace to
bring about reconciliation and peace. 
____________
Debbie Braaksma is an RCA missionary serving in Sudan with the Resource Centre for
Civil Leadership (RECONCILE). 

The Belhar and Women:
Overcoming Sexism to Embrace Unity

By Stacey Midge

The Belhar Confession arises out of the context of a church divided along racial lines.
Racism essentially creates multiple coexistent cultures, united in location but separated by
skin color and ancestry. Even living next door to one another and speaking the same basic
language, racial groups develop different terminology, rituals, and social mores. One cul-
ture may take on the terms and practices of assumed dominance, while another adopts
phrases and behaviors that reflect its relative subjugation. 

Racial reconciliation, therefore, requires the hard work of coming to understand and inte-
grate one another’s language and practices into one united whole—and hard work it is, but
necessary. The Belhar Confession’s significance lies in its call for the whole church to
engage in this difficult work of justice, reconciliation, and unity.

But what happens to those whose own culture is oppressive? Does the Belhar Confession
have anything to say about other types of injustice?

I once heard someone describe the effects of racism as a fortress. The dominant group lives
within the fortress, but they also control those who live in the surrounding village. The
divide between the two groups is clearly defined, a wall between insiders and outsiders.
Should the outsiders decide that they want to share authority over their own lives with the
insiders, they are forced to either storm the battlements or find some way to contact those
within and cajole them into including the villagers in the power structures. 

Within this metaphor, sexism might better be described as house arrest. A woman may



274 GENERAL SYNOD/JUNE 2009

dwell within the fortress. She might be assumed to be part of the dominant group, and even
assume herself to be part of the dominant group. Her location tells her that she is an insid-
er, as do the popular terms and practices of her culture. However, if she steps outside the
gates, or tries to take a seat at the table where decisions are made for the fortress, she may
quickly find that she is a different class of insider. Unlike those who spend their lives out-
side of a clear boundary, she may be blissfully unaware of her lack of power—until she
transgresses her limitations. Likewise, a woman in the village may run into the same troubles.

Such is the experience of many women in the RCA. We may sit comfortably in the pews
of the church. In fact, membership statistics indicate that women may often be more com-
fortable in churches than men! We might assume that we have equal voice in the matters
of the church, as the RCA has said that we do. But that equality breaks down when a
woman’s name shows up on the ballot for consistory and throws a congregation into
tumult. Or when a woman goes to seminary, fully supported by her congregation and clas-
sis, and is cornered by male classmates who tell her she has no business being there. Or
when, during classis exams, a woman is called to defend not just her theological learning
and spiritual development, but also her lack of a Y chromosome. Or when a female candi-
date for ministry receives letter after letter from churches who say that they are waiting for
the man God has called to be their pastor.

The boundaries of sexism may not be as clear or as ubiquitous as those of racism, but they
do exist, invisible walls that often go unnoticed until unsuspecting women run into them.
The separation of the church by racial lines is more visible, but no more divisive than the
injustice that keeps women from full participation in the church.

The church is changing. Our denomination is changing. Increasing numbers of women
serve on consistories, graduate from seminary, participate in RCA commissions and con-
sultations, and pastor churches. And yet, as we focus on our multicultural future and strive
to become a truly unified church, we cannot ignore the injustice that so often treats women
as only partial members of the church.

The Belhar Confession explicitly challenges racism, but it also calls the church to embrace
the gift and obligation of unity across all the boundaries that divide us. If we truly confess
with the Belhar that “the variety of spiritual gifts, opportunities, backgrounds, convictions,
as well as the various languages and cultures, are by virtue of the reconciliation in Christ,
opportunities for mutual service and enrichment within the one visible people of God,”
then we confess by extension that the gifts and voices of women are valuable and neces-
sary to the church. Only by including them fully and joyfully can we truly reflect the one
holy, universal Christian church, the communion of saints called from the entire human
family.
____________ 
Stacey Midge is associate minister of mission, outreach, and youth at First Reformed
Church in Schenectady, New York. She also serves on the RCA’s Commission for Women.

Why We Need the Belhar Confession
By Eugene Heideman

During the 1880s, Nicholas Steffens, the first professor of theology at Western Theological
Seminary, argued that loyalty to the Three Standards of Unity—the Belgic Confession, the
Heidelberg Catechism, and the Canons of Dort—must be upheld as a defense against the
inroads of the “mediating theologians” of Germany and the “New Theology” being taught
at Andover Theological Seminary. However, his loyalty to the three confessions did not
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dissuade him from criticizing them and the Church Order of Dort for their Erastian under-
standing of the relation of church and state.

Steffens’s complaint was that especially the Heidelberg Catechism and the Church Order
of Dort had an Erastian perspective that called the Reformed Church and its members to
be loyal and obedient to the civil authority without adequately recognizing the prophetic
right to protest against oppression and injustice.

Erastus was one of the advisors on the committee that supervised the writing of the
Heidelberg Catechism under the direction of Frederick II. Question and Answer 104 make
it clear that subjects must be loyal and obedient even when the ruler was weak or unjust:

Q. What is God’s will for us in the fifth commandment? 

A. That I show honor, love, and loyalty to my father and mother and all those in author-
ity over me; that I submit myself with proper obedience to all their good teaching and
correction; and also that I be patient with their failings, for through them God chooses
to rule over us.

The catechism’s requirement for patience was reinforced by Article 30 in the Church Order
of Dort. It stipulated that in the assemblies of the church, “ecclesiastical matters only shall
be transacted, and that in an ecclesiastical manner.”

Question 104 was further reinforced in the Belgic Confession, Article 36, that teaches:

And on this matter we denounce the Anabaptists, the anarchists, 
and, in general, all those who want 
to reject the authorities and civil officers
and to subvert justice 
by introducing common ownership of goods 
and corrupting the moral order 
that God has established among human beings.

In the century of political and social disorders that followed the outbreak of the Reformation,
the three Standards of Unity played an important role in setting forth a Reformed theology
based on Romans 13:1-8. They provided room for the civil authorities to act without being
dominated by the papal hierarchy. They rejected the anarchical chaos predominant in some
Anabaptist circles. In doing so, however, they neglected the prophetic office of the covenant
community that was present in the Old Testament era, beginning with the prophets Nathan
and Elijah. They left unrecognized the demonic aspects of the state so prominent in
Revelation 12-18. 

As a result of the imbalance, the language of the confessions was used in later centuries to
urge patience and obedience to the law in the face of injustice and oppression. Prior to the
Civil War, the Reformed Church in America General Synod favored support of the African-
American Colonization Society while rejecting the abolitionists. Negotiation and coopera-
tion with management was favored in labor relations while strikes were usually opposed
even when the mistreatment of the laboring force was recognized. Article 30 (Article 36 in
the 1874 RCA Explanatory Articles) was interpreted to allow the General Synod to have a
committee on prevailing sins or public morals that could deal with personal morality, but
not a commission on social justice that would advise the church on broader public issues
such as international justice or racial discrimination in education and housing patterns. In
South Africa, the perspective of the three Standards favored the call for patience and obe-
dience to authorities who upheld the harsh apartheid policies.
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Adoption of the Belhar Confession alongside the three Standards of Unity would rectify
this serious imbalance in the three Standards of Unity. It would recognize not only the
virtues of obedience and patience, but also leave open the possibility of godly impatience
with injustice and oppressive policies. It would recognize that civil disobedience can be a
Christian virtue in opposition to the enforcement of unjust laws. It would encourage the
church to give weight to the message of the Old Testament prophets and Revelation 12-18
as well as to Romans 13 and 1 Peter 2:13-17.

Adoption of the Belhar Confession would restore the ecumenical and social significance
of the Lord’s Supper that is inadequately developed in the three Standards. The three
Standards did not function to oppose the practice of the Dutch Reformed Church in South
Africa of having separate Lord’s Tables for blacks and for whites. It was only in 1982 that
the World Alliance of Reformed Churches acted to call apartheid policies and separate
Lord’s Tables a heresy and a sin. That late recognition of the evil of separate tables remains
a signal that the language of the three Standards is inadequate. The language of the Belhar
Confession thus adds an important dimension to what is already there in the intent of the
Standards of Unity.

Adoption of the Belhar Confession by North American Reformed churches would mitigate
the nationalistic tendencies that are present in so many Reformed denominations. The
Reformed tradition needs to incorporate the South African theological experience into its
historic European and American confessional stance. Although the Belhar Confession
spoke in the first instance to the South African situation, it continues to address attitudes
and circumstances that prevail in many forms in every church, including North American
Reformed churches. In North America the past is still very much with us, not only in terms
of race but also gender, ethnicity, and immigrating populations. As a confession that orig-
inated in Africa, it would function in North America as a sign that the Reformed confes-
sional tradition is intercontinental rather than simply European or North American in
scope.

Finally, adoption of the Belhar Confession alongside the three Standards of Unity would
help to clarify the role of historic confessions in relation to present day needs. Attempts to
amend the language of sixteenth century documents to deal with twenty-first century issues
usually serve only to create new ambiguities and problems as compromises are made in
order to reconcile quite different historical circumstances and theological perspectives. By
placing confessional statements of differing eras alongside each other, a greater intergen-
erational ecumenicity can emerge in which spiritual experience and urgency of the present
is constantly informed, not overwhelmed, by the wisdom of our fathers and mothers.

This essay originally appeared in Perspectives in May 2008. Used with permission. 
____________ 
Eugene Heideman is a retired RCA pastor. He has also served as a missionary, chaplain,
professor, and Mission Services staff member. He lives in Holland, Michigan.
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Report of the Commission on Christian Worship

The Commission on Christian Worship met twice since General Synod 2008: October 16-
18, 2008, in Chicago, Illinois, and February 10-11, 2009, in Grand Rapids, Michigan.

The commission’s agenda included ongoing work related to:
• The RCA’s participation with the Consultation on Common Texts.
• A joint hymnal project between the RCA and the Christian Reformed Church in

North America.
• Baptism and the reaffirmation of baptism.
• Worship for General Synod.

Liturgies for the Lord’s Supper

The commission’s primary focus since 2005 has been related to an overture from the
Classis of Central Iowa:

To affirm the Commission on Christian Worship’s work to create additional liturgies of
the Lord’s Supper, and to ensure that these liturgies are briefer than those currently
available; and further, to request that the commission define the essential components
and expectations of the liturgy, for report to the General Synod of 2007 (MGS 2005, R-
95, p. 373).

After extensive consultation throughout the RCA and with representatives from other
Reformed bodies (cf. MSG 2008, pp. 240-242), the commission interpreted R-95 to reflect
three basic desires:

1. A desire for brevity (shorter options for celebration of the Lord’s Supper).
2. A desire for diversity (options suited for a variety of settings).
3. Clarity (on what is “essential” for a genuine celebration of communion).

In response to these three desires, the commission recommended that the General Synod
of 2008 adopt the following amendment to the Book of Church Order, Chapter 1, Part I,
Article 2, Section 11c, for recommendation to the classes for approval (addition is under-
lined):

The sacrament of the Lord’s Supper shall be administered, if possible, at least once
every three months in every church. “The Office for the Administration of the Lord’s
Supper” or a liturgy approved by General Synod for occasional use shall be read. All
baptized Christians present who are admitted to the Lord’s Supper are to be invited to
participate (MGS 2008, R-56, p. 242).

The General Synod of 2008 approved R-56. 

In response to that approval, the commission presents four liturgies to be approved by
General Synod for occasional use. The first three of these liturgies (the Lima Liturgy, the
Consultation on Church Union Liturgy, and the Formula of Agreement Liturgy) have been
previously recommended by General Synods and offer diversity for settings looking for
variety. The fourth is a dramatically shorter liturgy for settings where the constitutional
liturgy may be inappropriate. 
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Recommendations

R-56
To commend to the congregations of the Reformed Church in America
the Consultation on Church Union Liturgy, the Lima Liturgy, and the
Formula of Agreement Liturgy for occasional use. (ADOPTED)

R-57
To commend to the congregations of the Reformed Church in America
“Occasional Use Liturgy No. 1” for occasional use. (ADOPTED)

Future Plans

It is the commission’s intent to continue to solicit, create, and recommend occasional-use
liturgies for approval by the General Synod in future years.

The commission also plans to continue working on resources to help congregations cele-
brate and reaffirm baptism and looks forward to presenting them in 2010.

Gratitude

The Commission on Christian Worship joyfully and gratefully celebrates the participation
of Kathy Davelaar and Lisa VanderWal and their service to the commission and the denom-
ination over the past six years. Their enthusiasm, wisdom, and experience have been inte-
gral to the commission’s work and will be sorely missed.

LIMA EUCHARISTIC LITURGY

Upon recommendation by the Commission on Christian Worship, the 1986 synod com-
mended the Lima Eucharistic Liturgy to the churches “as a provisional form for occasion-
al use” (MGS 1986, R-1, p. 168). The Lima Eucharistic Liturgy is recommended for occa-
sional use by churches, presumably in ecumenical settings and within the context of a par-
ticular congregation’s worship when the RCA’s relationship to the universal Christian
church is emphasized. Therefore, approval of this liturgy for use by RCA congregations
should not be understood to imply regular use or adoption of the form. 

P = Presiding Minister
C = Congregation
O = Another Celebrant

Liturgy of the Eucharist

PREPARATION 
O. Blessed are you, Lord God of the universe, you are the giver of this bread, fruit

of the earth and of human labour, let it become the bread of Life.
C. Blessed be God, now and for ever!
O. Blessed are you, Lord God of the universe, you are the giver of this wine, fruit

of the vine and of human labour, let it become the wine of the eternal Kingdom.
C. Blessed be God, now and for ever!
O. As the grain once scattered in the fields and the grapes once dispersed on the hill-

side are now reunited on this table in bread and wine, so, Lord, may your whole
Church soon be gathered together from the corners of the earth into your
Kingdom.

C. Maranatha! Come Lord Jesus!
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DIALOGUE
P. The Lord be with you.
C. And also with you.
P. Lift up your hearts.
C. We lift them to the Lord.
P. Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.
C. It is right to give him thanks and praise.

PREFACE
P. Truly it is right and good to glorify you, at all times and in all places, to offer you

our thanksgiving O Lord, Holy Father, Almighty and Everlasting God. 

Through your living Word you created all things, and pronounced them good.
You made human beings in your own image, to share your life and reflect your
glory. When the time had fully come, you gave Christ to us as the Way, the Truth
and the Life. He accepted baptism and consecration as your Servant to announce
the good news to the poor.

At the last supper Christ bequeathed to us the eucharist, that we should celebrate
the memorial of the cross and resurrection, and receive his presence as food. To
all the redeemed Christ gave the royal priesthood and, in loving his brothers and
sisters, chooses those who share in the ministry, that they may feed the Church
with your Word and enable it to live by your Sacraments. 

Wherefore, Lord, with the angels and all the saints, we proclaim and sing your
glory:

SANCTUS
C. Holy, Holy, Holy…

EPICLESIS I
P. O God, Lord of the universe, you are holy and your glory is beyond measure.

Upon your eucharist send the life-giving Spirit, who spoke by Moses and the
prophets, who overshadowed the Virgin Mary with grace, who descended upon
Jesus in the river Jordan and upon the Apostles on the day of Pentecost. 

May the outpouring of this Spirit of Fire transfigure this thanksgiving meal that
this bread and wine may become for us the body and blood of Christ.

C. Veni Creator Spiritus!

INSTITUTION
P. May this Creator Spirit accomplish the words of your beloved Son, who, in the

night in which he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks to
you, broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying: Take, eat: this is my body, which
is given for you. Do this for the remembrance of me. After supper he took the
cup and when he had given thanks, he gave it to them and said: Drink this, all of
you: this is my blood of the new covenant, which is shed for you and for many
for the forgiveness of sins. Do this for the remembrance of me. Great is the mys-
tery of faith.

C. Your death, Lord Jesus, we proclaim! 
Your resurrection we celebrate!
Your coming in glory we await!
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ANAMNESIS
P. Wherefore, Lord, we celebrate today the memorial of our redemption: we recall

the birth and life of your Son among us, his baptism by John, his last meal with
the apostles, his death and descent to the abode of the dead; we proclaim Christ’s
resurrection and ascension in glory, where as our Great High Priest he ever inter-
cedes for all people; and we look for his coming at the last. United in Christ’s
priesthood, we present to you this memorial: Remember the sacrifice of your
Son and grant to people everywhere the benefits of Christ’s redemptive work.

C. Maranatha, the Lord comes!

EPICLESIS II
P. Behold, Lord, this eucharist which you yourself gave to the Church and gra-

ciously receive it, as you accept the offering of your Son whereby we are rein-
stated in your Covenant. As we partake of Christ’s body and blood, fill us with
the Holy Spirit that we may be one single body and one single spirit in Christ, a
living sacrifice to the praise of your glory.

C. Veni Creator Spiritus!

COMMEMORATIONS
O. Remember, Lord, your one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church, redeemed by

the blood of Christ. Reveal its unity, guard its faith, and preserve it in peace. 

Remember, Lord, all the servants of your Church: bishops, presbyters, deacons,
and all to whom you have given special gifts of ministry.

(Remember especially…)

Remember also all our sisters and brothers who have died in the peace of Christ,
and those whose faith is known to you alone: guide them to the joyful feast pre-
pared for all peoples in your presence, with the blessed Virgin Mary, with the
patriarchs and prophets, the apostles and martyrs…

and all the saints for whom your friendship was life. 

With all these we sing your praise and await the happiness of your Kingdom
where with the whole creation, finally delivered from sin and death, we shall be
enabled to glorify you through Christ our Lord;

C. Maranatha, the Lord comes!

CONCLUSION
P. Through Christ, with Christ, in Christ, all honour and glory is yours, Almighty

God and Father,
in the unity of the Holy Spirit, now and for ever.

C. Amen.

THE LORD’S PRAYER
O. United by one baptism in the same Holy Spirit and the same Body of Christ, we

pray as God’s sons and daughters:
C. Our Father,…

THE PEACE
O. Lord Jesus Christ, you told your apostles: Peace I leave with you, my peace I

give to you. Look not on our sins but on the faith of your Church; in order that
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your will be done, grant us always this peace and guide us toward the perfect
unity of your Kingdom for ever.

C. Amen.
P. The peace of the Lord be with you always.
C. And also with you.
O. Let us give one another a sign of reconciliation and peace.

THE BREAKING OF THE BREAD
P. The bread which we break is the communion of the Body of Christ, the cup of

blessing for which we give thanks is the communion in the Blood of Christ.

LAMB OF GOD
C. Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world, have mercy on us.

Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world, have mercy on us.
Lamb of God, you take away the sins of the world, grant us peace.

COMMUNION

THANKSGIVING PRAYER
P. In peace let us pray to the Lord: O Lord our God, we give you thanks for unit-

ing us by baptism in the Body of Christ and for filling us with joy in the
eucharist. Lead us towards the full visible unity of your Church and help us to
treasure all the signs of reconciliation you have granted us. Now that we have
tasted of the banquet you have prepared for us in the world to come, may we all
one day share together the inheritance of the saints in the life of your heavenly
city, through Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord, who lives and reigns with you in
the unity of the Holy Spirit, ever one God, world without end.

C. Amen.

FINAL HYMN

WORD OF MISSION

BLESSING
P. The Lord bless you and keep you. The Lord make his face to shine on you and

be gracious to you. The Lord look upon you with favour and give you peace.
Almighty God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, bless you now and forever.

C. Amen.

CONSULTATION ON CHURCH UNION LITURGY

This liturgy, like the Lima Eucharistic Liturgy, is recommended for occasional use by the
churches, particularly in ecumenical settings, but also, perhaps, within the context of a par-
ticular congregation’s worship when the relationship to the universal church is being
emphasized. Therefore, approval of this liturgy for use by RCA congregations should not
to be understood to imply regular use or adoption of the form (MGS 1988, p. 213).

M = Minister
C = Congregation

Service of the Table
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THE PEACE
M: The peace of Christ be with you.
C: And also with you.

(The ministers and people may stand and exchange signs and words of God’s peace.)

PRESENTING THE GIFTS

GREAT THANKSGIVING
M: Lift up your hearts.
C: We lift them to the Lord.
M: Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.
C: It is right to give God thanks and praise.

THE PREFACE

M: It is right and good to give you thanks, Almighty God, for you are the source of
light and life. You made us in your image and called us to new life in Jesus
Christ. In all times and places your people proclaim your glory in unending
praise:

(Local congregations and eucharistic communities are encouraged to make their
own decisions about the content and style of the preface, focusing on general
themes stressing the creation, the season or day in the church year, or a local
occasion.)

C: Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power and might,
heaven and earth are full of your glory.
Hosanna in the highest.
Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.
Hosanna in the highest.

M: We remember with joy the grace by which you created all things and made us in
your own image. We rejoice that you called a people in covenant to be a light to
the nations. Yet we rebelled against your will. In spite of the prophets and pas-
tors sent forth to us, we continued to break your covenant.

In the fullness of time, you sent your only son to save us,
Incarnate by the Holy Spirit, born of your favored one, Mary,
sharing our life, he reconciled us to your love.

At the Jordan your Spirit descended upon him, anointing him to preach the good
news of your reign.

He healed the sick and fed the hungry,
manifesting the power of your compassion.

He sought out the lost and broke bread with sinners,
witnessing the fullness of your grace.

We beheld his glory.
On the night before he died for us, Jesus took bread;
giving thanks to you, he broke the bread
and offered it to his disciples, saying:
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“Take this and eat; this is my body which is given for you,
do this in remembrance of me.”

Taking a cup, again he gave thanks to you,
shared the cup with his disciples and said:

“This is the cup of the new covenant in my blood.
Drink from this all of you.
This is poured out for you and for many, for the forgiveness of sins.” 

After the meal our Lord was arrested, abandoned by his followers and beaten.

He stood trial and was put to death on a cross.

Having emptied himself in the form of a servant, and being obedient even to
death,
he was raised from the dead
and exalted as Lord of heaven and earth.

Through him you bestow the gift of your Spirit
uniting your church, empowering its mission,
and leading us into the new creation you have promised.

Gracious God, we celebrate with joy the redemption you won for us in Jesus
Christ.

Grant that in praise and thanksgiving we may be a living sacrifice, holy and
acceptable in your sight, that our lives may proclaim the mystery of faith:

C: Christ has died,
Christ is risen,
Christ will come again.

M: Loving God, pour out your Holy Spirit upon us
and upon these gifts,
that they may be for us the body and blood
of our Savior Jesus Christ.

Grant that we may be for the world the body of Christ,
redeemed through his blood,
serving and reconciling all people to you.

Remember your church, scattered upon the face of the earth:
gather it in unity and preserve it in truth.

Remember the saints who have gone before us
especially _____________ and __________________.

(here may occur special names)

In communion with them and with all creation, 
we worship and glorify you always:

Through your Son Jesus Christ
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with the Holy Spirit in your Holy Church,
all glory and honor is yours, Almighty God,
now and forever.
Amen.

THE LORD’S PRAYER

BREAKING OF THE BREAD
(The minister breaks the bread in silence or while saying:)

M: The bread which we break, 
Is it not a sharing in the Body of Christ?
Because there is one bread,
we who are many are one body,
for we all partake of the one bread.
The wine which we drink,
is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ?
The cup which we bless 
is the communion in the blood of Christ.

SHARING OF THE BREAD AND THE CUP

FORMULA OF AGREEMENT LITURGY

In 1998 the General Synod examined the order of worship prepared by the Lutheran-
Reformed Subcommittee on Worship for joint celebrations of the adoption of full com-
munion between the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A .), the United Church of Christ, the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, and the Reformed Church in America. Upon the
recommendation of its review committee, the synod voted “to encourage RCA congrega-
tions to make occasional use of the order of worship and the guidelines prepared by the
Lutheran-Reformed Subcommittee on Worship” (MGS 1998, p. 275).

M = Minister
C = Congregation

Eucharist 

OFFERING OF GIFTS 

PRAYER 
M: As the bread broken was first scattered on the hills,

then was gathered and became one,
so let your church be gathered
from the ends of the earth into your kingdom
for yours is glory and power through all ages.
Blessed be God, forever and ever. Amen. 

GREAT THANKSGIVING 
M: The Lord be with you.
C: And also with you.
M: Lift up your hearts.
C: We lift them to the Lord.
M: Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.
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It is right to give our thanks and praise. 
Loving God, the Source of all,
we thank you and praise you
with our lips and in our lives
that having created us and all things through your Word
you welcome and accept our prayer and praise. 
For the goodness of creation
and the glory of redemption to which you call us,
we praise you.
For the law of holiness inviting our obedience
and the call of prophets, rebuking our disobedience
we praise you. 
With all that is, seen and unseen,
and with all the faithful
of every time and place,
we join in this hymn
of praise and thanksgiving: 

SANCTUS

C: Holy, holy, Lord most holy, God of power and God of might;
Heaven and earth reveal your glory, hail, hosanna, Lord of light!
Blessed be the coming Savior, hail, hosanna, Lord of light!

M: Loving God, the Holy One,
we offer you praise and thanksgiving
over this bread and cup
because in Jesus Christ,
your only begotten
you have forever joined yourself to us,
uniting heaven and earth. 
Now therefore we gratefully recall and remember
the wonder of his incarnation,
his birth as one of us,
his baptism for our sin,
his compassion for our suffering,
his intimacy with our frailty,
his rebuke of our pride,
his bearing of the cross with its death
and his rising from the tomb by the power of God. 
It was he who on the night when he was betrayed
took a loaf of bread and gave thanks,
broke it, and gave it to his disciples saying:
Take, and eat; this is my body given for you.
Do this for the remembrance of me. 
Again, after supper, he took the cup,
gave thanks and gave it to all to drink saying:
This cup is the new covenant in my blood
shed for you and for all people
for the forgiveness of sin.
Do this for the remembrance of me. 
According to his command and promise of presence,
we affirm the mystery of faith:
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C: Christ has died,
Christ is risen,
Christ will come again.

M: Loving God, Creative Power,
blessing your Name, we seek your Spirit.
Come to us and bless these gifts of bread and wine,
that they may be for us by faith the body and blood of Christ,
the sign and seal of our forgiveness in him
and our adoption as the children of God. 
As we eat and drink together
make us one with Christ and one in Christ;
a sign of his eternal reign in all the world.
This sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving
we offer you, loving God,
through Jesus Christ our Lord and Savior,
in the unity of the Holy Spirit,
one God to ages of ages.

C: Amen.
M: With the confidence of the children of God, let us pray:
C: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name,

your kingdom come,
your will be done, on earth as in heaven.
Give us today our daily bread.
Forgive us our sins
as we forgive those who sin against us.
Save us from the time of trial
and deliver us from evil.
For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are yours
now and forever. Amen. 

BREAKING OF THE BREAD Tune: St. Columba

C: O Lamb of God, you bear the sin of all the world away;
you suffered death our lives to save: have mercy now, we pray. 
O Lamb of God, you bear the sin of all the world away;
you set us free from guilt and grave, have mercy now, we pray. 
O Lamb of God, you bear the sin of all the world away;
eternal peace with God you made, give us your peace, we pray. 

COMMUNION OF THE PEOPLE 

MUSIC AT THE DISTRIBUTION 

PRAYER AFTER COMMUNION 
M: O God the One God, you have opened wide your hands and satisfied the desire

of your living creatures. You have fed us with one food 
C: that we may be one.
M: You have filled us with your presence
C: that we may be one.
M: You have showered on us your Spirit
C: that we may be one:
M: You in Christ, and Christ in us,
C: That all may be one.
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M: Send us into the world as your servants, fed and on fire with the Spirit, that the
world may know that you have loved them, through Jesus Christ, to whom be
praise with you and the Holy Spirit, to the ages of ages.

C: Amen. 

OCCASIONAL USE LITURGY NO. 1
M = Minister
C = Congregation

COMMUNION LITURGY

M: Beloved in the Lord Jesus, the meal which we are about to celebrate is a feast of
remembrance, communion, and hope.

C: We come to remember that Jesus was sent into the world to assume our flesh and
blood, to become God with us, that we might be redeemed.

M: We come to have communion with this same Christ who has promised to be with
us even to the end of the world.

C: We come in hope, believing that this bread and this cup are a pledge and a fore-
taste of a new heaven and a new earth, where we shall behold God.

M: Jesus said, I was hungry and you gave me food;
C: I was thirsty and you gave me drink.
M: Here is the bread of life given for us;
C: let all who hunger come and eat.
M: Here is the fruit of the vine, poured out for us;
C: let all who thirst come and drink.

M: The Lord be with you.
C: And also with you.
M: Lift up your hearts!
C: We lift them up to the Lord.
M: Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.
C: It is right to give our thanks and praise!

M: Holy and right it is to give you thanks and praise at all times and in all places, 
O God our Creator. Source of all life and goodness, 
You created heaven with all its hosts and the earth with all its plenty
and preserve us by your providence.

C: When we disobeyed, 
you sent Jesus to deliver us from sin and death 
and free us to joyful obedience.

M: With your whole church on earth and with all the company of heaven 
we proclaim your glory.

The Sanctus may be used here, if desired.
Examples: Sing! A New Creation 250, 251, 252, 259]

M: Most righteous God, we remember in this meal the perfect sacrifice offered once
on the cross by our Lord Jesus Christ for the sin of the whole world.

C: United with Christ in his suffering, 
strengthened by the Holy Spirit, 
trusting in the power of God to triumph over evil, 
we wait in joyful hope for the fullness of God’s reign.
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M: Send your Holy Spirit upon us, we pray, 
that the bread which we break
and the cup which we bless
may be to us the communion of the body and blood of Christ.
Grant that, being joined together in him,
we may attain to the unity of the faith
and grow up in all things into Christ our Lord.

C: And as this grain has been gathered from many fields into one loaf,
and these grapes from many hills into one cup,
grant, O Lord, that your whole Church
may soon be gathered from the ends of the earth
into your kingdom.
Even so, come, Lord Jesus!

M: The Lord Jesus, the same night he was betrayed, took bread;
and when he had given thanks,
he broke it

(The minister shall break the bread.)

and gave it to them, saying, “Take, eat; this is my body which is given for you:
do this in remembrance of me.”

(Lifting the cup, the minister shall say:)

After the same manner also, he took the cup when they had supped,
saying, “This cup is the new testament in my blood:
this do, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.”

(In partaking of the bread it shall be said:)

The bread which we break is the communion of the body of Christ.

(In partaking of the cup it shall be said:)

The cup of blessing which we bless is the communion of the blood of Christ.

THANKSGIVING AFTER COMMUNION
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Report of the Commission on Church Order

The Commission on Church Order met October 16-19, 2008, in Rosemont, Illinois, and
again January 30-31, 2009, at the RCA Michigan Regional Center in Grand Rapids,
Michigan. Additionally the commission met by means of conference calls and communi-
cated by email to process the business of the commission. 

Judicial Bodies

In 2007 the commission brought to General Synod a recommendation for the Book of
Church Order (BCO) that proposed significant changes in how judicial business would be
conducted in the Reformed Church in America (RCA). Generally it proposed that in most
assemblies when functioning as a judicatory the work of the judicatory would be facilitat-
ed by a new judicial body of that assembly called a Commission on Judicial Business. The
Commission on Church Order believed there to be a number of advantages to this system
including freeing the assembly to do the work of the church while leaving the details of a
judicial procedure to those elected by the assembly (i.e. the Commission on Judicial
Business), who would have the ability to handle it efficiently and fairly.

While the 2007 General Synod approved the recommendation and while a majority of the
classes ratified the proposed BCO amendments, the amendments failed to receive the nec-
essary approval by two-thirds of the classes to allow for the incorporation of the changes
into the BCO. 

The commission has dialogued with the greater church about concerns that were perceived
by the classes as they considered the ratification vote. The message heard is that many
believed that having a judicial body do the work of the judicatory works on the level of the
regional synod and the General Synod, but there were concerns about it at the classis level.
(Note that there never was a proposed change to use judicial bodies at the level of the board
of elders.) 

There remains on the part of the Commission on Church Order a belief in the value of judi-
cial bodies doing the work of the judicatory. Therefore, the commission worked during the
past year toward a proposal to the church that would be similar to what was proposed to
the General Synod in 2007 but would be only on the level of the regional synods and the
General Synod. While the work on this proposal is not yet complete, the commission plans
to bring a recommendation for new judicial bodies to the 2010 General Synod. The com-
mission welcomes input from the church as it continues to work on a judicial bodies pro-
posal.

Recourse for the Decision of an Investigative Committee

Provision is made in the polity of the RCA for a procedure to impose discipline when there
are offenses subject to accusation that can be shown to be such from the Holy Scriptures
or from the Constitution of the RCA. That provision is found in the Discipline section of
the BCO (Chapter 2, Part I). A specific part of this is the procedure for bringing a charge
(BCO, Chapter 2, Part I, Article 4). In this procedure a committee of the judicatory is
appointed to determine if there is sufficient merit for the charge to warrant further consid-
eration. This committee is usually referred to as the investigative committee. After a stip-
ulated process, the BCO states in part that if the committee finds that “there is not suffi-
cient merit, the committee shall dismiss the charge. This dismissal shall be the final reso-
lution of the charge by the judicatory” (BCO, Chapter 2, Part I, Article 4, Sec. 6). 
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It has come to the attention of the commission that there is not clarity about what “final
resolution of the charge” means from the point of view of an accuser—a person who
brought the charge. What recourse does the accuser have if he or she does not agree with
the decision of the investigative committee? How can this be a resolution by the judicato-
ry when only a committee considered the charge? Can the accuser file an appeal of this
decision to a higher judicatory?

An example of the confusion was laid before the 2008 General Synod in a matter present-
ed by the Commission on Judicial Business where a charge was dismissed by an inves-
tigative committee of a classis and subsequently that charge was appealed to the higher
judicatory. Without going into detail suffice it to say that the 2008 General Synod said that
such a dismissal cannot be appealed because it is only in order when a judgment has been
reached. Dismissal by an investigative committee is not a judgment. 

The commission agrees with the opinion of the 2008 General Synod that a dismissal of a
charge cannot be appealed to a higher body. While not constitutional, the explanatory note
for Section 6 (explanatory note 15, BCO page 92) states in part that if “dissatisfied with
the decision of the committee of the judicatory, a new charge(s) may be filed.” A further
recourse might be that a complaint against the actions of the investigative committee may
be filed, if one of the grounds of a complaint is alleged. 

To clarify that the dismissal of a charge by an investigative committee is not a judgment
of a judicatory and therefore not open to appeal, the commission offers the following rec-
ommendation:

R-58
To adopt the following amendment to the Book of Church Order,
Chapter 2, Part I, Article 4, Section 6, for recommendation to the
classes for approval (additions are underlined, deletions are stricken
out):

Chapter 2, Part I, Article 4, Section 6

Sec. 6. If the charge is not otherwise resolved, and the committee
determines there is sufficient merit in the charge, the judicatory shall
proceed to trial. If there is not sufficient merit, the committee shall
dismiss the charge. This dismissal shall be the final resolution of the
charge by the judicatory. (ADOPTED)

The Commission on Church Order will be amending explanatory note 15 (BCO, page 92)
to indicate that additional recourse for dissatisfaction with the decision of the investigative
committee may be a complaint against the actions of the investigative committee, provid-
ing that one of the grounds for complaint is alleged. 

Supersession of a Consistory

The commission was given the following General Synod referral (MGS 2008, R-26, p.
123):

To instruct the Commission on Church Order to review the Book of Church Order
(BCO), Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Sections 12-15 (regarding the supersession of con-
sistories by classes) and BCO Chapter 1, Part II, Article 12, Section 8 (regarding the
dissolution of pastoral relationships), specifically looking to clarify the meaning and
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implication of these sections and recommending, as it sees fit, possible amendments to
the Book of Church Order, for report to the 2009 General Synod. 

The commission performed a thorough review of the BCO sections that give the rules for
a classis to supersede a consistory (Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Sections 12-15). Reasons
that accompanied the referral included statements of concern about the hostile nature of the
language to supersede a consistory and about issues that may arise on a potential dissolu-
tion of a pastoral relationship as it relates to the rules found in BCO Chapter 1, Part II,
Article 12, Section 8.

While noting and addressing the specific concerns addressed in the rationale for the refer-
ral, the instruction was to do a general review. The commission offers three recommenda-
tions that are designed to help both the classis and the affected church with the process of
classis supersession of a consistory. Two of the recommendations propose additional rea-
sons for which a classis might supersede a consistory, and the third recommendation will
be to clarify the process within the BCO. Additionally the commission offers some guide-
lines for a classis to follow in the process.

Classes are required to determine that at least one of the conditions that is listed in BCO,
Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Section 12 exists before moving to supersede a consistory. In
reviewing this list of conditions, it came to the attention of the commission that another
harmful condition could be present in a church that would call for superseding the consis-
tory of that church. While items like property foreclosure and neglect of property are men-
tioned as conditions, there is no mention of a condition where financial irregularities or
improprieties are occurring. Therefore the commission makes the following recommenda-
tion to add such a reason:

R-59
To adopt the following amendment to the Book of Church Order,
Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Section 12, for recommendation to the
classes for approval (additions are underlined, deletions are stricken
out, subsequent subsections are renumbered):

Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Section 12

Sec. 12. The classis shall have the authority to supersede a
consistory in the administration of a local church when, in its
judgment, there are conditions in that church which make it unable to
fulfill the functions of a local church as these are defined by the classis.
Such conditions shall include at least one of the following:

a.        Failure to hold regularly scheduled Sunday services.

b. Absence of a quorum of a governing body as prescribed by the
constitution, bylaws, or rules of order of the church, for a
period of three months.

c.        Lack of a governing body.

d.        Danger of loss of property by reason of foreclosure or
otherwise.

e. Financial irregularities or improprieties, including, but not
limited to, the improper use of church funds.
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e. f. Neglect of the physical condition of the church properties.

f. g. Insufficiency of confessing membership to fulfill the purposes
and responsibilities of an organized church.

g. h. Long-term or rapid decline in participation or membership.

h. i. Inability to provide adequate ministerial services. (ADOPTED)

A time may come in the life of a church when both the consistory and the classis realize
that it is the end of that church’s ministry. For a classis to close a church the classis needs
to assume control of that church by superseding the consistory. In these cases the super-
session is voluntary and may actually be requested by the consistory. While undoubtedly
this currently occurs, the BCO provisions assume an adversarial supersession with no pro-
vision for a request by the consistory. Therefore the commission makes the following rec-
ommendation to add a condition to the list found in Section 12:

R-60
To adopt the following amendment to the Book of Church Order,
Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Section 12, for recommendation to the
classes for approval (additions are underlined, deletions are stricken
out):

Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Section 12

Sec. 12. The classis shall have the authority to supersede a
consistory in the administration of a local church when, in its
judgment, there are conditions in that church which make it unable to
fulfill the functions of a local church as these are defined by the classis.
Such conditions shall include at least one of the following:

a.        Failure to hold regularly scheduled Sunday services.

b.        Absence of a quorum of a governing body as prescribed by the
constitution, bylaws, or rules of order of the church, for a
period of three months.

c.        Lack of a governing body.

d.        Danger of loss of property by reason of foreclosure or
otherwise.

e.        Neglect of the physical condition of the church properties.

f.        Insufficiency of confessing membership to fulfill the purposes
and responsibilities of an organized church.

g.        Long-term or rapid decline in participation or membership.

h.        Inability to provide adequate ministerial services.

i. The consistory requests supersession. (ADOPTED)
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The commission believes that the remaining sections that give the classis rules regarding
supersession and reconstitution of a consistory (BCO, Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Sections
13-15) should be refined and clarified so that those involved in this action have a clear
understanding of what is expected during the process as well as the structure after the
supersession. This includes adding a clear statement about the persons classis appoints to
exercise the functions of a consistory. The commission offers the following recommenda-
tion that is intended primarily to clarify the intent and clean up the language rather than
make any substantive change:

R-61
To adopt the following amendment to the Book of Church Order,
Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Sections 13-15, for recommendation to the
classes for approval (additions are underlined, deletions are stricken
out):

Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7

Sec. 13. Classis shall be directed by the following rules when
superseding a consistory:

a. Before superseding a consistory, the classis shall state notify the
church of its intention and summon the consistory of that church
governing body to show cause why that consistory should not be
dissolved and the church and its property be administered under the
direction and supervision of the classis. The notice shall include the
following:

1. the basis upon which the classis is seeking supersession.

2. the time, date, and location of the classis meeting where
supersession shall be considered.

3. a statement that the consistory must appear at the meeting
identified in Section 13(a)(2) and show cause why it should
not be dissolved.

b. If the basis for supersession is the request of the consistory, the
consistory need not show cause why it should not be dissolved and
may, instead, advise the classis of its approval of this action.

c. If the classis, after having heard the consistory, continues in its
intention, it shall dissolve the consistory and otherwise terminate the
formal organization of that church and take such steps as may be
necessary to bring that church, its ministry, and its property under
the direct administration of the classis. 

d. Such a church shall not have a consistory, but the classis shall
designate those persons, not necessarily members of that church,
who shall exercise the functions of a consistory or a board of elders
or a board of deacons as may be necessary for the administration of
the church. These persons shall serve the church in the same
capacity as a consistory until such time as the life of the church has
reached an end or a consistory for the church is reconstituted
(Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Section 15).
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e. All actions The final action of the classis under this section to
dissolve a consistory shall require a two-thirds vote. of The classis
shall have a quorum present consisting of a majority of the elder
delegates and a majority of those ministers who are actively serving
in ministries under the jurisdiction of the classis.

Sec. 14. When the classis has superseded a consistory, it shall have
the authority, in the exercise of its discretion and in accordance with
the laws of the state in which that church is located, to:

a. terminate whatever authority the consistory or any other body has as
trustees of the church property.

b. take the church under its direction by appointing such trustees as are
required for the protection, preservation, management and
ownership of the property during such time as the classis shall
determine. 

All actions of the classis under this section shall require a two-thirds
vote. of the members The classis shall have a quorum present
consisting of a majority of the elder delegates and a majority of those
ministers who are actively serving in ministries under the jurisdiction
of the classis.

Sec. 15. The classis shall have the authority to reconstitute the
consistory of a church when, in the judgment of the classis, sufficient
growth has been achieved or suitable stability created so that the
church can continue ministry without classis administration. The
classis shall guide the consistory selection process (Chapter 1, Part I,
Article 2, Section 14). All actions of the classis under this section shall
require a two-thirds vote. The classis shall have a quorum present
consisting of a majority of the elder delegates and a majority of those
ministers who are actively serving in ministries under the jurisdiction
of the classis. (ADOPTED)

The process to supersede a consistory—whether requested by a consistory or taken by a
classis as a necessary action—is a task that is not always easily understood, especially
since it is a task that (fortunately) does not occur regularly. It is a process that often results
in the end of the life of a church, but it might be a time of renewal and rebirth. It can be a
step in the renewal of a church as it needs to regroup with the classis’ help toward restart-
ing its ministry. Whatever the case the classis must do what is best for God’s kingdom
while still working within strict conformity to those provisions mandated by the BCO. 

It may be helpful for classes to follow some guidelines as they find supersession of a con-
sistory before them. These guidelines anticipate that some process has occurred with a
church prior to the actual steps toward supersession. These guidelines do not change BCO
provisions, and those must take precedence.

Steps to Guide Classes in the Supersession of a Consistory

1. When there are conditions in a church that the classis determines makes it unable to
fulfill the functions of a church, the classis then may move towards superseding a
consistory by satisfying itself that one or more of the provisions of Chapter 1, Part
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II, Article 7, Section 12 are true. This determination may be done by the full classis
but more likely it will happen within a committee of the classis that has been work-
ing with the church and that is authorized to bring this intention before the classis
and to the consistory. 

2. The classis notifies the church that it is the intention of the classis to dissolve the
consistory and that the church and its property will be administered under the direc-
tion and supervision of the classis. This notification process must occur even if it is
a voluntary supersession, i.e. the consistory requests that the classis takes this action.
In subsequent steps, the consistory may indicate its approval of or agreement with
this action rather than showing cause why it should not happen.The notice will:
a. give the reason(s) from the list found in Section 12.
b. give the time, date, and location of the classis meeting where the action to super-

sede will be considered.
c. summon the consistory to that meeting to show cause why it should not be dis-

solved.
d. be delivered within the constitutional lead time for a notice of a stated or special

classis session.
3. When supersession is to be considered at a stated meeting the notice to the classis

should include the supersession as an item on the agenda. When this action is to be
considered at a special meeting, the notice to classis must follow BCO rules in regard
to the ten-day notice requirement and the requirement to state the purpose of the
meeting.

4. At said meeting, classis places the motion to supersede on the floor of the classis.
The motion should state that in conformity with BCO Section 12 reason(s) [state
them], the classis dissolves the consistory of [church name] and terminates the for-
mal organization of said church; further, the church, its ministry, and its property is
to come under the direct administration of the classis; further, the classis appoints
[name the persons] who will exercise the functions of a consistory or a board of eld-
ers or a board of deacons as may be necessary for the administration of the church.

5. Said meeting must have the quorum of a stated session (i.e. a majority of the elder
delegates and a majority of those ministers who are actively serving in ministries
under the jurisdiction of classis).

6. Classis shall make provision to hear the consistory in addition to any normal dis-
cussion on the motion. The said church may also have its normal elder delegate(s),
who can participate as fully in discussion as other elder delegates. Provision to ade-
quately allow the consistory to be heard does not necessarily mean that the classis
allows others in the congregation to be heard.

7. The vote on the motion as defined in step 6 (to supersede and appoint those exercis-
ing the function of the consistory) requires a two-thirds approval vote to pass. The
BCO states that “Voting rights shall be limited to elder delegates and those enrolled
ministers who are actively serving as ministers either under the jurisdiction of or
with the approval of the classis” (BCO, Chapter 1, Part II, Article 1).

8. The classis shall appoint persons as trustees for the protection, preservation, man-
agement, and ownership of the property during such time as the classis shall deter-
mine. Those persons may or may not be the same persons who were appointed to
function as the consistory. Note that the way in which property is owned may vary
from state to state. It is important to obtain legal advice to insure clear ownership of
the property.

9. The classis should seek proper legal advice regarding terminating the authority of the
consistory, especially as it applies to the church property. If appropriate, the classis
shall take action (the motion approved by two-thirds vote) to terminate whatever
authority the consistory or any other body has as trustees of the church property. 

10.Finally, throughout the process the classis needs to make sure that every part of the
BCO process is followed carefully, and that there are no conclusions being reached
prematurely, procedural irregularities, or appearances of bias.
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Receiving Ministers from Other Denominations

The 2007 General Synod voted:

To instruct the Commission on Church Order to review Chapter 1, Part II, Article 11,
Section 4a (3-4) of the Book of Church Order and to consider amendments to that sec-
tion that would allow a classis to waive the receipt of an academic degree and a semi-
nary transcript in limited instances when an ordained minister of a church in commun-
ion with the General Synod is unable to furnish such documents (MGS 2007, R-28, pp.
108-109).

While in the process of working on this referral the commission received communication
from the board of trustees of the Ministerial Formation Certification Agency (MFCA) that
expressed a concern about how classes are receiving ministers from other denominations.
They stated that they have learned of situations where candidates enrolled with MFCA
have “opted out of the RCA and then sought and obtained ordination with other churches
or organizations” (MGS 2008, p. 298). Subsequently, classes receive these same candi-
dates into classis membership—and therefore membership as an RCA minister of Word
and sacrament—as ordained ministers from other “denominations.” 

BCO Chapter 1, Part II, Article 11 governs how a classis receives ministers (and licensed
candidates) from other denominations. The commission sees a request from a classis that
asks for a little more flexibility. The commission sees a request from MFCA that asks that
it be clarified that the BCO requires the same minister preparation standards for a minister
from another denomination as is required by the RCA. The commission believes both
requests to be valid. 

The commission looked at all of Article 11 not just subsections of it. The first three sec-
tions of this article outline the rules for reception of ministers from other denominations
while the fourth section, with its many parts, is more like a process guide for implementa-
tion of the first three sections. (The fifth and last section of the article deals with licensed
candidates and does not enter into this particular discussion.) 

The commission debated whether or not the BCO should be a procedural manual, as the
details of such a manual can become troublesome. For example, the aforementioned
Section 4 of Article 11 only refers to a process for ministers from other denominations who
wish to be considered for a call from a congregation, which then becomes confusing when
ministers are being considered to be received under other circumstances. On the other hand
the commission recognized that it is helpful to classes to have steps to follow so that noth-
ing is missed in these important matters. Additionally the commission believes that the
items under subsection 4a of Article 11 should be followed in all cases.

To clarify that ministers from other denominations must have completed the same stan-
dards of preparation as those required in the RCA, to clarify that in all cases classes need
to have proper evidence of the credentials of ministers from other denominations, and to
allow classes to not be restricted from exercising good judgment, the commission makes
the following recommendation:

R-62
To adopt the following amendment to the Book of Church Order,
Chapter 1, Part II, Article 11, Sections 3-5, for recommendation to the
classes for approval (additions are underlined, deletions are stricken
out):
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Chapter 1, Part II, Article 11

Sec. 3. When an application is made for admission to the classis by
a licensed candidate or a minister from another denomination, the
classis shall consider only an applicant who has satisfied educational
requirements that are equivalent determine whether the applicant’s
educational qualifications are equal to those required in the Reformed
Church in America, and it shall subject the applicant to such
examination before classis as shall demonstrate the applicant’s
understanding of the theology, history, government, and disciplinary
procedures of the Reformed Church in America; understanding of and
adherence to the Standards of the Reformed Church in America; and
loyalty to its agencies.

Sec. 4. a. When an ordained minister of another denomination
wishes to be considered for a call from a congregation in the RCA
apply for admission to the classis, that minister shall furnish the stated
clerk of classis with the following or the equivalent:

1. a. a written statement from the body holding the minister’s
credentials attesting that the minister is an ordained minister in
good and regular standing;

2. b. a completed Minister’s Profile form;
3. c. copies of academic degrees; 
4. d. a seminary transcript; 
5. e. names, addresses, and telephone numbers of five persons who

are qualified to comment on the applicant’s ministry;
6. f. a statement from the applicant which attests to knowledge of

Reformed Church history, readiness to adhere to the Standards
of the RCA, and a basic knowledge of and readiness to support
Reformed Church agencies and institutions.

 Sec. 5. An ordained minister from another denomination may seek
to receive preliminary approval to candidate with RCA congregations.

b. a. Prior to becoming a serious candidate for a call from a
congregation in the Reformed Church in America, an ordained
minister who is affiliated with another denomination shall meet
with the appropriate committee of a Reformed Church classis,
which shall determine whether, in its judgment, the minister is
able to meet the requirements set forth in the Book of Church
Order, Part II, Article 11, Sections 1, 2, and 3, and 4 above. The
committee’s judgment, whether positive or negative, shall be
sent by the stated clerk to the Office of Ministry Services for
attachment to the applicant’s Minister’s Profile form and such
distribution as may be appropriate.

c. b.   If the committee’s judgment is negative, the classis may appoint
one or more of its ministers to assist the applicant in preparation
for a second meeting with the classis committee, which shall
take place not less than six months after the initial meeting. The
committee may also require additional formal study prior to a
second meeting.



298 GENERAL SYNOD/JUNE 2009

d. c. When an ordained minister who is affiliated with another
denomination has met with a classis committee in order to
determine whether the minister is qualified to be considered for
a call to a Reformed church, and the committee is not satisfied
with the minister’s qualifications, any subsequent meetings for
the same purpose shall take place within the same classis, unless
the classis specifically requests another classis to act on its
behalf.

e. d.  When a classis is requested to approve a call to a minister who is
affiliated with another denomination, prior to its examination of
the applicant it shall obtain full information from the chairperson
of the committee which reviewed the applicant’s qualifications,
as outlined in b, c, and d a, b, and c above.

[The current Section 5 becomes Section 6.] (ADOPTED)

Church Growth Fund Representation at General Synod

The bylaws of the General Synod provide for corresponding delegates from various agen-
cies, commissions, and other related entities to provide for a proper communication link
between the General Synod and the entity. Examples include corresponding delegates from
the RCA colleges, the Church Herald, the seminaries, the Ministerial Formation
Certification Agency, and the Board of Benefits Services.

The RCA Church Growth Fund currently has no such connection. The RCA Church
Growth Fund has requested such a connection be established to allow for proper connect-
edness to the General Synod. Therefore the commission proposes a change to the bylaws
of the General Synod:

R-63
To adopt the following revision to the Book of Church Order, Chapter
3, Part I, Article 8, Section 13, for approval by the synod and to be
voted for ratification at the 2010 General Synod (additions are
underlined, deletions are stricken out):

Sec. 13. RCA Church Growth Fund

The president of the RCA Church Growth Fund board of directors, or
another of its members designated by the RCA Church Growth Fund
board of directors, shall be a corresponding delegate. (ADOPTED)

Membership of the Commission on Christian Education and Discipleship

The commission received a communication that came jointly from the Commission on
Nominations and the Commission on Christian Education and Discipleship. That communi-
cation requested that the Commission on Church Order consider changes to a section of the
bylaws of General Synod that sets the membership of the Commission on Christian Education
and Discipleship. The reasons for the request as stated by the two commissions are:

First, there is a significant (and seemingly growing) focus in the RCA on discipleship
and youth ministries due to the prevalence of all age groups coming to communities of
faith with no previous Christian faith development. Assuming this is so, the commis-
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sions believe it is appropriate for this to be reflected in the BCO provisions regarding
membership on the Commission on Christian Education and Discipleship.

Second, it is becoming increasingly difficult to satisfy some of the requirements for
membership on the Commission on Christian Education and Discipleship—particular-
ly the requirement that two of the members of the Commission on Christian Education
and Discipleship be members from the faculties of RCA-affiliated institutions. Simply
put, there are a limited number of faculty members of RCA-affiliated institutions who
both a) have knowledge of and interest in Christian education and b) are members of
the Reformed Church in America.

The Commission on Church Order concurs with these commissions. Therefore it recom-
mends the following change in the bylaws of the General Synod:

R-64
To adopt the following revision to the Book of Church Order, Chapter
3, Part I, Article 5, Section 12a, for approval by the synod and to be
voted for ratification at the 2010 General Synod (additions are
underlined, deletions are stricken out):

Sec. 12. Commission on Christian Education and Discipleship

a. Membership

The commission shall have seven members. At least three shall be
persons with responsibility for discipleship and education and
discipleship in RCA churches and one two shall be a members from
the facultyies of an RCA-affiliated institutions. A general knowledge
of, and interest in, Christian education and discipleship shall be
required of all members. (ADOPTED)

Affinity Classis—Definition of Bounds

Included in the Commission on Church Order report to the 2008 General Synod was the
topic regarding a classis that is formed using other than geographical boundaries. A so-
called affinity classis was formed by the Regional Synod of the Far West; that classis is
called the Center City Network Classis. Repeating what was said in the commission’s 2008
report (MGS 2008, p. 250):

Although the commission believes that the historical intention of the BCO was for clas-
sis bounds to be geographic lines, nothing was found that clearly prohibits the forma-
tion of this type of classis. The BCO gives the regional synods the power to “form, com-
bine, and disband classes, and may transfer churches from one classis to another with-
in its bounds” (BCO, Chapter 1, Part III, Article 2, Section 3). While it is not within the
area of responsibility of the commission to determine the merits of such a decision, sev-
eral suggestions were offered by the commission to the Regional Synod of the Far West
prior to the new classis formation.

At the 2008 General Synod Center City Network Classis representatives were invited to
participate in the life of the synod but were not allowed to vote. They were not allowed to
vote only because the bylaws of the General Synod state that the configuration of the class-
es for determining General Synod delegates shall be as of “December 31st of the year
immediately preceding the year in which General Synod is convened” (BCO 3.I.1.1c), and
the classis was formed after that date. Coming out of the discussion of seating the new clas-
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sis at the 2008 General Synod, a written statement was delivered to the president of the
General Synod that requested that the Commission on Church Order form a definition of
“bounds” as it is used in the BCO. The president referred that request to the commission. 

In the fall of 2008 the commission received a communication from the Classis of Greater
Palisades. That communication asked the commission to respond to several questions that
revolved on the “bounds” definition as it is used in the BCO.

On a different but related issue, the commission continued its discussion and initiated com-
munication regarding the Church Multiplication Team (CMT) conviction document. The
specifics of the commission work with this document will be given later in this
Commission on Church Order report. However, suffice it to say here, some of the issues
that to the commission are less than clear in the CMT conviction document are about how
authority is granted to classes across traditional classis boundaries.

It became clear to the commission that this is a larger issue than is appropriate for the
Commission on Church Order to determine. While the commission understands the histo-
ry of the intention of “bounds” in the BCO, it also realizes that the BCO is a document that
evolves as the church’s understanding of its polity develops. The BCO does not specifi-
cally forbid what has occurred nor does it specifically permit it. Church order is there to
serve the church, not the other way around. It must be flexible enough to free the church
to do the things that are important while still giving the necessary structure and reflection
of Reformed theology.

Given that this is a larger issue than the commission, the following recommendation is
offered:

R-65
To instruct the General Synod Council, in consultation with the RCA
seminaries and the General Synod professors of theology, to offer a
church-wide discussion on the issue of “bounds” as it is used in the
Book of Church Order, particularly on the issue of classis boundaries;
and further,

that this church-wide discussion event be one that is self-funded. 
(ADOPTED)

Church Multiplication Team Conviction Document

The RCA Church Multiplication Team (CMT) developed a conviction document that
defines the relationship between a church plant and its classis of accountability. This doc-
ument is commonly known as the CMT Conviction. The CMT is a ministry arm of the
General Synod Council (GSC). It reports to the GSC through the general secretary. 

The Commission on Church Order reported to the 2008 General Synod that prior to the
2008 synod session it entered into dialogue with CMT representatives along with General
Synod officers and others. Out of that discussion came some changes in the CMT
Conviction. That conviction was quoted for the 2008 General Synod in the workbook and
it appears in the 2008 Minutes of General Synod on pages 136-137.

The commission report to the 2008 General Synod on this matter concluded with the fol-
lowing: “The commission will remain in discussion with the Church Multiplication Team
and/or the General Synod Council (GSC)—which had voted that the document is not in
violation of GSC policies—as the commission believes that continued refinement of such
a document is in the best interest of all” (MGS 2008, p. 250).
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The CMT conviction states that a classis of a parenting church determines the classis of
accountability and support for a new church start. It goes on to say that this relationship
will remain with the classis of the parent church for the initial ten years—or longer.

The primary concern that the commission has with this document is not so much crossing
traditional boundaries—although when that boundary crossing happens, that is when
issues might arise—rather it is that the authority is vested in this document rather than
appropriately in an assembly. While the CMT may wish this document to mandate the clas-
sis relationship, our polity states that “governance of the Reformed church is executed
through the offices gathered in assemblies” (BCO, Preamble, p. 4). It is the assemblies that
govern, not a conviction, not the GSC, and not staff employed by any assembly. 

Suggestions have been given for modification of the CMT conviction document that would
direct an appropriate assembly to make the classis of accountability decision when the par-
ent church and church plant relationship crosses traditional boundaries. It may well hap-
pen that the decision will be to keep the church plant’s classis of accountability with the
classis of the parent church as stated in the CMT conviction, but that decision should be
made by an appropriate assembly.

As of this writing the members of the CMT have only modified their document by adding
a footnote that states that those involved with a particular church plant will be “in consul-
tation with other regional synods, classes, and congregations prior to the establishment of
a new ministry.” The commission appreciates this assurance, however, it does not provide
for resolution if disagreement would occur between the parties involved.

The commission intends to continue to monitor how the CMT Conviction is used. It is the
commission’s intention to remain in communication with the CMT and the GSC. The com-
mission has expressed to both the CMT and the GSC its desire to serve the General Synod
and to do what is best for the RCA and God’s kingdom. It hopes and prays that a way will
be found that so that all parties can work in unity and support the efforts of the CMT in
multiplication of congregations and the growth of God’s kingdom.

Work with Other Commissions and Task Forces

The commission is in communication and consultation with other commissions and task
forces especially as their work may involve changes in the BCO. Specific to this General
Synod the commission has worked with two such groups. 

Consultation occurred with the Commission on Christian Unity as they bring a recom-
mendation for a BCO amendment adding the Belhar Confession as an additional RCA doc-
trinal standard. 

Additionally the Commission on Church Order worked extensively with the BCO recom-
mendation coming from the task force that worked on the “R-11” recommendation com-
ing out of the 2008 General Synod. In part that task force was to “study how to increase
the participation of people from racial and ethnic backgrounds other than the majority in
the life of General Synod, and to increase the participation of women and those of younger
generations, so that these voices may be more fully heard and welcomed in the life of the
General Synod; and...to report and bring recommendations to the 2009 General Synod,
including any possible changes in the Government of the Reformed Church in America,
and the Bylaws and Special Rules of Order of the General Synod” (MGS 2008, R-11, pp.
81-82). It is with regard to the latter part of the task that the commission worked in order
to bring the requested changes in conformity with the polity of the RCA.



302 GENERAL SYNOD/JUNE 2009

Report of the Commission on History

The Commission on History was established in 1966 and is responsible for advising the
General Synod on the collection and preservation of official denominational records.
Through the oversight of the Historical Series of the Reformed Church in America, review
of historical resources, and the creation of a “virtual history center” (in cooperation with
the Office of Historical Services), the commission promotes research and reflection on the
history of the RCA, its classes, and its congregations in order to help the denomination
learn from its past and grow into the future God has in mind. 

The commission met October 16-18, 2008, in Chicago, Illinois (in conjunction with the
other commissions and the General Synod Council), and January 29-30, 2009, at First
Reformed Church and New Brunswick Theological Seminary in New Brunswick, New
Jersey. 

While delegates to the synod and others across the RCA may see obvious reasons for com-
missions addressing issues such as church order, Christian action, worship, and education,
questions can arise from time to time about the continuing relevance of history to the
church. For example, how does history enrich and inform a denomination that is forward-
focused on mission, revitalization, and growth? Doesn’t attention to history make the
church a prisoner of its past? Quite the contrary; the Protestant origins of the Reformed
Church in America are missional and reformed through and through. In fact, this year
Reformed communities throughout the world are celebrating the five-hundredth anniver-
sary of the birth of John Calvin. In his life, ministry, and scholarship Calvin sought to
reform preaching, revitalize worship, and nurture churches devoted to mission and the
transformation of society. In fulfillment of its charge to inform the RCA of pertinent his-
tory and traditions (BCO Chapter 3, Part I, Article 5, Section 5), this year the Commission
on History highlights John Calvin and his contributions to our past, present, and future.
(See MGS 2008, R-62, p. 254.)

In addition to items related to Calvin’s legacy, RCA archives and historical collections
include a treasure trove of accumulated wisdom, experience, and devotion awaiting dis-
covery. The heritage of the RCA is a vital source of inspiration and direction as the church
discerns its path and calling for the future. For example, the remarkable story of RCA mis-
sions and missionaries around the globe reminds the church that the term “missional” aptly
describes both the past and the future of the RCA. Indeed, 2009 marks the one-hundred-
fiftieth anniversary of RCA mission in Japan. Growth and progress in the RCA can further
be celebrated this year with attention to the history of women in the denomination: thirty
years ago the General Synod judicial session upheld the ordination of women. History
gives us cause to celebrate and provides vital perspective. In fact, year after year the cur-
rent moderator of the commission is impressed by the reaction of Hope College students
as they explore the riches of Christian history. Many report that their encounter with his-
tory results in a deeper faith, a more profound sense of calling, and a greater commitment
to the church. Thus, grasp of history can nurture personal and church-wide growth. If
young people are so moved by history, then a series of questions are worth pondering.
What historical resources and wisdom lie untapped in local churches and classes, regional
synods, and denominational archives? How can knowledge of Reformed and RCA heritage
provide a crucial foundation for the mission and growth of the church? Is it even possible
to find and explore this heritage?

There is very good news. For over forty years the Historical Series of the Reformed Church
in America has been answering these urgent questions. Fifty-seven volumes have appeared
since the inception of the series in 1968. The commission is pleased to announce the pub-
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lication of three additional volumes, which are now available for purchase: Old Wing
Mission, by Robert Swierenga and William Van Appledorn; Herman J. Ridder: Contextual
Preacher and Seminary President (George Brown Jr., editor); and Chinese Theological
Education, 1970-2006 (Marvin Hoff, editor). 

The commission would also like to highlight another Historical Series publication that it
considers invaluable for communicating an essential knowledge of the RCA’s heritage both
to new members and to those who would wish renewed pride in our past: By Grace Alone:
Stories of the Reformed Church in America, by Donald J. Bruggink and Kim Nathan
Baker. A list of all the titles of the RCA Historical Series and information on availability
and purchasing is posted online at www.rca.org. From the “About Us” drop-down menu,
choose “Archives” and then “The RCA Historical Series.” 

The Commission on History continues to fulfill its calling in part by reviewing manuscripts
for future publication in the Historical Series and encourages persons who are contem-
plating RCA research projects and new volumes to contact the commission for guidance
and possible collaboration. 

This year the commission is delighted to recognize and celebrate the eightieth birthday of
Donald J. Bruggink. For over half of his life he has served as the tireless and superb gen-
eral editor of the Historical Series of the Reformed Church in America. The commission
thanks him for his outstanding dedication and service to the church.

R-66
WHEREAS the Rev. Dr. Donald J. Bruggink has contributed to the
education of many throughout the church both at New Brunswick
Theological Seminary in 1960 and at Western Theological Seminary
from 1962 until his retirement in 1999; and,

WHEREAS the Rev. Dr. Donald J. Bruggink has faithfully served as
the general editor of the Historical Series of the Reformed Church in
America from its inception in 1968, and has developed the series to
include more than sixty volumes, and has been a faithful steward of the
resources needed to publish that series; and,

WHEREAS the Rev. Dr. Donald J. Bruggink has represented the
Reformed Church in America on ecumenical bodies and agencies, in
many and diverse ways enriching our worship life, enhancing our
theological understanding, and strengthening our ecumenical
commitments,

THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the two hundred third regular
session of the General Synod of the Reformed Church in America,
meeting at Hope College and Western Theological Seminary in
Holland, Michigan, June 4 through 9, 2009, along with the RCA’s
Commission on History, his friends and family, presents the Rev. Dr.
Donald J. Bruggink with a festschrift in honor of his contributions to
the life and ministry of the church and on his eightieth birthday and
gratefully thanks him for his persistent, diligent service to the church
and praises God for the gifts given to and shared by the Rev. Dr.
Donald J. Bruggink. (ADOPTED)
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Report of the Commission on Judicial Business

The Office of the General Synod received one appeal during the past year. It was referred
to the General Synod’s Commission on Judicial Business (CJB) for review, recommenda-
tion, and report to the 2009 General Synod. The appeal was from an action by the Regional
Synod of New York. It was filed by the consistory of New Lots Community Church in
Brooklyn, New York, and may be referred to herein as the New Lots Appeal. 

A. The Parties to the New Lots Appeal

The appellant in this appeal is the consistory of New Lots Community Church (New Lots
Consistory). The respondent is the Regional Synod of New York (Regional Synod). The
Classis of Brooklyn (Brooklyn Classis) was also considered a party respondent in light of
Book of Church Order (BCO) Chapter 2, Part III, Article 2, Sections 4 and 5, which pro-
vide generally for all parties to be involved. 

B. Pre-Hearing Procedural Matters

All filing and notice requirements for the appeal were met. Each of the three parties (act-
ing through their respective counsel) submitted a written brief. New Lots Consistory was
represented by the Rev. Paul Janssen. The Regional Synod was represented by Elder
Richard Lavorata, Jr. (who also serves as chair of the Regional Synod’s Judicial Business
Committee). The Brooklyn Classis was represented by Mr. Mark Wingerson and the Rev.
Dr. Daniel Meeter.

The CJB initially conferred by conference call on September 4, 2008. None of the parties
waived their respective rights to a hearing (which right is provided pursuant to BCO
Chapter 2, Part III, Article 2, Section 5). Accordingly, a hearing was held in Newark, New
Jersey, on Tuesday, November 11, 2008, and the CJB met in conference after the hearing
that same day. John Busey Wood, who serves on the CJB as the representative from the
Regional Synod of New York, recused himself and did not participate in this appeal. The
Rev. Stephen Eckert, who serves on the CJB as the representative from the Regional Synod
of the Mid-Atlantics, was unable to participate in the September 4, 2008, conference call
or attend the hearing, and therefore did not participate in the hearing or the decision. 

C. The Nature of the New Lots Appeal; Procedural Matters

The New Lots Appeal arises out of the decision of the Regional Synod at its meeting on
April 12, 2008. 

As ground of appeal, the New Lots Consistory claims manifest injustice in the decision of
the Regional Synod to affirm the decision of the Brooklyn Classis despite procedural irreg-
ularities in that lower judicatory. 

D. Procedural and Factual Background

The facts and history surrounding the dispute between the parties are found in the record
provided to the CJB, pages 300000-300130. 

This appeal is the result of a complaint dated April 6, 2007, filed with the Brooklyn Classis
by members of the New Lots Community Church against the New Lots Consistory. The
complaint was referred to the Judicial Business Committee of the Brooklyn Classis
(Brooklyn Classis JBC). The Brooklyn Classis JBC determined that, among other things,
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the Brooklyn Classis should supersede the New Lots Consistory, and so recommended to
the Brooklyn Classis. After a hearing on October 16, 2007, the Brooklyn Classis approved
and adopted all the recommendations of the Brooklyn Classis JBC, including supersession.
The New Lots Consistory appealed to the Regional Synod. The appeal was referred to the
Judicial Business Committee of the Regional Synod (Regional Synod JBC). After a hear-
ing on April 12, 2008, the Regional Synod JBC recommended that the entire decision of
the Brooklyn Classis be upheld and the appeal be dismissed. The Regional Synod adopted
the recommendations of the Regional Synod JBC. The New Lots Consistory appealed to
the General Synod.

E. Discussion 

The BCO provides that the New Lots Consistory, as appellant, has the responsibility to
establish that the lower judicatory (the Regional Synod) erred in its decision (BCO Chapter
2, Part III, Article 2, Section 9). The General Synod, according to the BCO, shall give def-
erence to the decision of the lower judicatory, and shall uphold the decision of the lower
judicatory if it is supported by substantial evidence in the record when the record is viewed
as a whole (BCO Chapter 2, Part III, Article 2, Section 10). 

The BCO (Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Section 13) sets out the procedure for superseding
a consistory. Supersession is an action taken by the classis as an assembly. The classis is
required first, by a two-thirds majority, to state its intention to supersede the consistory and
to summon the consistory to show cause why it should not be dissolved. If the classis, after
having heard the consistory, continues in its intention, it may supersede the consistory by
a two-thirds majority vote. 

Herein, the Brooklyn Classis never voted by a two-thirds majority to state its intention to
supersede the consistory and it never summoned the New Lots Consistory to show cause
why it should not be dissolved.

The New Lots Consistory knew before it attended the meeting of October 16, 2007, that
the Brooklyn Classis’ Judicial Business Committee had recommended, among other
“remedies” for the complaint of members of the congregation, that the consistory be super-
seded, and that supersession would be discussed at the meeting. A formal notice of intent
to supersede, however, must be given by the classis, and can only be given following a
two-thirds vote of the classis (BCO Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Section 13), and there is
no record of such a vote having occurred. While the classis’ meeting agenda indicated that
the possibility of supersession could be discussed, this does not satisfy the two-thirds vote
requirement specifically imposed by the BCO. Consequently, no notice of intent to super-
sede was ever given. Simply put, while the Brooklyn Classis may have clearly indicated
its intent, it missed an important step that is specifically required under the BCO, and con-
sequently the New Lots Consistory was never afforded an opportunity to prepare or pres-
ent a response to the Brooklyn Classis’ intention to supersede. 

Counsel for the Brooklyn Classis admitted in oral argument that the Brooklyn Classis had
not formed an intention to supersede the New Lots Consistory before the meeting of
October 16, 2007, and that the decision to supersede was arrived at in the process of deal-
ing with the complaint. This was a curious way of proceeding. Generally, on a complaint
a classis acting as a judicatory has the power to confirm or reverse the actions complained
of, or to remit the matters in controversy to the consistory with instructions. It can only
supersede a consistory in the exercise of its supervisory function. In the case herein, the
classis erred by grafting its supervisory function onto the complaint. 
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An assembly that moves into judicial session does not lose its power to act as an assem-
bly. But it must exercise its powers in accordance with the provisions of the BCO. The
commission finds that the failure to observe the basic prerequisite to superseding a con-
sistory is a procedural irregularity that cannot be ignored. With or without notice, Brooklyn
Classis acted without authority because a two-thirds majority had not stated the intention
to supersede the consistory and had not summoned the consistory to show cause why it
should not be dissolved.

The New Lots Consistory, in its appeal to the Regional Synod, expressly raised the failure
to issue the notice required by BCO Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Section 13. (See record
at pp. 300079-80.) The Regional Synod was in error, in the commission’s view, to affirm
the decision of the Brooklyn Classis, and manifest injustice resulted.

Superseding a consistory is an action that a classis takes as an assembly. Normally, the
appropriate route of challenge to such a decision would be a complaint under BCO Chapter
2, Part II, Article 1. In the present case, however, the action was part of a judicial decision,
namely a complaint that was heard in judicial session. It was the proper course for the New
Lots Consistory to appeal to the Regional Synod, as it did. Pending that appeal, the action
was stayed by operation of BCO Chapter 2, Part III, Article 1, Section 3. Pending the
appeal to the General Synod, the Regional Synod’s affirmation of the action of the
Brooklyn Classis is stayed by the same provision. Ideally, superseding a consistory is not
an action that should be held in suspension for a long time. If the Brooklyn Classis had not
chosen to fulfill this important supervisory function (supersession) in the context of a judi-
cial action, the delay would not have happened. New Lots Consistory could have made a
complaint from being superseded and this would not have had the effect of staying the
action. (See BCO Chapter 2, Part II, Article 1, Section 5.) This, and the unfortunate dis-
pute over this point that has resulted, illustrate that the procedure chosen by the Brooklyn
Classis was ill-advised. 

The Brooklyn Classis has the right, without waiting for the present appeal to be decided,
to initiate the procedure set out in BCO Chapter 1, Part II, Article 7, Section 13 if it con-
siders it advisable to supersede the New Lots Consistory. It was urged upon us that it would
be inconsistent with judicial economy to re-initiate the supersession process. In the com-
mission’s view, the potential duplication of effort is the result of failure to comply with the
clear requirements of the BCO. 

F. Recommendation

The Commission on Judicial Business makes the following recommendation to the
General Synod:

R-67
To reverse the decision of the Regional Synod of New York, and
thereby reverse the action of the Brooklyn Classis to supersede the
New Lots Consistory. (ADOPTED)
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Report of the Commission on Nominations

The Commission on Nominations met in person on January 27, 2009, and again by con-
ference call on February 19, 2009, and March 17, 2009. Throughout the year members of
the commission actively sought out qualified candidates, solicited Talent Bank Forms (a
brief two-page application), and checked references on those who were interested in serv-
ing on a commission or agency of the General Synod, or on the board of directors or
trustees of an RCA-related educational institution. In these ways the commission sought to
fulfill its responsibilities as stated in the Bylaws of the General Synod—namely, “in con-
sultation with the general secretary, [to] search the denomination for suitable nominees. In
making nominations it shall consider the geographic location, occupation, and record of
previous service to the denomination of persons suggested by classes, regional synods, and
other sources. It shall consider this and other pertinent data in light of each commission’s
or agency’s responsibilities, membership needs, suggested nominees, and place and sched-
ule of meetings” (Book of Church Order [BCO] Chapter 3, Part I, Article 5, Section 8.c.2).

The commission seeks to nominate individuals for service on agencies, commissions, and
boards of directors on the basis of their Spiritual gifts, Heart (or passion), Abilities,
Personality, Experience, and special Leadership abilities, and when possible seeks to
involve young adult members of the RCA (so they can be nurtured and encouraged to serve
the RCA in a variety of ways in the future). The commission remains mindful of these cri-
teria through the use of the acronym “SHAPELY.”

Through its efforts, the Commission on Nominations has proactively fulfilled its responsi-
bility to “search the denomination” (BCO Chapter 3, Part I, Article 5, Section 8.c.2) and
believes those nominated have the “SHAPELY” traits that make them particularly well
suited for the work of the positions to which they are being nominated. In addition to find-
ing people who are exceptionally well suited to serve on a General Synod commission or
agency or on the board of directors or trustees of an RCA educational institution, the com-
mission is pleased to report once again that it has fulfilled its responsibility for ensuring
that the requirements of the BCO are upheld.

When the number of qualified candidates from which to choose increases, the commis-
sion’s work is made easier and the work of the RCA’s agencies and commissions is carried
out more effectively. Consequently, the commission encourages anyone interested in serv-
ing on a General Synod commission or agency or on the board of directors or trustees of
an RCA-related educational institution to complete a Talent Bank Form and submit it to
the Commission on Nominations as indicated on the form. Forms are available from staff
to the Commission on Nominations (Paul M. Karssen [1-712-737-4958 or
pkarssen@rca.org)] or Laura Kiel Tarbous [1-212-870-3279 or ltarbous@rca.org]), or
through the “Talent Bank Form” link on the General Synod page of the RCA website (by
either clicking on the “General Synod” button on the home page or inserting
www.rca.org/synod in the address bar of your web browser).

Nominees identified by the Commission on Nominations are as follows (Note: * indicates
a final term, and # indicates an official nomination from the assembly, institution, or
agency listed.):
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GENERAL SYNOD COUNCIL
Class of 2013

*The Rev. Jonathon Brown
*The Rev. James Cobb (Evangelical Lutheran Church in America)#
*Larryl Humme
*The Rev. Christopher Poest (Regional Synod of Mid-America)#
*Kathryn Romero
*Ai-Lan Wang
*Thomas Dibble (Regional Synod of the Mid-Atlantics)#

COMMISSION ON CHRISTIAN ACTION
Class of 2011

The Rev. Mark Rich (Evangelical Lutheran Church in America)# 

Class of 2012
*The Rev. Samuel Kwon
Loretta Rolle
*The Rev. Steve Young

COMMISSION ON CHRISTIAN EDUCATION 
AND DISCIPLESHIP

Class of 2012
Brooke Boersma
The Rev. Scott Nyp
The Rev. Dennis TeBeest

COMMISSION ON CHRISTIAN UNITY
Class of 2012

The Rev. Jeffrey Japinga
*G. Oliver Patterson
The Rev. Susan Sgarlat

COMMISSION ON CHRISTIAN WORSHIP
Class of 2012

The Rev. M. Scot Sherman
Andy Vivanco

COMMISSION ON CHURCH ORDER
Class of 2012

The Rev. Joshua Bode 
*Jason Schnelker

COMMISSION ON HISTORY
Class of 2012

*The Rev. Hartmut Kramer-Mills
*Lori Witt
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COMMISSION ON JUDICIAL BUSINESS
Class of 2012

*James Ramsey (Regional Synod of Canada)#
Edward Thornton (Regional Synod of the Mid-Atlantics)#
*The Rev. Cary Winn (Regional Synod of Mid-America)#

COMMISSION ON NOMINATIONS
Class of 2011

Vacancy (Native American Indian Ministries Council)#

Class of 2012
*Donald Broek (Regional Synod of the Heartland)#
*The Rev. John Chang (Council for Pacific and Asian American Ministries)#
The Rev. Kenneth Labbé (Regional Synod of Canada)#
Mary Linge (Regional Synod of New York)

COMMISSION ON RACE AND ETHNICITY
Class of 2011

Kevin McMahan

Class of 2012
The Rev. Lewis Tait
Santos Gonzalez (Council for Hispanic Ministries)
The Rev. Keith Ross (Native American Indian Ministries Council) 

COMMISSION ON THEOLOGY
Class of 2012

Eugene Fisher
*The Rev. Angie Mabry-Nauta
David Timmer

COMMISSION FOR WOMEN
Class of 2012

Kathryn Brogan 
*The Rev. Mark Bush
*The Rev. Stacey Midge

BOARD OF BENEFITS SERVICES
Class of 2010

Timothy Zeutenhorst 

Class of 2012
Dennis Bolling
*John De Koster
*Mary Draayer
The Rev. Vernon Hoffs
*Craig Vander Molen
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CHURCH GROWTH FUND
Class of 2012

The Rev. Stephen Hanson
Ben Sweet

EDITORIAL COUNCIL OF THE CHURCH HERALD
Class of 2012

William Te Winkle (Regional Synod of Mid-America)
The Rev. Anthony Vis (Regional Synod of the Heartland)
*The Rev. Mary Wisner
*Willem Zwiep (Regional Synod of Canada) 

MINISTERIAL FORMATION CERTIFICATION AGENCY
Class of 2012

The Rev. Eddy Aleman
*The Rev. Renee House
*The Rev. David Theonugraha

NEW BRUNSWICK THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY

All nominees to the boards of the seminaries are the official nominees of the board.
However, some of them have been made in consultation with a regional synod (MGS 1993,
R-4, p. 300). These are indicated in the list that follows.

Class of 2011
Vacancy

Class of 2013
The Rev. Jae Hong Han
*Bradley Lewis
*The Rev. J. Michael Sanders
Vacancy

WESTERN THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY

All nominees to the boards of the seminaries are the official nominees of the board.
However, some of them have been made in consultation with a regional synod (MGS 1993,
R-4, p. 300). These are indicated in the list that follows.

Class of 2010
*The Rev. Phyllis Palsma (Regional Synod of Albany)

Class of 2012
*Cathy Koop
The Rev. John Lee (Regional Synod of the Mid-Atlantics)
The Rev. Jon Norton (Regional Synod of New York)
Vacancy 
Vacancy 
Vacancy (Regional Synod of Canada) 
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CENTRAL COLLEGE
Class of 2013

Peter Cartwright
Barbara Kniff-McCulla
Vacancy

HOPE COLLEGE
Class of 2013

The Rev. William Boersma

R-68
To elect the above-named nominees to the General Synod
commissions and agencies and the boards of directors or trustees of
RCA-related educational institutions as indicated. (ADOPTED)

R-69
To elect Carol Mutch moderator of the Commission on Nominations
for the 2009-2010 term. (ADOPTED) 

Report of the Commission on Race and Ethnicity

The Commission on Race and Ethnicity met October 16-19, 2008, in Rosemont, Illinois,
and again March 6-9, 2009, at Iglesia Cristiana Emmanuel Church, Sacramento,
California.

Our Call and Racism

The Reformed Church in America has adopted a sixth dimension of Our Call. This adop-
tion is built on a profound spiritual belief in God as well as a profound socio-historical
dynamic that racial and ethnic groups must treat each other in light of God’s biblical man-
dates for unity, reconciliation, and justice (Matt. 5:23-24; Eph. 2:11-22; Eph. 4:1-16; John
17:20-23; Luke 4:16-19; Gal. 3:26-29; 2 Cor. 5:17-19; Rom. 8:14; Rev. 7:9-11).

The fundamental underpinning for Our Call lacks a clear declarative statement that
because racism is an offense to God, racism is a sin. The RCA has never formally declared
racism a sin, and the sixth dimension of Our Call should be rooted in such a declaration.
In order for us to fully worship as a denomination and be the body of Christ in a lost and
broken world so loved by God, we need to collectively declare racism a sin.

Part of the reason we engage in the sixth dimension of Our Call is to overcome and defeat
the sin of racism. Therefore, the Commission on Race and Ethnicity (CORE) recommends
that the General Synod adopt the action:

R-70
To declare that racism is a sin because it is an offense to God. 
(ADOPTED)
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Native American Congregations and Ministries

There is a growing disconnect between the Reformed Church in America and Native
American congregations and ministries. This disconnect is apparent because there are sto-
ries from Native American communities that have not been heard. For instance, the Native
American Indian Ministries Council (NAIMC) disbanded for purposes of better steward-
ship and transferred NAIMC funds toward Native American leadership training. Over the
years this amount has been decreased by 80 percent without the knowledge of Native
American leadership, pastors, or congregations. Also, representation and consideration of
the Native American congregations or communities in the RCA is almost nonexistent. 

In March 2008, CORE met at Jicarilla Apache Reformed Church in Dulce, New Mexico.
CORE met with consistory and community members and sat in on a Native American
Historical Trauma lecture given by an Arizona State University professor of Native
American studies who is originally from Dulce. During this visit, CORE learned that the
RCA has played a part in the destruction of indigenous culture, values, family systems, and
sense of communities. 

Reconnecting and strengthening our relationships with our Native American ministries is
at the heart and soul of the sixth dimension of Our Call. Not only do we as a denomination
have a responsibility to Native American congregations but we will be enriched and
blessed by strengthening this relationship. By doing this, we demonstrate our commitment
to all racial and ethnic councils, congregations, and ministries. 

The commission offers a recommendation that will help reclaim and strengthen the voices
of Native American communities and congregations within the General Synod and General
Synod Council, and help empower or reestablish indigenous leadership in Native
American ministries and in the RCA. In adopting this recommendation, the church will
show it is intentional about living out Our Call.

The RCA will more fully be the body of Christ and reflect the image of God as we work
to improve our inclusion of our Native American brothers and sisters in our leadership and
denomination. The commission recognizes that this is true as we embrace all ethnicities,
but there are particular ministries this recommendation is designed to address. Therefore,
the commission recommends:

R-71
To urgently direct the General Synod Council 1) to explore the current
status of the relationship between the Reformed Church in America
and Native American congregations and communities, 2) to create a
plan to restore the voices of Native American congregations in the life,
work, and ministry of the RCA, 3) to fund these efforts with 5 percent
of the Lilly Endowment grant, and 4) to report back to the Commission
on Race and Ethnicity by October 2009 with its conclusions and
intentions; and further,

to ensure the success of this project, one of the project leaders will be
a Native American person who is familiar with the goals and
objectives of the Commission on Race and Ethnicity on this matter;
and further, 

to encourage the Synods of the Heartland, the Far West, and Canada to
implement plans to enrich and strengthen their relationships with
existing Native American congregations and ministries in their
regions.
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The advice of the Our Call Advisory Forum on our Multiracial Future Freed from Racism
was to amend the recommendation:

R-71 
To urgently direct the General Synod Council 1) to explore the current status of the rela-
tionship between the Reformed Church in America and Native American/First Nations
congregations and communities, 2) to create a plan to restore the voices of Native
American/First Nations congregations in the life, work, and ministry of the RCA, and
3) to fund these efforts with 5 percent of the Lilly Endowment grant, and 4) to report
back to consult with the Commission on Race and Ethnicity by February 2010 October
2009 with its conclusions, intentions, and involved costs; and further,

to ensure the success of this project, one of the project leaders will be a Native
American/First Nations person who is familiar with the goals and objectives of the
Commission on Race and Ethnicity on this matter; and further,

to encourage all the regional synods of the Heartland, the Far West and Canada to
implement plans to enrich and strengthen their relationships with existing Native
American/First Nations congregations and ministries in their regions, and encourage
new church development among Native American/First Nations peoples.

Reasons:
1. To include Canadian reference of “First Nations people.”
2. To suggest a more reasonable time frame for reporting.
3. General Synod lacks authority to redirect the use of Lilly Endowment funds.
4. To encourage both the restoration of current RCA Native American/First Nations

relationships and the development of new church and ministry opportunities among
and wherever Native Americans/First Nations people live in the United States and
Canada.

A motion was made and adopted to amend the proposed amendment as follows:

to ensure the success of this project, one of the project leaders will be include a Native
American/ and a First Nations person who is are familiar…

R-71
To urgently direct the General Synod Council 1) to explore the current
status of the relationship between the Reformed Church in America
and Native American/First Nations congregations and communities, 2)
to create a plan to restore the voices of Native American/First Nations
congregations in the life, work, and ministry of the RCA, and 3) to
consult with the Commission on Race and Ethnicity by February 2010
with its conclusions, intentions, and involved costs; and further,

to ensure the success of this project, the project leaders will include a
Native American and a First Nations person who are familiar with the
goals and objectives of the Commission on Race and Ethnicity on this
matter; and further,

to encourage all the regional synods to implement plans to enrich and
strengthen their relationships with existing Native American/First
Nations congregations and ministries in their regions, and encourage
new church development among Native American/First Nations
peoples. (ADOPTED AS AMENDED)
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Report of the Commission on Theology

The Commission on Theology met in Chicago, Illinois, October 16-18, 2008, and again
February 16-17, 2009. The commission has a very full agenda right now, despite the fact
that it only brings one paper to this year’s General Synod. Because of the high volume of
the commission’s workload, some projects which we had hoped to present to the 2009
synod are not yet complete and will be brought to future synods. The commission hopes
that the synod will understand the limitations faced by the commission and will be patient
as the commission seeks to do its work.

Deacons in Higher Assemblies

The commission continues its work on deacons in higher assemblies (see MGS 2007, R-
18, p. 103) and hopes to present its report to the 2010 General Synod, one year later than
requested by the synod in 2007. The commission’s initial efforts on this paper led to fur-
ther insight and a refocusing of the direction of its study. This is why the commission is
requesting the longer timeframe.

Marks of the Church

Similarly, the commission continues work on the request from the 2007 General Synod “to
engage in a study of the historic ‘marks’ of the church, as articulated in the RCA Standards
and in light of missional understandings of the gospel, and to consider the recommenda-
tion of the addition of a fourth ‘mark’ of the church, for report to the General Synod no
later than 2010” (MGS 2007, R-20, p. 103). The commission hopes to fulfill this request
with a report for the 2010 General Synod.

Common Translation of the Standards with the Christian Reformed Church

The commission continues to receive consultative reports from Todd Billings and Eugene
Heideman, the RCA representatives on a joint RCA/CRC task force that is preparing a new
common translation of our Standards for inclusion in a joint RCA/CRC hymnbook to be
published in 2013. The commission hopes to review a draft of the new translation at its fall
2009 meeting and to bring a recommendation to the 2010 General Synod regarding the
approval of the new translation for use and study within the RCA.

Christian-Muslim Relations

The commission also continues its collaborative work with a number of RCA missionaries
with extensive experience in the Middle East, preparing a new paper that will help the
RCA deepen and strengthen its life and witness among Muslim people. The principle
objective of the paper is to address issues that have arisen since 9/11 and reassess how
Christians may more effectively and winsomely engage their Muslim neighbors in a glob-
alized world.

Reformed and Missional Lexicon

The commission has been considering the directive from the 2008 General Synod “to
instruct the Commission on Theology, in consultation with the Commission on Christian
Education and Discipleship and the R-16/Reformed and Missional Task Force, to compile
a brief theological dictionary in order to provide a common language for continued con-
versation, giving particular attention and emphasis to the terms “Reformed” and “mission-
al,” with report to General Synod 2009…” (MGS 2008, R-12, pp. 93f.). The commission
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began its work in the fall by consulting with the R-16 task force to select the terms that
might be included in the lexicon. However, when it attempted to produce a first draft of
brief definitions at its spring meeting, it quickly realized that the project is more complex
than might initially appear. Very brief definitions are more comprehensible but can quick-
ly be faulted for what they leave out, particularly in a context where the approval of such
definitions by the General Synod may lend to them a normative weight in the life of the
RCA. Longer definitions gain in precision, but with diminishing effectiveness as educa-
tional tools. The commission is still trying to find the most effective way forward and
would welcome further clarification from the General Synod. It also requests from the
General Synod additional time to complete its work. 

Conversation on Ephesians 4:11 and “Apostolic Ministry”

The commission has noted that increasingly in RCA circles, especially those involved in
church multiplication (and in the RCA website sections on church multiplication), there is
a strong emphasis on Ephesians 4:11 and the role of “apostles” or “apostolic leaders” in
the life of the church, as well as discussion of the five-fold gifts of apostle, prophet, evan-
gelist, pastor, and teacher in the life of the church. The commission recognizes that these
emphases may pose some significant challenges to the existing order and ecclesiological
assumptions within the RCA. In an effort to assist the church in reflecting on these issues,
the commission has invited several leaders in the church multiplication movement in the
RCA to engage in dialogue around these issues. That conversation is ongoing, and the
commission has not yet decided whether it will produce a formal paper on the topic.

The Belhar Confession and “Our Call”

Finally, the commission offers the following paper for consideration by the General Synod.
The 2008 General Synod directed the General Synod Council (GSC) “in collaboration with
appropriate commissions and agencies of the RCA, to prepare a proposal to integrate, with-
in the framework and language of Our Call, a commitment to the core values of the Belhar
Confession: unity, reconciliation, and justice…” (MGS 2008, R-67, p. 267). This mandate
was the focus of much of the commission’s joint session with the GSC and with other com-
missions last fall. As part of this consultation, the commission also met with Earl James,
coordinator of multiracial ministries and social justice, who invited the commission to
assist the church in thinking more theologically about issues of racism, justice, and public
witness. As the commission considered what sort of contribution it might make to this
effort to integrate the Belhar Confession into the RCA, and into the language of Our Call,
it decided to offer this paper. It hopes that the paper will assist the church both in consid-
ering the relationship between the Belhar Confession and Our Call, and in considering the
adoption of the Belhar Confession as a fourth doctrinal standard for the RCA.

BELHAR AND “OUR CALL”: 

Theological Reflections on the Implications of a New RCA Confession for the

Identity and Direction of the RCA as a Denomination

This summer, the RCA will decide whether or not to take an action that it has not done in
almost four hundred years: it will consider whether to adopt the Belhar Confession for
inclusion among its doctrinal standards, alongside the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg
Catechism, and the Canons of the Synod of Dort. This is undoubtedly a major decision,
and the Commission on Theology believes it may be helpful to the church to explore how
the adoption of Belhar might reshape and refocus our self-understanding and direction as
a denomination. What are the implications of the adoption of Belhar, with its focus on
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unity, reconciliation, and justice, for a denomination which believes that God is calling it
to start new congregations and revitalize existing congregations, and thereby empower
fruitful and faithful ministries for the glory of God?1

This question of the relationship between Belhar and “Our Call” is further deepened by the
action of the 2008 General Synod, which directed the General Synod Council to find a way
to “integrate, within the framework and language of Our Call, a commitment to the core
values of the Belhar Confession: unity, reconciliation, and justice, for report to the 2009
General Synod.”2

At issue in this mandate is the necessary link between our confession as a church and our
actual lived practice. If we are to confess the Belhar Confession with integrity, such a con-
fession must flow from our common life, and it must inform the direction of our life
together as a church. How can we do this most faithfully and effectively?

One possible answer might be to add the concerns of the Belhar Confession—unity, rec-
onciliation, and justice—to the existing agendas and programs of the church. Indeed,
something quite like this was proposed in 2003, when the language of Our Call was adopt-
ed. At that time, an amendment to Our Call was proposed from the floor of synod, and was
rejected by the 2003 synod. That motion involved adding a third overall goal to the twin
goals of starting new congregations and revitalizing existing congregations:  “developing
and supporting efforts to care for the poor and seeking to create greater justice in our
world.”3

Perhaps it is simply the case that the 2009 General Synod, in considering the adoption of
Belhar, is simply more ready to consider such a change than it was in 2003. That might be
true, but something more basic and important is also at stake here. The Belhar Confession
is not simply a call to a program focused on care for the poor and seeking greater justice
in the world. It is, at heart, a confession, an acknowledgement of and confrontation with
the presence and lordship of Jesus Christ, mediated to us in the witness of Scripture
through the power of the Holy Spirit. A confession is not first and foremost a social or
ecclesiastical program; confession is rather what Christians do when they have met God
face-to-face, and find that their lives have been irrevocably changed. Christians confess
when they find that they can do nothing else except to confess a reality which far exceeds
their own agendas, programs, ideas, goals, or visions. We do not confess to add greater
weight to existing programs or goals; it is rather the case that our confession forces us to
reconsider all our programs and goals, in light of God’s great purposes revealed to us in
Christ by the power of the Spirit.

This is where we must begin as we consider the implications of the Belhar Confession for
Our Call. Belhar confronts us with a radical vision of unity, in which all alienation, enmi-
ty, hostility, and conflict are overcome in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Because
God’s great purpose is to unite all things in Christ (Eph. 1:10; Col. 1:15-20), unity is both
a gift given to the church in Christ, and also an obligation that drives the church into God’s
future. Because such unity cannot be achieved on earth without the reconciliation of enmi-
ty, division, alienation, and hostility, the church embraces the reconciling power given to
us in Christ, and commits itself to be shaped by that power in all that it does. And because
such reconciliation cannot take place without a deeper experience of justice throughout the
world, the church finds itself compelled to bear witness to a new form of life in Christ
where all oppression is ended, where all life comes to its fullness, and where all of creation
is restored to God’s gracious purpose. 

What is the relationship between such a vision and Our Call? Quite simply, Belhar has the
potential, not to replace Our Call, but rather to further ground and focus the denomina-
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tional goal. By confessing Belhar, the RCA is saying that it is precisely our vision of the
centrality of unity, reconciliation, and justice that drives us to start new congregations and
revitalize existing congregations, building on the dynamic foundations of leadership, dis-
cipleship, and mission. To put it differently, Belhar is not an addition to Our Call, but rather
enhances the basis of Our Call.

Why is it that the RCA wants to start new congregations and revitalize existing ones? Why
is it that Our Call sets these goals upon the dynamic foundations of leadership, disciple-
ship, and mission? One cynical answer is to say that the RCA has finally gotten anxious
enough about its numerical decline that it has gone “all in” on an aggressive program sim-
ply to survive as a denomination. By this view, Our Call is driven fundamentally by the
fear of death—the death of the RCA. Although a humble honesty must acknowledge that
our motives as a denomination are not always pure, and that some of our actions may have
indeed been driven by the fear of death, the adoption of Our Call in 2003 was also a
moment of deep conviction—that God’s purposes for the RCA were far from over, and that
the RCA has been entrusted with good news for the whole world. The deepest and truest
motive behind Our Call is the conviction that God’s Spirit is still at work in the world, call-
ing us out into the world to start new congregations and revitalize existing ones, not for our
own survival, but for God’s glory. Ultimately, the RCA adopted Our Call not out of anxi-
ety, but out of obedience to the leading of the Spirit of God.

The adoption of Belhar can be seen as the deepening of this core conviction. What Belhar
does is to add texture and specificity to our vision of what the Spirit of God is doing in and
through the church, on behalf of the world. When we start new congregations in response
to Our Call, we do so because congregations form the basic context where the unity, rec-
onciliation, and justice God intends for the whole creation can first be tasted and offered
to the world in word and deed. We revitalize existing congregations so that they are
empowered to be salt and light in their contexts, so that God’s great reconciling purposes
can be made manifest to the world around us, to the glory of God. In this sense, the adop-
tion of Belhar further clarifies the motives that drove the adoption of Our Call in the first
place.

But the adoption of the Belhar Confession will not simply reinforce our existing agenda as
a denomination. It will also reshape and refocus our work in several important ways. One
of the ways that Belhar will challenge us as a denomination is to challenge a notion of
growth for its own sake, as if simply increasing the numbers of the RCA were the final des-
tination to which God is leading us. Such a preoccupation with numbers alone can all too
easily become the ecclesiological equivalent of cancer, where growth leads not to deeper
strength and effectiveness, but rather to the proliferation of churches that have lost their
shared sense of unity, confession, and conviction. Although Belhar doesn’t address direct-
ly the growth of the church, it implicitly warns against any approach to the growth of the
church (or any other aspect of the church’s life) which undermines the unity of the Church
for which Christ died—the unity that stands as the core gift and obligation undergirding all
of the church’s life and witness. In this sense, Belhar’s call to unity, reconciliation, and jus-
tice tempers and focuses the growth goals of the church, and keeps us centered in Jesus
Christ and his gracious purposes for the world.

Secondly, Belhar places before us with particular emphasis the work of Christ in reconcil-
ing races, peoples, and cultures where there has been alienation, hostility, oppression, and
indifference. Here as well, Belhar has the capacity to lend focus and specificity to Our Call.
The adoption of Belhar will call the RCA to continue to deepen its emphasis upon cross-
cultural and multiracial ministry. This is a call that is “close to home” for many RCA
churches, where neighborhood changes have challenged the ability of churches and class-
es to continue as mono-cultural, mono-racial, and mono-ethnic groups. The adoption of
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Belhar would be a statement by the RCA that its future lies in starting and revitalizing not
just any sorts of congregations. Rather, the focus would fall more heavily on welcoming
the diversity in our midst, in order to become more authentically multiracial and multieth-
nic congregations and classes. 

Such a refocusing of denominational energies will not always be easy. It may not always
be the most financially lucrative approach for the denomination. It may well place urban
ministries as a higher priority for the RCA. It will certainly challenge approaches to church
multiplication that only target “niches” of like-minded people for new church starts. It may
slow down growth that otherwise might be possible with a more consumer-driven
approach to congregational revitalization and multiplication. If the RCA is serious about
adopting the Belhar Confession, then it must carefully consider how such challenges might
lead it to refocus its understanding of Our Call, not to abandon the call to church revital-
ization and multiplication, but rather to deepen our grasp of the sorts of churches that God
is calling us to start and revitalize. 

Finally, Belhar has the capacity to deepen our understanding of the unity of the church. It
has become fashionable for many denominations to seek to live by maxims such as “doc-
trine divides, but mission unites.” While it is often true that a concrete focus on mission
can reframe some of our doctrinal or ecclesial disputes, and help us to realize what is truly
important, such maxims will ultimately fail the church by forcing us to pit our faith against
our missional practice. Maxims such as this represent a kind of “quick fix” for the church,
an attempt simply to bypass old conflicts, rather than to resolve them. Such “end runs” will
not have staying power. If Our Call is interpreted apart from the call to confession
expressed in Belhar, and indeed in all our confessions, it may itself run into such dead-
ends.

By contrast, Belhar confronts us, perhaps in a deeper way than we in the RCA have faced
before, with the basic and foundational unity of the church as both gift and obligation. To
join in confessing the Belhar Confession is to say as a denomination that unity is not mere-
ly a luxury that we will pursue only so long as it is expedient to do so. Rather, Belhar
reminds us that our unity is absolutely foundational to our identity. If our own only com-
fort in life and in death is that “we are not our own, but belong, body and soul, in life and
in death, to our faithful savior Jesus Christ,” then Belhar confronts us with a necessary and
unavoidable corollary: Because we belong to Jesus Christ, we also belong to each other,
and must accept that unity as both gift and obligation, whether we like each other or not,
whether we always agree with each other or not, whether we always are able to understand
each other or not. To confess Belhar is to accept this unity as a given, and to commit our-
selves to the practices of reconciliation and justice which allow this unity to manifest itself
ever more deeply in our lives and in our world. And yet, this unity to which Belhar calls
us can never be restricted to denominational unity, even though it must begin there. The
gift and obligation of unity, and its attendant practices of reconciliation and the pursuit of
justice, do not belong to the RCA alone. If our unity flows from our union with Christ, this
is a gift and obligation that invites us into practices of unity, reconciliation, and justice not
just within the RCA, but also with the wider church. This too calls us into a deeper engage-
ment with the phrase in Our Call which speaks of “working together with all the partners
that God provides.”  

The Commission on Theology would like to make one further comment on the RCA’s con-
sideration of the Belhar Confession for adoption. This observation concerns the relation-
ship between the Belhar Confession and our other confessions, should the Belhar be adopt-
ed as a fourth doctrinal standard by the RCA. The commission notes that the Belhar
Confession does not claim to be a general statement of faith like the Belgic Confession, or
even a broad document for teaching like the Heidelberg Catechism. Its confessional func-
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tion is rather much more akin to the Canons of Dort, written to address a focused set of
issues not fully addressed in our existing standards. Moreover, there are statements in the
Belhar Confession which, taken by themselves, might be subject to misunderstanding, if
they are interpreted apart from our other standards. For example, the Belhar states that
“true faith in Christ is the only condition for membership in this church.” It goes on, in the
rejection of errors, to reject any doctrine “which explicitly or implicitly maintains that
descent or any other human or social factor should be a consideration in determining mem-
bership of the church.”  These statements arose from the need to reject the use of race or
ancestry as a means to divide the church.

But such statements, taken out of the larger context of Reformed confessions (and outside
of the original context of the Belhar Confession), might conceivably be interpreted by
some to suggest that the children of believers should not be considered members of the
church by virtue of their “physical descent” from their parents, and thus should not be bap-
tized as a sign of their incorporation into the church. Yet such a view is explicitly contra-
dicted both by our Liturgy, which states that baptized children are “received into the visi-
ble membership of the holy catholic church,” and is also contradicted by the Belgic
Confession, which states that by baptism “we are received into God’s church” (Article 34).
Similarly, the Heidelberg Catechism speaks of how the infant children of believers are, by
baptism, “received into the Christian church” (Q&A 74). It is also worth noting that the
practice of infant baptism is not an issue of controversy in the Uniting Reformed Church
in Southern Africa, and this potential (mis)reading might well surprise many in South
Africa!  

Such problems, first of all, can be addressed by recognizing that we acknowledge that all
of our confessions are “historic and faithful witnesses to the Word of God”4 which must be
interpreted in light of their original context and intention. But such potential problems can
also be forestalled if the Reformed Church finds a way to make it clear, as it adopts the
Belhar Confession, that in freely and fully adopting Belhar, the RCA continues its deep
commitment to its existing doctrinal standards, and interprets the Belhar Confession with-
in the framework of its other confessions and creeds. In fact, the adoption of the Belhar
Confession offers to the RCA the opportunity to deepen its confessional identity as a
whole, and to integrate more fully its confessional and missional identity.

Given all these considerations, the Commission on Theology commends the Belhar
Confession to the RCA, and encourages the church to reflect carefully and deeply upon the
implications of its adoption for our common life. Belhar has the capacity to deepen and
transform our shared life. May God lead us into this new chapter in our lives!

R-72
To approve the document “Belhar and ‘Our Call’” and to commend the
document to churches, classes, and synods for use in considering the
adoption of the Belhar Confession; and further,

to direct the General Synod Council to make use of “Belhar and ‘Our
Call’” in its attempts to integrate the Belhar Confession into the
implementation of Our Call. (ADOPTED)

Endnotes
1 Taken from the RCA ten-year goal statement. For the entire goal statement, see the Minutes of

General Synod 2003, p. 66; or, on the www.rca.org homepage, click on “Our Mission and Call.”
2 Minutes of General Synod 2008, p. 267.
3 Minutes of General Synod 2003, p. 66.
4 Language from BCO Formularies 1, 3, and 7.
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Report of the Commission for Women 

Celebration, Call, and Challenge

Thirty-six years ago, in 1973, Joyce Stedge Fowler was ordained as the first woman min-
ister of Word and sacrament. Three other women were ordained in 1978, but it was in 1979
that the General Synod of the Reformed Church in America voted to approve the ordina-
tion of women as ministers. Therefore, during this meeting of the General Synod in 2009,
we celebrate that decision thirty years ago as an occasion to bless the ministry of women
as well as the ministry of all—men and women.

During the past thirty years dozens of congregations have experienced the ministry and
leadership and care of women pastors. Students in colleges and seminaries have studied
with women professors who are also ordained ministers. Hurting and dying people have
received pastoral care from women chaplains. Certainly it has been a change. Women’s
voices don’t sound quite the same as men’s. Women preachers may ask different questions
of the texts. But on the whole, people who have been willing to listen to and work with
women ministers have found them to be people of integrity, intelligence, and grace.
Congregations and students and clients have realized that women ministers are not a prob-
lem but a gift.

With thirty years behind us, and with a wonderful future for women ministers, we remind
ourselves in the ordination liturgy that “Christ alone is the source of all Christian ministry,
through the ages calling men and women to serve.” We are privileged to be called to serve
Christ’s church. The current statistics indicate that there are 267 female ministers of Word
and sacrament.

Because there is much to celebrate this year, especially to acknowledge the significant
ministry of women, the Commission for Women has requested a time of celebration dur-
ing this two hundred third session of General Synod meeting June 4-9, 2009, in Holland,
Michigan. The Commission for Women is delighted that this thirtieth year celebration
occurs under the leadership of Carol Bechtel, the first woman president of synod who is an
ordained minister of Word and sacrament. Her presidency is a wonderful sign of the inte-
gration of the denomination’s decision of thirty years ago with the practice of honoring the
leadership and authority—spiritual and formal—of women in the Reformed Church.
Thirty years is a fairly short window in the light of God’s eternal faithfulness: despite what
we perceive to be a sea of change, God’s steadfast love continues to summon response.

This year, while we honor the women who bravely stepped forward thirty years ago to
receive ordination as ministers of Word and sacrament, we recognize that “all is not right
with the world.” Forty or fifty years ago, and many years before that, women sought to
serve as ordained ministers with little hope of receiving endorsement or spiritual encour-
agement to follow this call. Some of the voices around us, despite a celebration this year,
sadly wonder, “Are we still struggling with some of the same issues, same themes, same
limits on women’s roles?” The struggle continues—not just for women seeking ordination
as ministers of Word and sacrament, but also for those seeking to serve as elders or dea-
cons or commissioned pastors. Over the past five years the percentage of women serving
on consistories throughout the denomination has fluctuated between 23 percent and 32 per-
cent, revealing the disparity in leadership at the congregational level. The struggle seems
particularly acute when the statistics reflect very little involvement of women in the for-
mal leadership of new church starts. Statistics at this time of writing reveal that of fifty-
nine pastors serving new churches, three are female.
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Alas, yes, the issues are the same, but some assert that it is for good reason. The opponents
of women’s ordination say that they do so for biblical reasons, which have not changed in
thirty years. Because we are people of Reformed faith and strong biblical tradition, we do
not quickly or lightly set aside these interpretations of Scripture. In fact, one of our
strengths as a denomination is that various interpretations are honored and held in the same
institution.

Nevertheless, to put the struggle in a nutshell, the biblical interpretations of some limit the
ability of others to follow God’s call. The Commission for Women has received informa-
tion regarding several instances where consistories or classes did not honor the call of
women to various offices of the church, using the “conscience clause” of the Book of
Church Order not to “refrain from participation” in the ordination of women to the offices
of the church, but to actively block those ordinations. Congregations have used irregular
(not approved by classis) methods to nominate and elect consistory members. There have
been examples of intimidation and threats along with the dismissal of a pastor who encour-
aged the full use of women’s gifts. These tactics are inappropriate for people who claim to
follow Jesus Christ. The conscience clause is frequently cited in support of such actions,
although this was certainly not its intent.

When nominations procedures and classis systems do not work “decently and in order,”
discrimination further pushes aside those who are marginalized. If there is hope that any
institution can be careful, caring, and honorable in how it proceeds, one would think the
church would be the place. Instead, the church seems to use (and sometimes endorse)
methods of selecting leaders that are not honorable or consistent with church order. When
members of a congregation disagree on biblical interpretation regarding women holding
church office, then a dialogue must occur, rather than unfair practices to avoid the issue.

Women continue to respond to and receive confirmation of the inner and outer call of God
to serve in the church and in the world through the various offices of the church. Women
who hearken to this call—as well as men—take deeply to heart the words of prophecy in
Joel that say, “Your sons and daughters shall prophesy.” The church can claim that prophe-
cy to be coming true even now, as women and men are called to bring forth the kingdom
of God, and to continue to proclaim and live into the reality of that new day.

Worship leaders “re-present” God and the Word of God to us—in what is said, gestured,
and embodied. Women and men leading worship together represent a beautiful embodi-
ment of the Word of God, as well as a balance of God’s image in each gender. Worship
leaders incarnate the presence of God—not as thoroughly as Jesus did, of course, but in
ways that remind each worshiper of the reality that Christ dwells among God’s people, and
the people of God are the body of Christ. Women who serve as chaplains regularly expe-
rience the intimacy of being God’s representatives in situations of intense pastoral care and
institutional challenge. Women who serve as teachers or professors speak with boldness to
their students, drawing from the wisdom of Jesus’ teaching and from the power of Jesus’
prophetic voice. Women who serve in ministry know that the best advice comes from the
Holy Spirit; that advocacy for the downtrodden is best understood through prayer with the
Advocate; that the creatures we meet are uniquely made by our Creator.

Most women who serve in the office of minister of Word and sacrament do not serve to
“prove a point” or to be adversarial. These women are simply and compellingly respond-
ing to God’s strong call in a church institution that makes such a response difficult. Most
women who seek to serve as ministers do so because this is how the church is organized,
and rightly so, in following Paul’s words that “the gifts [God] gave were that some would
be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the
saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (Ephesians 4:11-12). 
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However, statistics tell us that while the denomination says it affirms God’s call to both
men and women, our actions are inconsistent with our words. Research by professors Don
Luidens and Roger Nemeth of Hope College’s department of sociology and social work
shows that although women make up 60 to 63 percent of the RCA’s membership, of the
2,125 total ordained ministers in the RCA, only 12 percent are women. Of the 832 ordained
ministers serving congregations, only 92 (about 11 percent) are women. 

The Commission for Women and Women Seminarians

The Commission for Women met with several women seminarians attending New
Brunswick Theological Seminary on February 5, 2009. Because this commission advo-
cates for women, the commission has intentionally planned its second meeting of the past
years to meet with women students. Women students and staff continue to report a lack of
opportunities to preach in Reformed Church congregations. It is also more difficult for
women than for men to receive calls as installed pastors. These have been ongoing issues
throughout the past thirty years, and seem more prevalent in the Midwest and far West in
the U.S. and in Canada than in the eastern portion of the United States. Women seminari-
ans indicate good support from faculty and staff at their seminaries. Students who are fur-
ther along in their seminary studies report the confidence that comes from finding their
voices and establishing their identities as church leaders.

Issues of Inclusive Language and the Availability of Materials

Mary Clark, the coordinator for RCA women’s ministries, reminded the members of the
Commission for Women of her awareness that many RCA women’s Bible study groups or
small groups seem woefully disconnected from RCA materials for study and meeting.
Mary has observed throughout the denomination that women’s groups select materials that
have no affiliation with Reformed theology or a Reformed understanding of Scripture.
Popular materials are selected based on information from television evangelists and com-
munity church publications. Furthermore, even women from the greater Chicago area
churches were not given information about the denominational women’s conference held
in downtown Chicago in 2007, since some pastors did not see fit to inform female mem-
bers of their congregations of the event because of their own objections. These two obser-
vations indicate that RCA women seem not to be well connected to the larger denomina-
tion.

Members of the Commission for Women who were present at General Synod 2008 also
noted the woeful predominance of exclusively male language for God used during wor-
ship, especially in songs and liturgy. Commissioners appeal to the church to consider how
narrowly masculine language limits God and our understanding of God. Inclusive lan-
guage and uses of the variety of biblical metaphors can only enhance our worship, our real-
ization of God’s presence among us, and our ability to respond to God in our world.

Denominational Staffing and Structure, and the Position of Coordinator for Women’s
Ministries

Lynn Japinga served as the Commission for Women representative on the task force
formed in response to R-70 (MGS 2008, p. 280), which addressed issues of greater inclu-
sion of women and people of color at all levels of staffing within the denomination.  This
task force met once, reviewed established policies, and made suggestions for changes. This
task force, and the approval of R-70 from the 2008 General Synod, represents energetic
collaboration between the Commission for Women, the Commission on Race and
Ethnicity, and the Commission for Christian Action, especially as representatives work
with Sharon Hayes, coordinator of personnel for the RCA. 
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Mary Clark has served as the RCA staff person assigned to the Commission for Women for
the past five years. She has regularly informed us of her work in addressing various
women’s groups throughout the denomination, encouraging women to see themselves as
vital leaders in the denomination and its ministries. Mary has traveled extensively to meet
groups of women as they seek to reenergize their ties with the Reformed Church. She
encouraged participation in the women’s conference of 2007 and in regional women’s
gatherings. She has developed regional coordinators for women’s ministries and Sister
Share, a new program to encourage the ongoing support of mission in the Reformed
Church. She has utilized the wisdom of the Women’s Ministries Advisory Team to increase
her effectiveness in promoting the ministry of women throughout the denomination.

Mary has demonstrated strong enthusiasm for the mission of the church around the world,
and especially the work of the RCA. She has advocated and encouraged women’s partici-
pation in the church in formal and informal ways, and she has persistently seen and told of
evidence of the work of the Holy Spirit throughout the church.

With sadness and some frustration, the Commission for Women members received news
that funding for the coordinator for women’s ministries would end this fiscal year. The
RCA is gaining momentum in using the gifts and leadership of women within our congre-
gations, assemblies, and ministries, in part because of Mary Clark’s work. It seems unfor-
tunate to end the role of the coordinator of women’s ministries at this time. Commission
for Women members and women in the denomination understand that funds raised sever-
al years ago which were intended for the coordinator for women’s ministries position have
now been depleted. The question remains, however, concerning why women need to raise
funds for a position when other staff positions are funded by assessments. This separate
funding for women’s advocacy seems to emphasize all the more the marginalization of
women in the Reformed Church in America.

The members of the Commission for Women were assured by senior denominational staff
that the RCA and its structures remain firmly committed to supporting women in full lead-
ership at all levels of the church’s leadership and ministry. Further, the commission was
invited to participate in a future dialogue on the role and structure of such an advocacy
position. The commission agrees that, given the current realities for women in ministry in
the RCA, this firm commitment of staff to establishing a future position for the support of
and advocacy for women in leadership in the RCA is both necessary and warranted. The
commission supports this intention and invites the General Synod to do so as well. Being
clear about our intentions as a church will enable subsequent discussions of exactly how
to accomplish that work to be both faithful and fruitful. To that end, the commission offers
the following recommendations:

R-73
To instruct the General Synod Council to develop and hold a training
event for all RCA staff that addresses issues of gender and power,
assumptions about women as leaders, the use of language, and specific
ways to fully include women in the life of the church.

Reasons:
1. In the absence of a position for women’s ministries, RCA staff needs to continue to

develop an awareness of issues related to gender differences, especially in the work-
place and in church leadership.

2. The very small number of women serving as church-start pastors suggests that there
may be some bias in the way that these pastors are selected, and in the assumptions
about what makes an effective church-start pastor. A training session would promote
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opportunities to expand the discussion among staff and, potentially, opportunities for
women.

3. There continue to be many occasions within the RCA (at all levels) when the author-
ity and contributions of women are not respected.

4. Such training can enhance the collaborative ministry of women and men throughout
the staff and the denomination, and make all better-equipped to serve the church.

The Advisory Committee on Women’s Ministries offered an amendment to the recom-
mendation: 

R-73
To instruct the General Synod Council to develop and hold a training
event for all RCA staff that addresses issues of gender and power,
assumptions about women as leaders, the use of language with regard
to gender, and specific ways to fully include women in the life of the
church; and further,

to encourage the regional synods and classes to hold similar events,
with the intention of increasing advocacy for women. (ADOPTED AS
AMENDED)

Reason:
The advisory committee affirms the Commission for Women’s finding that this training
is necessary for denominational staff. The presumed benefits of such a training event
should be extended to all levels of our governance.

The commission also offered the following recommendation as part of its report:

R-74
To direct the General Synod Council to develop the funding plan for a
future Office for Women that would allow the RCA to live out its
stated commitment to the full inclusion of women at all levels of the
church’s leadership and ministry; and further,

to present the report to the 2010 General Synod and to have a staff
member in place by January 2011.

Reasons:
1. The RCA has regularly affirmed the need for a strong and active advocacy role for

women in the church, as it has for a number of racial-ethnic groups, but has failed to
put in place a consistent and adequate funding base for an Office for Women (as it
has for the racial-ethnic groups).

2. Placing the responsibility for structure and funding with the General Synod Council
will ensure this action is taken, and will allow the discussions planned by staff with
the commission and others to focus on how the office can best work.

3. Such funding would be consistent with the approval of R-70 (MGS 2008, p. 280) and
the succeeding task force’s work. 

The Advisory Committee on Women’s Ministries offered an amendment to the recom-
mendation: 

R-74
To direct the General Synod Council to develop the funding a plan for
a future Office for Women that would allow not be charged with
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raising its own support, enabling the RCA to live out its stated
commitment to the full inclusion of women at all levels of the church’s
leadership and ministry; and further,

to present the report to the 2010 General Synod and to have a staff
member in place by January 2011 2010 or as soon as possible
thereafter. (ADOPTED AS AMENDED)

Reasons:
1. The RCA has regularly affirmed the need for a strong and active advocacy role for

women in the church.
2. The current self-funded model has had the opposite effect of its original intention,

which was to ensure the continuation of the Office for Women.
3. Fundraising would be burdensome and would take away from the important ministry

responsibilities of the office.
4. The current momentum around women’s ministries and the tone of many of the over-

tures call for immediate attention with regard to continuation of the Office for
Women.

5. Full inclusion of women in the life of the RCA continues to be an issue of justice.
6. The General Synod Council has initiated a consultation process that will include wide

denominational representation and give direction to the future of the Office for
Women. This advisory committee affirms this consultation process with a sense of
urgency.

7. This assessment increase would provide funding comparable to the current funding
for each office of the RCA’s racial-ethnic ministries.

Commission for Women Meetings

The Commission for Women met twice in the past year: in Chicago, on October 16-18,
2008, in conjunction with the General Synod Council meetings, and in February 2009, at
Princeton Theological Seminary in Princeton, New Jersey. The Commission for Women
continues to draw from biblical inspiration, stories of effective ministry and mission, and
the ongoing and lively presence of the Holy Spirit for its tasks, and calls the RCA to con-
fession for its inadequate response to and support of the many women who seek to be faith-
ful servants of God in all areas of the church. As we celebrate, we also grieve those who
have been dismissed or ignored when they sought affirmation of God’s call. God does con-
tinue to stir up the Spirit among us; the Commission for Women offers glory and gratitude
to God for the marvelous energy of living out our call as the body of Christ in this lost and
broken world so loved by God. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


