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Christmas - Glory and Shame

In the midst of the perennial de-
bate about whether the church
ought to set aside aspecial day to
celebrate the birth of our Lord,
one finds some interesting state-
ments. It is often remarked that
the early church did not celebrate
Christmas” But | recently read
an addition to that: “they were too
ashamed.”

Unfortunately, as historical re-
search often goes, itisdifficult to
verify that statement. But it
would be quite understandable if
this were true.

Christmas, indeed, ought to shame
us. It certainly does show thein-
credible glory of God —whoisnot
only the author of the miracle of
salvation, but who comes Himself
torescue us—but that glory ispre-
cisely also our shame. God Him-
self had to come to this earth.
None of the angels, though they
are mighty beings, could endure
carrying the eternal wrath our sins
deserve. No creature could have
thiskind of love —where the One
who isfirst grieved becomes the
victim all over again and must love
those who are Hisenemieswith a
mind-boggling sacrifice.

The Impossible
Made Possible

The riches of Christmas are first
of all achallengeto our own utter
poverty. Wewerein such terrible
straits no onelessthan God in His
unfathomable ways of mercy and
grace could save us (Isaiah 55:7-9).

The very birth of our Savior at-
tests to this and ought to humble

us. Heisborn without the help of
aman, bornfromavirgin. There
is glory there — but also shame.

The miraculous birth of our Lord
is aclimax in along history of
similar miracles. Earlier thereis
another birth in the same vein —
that of John the Baptist. He s
born to parents who had no hope
of receiving a child and were
“well alonginyears’ (Lukel1:7).

Thishasto be seeninlight of the
old covenant, where fertility in
land and home was due to the
LORD’sfavor, while sterility and
miscarriage was a divine punish-
ment or chastisement upon sin
and disobedience. Such werethe
contours of the old covenant. It
was a concrete demonstration
that sin and disobedience bring
death and sterility, and mankindis
powerless to address these con-
sequences. Thosewho sin do not
have the power to rescue them-
selves —for sin leads to death in
al of itsfacets. Sin enslavesand
itsgripisiron.

God breaks through this sterility.
Hedoesit in the birth of Samson,
one of the shadows of Christ.
“You are sterile and childless, but
you are going to conceive and
have a son” (Judges 13:4).
Where man has no hope, God
brings hope. Where manis pow-

erless, God remains powerful.
Samson’sentirelifeisatestimony
to the God who is greater than the
sin of His people. We see the
same thing in the birth of the her-
ald — John the Baptist. The dead
end of our sinisno dead end for
God.

And we see it par excellence
with the birth of our Lord. Now
not even acoupleisinvolved. No
man makes any contribution at all.
It isasign that God alone is at
work with a grace that truly is
sovereign. “With God nothingis
impossible” the angel said to
Mary. We need to see that truth
stamped on the entire life of
Christ — not only His birth, but
also His death. From a human
perspective, Jesus may seem to
only another failed Jewishrebel, a
good teacher who went just a bit
too far. ButinHim, God cameto
the aid of those who are at the
end of their ropes.

This, however, needs to be our
confession. We cannot treat the
encouragement that “with God
nothing isimpossible” by itself, as
if it were a nice reassurance and
al will befine. It demandsacor-
ollary: the confession that we are
in over our heads and that things,
indeed, are impossible for us.
Not just unlikely, or difficult--but
impossible.

Do we see it and confess it?

The Onewho isfirst grieved becomes the victim
all over again and must love those who are His
enemies with a mind-boggling sacrifice.
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How Great Our Need

Itisimpossiblefor usto deal with
our own sin. They are no mere
mistakes that can be rubbed out
and replaced (even if we could do
otherwise). We have acted
treacherously and arrogantly to-
wardsthe glorious God. Itisone
thing to swat afly: another to take
thelife of apet; and something far
more serious to murder an unborn
child. But we have raised our
fists against the Most High God!
The curse of God, an inescapable
punishment, isjustly ours. Itis
impossiblefor us, on our own, to
love God, though there could be
no one more worthy of our love.
We hate the very life-style we
aretolove, and lovethelife-style
we are to hate. It isimpossible
for usto escape the deceitfulness
of sin and the deception of the
devil. Perhaps we can fool our-
selves with things that are called
“the betterment of society.” But
no man can change his nature
anymore than a leopard can
change his spots (Jeremiah
13:23).

It was Martin Luther who said
the incarnation consists of two
miracles: first, that God became
man; the second, that the heart
of man should believe this. Not
simply because the incarnation
is something difficult for our
minds, but becauseitisdifficult
for our hearts. We are so
dead(!) set against the LORD
that left to ourselves we would
spurn the offer of his grace.
We are of the darkness and we
hate thelight. That isthe shame
we must confess. Will you con-
fess you need nothing short of a
miracle?

God Provides the Impossible

But thereis more! God has pro-
vided! Thevirginbirth declaresit
so wonderfully! With God noth-
ingisimpossible!

It is good to connect Christmas
with Good Friday and Easter. We
need to do that and fight against
the fal se gospel that sees merely
a baby in amanger. Christ was
borntodie, todiefor me. But yet
we can still betoo simplistic. We
can speak of things such as the
forgiveness of sinsfar too easily
and far too generally.

The promises of Christ, all of
them, from forgivenessto eternal
glory, are something miraculous!
To seethem asanything lessthan
miraclesisto fail to see them for
what they are.

Thetest of whether or not you see
the child in the manger aright is
whether or not you have put your
whole weight upon the God who
comesto do what no man can do,
detesting any righteousness or
goodnessyou might claiminyour-
self. Thevery nature of the birth
of our Lordisaradical call to con-
sider your own strength and wis-
dom as rubbish and live out of
God'sincomparably mighty power
alone. With me, all things are
impossible, but with God they are
not! — both when it comes to the
guilt of sin and the power of sin.
It means that as we struggle
against sin and as we deal with
the sin of others, we daily flee
from our own approach, denying
our “natural” reactions, and dili-
gently seek the purity, love, and
humility that are given in Christ.
And we trust that, in Christ, God
is already doing what is impos-

sible — making those who were
dead alive, aliveto righteousness
and to Him.

Itisthe age-old sin of pride. The
world hasturned Christmasinto a
lukewarm sentimental festival of
good will. It cannot facethe chal-
lenge of Christ. It will not admit
that it needs Him. It will not heed
the call of Immanuel, first pro-
claimed by ayoung woman in the
time of King Ahaz, to turn from
reliance upon human strength and
totrust in the God who iswith us.

Itisour danger, too. What keeps
usfrom truly enjoying Christmas?
What allows our celebration to
turninto some superficial worldly
party? Our own pride.

First, see and confess the shame.
Weep and mourn. Then there will
bejoy and glory!

Rev. Marc Jagt isthe
pastor of the Canadian
Reformed Churchin Nepean,
Ontario, Canada.
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We Confess

An Exposition & Application of the Belgic Confession

Article 28: Of the Communion of the Saints

When welook at the ecclesiastical
landscape of our timeisit any won-
der that the Church haslost itsrel-
evanceto modern man?With scan-
dals involving money, sex, and
power; with its meddling in the
realm of political agendas; and with
its irrelevant message of “don’t
drink, don’'t smoke, and don’t go
with girlsthat do,” why arewe sur-
prised? The visible church is a
mess.

Nevertheless, we, as historically
conscious, confessional Protestants,
believe that Christ has created a
visible Church, that is, acongrega-
tion of those whom the Lord has
redeemed. To say thisin our Chris-
tian“culture,” though, either elicits
theresponse, “| agree, I'mamem-
ber of theinvisible Church,” or, “I
don't need the Church because |
have a personal relationship with
Jesus.”

Aswesaidinour last article, while
Christ doessaveindividual sinners,
He does so in order to bring them
into communion with HisBody, the
Church. We not only confess, “I
believeaholy catholic Church,” but
also, “the communion of saints.”
The Church, then, is central to
God'sredemptive plan, and there-
fore needs to be central to our
Christian faith and Christian life.
“But the Church is full of hypo-
crites.” That is exactly for whom
the Lord died and why you need to
be there!

Here we want to examine briefly
Article 28 of our Belgic Confession
of Faith. In one of the more
strongly-worded articles, the mean-
ing of the phrase “the communion
of saints’ (Apostles Creed) isex-
plained in order to place before us
and the world, the necessity of
Christ’s Church here on earth.

Outside the Church Thereis
No Salvation

Article 28 openswith the shocking
statement, “We believe, since this
holy congregation [mentioned in
Article 27] isan assembly of those
who are saved, and outside of it
thereis no salvation...” Yet what
sounds shocking and “ Catholic” to
our ears was simply the received
language of the Church and af-
firmed by our Protestant forefa-
thers. This opening phrase of the
Belgic Confession was the com-
mon way of speaking about thevis-
ible Church among the Reformers.

For example, in 1561 Theodore
Bezawas the chief spokesman for
the Reformed churches of France
at the Colloquy of Poissy, which
was intended to unite the divided
Roman and Protestant churchesin
the Kingdom of France. In debating
on the necessity of reforming the
church in France in terms of “re-
storing the ruins of Jerusalem,”
Beza confessed the Reformed
churches' belief in the Church,
which was“the company and com-
munity of the saints and without
whichthere could be no salvation.”

What is soilluminating for uswho
livein an anti-ecclesiastical culture
is that the phrase “outside the
churchthereisno salvation” (Latin,
extra ecclesiam nulla salus) was
never rejected by Reformers. So
where did this phrase come from?
It is commonly said to have been
first penned by Cyprian, bishop of
Carthage (200-258). Yet, even be-
fore Cyprian wrote this phrase,
Origen, in hissermon on the story of
Rahab, said, “Let no one deceive
himself. Outsidethishouse, that is,
outside the Church, no oneissaved
(Latin, extra ecclesiam, nemo
salvatur). If anyone goes outside,
he is responsible for his own
death.” The circumstances and in-
tent of Origen’swords are not clear
to scholars, unlikethose of Cyprian.

Theeventsleading up to Cyprian’s
claim were some of the most vola-
tilein the early church. During the
serious persecution of Christiansin
Romeand North Africaunder Cae-
sar Deciusin 250A.D., many Chris-
tiansrenounced their faith and pur-
chased alibellus, an official docu-
ment saying they had offered sac-
rifice to Caesar as Lord.

After this brief period of persecu-
tion Cyprian delivered an address
entitled On the Lapsedin June 251.
Inithesaid no human couldforgive
the apostasy of those who re-
nounced their faith; only God could.
He later softened his view and
agreed with Cornelius, bishop of
Rome, that if these apostates re-
pented they could be received back
into the church.

This led to serious opposition by
Novatian, apresbyter inthe church
in Rome who set himself up as
bishop of Rome. Heand hisprimary
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follower, Novatus, claimed that
they were the true church. The
Novatian sect, then, drew alarge
following during the ensuing years.
The next great issue was what to
do with those of the Novatian sect
who desired to return to the
Church? To this question Cyprian
set his pen to write and said that
since thereis no salvation outside
the Church, those who were bap-
tizedin aNovatian church had to be
rebaptized.

During thistime, Cyprian saw the
nature of the church being aninsti-
tution. In distinguishing the church
from the Novatian sect he pointed
to the succession of bishops from
Peter to Cornelius to prove the
Novatians were outside the Faith.
Another of hisfamous sayingswas
that “the church isin the bishop”
(Latin, ecclesia in episcopo) be-
causethebishop definesthe church
and guaranteesthe orthodoxy of the
church.

For Cyprian and his stress on the
importance of thebishop, “ Outside
the church there is no salvation”
meant “ outsi de the bishop of Rome,
there is no salvation.” And his
phrase, “You cannot have God for
your father unless you have the
Church for your mother” had the
samemeaning: thechurch traced to
Rome isthe mother of the faithful
and all infellowship with Romeare
her children.

Sowhat did the Beza, the Reform-
ers, and the Belgic Confession
mean when they said “outside the
churchthereisno salvation?’ Cer-
tainly they reinterpreted this phrase
to mean something other than “ out-
side the Roman Church there was
no salvation.”

As Reformed Christians we mean
that salvationisfound inthe Church,
but the Church that Christ estab-
lished, with the pure preaching of
theWord, pure administration of the
sacraments, and church discipline
(whichwewill discussinrelationto
Belgic Confession, Article 29).

What this means for usisthis. We
must keep a simple distinction in
mind as we speak with non-Chris-
tians as well as non-Reformed
Christianfriends. Thisdigtinctionis
between the ordinary and extraor-
dinary work of God. We must keep
clear what God does and what God
cando, or, what He has promised to
do and what He has not.

The ordinary promised means by
which God savessinnersisHisvis-
ible Church because thereisanec-
essary link between salvation in
Christ and Hisbody, the Church. To
it was given the keys of the king-
dom, the preaching of the Gospel
and discipline (Matthew 16:18-19
cf. Heidelberg Catechism, Q& A 83-
85; Romans 10:14-17). To it those
being saved were added daily (Acts
2:47). Forit Christ died (Ephesians
5:25-27). For thisreason the Church
isdescribed asthetemple of God (1
Corinthians 3:16; Ephesians 2:11-
22) and the mother of the faithful
(Galatians 4:26).

God has ordained that salvation is
offered for the world not at home,
the beach, nor in theflock of ahire-
ling (John 10:12, i.e. false Church);

therefore, salvation is available
where Christ’s voice is heard.
Christispresent in Hisfold, so that
“My sheep hear my voice, and |
know them, and they follow me”
(John10:27). Toillugtratethis, imag-
ine that you wanted to buy a bike.
Theobviousplacetogoistheloca
bike shop. Certainly you would not
gotothelocal bakery to buy abike.
In the same way, if you wanted to
expose a non-Christian friend to
salvationin Christ, thereisaplace
where you are promised he will
hear about it: the Church. You
would not take your friend to the
mall because Christ has not prom-
ised to save there.

So the distinction should be clear:
extraordinarily God can save out-
side of His Church, but the point of
this phrase iswhat God has prom-
isedtodo. TheHoly Spiritissover-
eign, but He has been pleased to
bind Himself to the particular
means of the Church’s called, or-
dained, and sent preachers (Ro-
mans 10:14-17). Thisphrase, then,
isnot saying outside the Church no
one will ever be saved or that no
saved person isoutsidethe Church,
but it ispointing ustowhat Scripture
clearly promises.

The Duty of Joining
For this reason, then, Article 28
continues, saying,

...No person of whatsoever
state or condition he may be,
ought to withdraw from it

Salvation is available where Christ’s
voiceis heard.
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There are five duties listed in Article 28 in light
of salvation being found in and through Christ’s
Church: joining, maintaining, submitting,
bowing, and serving it.

[the Church], content to be
by himself; but that all men
areinduty boundtojoinand
unite themselves with it;
maintain the unity of the
Church; submitting them-
selves to the doctrine and
discipline thereof; bowing
their necks under the yoke
of Jesus Christ; and as mu-
tual members of the same
body, serving to the edifica-
tion of the brethren, accord-
ing to the talents God has
giventhem.

TherearefivedutieslistedinArticle
28inlight of salvation being found
inand through Chrigt’sChurch: join-
ing, maintaining, submitting, bowing,
and serving it.

Joining

Those who are saved are brought
into the community of thesaved. As
Scripture says, the members of
Christ are brought into the Body of
Christ (Acts4:32; Romans 12:4-5;
1 Corinthians12:12-31). Theideaof
“church membership” is assumed
inthe Bible because Christiansbe-
long to Christ and to each other.
Thisisillustrated in that the Book
of Lifeisthe heavenly archetype of
the earthly registers of members
found in Scripture (Hebrews 12:23
cf. thelistsin the books of Numbers
and Chronicles, Psalms87:4-6).

Second, salvationisintermsof the
Lord adding a“countable” people
toadefinablegroup (Acts2:41, 47,

3:4). And thisnumber, thedisciples,
distinguished from “therest” (Acts
4:23,5:13). Thisisvisibly signified
in the sacraments of baptism,
which is the crossing over the
boundary of theworldinto the cov-
enant community, and the Supper,
whichisthevisblesignof maintain-
ing communion in the community
(Acts 2:41; 1 Corinthians12:13,
10:16-22, 11:20-34).

Third, the pastors and elders of the
church areto take heed to the flock
of God (e.g., Acts 20:28). It isas-
sumed that these leaders had no
doubt as to whom those people
were. Infact, there were even lists
of Chrigtianwidowseligiblefor the
church’s benevolent ministry (1
Timothy 5:9). Finally, church disci-
pline is described as effecting a
change of status/relationship be-
tween anindividua and the Church,
and the Lord (1 Corinthians 5).

Maintaining

The members of Christ and His
Body, then, are to “maintain the
unity of the Spirit in the bond of
peace” (Ephesians4:3). The peace
that we have been given from God
inour justification (Romans5:1) is
to affect usto passing that peaceto
each other asthefamily and house-
hold of God (Ephesians 2:19; 1
Timothy 3:15).

Submitting

Furthermore, asmemberswe areto
submit to the doctrine and discipline
of Christ's Church (Hebrews

13:17). Noticethat the Confession
teachesthat we commune together
as Christians by submitting together
in the Church. You are obligated,
according to Scripture (1
Corinthians 9; Galatians 6:6ff), to
carefor the poor and to support the
ministry of theWord, initsbroadest
sense, with your money reflective
of what God hasgivenyou. You are
obligated to support the work of
Christ with the various gifts and
talents God has given you (Romans
12; Ephesians4) with your timeand
prayers, your fellowship and edify-
ing words, even your admonitions
for the love of the brother or sister
who is departing from the way of
the Lord.

Bowing

Asservantsof Christ weareasoto
bow under His yoke, which is
“easy” (Matthew 11:30). What this
meansisthat we areto belifelong
followers of Christ for He did not
come to make converts, but dis-
ciples. We cannot be“ content to be
by [ourselves],” but we must be
studentsin the school of Christ.

Serving

Finally, we commune together as
Christiansby serving inthe Church
(Ephesians4:12, 16; 1 Corinthians
12:7,27). AsHeidel berg Catechism,
Q&A 55 says, “...each one must
feel himself bound to use his gifts
readily and cheerfully for the ad-
vantage and welfare of other mem-
bers.” Thisintimate fellowship and
participation in things with others
which the Creed expressesin the
phrase “communion of saints’
(Latin, sanctorum communionem;
Greek, hagion koinonian), isviv-
idly described in John Donne’s
“Meditation 17,” which says in
part,
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Sudy/Application Questions for Article 28

1. How does our understanding of the statement, “Outside the
church thereisno salvation,” differ from Romeaswell as non-
Reformed evangelical Christians?

2. May atrue Christian bea“loneranger” in the world? (cf. Heb.

10:24-25)

3. The Confession of Faith speaks of the obligation of “joining” the
visible church. Isthis biblical? Is it necessary? Explain your

answers.

4. What do the foll owing metaphorsfor the Church teach us about
membership inthe Church?Vine/Branches (John 15), Shepherd/
Sheep (John 10), Temple/Stones (1 Pet. 2), Body/Members
(Rom. 12), Bride/Husband (Eph. 5).

...The church is Catholic,
universal; so are all her ac-
tions; all that she does be-
longsto all. When she bap-
tizesachild, that action con-
cerns me; for that child is
thereby connected to that
body which is my head too,
and ingrafted into that body
whereof | am a member.
Andwhen sheburiesaman,
that action concerns
me...No man is an island,
entireof itself; every manis
a piece of the continent, a
part of the main.

The Duty of Separating

As aresult of joining the Church,
the Christian necessarily separates
himself from others, asArticle 28
concludes, saying,

And that this may be more
effectively observed, itisthe
duty of al believers, accord-
ing to the Word of God, to
separatethemselvesfrom all
those who do not belong to
theChurch, andtojointhem-

selves to this congregation,
wheresoever God has estab-
lished it, even though the
magistrates and edicts of
princeswere against it; yea,
though they should suffer
death or any other corporal
punishment. Therefore all
those who separate them-
selves from the same or do
not join themselvesto it act
contrary to the ordinance of
God.

We are called not only to union
with each other, but separation
from the world in the sense that
we no longer live as the world
wants us. The apostle powerfully
conveyed thisto the sinful congre-
gation of Corinth, saying, “ Do not
be unequally yoked with
unbelievers...What agreement
has the temple of God with
idols...be separate from them...”
(2 Corinthians. 6:14-16). For the
glory of God we are obligated to
live lives of separation and holi-
ness. That means that we find no
fellowship with the ungodly and

unbelievers and, as in times of
apostasy and reformation, that we
come out from among those who
manifest themselves as belonging
to the false church.

Thispart of Article 28, historically,
isespecially speaking of thosewho
were called the” Nicodemites™ dur-
ing the Reformation. Named after
Nicodemuswho cameto Jesus“ by
night” for fear of being put out of
the synagogue (John 3:2 cf. 12:42),
the Nicodemiteswerethose mostly
in Francewho claimed to befollow-
ers of the Reformers and the re-
stored gospel, but who refused to
leave the Roman Catholic Church
for fear of “the magistrates and
edictsof princes’ and becausethey
might “suffer death or any other
corporal punishment.” In address-
ing them, our Confession showsthe
centrality of the Church of Christto
the faith and life of God's people,
and the world.

Rev. Daniel R. Hyde isthe
pastor of the Oceanside
United Reformed Church in
Oceanside, California.

The Dutlook




“Graceto You and Peace’

Itisthat time of year again. Withthe
Thanksgiving holiday behind us, we
once more make the month long
journey toward Christmas. For
about thirty days, we see decora-
tions on homes and businesses; we
hear Christmas music in the gro-
cery store; we get Starbuck’s cof-
fee served in red cups; and we
watch the mall reach its zenith as
the epicenter for human activity in
our communities. Inthemidst of the
commercialism, craziness and
comedown, however, most of ustill
manageto find timeto enjoy some
form of family tradition. Cardsare
sent, partiesare attended, and plea-
sureistaken inwatching the antici-
pation buildinthe heartsof our little
ones.

Yet, for the Christian, thereismuch
more to Christmas than both the
materialism we chide and the
memories we cherish. Christmas,
of course, marks an annual remem-
brance of the greatest drama ever
staged: the coming of the Son of
God into the world in order to ac-
complish redemption on our behalf.
Itisafestive holiday that celebrates
God's promise of peace on earth.
While ‘ peace on earth’ isa slogan
inour culturethat getsalot of mile-
age during the Christmas season,
true peace on earth comesat avery
high price. True peace must be
made between God and man. This
requires God's justice to be satis-
fied. Without sin being dealt with,
there can be no peace. Without the
righteousness that God requires
from the sinner, there can be no
reconciliation.

The joy of Christmas comes from

knowing that God Himself has
made that peace for everyone who
believes. Jesus Christ paid the
price for peace by coming in the
form of a servant, living alife of
perfect obedience to God's law,
and going to a Roman cross of
shame to face the unmitigated
wrath of God for every person He
represented. Thisisthe peace that
was promised to our first parents,
Adam and Eve, after the fall, that
One would come to crush the
Serpent’s head.

Thisisthe peace proclaimed by the
prophets, that | srael’strue deliver-
ance would come through
Immanuel. This is the peace that
was announced to the shepherds by
the heavenly host of angels. Thisis
the peacethat, as Paul says, isours
“since we have been justified by
faith” (Romans 5.1). Peace that
comesto ushy gracealone, through
faith alone, because of thework of
Christ alone.

While believers now enjoy this
peace because of Christ’s first ad-
vent, they will experience this
peace in its fullest measure at
Christ’s second advent. When the
Kingreturns, Hewill bring everlast-
ing peace on earth as He ushersin
the glory of the age to come. This
present evil age, with all of its sor-
row and suffering, will finally and
forever come to an end for God's
people. In that day, “He will wipe
away every tear from their eyes,
and death shall be no more, neither
shall there be mourning nor crying
nor pain anymore, for the former
things have passed away” (Revela
tion 21:4).

In the meantime, as those living
between the two advents of Christ,
we have the blessed privilege of
hearing God's salutation of peace
whenever we gather together for
worship. As God’'s covenant
people, we call upon Hisnamein
the invocation at the beginning of
every worship service. In response,
the Lord greets His people. As
God’'s ambassador, the minister
raises his hands and — not with
magical powers, but as adivinely
appointed emissary — blesses the
peoplewith God'sblessing. God's
ownwords, such asthosefoundin
every one of Paul’ssalutations, are
used: “Graceto you and peace...”

Hearing these words at the begin-
ning of every worship service, we
are reminded that we are as
sembled together in the presence of
God; we are reminded that God
responds to the cry of His people;
we are reminded that we are for-
ever at peace with God. By these
words* graceto you and peace”’ we
are also able to look back to what
Christ hasdonein Hisfirst advent
and look forward to what He has
promised to do in His second ad-
vent.

Of all the salutations in the New
Testament, probably the most clear
in thisregard is Paul’s greeting to
the Galatians: “Grace to you and
peace from God our Father and the
Lord Jesus Christ, who gave Him-
self for our sinsto deliver us from
the present evil age, according to
the will of our God and Father, to
whom be glory forever and ever.
Amen.” (Galatians 1.3-5) These
words of peace are ours because
Christ “gave Himself for our sins.”
We look back, not merely to a na-
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LookingAbove

A Series on the Revelation of Jesus Christ
Revelation 5:8
“ Elders and Prayer”

tivity scene of baby Jesus meek
and mild, but to the whole mission
He accomplished. Without the hor-
ror and offense of the cross, the
manger is meaningless—something
our sentimental culturefailsto un-
derstand.

But we also look forward to the
completion of our redemption, that
is, to be delivered from “the present
evil age” in the resurrection. Only
then will true peace on earth be
realized, when all things are made
new. Not a superficial peace that
comes from mere warm and fuzzy
thoughts about the world coming
together with chestnuts roasting
over an open fire. Rather, a true
peace that comes when the King
returns with a sword to forever
stamp out evil and suffering.

So, as we make our way into this
festive season, let us rejoice that
the Son of God invaded human his-
tory and came into this world to
save us from sin, death, and hell.
And let usremember that we have
something for which all of theworld
longs and gropes. We have peace—
peace with God presently and
peace on earth in the future. And
this same peaceisannounced to us,
morning and evening, every Lord’'s
Day. May God give usapassion to
bring that message of peace to the
cultureinwhichwelive, so that we
might see othersbethe reci pients of
those blessed words: “ Graceto you
and peace.”

Rev. Michael Brown isthe
pastor of a United Reformed
Church Plant in Santee,
Cdifornia

In our last article, we considered
theresponsibility of eldersinteach-
ing, taking notethat it wasan elder
who directed John to the Lion of
the Tribe of Judah—the Lamb
slain—as the One who has pre-
vailed and is worthy to open the
scroll and to loose its seven seals
(Revelation 5:5).

In this article we want to consider
theroleof theeldersin prayer, tak-
ing as our basis Revelation 5:8,
“Now when He had taken the
scroll, thefour living creaturesand
the twenty-four elders fell down
before the Lamb, each having a
harp, and golden bowls full of in-
cense, which arethe prayersof the
saints.”

The elders have in their hands
golden bowlsfull of incense, which
are the prayers of the saints. God
has given us the interpretation of
the golden bowls of incense: they
are the prayers of the saints.

But why are the prayers of the
saintspicturedintermsof incense?
The imagery comes from the Old
Testament tabernacle, and specifi-
cally from the altar of incense that
stood inthe Holy Placejust before
the Holy of Holies. You can read
about that in Exodus 30:1-10. Sweet
incense was to be burned upon the
altar every morning and evening,
arising before God as a perpetual
incense, a pleasing aromato Him.
Like the perpetual incensethat as-
cended before the Lord from the

altar, sothe prayersof thesaintsare
to ascend before the Lord perpetu-
ally, morning and evening.

Wefind theApostle Paul doing ex-
actly that in the New Testament.
He praysfor the churches perpetu-
aly. Continually hisprayersarise
asasweet aromato theLord morn-
ing and evening, day and night. He
saysto the Romans, “without ceas-
ing | makemention of you alwaysin
my prayers’ (Romans 1:9). He
saystothe Corinthians, “1 thank my
God always concerning you...” (1
Corinthians 1:4). He says to the
Ephesians, “1 do not ceaseto give
thanksfor you, making mention of
you always in my prayers...”
(Ephesians 1:16). He says to the
Philippians, I thank my God upon
every remembrance of you, always
inevery prayer of minemaking re-
quest for you all with joy...”
(Philippians 1:3-4). He saysto the
Colossians, “Wegivethanksto the
God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ, praying alwaysfor you...”
(Colossians 1:3). He says to the
Thessalonians, “We give thanksto
God always for you all, making
mention of you in our prayers’ (|
Thessalonians1:2).

Areyou getting the point? As the
incense from the altar of incense
arose continually before God, so
the prayersof thesaintsareto arise
continually before God, and that by
virtue of our union with Christ.
EvenasChrist “makesintercession
for us’ (Romans 8:34), so we are
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caledto* beanxiousfor nothing, but
in everything by prayer and suppli-
cation, with thanksgiving, let your
requests be made known to God”
(Philippians 4:6). Even as Christ
“ever lives to intercede for us’
(Hebrews 7:25), sowearecalled to
“pray without ceasing” (I
Thessalonians5:17).

The prayers of the saints are por-
trayed in terms of incense to im-
press upon us the fact that the
saints are to be alwaysin prayer.

But why is the incense—the
prayers of the saints—carried in
golden bowls? What isthe signifi-
canceof that? The golden bowlstell
usthat the prayersof the saintsare
preciousin God'ssight. They arise
likeincense—a sweet aroma—be-
fore Him and are precious in His
sight. Made of precious metal, the
golden bowlsfull of incenseindicate
that the prayers of the saints are
preciousin God'ssight.

And why are they preciousin His
sight? Theprayersof thesaintsare
pictured to us here in terms of
golden bowlsfull of incense, and
they aredirectly related to the open-
ing of the seven seals. Revelation
5:8 leaves us with the distinct im-
pression that the prayers of the
saints of God are in some sense
responsible for the loosing of the
seven seals. Those seds are
opened not only in response to the
prayers of God's people; they are
opened because of the prayers of
God's people. The saints pray, and
the seals are opened.

What is the significance of that?
Remember what the scroll, sealed
with its seven seals, represents: it
represents the history of redemp-
tion! In other words, your prayers

set in motion the history of redemp-
tion. You pray, and the history of
redemption progresses.

Now of course God issovereign; it
isHiswill that iscarried out; He not
only ordainsthetimesinwhich His
people pray, He also ordains the
prayers themselves. But do not let
the sovereignty of God over prayer
lead you to miss the point. He has
chosen the prayers of the saints as
thevery means by which Hesetsin
motion the history of redemption!

Indeed, there is power in prayer!
How does James put it?“ The effec-
tive, fervent prayer of arighteous
man avails much. Elijahwasaman
with a nature like ours, and he
prayed earnestly that it would not
rain; and it did not rain on theland
for threeyearsand six months. And
he prayed again, and the heaven
gaverain, and theearth producedits
fruit” (James5:16-18). The heavens
were shut up, refusing to send rain
on the earth for three and a half
years—and that by the prayer of
one man! The heavens were
opened again, giving rain, causing
the earth to produce fruit—and that
by the prayer of one man! Again,
God issovereign. Hemoved Elijah
to pray, and through the prayers of
Elijah, God worked His purposes.
God is sovereign, but He uses
prayer as the means by which He
accomplishes His purposes, even
the progression of the history of re-
demption.

The prayersof the saints, then, are
intricately bound up with theloos-
ing of the seven sedls, even setting
inmotion theloos ng of those seven
seals. The prayers of the saints set
inmotion the history of redemption.
There is power in prayer!

Not convinced? Then consider
Revelation 8:1-6. Again, you have
the prayersof thesaintspicturedin
terms of incense. This time they
are intricately bound up with the
sounding of the seven trumpets,
once again setting in motion the
sounding of those seven trumpets.
What are those trumpet blasts, but
thewarnings of God to an unrepen-
tant and unbelieving world? The
prayers of God's peopleare bound
up with the sounding of the seven
trumpets, sending forth God's
warnings to the world. There is
power in prayer!

Still not convinced? Then consider
Revelation 15-16, wherethe seven
golden bowls full of the wrath of
God are poured out upon the earth.
Those same golden bowls, symbol -
izing the prayersof God's peoplein
Revelation 5:8, are now equated
with the wrath of God upon the
wicked in Revelation 15 and 16.
Are you getting the point? The
prayersof thesaintsareintricately
bound up with the seven bowls of
God'swrath, even setting in motion
the pouring out of that wrath! There
is power in prayer!

Threetimesthe book of Revelation

The prayers of the saints, then, areintricately
bound up with the loosing of the seven seals.
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connects the prayers of God's
peoplewith the history of redemp-
tion! Threetimesthe book of Rev-
elation connects the prayers of
God's people with the pouring out
of Hiswrath and judgment! Three
times the book of Revelation con-
nects the prayers of God’s people
with the redemption of His people!
The prayers of the saints are con-
nected with theloosing of the seven
sealsin chapters 4-7! The prayers
of the saints are connected with
the sounding of the seven trumpets
in chapters 8-11! The prayers of
the saints are connected with the
pouring out of the seven bowls of
wrath in chapters 15-16! Indeed,
there is power in prayer!

God has chosen the prayers of His
people asthe means by which seals
are opened, trumpets are sounded,
and bowlsare poured out. You pray,
and seals are being opened. You
pray, and trumpets are being
sounded. You pray, and bowls are
being poured out. You pray, and
God' skingdom advances! Hisking-
dom comes not by sword, not by
political rule, not by cultural trans-
formation, but by prayer!

To besure, we are not permitted to
pray for God’swrath tofall upon our
enemies. We pray for their salva-
tion. Remember Christ'sprayer on
the cross, “ Father, forgive them!”
Remember the prayer of the first
martyr, “ Father, forgivethem.” We
pray for our enemies. But we pray
for them, knowing full well that
God usessuch prayer either to bring
about their salvation, or to set in
motion His wrath upon them.
Prayer advancesthe kingdom, even
to the day of consummation.

In that connection, | want you to
notice one last thing. Notice who

holdsthe golden bowls of incense.
Noticewho holdsthe prayersof the
saints. The twenty-four elders.

Theeldersof the church must bein
prayer for the congregation. The
undershepherds of the church must
be in prayer for the flock. James
remindsus, “lsanyone among you
sick? Let himcall for the elders of
the church, and let them pray over
him” (James5:14). Itisnot only the
minister that must be visiting and
praying, but the eldersaswell! El-
ders, you must be praying for the
flock. You must be visiting them,
and you must be praying for them.
As one preacher has put it:
prayerless elders are an abomina-
tion, and a scandal to the office of
elder!

But even asthe eldersof the church
must bein prayer for the congrega-
tion, so the congregation must bein
prayer for the elders. Why? Be-
cause the elders carry a great
weight; they have been entrusted
with the keys of the kingdom, and
whatever they bind on earth is
bound in heaven, and whatever they
loose on earth isloosed in heaven.
It is an awesome task entrusted to
theelders. They need the prayersof
the saints. Even as a prayerless
elder isan abomination and ascan-
dal to the office, so the prayerless
saint isan abomination and a scan-
dal to the name Christian.

It is by prayer, both the prayers of
the elders, and the prayers of the
saints, that the kingdom of God ad-
vances. Those prayerssetin motion
the loosing of the seven seals.
Those prayers set in motion the
sounding of the seven trumpets.
Those prayers set in motion the
pouring out of the seven bowils.
Those sealsare being opened from

thetime of Christ’sfirst coming to
thetime of Hisreturn. Thosetrum-
pets are being sounded from the
time of Christ’sfirst coming tothe
timeof Hisreturn. Those bowlsare
being poured out from the time of
Christ’sfirst coming to the time of
Hisreturn.

God works in and through the
prayersof the saints. God’s people
are a praying people. Are you
among them?!

Rev. Brian Vos s the pastor
of the Trinity United
Reformed  Church in
Caledonia, Michigan. Healso
isthe President of the Board
of Reformed Fellowship.
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From the Editor

In this past year we have had over 110 articleswritten
by over fifty different writersfromten different federa-
tions/denominations.

You may have noticed some changesthat took placethis
year. The most obvious oneis that we went to color
coversand color pictures. Lessobvious, but still notice-
ableisthefact that most of our issues are now thirty-
two pagesinstead of twenty-four. Hopefully not obvi-
ous at all, was the fact that we added a third proof-
reader.

Something that we did not change was the mandate and
desireto promote and defend the Reformed faith. | am
thankful for astrong board at Reformed Fellowship that
is determined to make the magazine work to that end
— the defense and promotion of the Reformed faith.

In the past that has not always been easy. | recall a
time when our past editor, Rev. Vanden Heuvel spoke
at our annual dinner making a pleato our Associate
Membersfor financial assistancein order to republish
our best selling book, With a Shepherd's Heart by Dr.
J. Sittema. Fortunately, thefundscameinand wewere
ableto reprint Dr. Sittema’s book.

Through your generous contributionswe have been able
to do yet another printing of the same book, givingit a
new cover. We also have some other projectsin the

works: We are updating some of our Bible Study ma-
terid; lookinginto publishing more Bible Studies, aswell
asother booksthat will benefit the church; and we soon
will haveall theissuesof The Outlook availableon CD.
Weare selling Bible studies and other material through
our website as well as at Amazon.com.

Obviously none of thiswould be possible without your
generous contributions. Without your generous gifts
With a Shepherd’s Heart would never have been re-
printed, nor would any of the other projectsbe possible.
In fact, without your generous gifts, The Outlook
would have folded several years ago.

You make it happen! For that, | thank you!

With our new cover designs we are trying to attract
younger readers hoping to get them interested in read-
ing the same articlesthat defend and promote the Re-
formed faith that you have enjoyed for many years. We
need your help to do it. Won't you consider giving a
contribution of the Reformed Fellowship in order that
we can keep up the work that we believe has been a
blessing to the church? Would you also consider giv-
ing agift subscription of The Outlook to ayoung fam-
ily that you know so they a so can enjoy thearticlesthat
appear in our magazine?

In His service,
Rev. Wybren Oord, Editor
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TheVirgin Mary (2)

Without compromising the core
principles of the Reformation --
grace alone, faith alone, Scripture
alone -- can we honor and still un-
derstand the role of the blessed
Virgin Mary in the history of re-
demption? To phrase the question
in another way: Why doesthe Re-
formed tradition show little or no
interest inthevirgin Mary?

Arewe afraid to praise and esteem
thevirgin Mary, lest we be accused
of sympathizing with the church of
Rome? Yet, when we recite the
Apostles’ Creed in church services,
Mary’s name is mentioned. We
confess that the virgin birth is a
foundational truth of Christianity.
We accept as Gospel truth Article
18 of TheBelgic Confession, which
dtates... “The Son took the * form of
a servant’ and was made in the
‘likenessof man,’ truly assuming a
real human nature, with all itsweak-
nesses, except for sin; being con-
ceived in the womb of the blessed
virgin Mary by the power of Holy
Spirit without male participation”
(Cf. Heidelberg Cat. L.D. 14, g.a
35).

In his 1930 mgjor treatise on the
virgin birth of Christ, J. Gresham
Machen, founding president of
Westminster Theological Seminary,
wrote: “Let it never be forgotten
that the virgin birth is an integral
part of the New Testament witness
about Christ, and that that witness
is strongest when it is taken as it
stands...The blessed story of the
miracleinthevirgin'swombisin-
trinsic to the good news of the Gos-
pel. Only one Jesusis presentedin
theWord of God; and that Jesusdid

not come in the world by ordinary
generation, but was conceived in
thewomb of thevirgin by the Holy
Ghost.”

Perhaps we are more like the 16th
century Scottish Reformer John
Knox, whose deep anti-Marianism
is shown by an incident that hap-
pened in his early life as a Protes-
tant. Having been delivered from
“the puddle of papistry,” as he
called it, he was captured by the
French and endured for nineteen
months the brutality and confine-
ment as agalley slave. A Scottish
commentator said about Knox's
horrendous suffering, “ Chainedto a
floating hell, he began hisappren-
ticeship as an apostle of theliberty
of the children of God.”

It seemsthat Knox was allowed to
writeat times. On once occasion, he
tells us, the Catholic chaplain of
Knox's ship held up a beautifully
pai nted wooden statue of the Virgin
Mary and encouraged Knox and the
other prisoners to genuflect and
show proper reference. When the
statue was forcibly placed in
Knox’s hand for him to kissit, he
grabbed it andimmediately threw it
overboard into the sea. “Let our
Lady now save herself.” he said.
“Sheislight enough; let her learnto
swim!” Never again, Knox adds,
washeforcedto “idolatry” by kiss-
ing and bowing to theimage of the
virgin Mary.

The Reformers Reject the
Veneration of the Virgin Mary

The severecriticism of the Reform-
ers was not due to the attention
paid to the Virgin Mary by the

church of Rome. It was dueto the
extravagant devotional practices
and distortionswhich led to scandal
and revulsion crying out for the
need of reform. Late medieval
abusesinthefaithlife of thechurch
of Rome appeared to the Protestant
reformersto concentrate too much
on Mary, thus detracting from the
Savior’sredemption of humanity.

One example of abuse was the
belief that the virgin Mary’s milk
wasfood for the soul. Sometimein
the 12th century St. Bernard de
Clairvaux, founder of the Cistern
order, claimed that he had an ex-
traordinary visioninwhich he saw
the Mother of God nourishing his
own sinful soul with loving milk.
Since the virgin Mary’s milk was
Christ’'sfood, her milk becomesin
this sense one of the aspects of
Christ’shumanity.

Since Christ was a baby like all
babies, He too was in need of His
mother for nourishment. Both Mary
as the nourisher and Mary as the
life-giver to all humankind was
seen, therefore, as nourishing the
sinful soul with her loving milk.
Mary’s milk was considered, to-
gether with her tears, among the
most precious blessings of Chris-
tianity. Marina Warner, in her ex-
haustive book on the Virgin Mary,
Alone of All Her Sex, provides a
list of citiesthat possessed relics of
Mary’smilk. In Bethlehem, tourists
can still visit theMilk Grotto, where
Mary spilled afew dropswhile she
wasnursing, and where, to promote
lactation, cakes of themilky soil can
be bought.

Desiderius Erasmus, the eminent
16th century Dutch humanist, made
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fun of the many sites in which
Mary’s milk was venerated. Itis
attended, he said, by custodians
“holding out a begging-board like
those used in Germany by toll-col-
lectors on bridges.” John Calvin
also raged against this surfeit of
milk: “Thereisnotown sosmal, nor
convent...so mean that it does not
display some of the Virgin's
milk...Thereis so much that if the
holy Virgin had been acow...all her
life shewould have been hard put to
ittoyield such great quantity.”

Another example of spiritual abuse
wasthebelief in the ongoing inter-
cessory prayer of Mary and the
saints. At timesit had become scan-
dalousinthe MiddleAges, through
a deadly mixture of superstition,
heresy, and commercialization.
Consequently, it wassingled out as
aspecial object of criticismin the
confessions of the Protestant Ref-
ormation.

The Geneva Confession of 1536,
citing the Lord’s Prayer asthe di-
vinely given model of how to pray,
asserts, in opposition to Roman
Catholic doctrineand practice: “We
reject theintercession of the saints
as superstition invented by men
contrary to Scripture, for thereason
that it proceedsfrom mistrust of the
sufficiency of the intercession of
Jesus Christ.”

The Views of Martin Luther
and John Calvin

The Reformers resisted the deifi-
cation and veneration of a human
being. Luther gave up Marianinter-
cession when he could not find ex-
plicit scriptural warrant for itinthe
Bible. Yet we need to remember
that one of the most important im-
ages for Luther is the one of the

servant mother Mary, who in humil-
ity proclaims God's love and affir-
mation of His people.

Luther believed that the virgin
Mary conceived Christin her mind
by faith before she conceived Him
bodily inthewomb. Hewrote: “Be-
cause Mary the Virgin conceived
and gave birth to Chrigt, therefore
Christ was a real, bodily visible
human being, and not only a spiri-
tual reality--yet she conceived him
and bore him spiritually. How so?
Thus: she believed theword of the
angel, that she was to become
pregnant and give birth. With that
very faith in the angel’sword, she
conceived and gave birth to Christ
in her heart spiritually, at the same
time that she conceived and gave
birth to himin abodily way.”

Calvin also highly esteemed the
virgin Mary. He refers to her as
“the treasurer of grace,” the one
who kept faith as a deposit.
Through her, Calvin says, we have
received this precious gift from
God. Thisishow Calvin commends
aproper reverence for Mary while
warning against the excessive de-
votion of Catholic piety: “ She de-
servesto be called blessed, for God
has accorded her asingular distinc-
tion, to prepare his Son for the
world, inwhich shewas spiritually
reborn. To this day, we cannot en-
joy theblessing brought usin Christ
without thinking at the sametime of
that which God gave us as adorn-

ment and honor to Mary, inwilling
her to be the mother of His only-
begotten Son.”

Herman Bavinck (1854-1921)

Inthetradition of Calvin, theinflu-
ential Dutch Reformed [GKN]
theologian Herman Bavinck,
strongly opposed the veneration of
thevirgin Mary. However, he till
saw the preparation and fulfillment
of theincarnationintheelectionand
favour shown to Mary as the
Mother of Jesus.

Because of the virgin Mary’svital
role in the incarnation, she is
blessed among women; she re-
ceived an honor that was given to
no other creature. Sheishighly hon-
ored with undeserved grace, above
all peoplesand angels. And Bavinck
comments that whoever denies it
doesnot take serioudly theincarna-
tion of God.

Karl Barth (1886-1968)

The Swisstheologians Karl Barth,
who devel oped the so-called neo-
orthodox theology that had areal
impact on western theol ogy of the
20th century, called the Mariology
of the church of Romeits“central
doctrine.”

He said that its complex
Mariology contrasts sharply with
the virtual absence of Mary in
Protestant evangelical thought.
The gulf seemed to Barth sowide
that he wrote: “In the doctrine

Because of thevirgin Mary’'svital role
in the incarnation, sheis blessed among
women.
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and worship of Mary thereisdis-
closed the one heresy of the Ro-
man Catholic Church which ex-
plains all therest.”

TheVirgin Mary: the First
Pentecostal

In our time, some Pentecostals
have given thevirgin Mary avital
roleintheir theology. Anarticleon
thevirgin Mary in the Dictionary
of Pentecostal and Charismatic
Movements (pp. 584f.) describes
her as “the first Pentecostal.”
Theauthor saysthat sheisclosely
associated with the Holy Spirit,
for Luke specifically mentions
that she and other women were
present in the Upper Room with
the apostles prior to the descent of
the Holy Spirit on the Feast of
Pentecost. The author also ar-
gues that the coming of the Spirit
at the time of Jesus’ conception
was aforeshadowing of the com-
ing of the Spirit upon the entire
community on Pentecost. “ Thus
Mary is regarded as one of the
first to receive the ‘baptismin the
Spirit’ even prior to Pentecost.”

But how could thevirgin Mary be
the“first Pentecostal?” TheBible
issilent about this description of
her. Abraham Kuyper comments
on Acts 1:14 that we find in this
text that the Apostles are named
first, then the other women, and
finally the mother of Christ. The
Apostles, neither on Pentecost
nor or any other day, ever men-
tioned Mary’s namein preaching
Christ. Neither inthe Actsnor in
the Epistles of the Apostlesisany
kind of honor ascribed to her. Her
opinion isnot asked for upon any
occasion. She disappeared from
the Scripturesinconspicuously.

Mary disappeared from the Scriptures
Inconspicuously.

TheVirgin Mary in the New
Testament

The sober witness of Scripturever-
sus the exuberance of the Roman
Catholic veneration of Mary is a
remarkable contrast. The actual
amount of direct information found
about Mary in the Bible is very
small. Sheismentioned in all four
gospels and alluded to by Paul
(Galatians 4:4). Outside the dia-
logue with the angel and “the
Magnificat,” Mary utters a grand
total of twenty-two wordsin re-
corded Scripture. She was a
chaste, godly woman. She was a
virgin at thetimeof theangel’'svisi-
tation (Matthew 1:18; Luke 1: 26-
27).

The Bible in no way presents the
idea that Mary remained a virgin
throughout her life (Matthew 12:46;
John 2:12; 7:5). She wasawoman
steeped in Scripture. She also saw
herself in need of salvation and a
Savior (Luke 1:47-50). She was
uniquely involved inthelife of the
Lord, present at important timesin
His private and public life. She
appearsin the Gospelsasawoman
whoishighly esteemed, actslikea
normal mother, isspiritualy more
responsivethan others but needsto
grow asawoman of faith. Thevir-
gin Mary is never exalted, never
venerated, never in any way, shape,
or form placed in aposition where
she could possibly obscure the
Christian’ssingle-minded devotion
to her Son (Mark 3:31-35).

The New Testament is the story
about Jesus, the Savior and the
Light of the world. The account of
Simeon meeting the infant Jesus
and Mary and Joseph in thetemple
illustratesthistruth. Simeon blessed
them, and told Mary about what
was in store for her. A sword will
pierce her soul (Luke 2:35). The
fulfillment of this prophecy was
during the crucifixion. It wasthere
that Mary would see her Son dieon
the cross an agonizing death. The
Gospelsdo not exclude Mary from
the history of redemption, but the
attention is not drawn away from
Jesus, because all what Mary did
and said was awitnessto the mys-
tery of the incarnation.

The M agnificat

We cannot remove Mary from the
context of the Gospel. Themiracle
of salvation -- the coming of the
Son of God--does not happen apart
from Mary, but viathe annunciation
and also viaher response, her readi-
ness to be the servant of the Lord.
“l am the Lord’s servant,” Mary
answered. “May it beto measyou
havesaid.” Mary isalsointhe spot-
light because her faith, her joy and
praise. When she visits Elizabeth,
the latter speaks of the privilege
that the mother of the Lord comes
to her (Luke 1:43) and calls her
“blessed...among women” (Luke
1:42).

Mary respondswith the Magnificat.
TheMagnificat isMary’s spontane-
ous hymn of praise of God taken
directly from Scripture (Luke 1:
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46-55) This hymn closes with
the words: “ He has helped his
servant Israel, remembering to
be merciful to Abraham and his
descendants forever, even has
he said to our fathers.” These
words are an allusion to Gen-
esis 22:17-18 in which after
Abraham offered to sacrifice
Isaac in obedience to God’s re-
quest. There God promised
Abraham “...through your off-
spring all nations on earth will
be blessed...”

If there is any doubt about
Mary’s acquaintance with the
Old Testament, that should be
dispelled by a study of the
Magnificat. It catches not only
the spirit but also the vocabulary
of Hannah's prayer at the dedi-
cation of Samuel (1 Samuel 2:1-
11). The parallels are obvious as
each of these women, though in
very different circumstances,
celebrated God's gift of a son.

For Martin  Luther the
Magnificat had avital placein
the church’s liturgy. Luther
wrote about the Magnificat, “it
would be good if it were sung
twice” in church services. Cen-
turies later the American
Lutheran theologians David S.
Yeago wrote: “The Magnificat
is the church’s song because it
is the song of the specific Jew-
ish woman Mary, whom God’'s
election and promise have set in
the midst of the church as the
prototype of the church’s faith
and prophecy--and therefore as
the archsinger of the praise of
God’s mercy in Christ.”

Yeago suggests that we should
sing the Magnificat at home,
and sing it at Evening Prayer in

the congregation. Luther also
urged us to pray the
Magnificat. He wrote: “If you
want to pray for all on earth,
take the Our Father. Here [in
the Magnificat] you have the
general thanksgiving for all
things, also for your own af-
fairs.” For Luther, Mary em-
bodied a humble servant of
God’'s unconditional love in
Jesus Christ. For him Mary af-
firms a theology of grace that
reveal s our unrighteousness yet
God’s affirmation of His people
under the cross.

When we praise and
esteem Mary, itis
God whom we
praisefor His
gracious favor
shown to her.

The New Testament testifies
that the choice of Mary to be-
come the mother of the Son of
God was an act of God’s mercy.
Theangel’s annunciation is not
aproposal, but aword of sov-
ereign grace revealed to Mary.
Her response of faith to the
word of grace, “I amthe Lord’s
servant. May it be to me asyou
have said” is not to achieve
merit. Mary’sfaithisthe gift of
God’'s grace (cf. Ephesians
2:8,9). She is the object of
God'’s gracious predestination,
and this divine choice is the
source of both her blessedness
and her fertility. So when we
praise and esteem Mary, it is
God whom we praise for His
gracious favor shown to her.

Conclusion

| suggest that we should not be
afraid to praise and esteem the
virgin Mary. | believe that as
Reformed Christians we need
to recover atruly Biblical ap-
preciation of the virgin Mary.
Mary does not figure in the
story of salvation only through
the bare fact of her pregnancy;
becoming the mother of the Son
of God makes her “blessed
among women.” Without com-
promising the heritage of the
Reformation we can under-
stand and honor the Virgin
Mary in ways that are Scriptur-
ally based. Everything depends
how we talk and write about
her. But one thing we may
never do. We may not think of
the mother of the Son of God in
isolation from her Son, an object
of devotion by herself. We must
refuse to think of Mary as the
example of the cooperation of
man with grace. How can Mary
cooperate with Jesus while she
herself needs salvation? She is
neither our co-redemptrix nor
our intercessor. The New Tes-
tament proclaims that Christ is
the only mediator.

The two opposites in redemp-
tive history are not Eve and
Mary, but Adam and Christ.
When the apostles preached,
they proclaimed that there is
only one name under heaven
given to men by which we must
be saved (Acts 4:12). The
apostle Paul clearly states: “For
thereisone God and one media-
tor between God and men, the
man Christ Jesus.” ( 1 Tim. 2:5)
Consequently, with the Reform-
ers we must continue to insist
that the heart of the Gospel is
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not only the Scriptures alone,
and by faith alone, nor through
our merit but there is another
key phrase aswell: Christ alone.

Rev. Johan Tangelder isan
emeritus pastor of the
Christian Reformed Church.
He is a member of the East
Strathroy CRC in Strathroy,
Ontario.
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With a Shepherd's Heart: Reclaiming the Pastoral Office of Elder
By John R. Sittema

Pastors have the privilege and duty of reading scores of books on the
subject of church leadership and management. Elders usually don’t
have this luxury or time. For this reason alone John Sittema’'s book
ought to receive awide distribution among Elders and those who de-
sireto serve. Often, an elder serveswithout significant training andis
left to muddle through somehow. Now, let us hope that those who re-
ceivethisaugust responsibility find in their heartsthat God hascalled
themtoit. In meek humility, let them servewith Rev. Sittemaastheir
companion and teacher. L et them not trust their instincts or the opin-
ions of those who have gone before them. However good those sources
may be, they are not to be compared with the Holy Bibleand itsinsis-
tence on giving them the first and final word for their calling. Every-
where we turn churches are failing because of professional ministers
and compliant elderswho want their pastor to simply “doit.” A strong
elder board will solve that problem. Gentlemen, get this book and a
strong elder board will emerge.

What We Believe: An Exposition of the Apostles’ Creed
By Cornelis P. Venema

There have been and always will be fresh resources to explain the
Apostles’ Creed. What distinguishes Dr. Venema's volume is atime-
lessand less sectarian approach. Thishirds' eyeview of thefaith pre-
sentsthe reader with abrief panoramaof our beliefsand how they have
been presented, preserved and promoted through history. Venema
would have us see that the Reformed faith, by and large, fitswell with
all streamsof Christian history faithful to God’'sword. That makesthis
book an excellent resource for high school study (such asacatechism
class), new membersin the church, and afirst doctrinal guidefor teach-
ers. Don't hesitate to give this book to your pastor: he will read it and
enjoy handing it out to those with basi ¢ questions about our faith. Don’t
hesitate to giveit to ateenager: especially if you hope that such aone
will find confidencethat our faithisn’t just aculture or tradition. One
suggestion | have for reading this work: start with reading the study
questions, then read the chapters. Christians ought to know the answer
to each of these questions! If you don’t yet, you will when you are done.

Availablefrom Reformed Fellowship.
See our back cover for ordering details.
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Paedocommunion in Higory (2)

Eastern Orthodoxy

Before we continue the story of
the church’s practicein the West,
we need to pause a moment to
comment on the distinct devel op-
ment of the practice of the east-
ern church. Even though the for-
mal schism between the eastern
and the western church did not
occur until 1054 A.D., for our
purposesit isimportant to observe
that the eastern church came to
practice aform of paedocommun-
ion throughout its various
branches and continues to do so
until the present day. The precise
dating of the emergence of this
practice asauniversal norm of the
eastern churchisnot easily deter-
mined. However, upon the basis
of a developed sacramentology,
the eastern church came to ad-
minister communion to infants
upon the occasion of their baptism
and thereafter.

The teaching and practice of the
eastern church isfairly clear. The
seven sacred “mysteries’ or sac-
raments are the necessary and in-
dispensable means for imparting
the grace of new birth and lifein
Christ to their recipients. In the
liturgy of the eastern church,
which grants even less of arole
to the preaching of the gospel as
a means of grace than historic
Roman Catholicism, the drama of
redemption isreenacted by means
of elaborate rites that make con-
siderable use of icons and sym-
bolic actions that represent the
life, death, and resurrection of
Christ.

The mystery of holy baptismisa
rite that effectively grants new
birth and life to its recipients
whether as adults or infants. The
baptized member of the churchis
immersed three times, and then
immediately receives the further
“mysteries’ of “chrismation” and
the “Eucharist.” Baptism is un-
derstood to be the entrance into
all the mysteries of the church
and qualifiesits recipientsto re-
ceive sacramentally the fullness
of God's grace in Christ and the
Holy Spirit. In chrismation, the
bishop or priest anoints the bap-
tized person with oil, making the
sign of the cross and blessing the
newly baptized Christian with “the
seal of the Holy Spirit.” After the
mysteries of baptism and
chrismation, the baptized member
isalsoimmediately given the body
and blood of Christ by “intinction”
(dipping of the bread into the
wine). Unlike the practice and
teaching of the Roman Catholic
church, the mystery of the Eu-
charist must be communicated in
both kinds or elements, is admin-
istered by intinction, andisgiven
to infants upon their baptism and
chrismation.

Without concurring in the particu-
lar features of the Roman Catho-
lic understanding of “transubstan-
tiation,” the eastern church also
insists that the bread and wine
arereally changed into the actual
body and blood of Christ. Since
the baptized child is granted en-
trance into the kingdom of God
and born again by the Holy Spirit,
he or sheis properly to be admit-

ted to the sacrament of the Eu-
charist, which providesthe neces-
sary and indispensable nourish-
ment of participation in the body
and blood of Christ.

The historic practice of eastern
orthodoxy since the fourth cen-
tury and thereafter, therefore,
certainly lends support to the ar-
gument that paedocommunion
enjoysthe sanction of church his-
tory. However, the basis for the
practice of eastern orthodoxy
raises questions concerning how
this practice should be evaluated.
Sinceour interest hereisprimarily
historical, we will reserve com-
ment on this subject until we have
considered the further history of
the practice of paedocommunion
in the western church.

Medieval and Contemporary
Roman Catholicism

The story of the practice of
paedocommunion in the western
church since the fourth and fifth
centuries of the Christian eraisa
complicated one. In the writings
of advocates of paedocommun-
ion, this story is often told in an
unduly simplistic manner.

For example, it is argued that,
whereas the early church prac-
ticed paedocommunion, the medi-
eval Roman Catholic Church
gradually came to withhold the
sacrament from infants and chil-
dren because of the devel opment
of certain doctrinal convictions
regarding the sacrament of the
Eucharist. Because the develop-
ing Roman Catholic and medieval
doctrine of the sacrament of the
Lord’'s Supper contained tenets
that militated against the continu-
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ation of the practice of paedo-
communion, this practice beganto
disappear in the western church.

What is clear from the history of
the Roman Catholic Churchisthat
paedocommunion ceased to be a
widespread practice by the elev-
enth century, and its present
teaching and practice allows for
the first reception of holy com-
munion at the age of seven or
eight, but usually reservesitsre-
ception until the administration of
the sacrament of confirmation to
baptized children of the faithful
who are in early adolescence
(usually at the age of twelve). A
number of factorsplayed arolein
the development of Roman
Catholic practice, including the
cessation of paedocommunion.

The main stages in the devel op-
ment of Roman Catholic practice
are rather clear. In the period
prior to the eleventh century,
thereis evidence that paedocom-
munion was practiced. The litur-
gies used in the Spanish Roman
Catholic church—for example,
the Gregorian sacramentary and
Mozarabic liturgy — recognize
and provide for the practice.

However, inthe period leading up
the Fourth Lateran Council in
1215, the practice of paedocom-
munion began to diminish. This
Council codified anumber of fea-
tures of the Roman Catholic
Church'’s high sacramentalist and
sacerdotalist conception of the
communication of God’s grace.
At the Council, the dogmas of
transubstantiation and the real
presence of Christ in the sacra-
mental elements were affirmed.
In response to the reluctance of

some of thefaithful to participate
in the sacrament due to the sa-
credness of the rite and the
miracle of Christ’sreal presence,
the Council stipulated a practice
of yearly confession and com-
munion by all the faithful at Eas-
ter. One of the Council’s actions
that bears especially upon the
subject of paedocommunion was
thefurther stipulation that children
receive communion for the first
time at the age of seven or older.
These conciliar decisions played
an important role in shaping the
practice of the medieval Roman
Catholic Church. They also con-
firm that the practice of paedo-
communion was in decline
throughout the church.

In the period subsequent to the
Fourth Lateran Council, the prin-
cipal features of Roman Catholic
practicein relation to paedocom-
munion assume a settled form that
continues to the present day. Un-
like the eastern church, which ad-
ministers simultaneously thethree
mysteries of initiation into the
body of Christ (baptism,
chrismation, and the Eucharist),
the western church distinguishes
them, at least in the instance of
children. Though adult converts
receive all three sacraments to-
gether, in the twelfth and subse-
guent centuries the Roman
Catholic Church increasingly
separated baptism from the
emerging practice of “First Com-

munion” between the ages of
seven and nine, and from the sac-
rament of confirmation during
early adolescence.

Ordinarily, the sacrament of con-
firmation became the occasion for
the admission of thefaithful to the
sacrament of communion. While
retaining the eastern church’'s
emphasisupon theinitiatory char-
acter of the sacraments of bap-
tism, confirmation, and holy com-
munion, the western church be-
gan to emphasize the importance
of catechetical instruction and
preparation for the sacrament of
confirmation, which wasincreas-
ingly viewed as preparatory to
reception to the Eucharist.

Unlike the eastern church, which
permitted the priest to officiate at
the sacrament of confirmation, the
western church insisted that this
sacrament must be performed by
the bishops of the church. Thomas
Aquinas, who exercised aninflu-
ence greater than any other me-
dieval theologian, taught that,
though baptized children have
right of accessto communion, this
right is similar to a person’s re-
ception of an inheritance; the
faithful have the right of inherit-
ance before they actually take
possession of it. Preparation for
and reception of the sacrament of
confirmation was viewed as an
important means to cultivate the
kind of faith and discernment re-

Paedocommunion ceased to be a
widespread practice by the eleventh
century.
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quired for meaningful participa-
tion in the body and blood of
Christ.

By thetime of the Reformation in
the sixteenth century, the tradi-
tional practice of the Roman
Catholic Churchwaslargely fixed
and continues to the present. At
the Second Vatican Council, some
reforms were introduced into
Roman Catholic practice, but
these did not substantialy alter the
established features of this prac-
tice. When the children of the
faithful are baptized, they are
cleansed of original sin, bornagain
by the Spirit of Christ, and re-
ceived into the body of Christ.
Subsequent to baptism, such chil-
dren may receive their “First
Communion” at the age of seven
or older, though the Second
Vatican Council cautioned against
too strict aruleregarding the age
of such children (and the age of
those who are thereafter con-
firmed). Masses for children of
thefaithful are described and en-
couraged.

However, the Council also em-
phasized the importance of more
rigorous course of catechesisin
preparation for the sacrament of
confirmation. In its description of
confirmation, the Council reiter-
ated the traditional view that it
was to be administered by a
bishop, and noted that it includes
the elements of anointing with oil
to symbolize the confirmand's
sealing with the Holy Spirit and
the imparting of an “indelible
mark” upon the faithful. Though
the practice of the contemporary
Roman Catholic Church evi-
dences considerable diversity, the
reception of “First Communion”

coincidestypically with confirma-
tion. Due to the intimate connec-
tion between baptism and com-
munion, children may receive
their first communion before con-
firmation. However, the usual
practice reservesthe regular par-
ticipation in the sacrament of
communion to those who have
been confirmed in the faith.

The Reformation

At the time of the Reformation,
the only groups practicing paedo-

At the time of the
Reformation, the
only groups
practicing
paedocommunion
were the eastern
orthodox churches,
the Armenian church
and the Bohemian
Hussites.

communion were the eastern or-
thodox churches, the Armenian
church and the Bohemian
Hussites. The general practice of
the western church permitted chil-
drento cometo their “First Com-
munion” between the ages of
seven and nine, though most did
not partake of the sacrament un-
til they received the sacrament of
confirmation, usually at the age of
twelve.

During the period of the Protes-
tant Reformation of the sixteenth
century, debates about the sacra-

ments of the church, including the
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper,
were often extended and conten-
tious. Despite the many points of
dispute regarding the sacraments,
the Lutheran and Reformed
churches maintained the practice
of admitting childrentotheLord's
Table only after they were con-
firmed (L utheran) or made a pro-
fession of faith (Reformed) be-
fore the church. Though the
churches of the Reformation fol-
lowed the predominant practice of
the western church by not admit-
ting infantsor very young children
to the Lord’s Table, they did so
for reasons that were consistent
with their general understanding
of the sacraments. Since we will
consider in greater depth in asub-
sequent article the testimony of
the Reformed confessions, our
comments on the practice of the
Reformation will be brief.

John Calvin’s comments on the
subject of paedocommunioninhis
Institutes provide afairly repre-
sentative statement of the Refor-
mation view and practice. In
Calvin'sunderstanding of the sac-
raments, the sacrament of bap-
tism differs from the sacrament
of the Lord’s Supper. Whereas
baptismisasign of new birth and
incorporation into Christ, the
Lord's Supper isameans of nour-
ishing the faith of believers in
communion with Christ.

Baptism is properly administered
to the children of believers, who
arerecipients of the gospel prom-
isetogether with their parents. By
contrast, the Lord’s Supper is a
sacramental means of strength-
ening thefaith of believersandis
given “to awaken, arouse, stimu-
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late, and exercise the feeling of
faith and love, indeed, to correct
the defect of both.”

Calvin emphasi zes that the sacra-
ments are an effective means of
grace whereby the gospel prom-
ise in Christ is communicated to
believers. However, the efficacy
of the sacraments does not di-
minish the obligation on the part of
their recipients to receive them
by faith. Just as the Word re-
quires the response of faith,
whichthe Holy Spirit worksinthe
believer, so the sacraments re-
guire the response of faith, apart
from which they are of no benefit
to their recipients. In the case of
the sacrament of the Lord’s Sup-
per, Calvin insisted that the body
and blood of Christ must be re-
ceived by the “mouth of faith,”
and that those admitted to the Sup-
per were required accordingly to
be prepared by aprior instruction
in the evangelical faith. Only
those children of believers who
had professed their faith (at the
age of ten to twelve) were to be
received at the Table.

In one of his most explicit state-
ments on the question of paedo-
communion, whichwaswrittenin
reply to the Anabaptist charge
that it was inconsistent to baptize
infants but refuse them admission
at the Table, Calvin argues that

[t]his permission to admit
childrento thetablewasin-
deed commonly given in
the ancient church, as is
clear from Cyprian and
Augustine, but the custom
has deservedly fallen into
disuse.... For with respect
to baptism, the Lord there
setsno definite age. But he

doesnot similarly hold forth
the Supper for all to par-
take of, but only for those
who are capable of dis-
cerning the body and blood
of the Lord, of examining
their own conscience, of
proclaiming the Lord's
death, and of considering
its power....

Because the Lord’'s Supper dif-
fersfrom baptism, asasign of in-
clusion differs from a sign of
nourishment in faith, Calvin in-

The efficacy of the
sacraments does not
diminish the
obligation on the
part of their
recipientsto receive
them by faith.

sisted that reception at the Table
follow instruction in and profes-
sion of thefaith by the children of
believers.

The practice of the Reformed
churches hasfollowed the pattern
established by Calvin. One of the
few dissenters to the prevailing
view, Wolfgang Musculus, at-
tempted to argue for paedocom-
munion on the grounds of the
children’s inclusion in the cov-
enant of grace with their parents.
Musculus' dissent, however, was
an exception to the rule among
the Reformed churches of the
continent and the British isles.

Since the sixteenth century, the
Reformed churches have re-
quired apublic profession of faith
before admitting children to the
Table of the Lord. Because the
Lord’s Supper isasacrament that
nourishesfaith, it requiresthekind
of faith that is able to remember,
proclaim, and discern the body of
Christ. The public rite of profes-
sion of faith is ordinarily the
means whereby baptized mem-
bers of the church are welcomed
into full communicant member-
ship.

Conclusion

Though we have provided only a
brief sketch of the history of the
Christian church’spracticeinre-
gard to paedocommunion, several
observations are warranted by
the evidence that we have con-
sidered.

First, thetestimony to the practice
of paedocommunion in the antig-
uity of the church does not com-
pare to that for the practice of
paedobaptism. Though the evi-
dence for paedobaptism in the
early history of the church war-
rantstheinferencethat it wasthe
earliest practice of the church,
the evidence for paedocommun-
ion warrants only the inference
that it was a practice introduced
into some sectors of the church
by the middle of thethird century.
However, there is earlier and
third-century evidence that indi-
cates that paedocommunion may
have been an innovation when it
was first introduced.

Second, by thetime of Augustine
and thereafter, the practice of
paedocommunion became in-
creasingly widespread in the east-
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ern and western branches of the
church. The practice of paedo-
communionin the eastern church,
which continues to the present,
was established during this pe-
riod. The practice of paedocom-
munion in the western church
becamethe prevalent one until the
twelfth century. However, evenin
this period the practice of paedo-
communion was not as universal
in the west as it was in the east.

Third, any evaluation of the wide-
spread practice of paedocom-
munion in the church during the
period prior to the high middle
ages and the Reformation must
take note of the diverse reasons
offered to encourage or to dis-
courage this practice. Any as-
sessment of the practice of
paedocommunion may nhot ignore,
for exampl e, the close connection
between a growing
sacramentalism, which viewed
baptism as a means of granting
new birthtoitsrecipients, and the
admission of children to the
Lord’s Table. Those who would
appeal to the practice of paedo-
communion in thisperiod haveto
reckon with the dubious sacra-
mental viewsthat encouraged the
admission of childrentothe Table.

Fourth, the reasons for the de-
cline of the practice of paedocom-
munion in the western church are
complex. Advocates of paedo-
communion often cite the emer-
gence of the doctrine of transub-
stantiation and the growing fear
of desecrating the consecrated
elementsif paesdocommunion con-
tinued to be practiced. They also
appeal to the practice of withhold-
ing the cup from the faithful, a
practice that allegedly made the

participation of infantsin the sac-
rament by means of intinction dif-
ficult, if not impossible. Though
these factors may have played a
role in the decline of paedocom-
munion, there are other factors
that tend to be overlooked, for
example, the long-standing con-
viction of the church Fathers,
Augustineincluded, that insisted
upon a believing and informed
reception of the sacrament of
communion. The development of
the sacrament of confirmation and
its association with the admission
of believersto the sacrament has
its roots in the earliest teaching
and practice of the church. This
development played a role equal
to the articulation of the medieval
doctrine of transubstantiation in
restricting admissiontotheLord’'s
Supper to professing believers.

Andfifth, the uniform conviction
of the churches of the Reforma-
tion wasthat children of believers
should be nourished at the Table
of the Lord only after they had
reached an age of discretion and
were able to receive properly the
sacrament. Though the Reformed
churches continued the practice
of baptizing the children of believ-
ing parents, they insisted that the
Lord’'s Supper, which was not a
sacrament of incorporation into
but of spiritual nourishment by
Christ’sbody and blood, required
the attestation of the kind of faith
that could remember and proclaim
the death of Christ.

Though we haveyet to give more
careful attention to the teaching
of the Reformed confessions re-
garding the proper recipients of
the Lord’'s Supper, it should be ap-
parent that the argument from

history for paedocommunion s at
best inconclusive. If the Re-
formed churches were to admit
childrento the Lord s Tabletoday,
they would haveto do so upon the
basis of other considerations of a
confessional or biblical nature.

Dr. CornelisVenema isthe
President of the Mid-
America Reformed Semi-
nary. He also serves a con-
tributing editor of The Out-
look.
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URCNA ClassisMichigan

On October 11, 2005, Classis
Michigan of the United Reformed
Churchesin NorthAmericamet for
the nineteenth time. Delegates
from the dozen churches in this
classis met at the Bethel URC in
Jenison, Michigan. Theofficersof
the day were: Chairman - Rev.
Derrick Vander Meulen; Vice-
Chairman - Rev. Wybren Oord;
Clerk - Rev. Gene Crow.

The chairman began the meeting by
reading Psalm 145 and presenting
an exhortation on the theme sola
deogloria. After declaring classis
constituted, Rev. Vander Meulen
welcomed the delegates and also
Rev. Bill Green, Rev. Ed Knott,
Candidate Matt Nuiver, and Trea-
surer Dave Vander Meer.

Thelight agendamoved along very
quickly. The Clerk reported on his
activities since the last meeting
which included an updated version
of the Classis Rules of Procedure.
In addition, the Clerk asked to be
released from his position as the
Clerk of Classis. The Classis ap-
pointed Rev. Wybren Oord to serve
as the new clerk, effective at the
beginning of the new year. Inorder
to take on the new role, Rev. Oord
was relieved of his duties as
ChurchVisitor. New Church Visi-
tors, Rev. Steve De Boer and Rev.
Rick Miller, were unanimously
elected.

Three churches within the classis,
Allendale, Grace (Alto), and Cov-
enant (Byron Center), gave reports
of theactivitiesgoing onwithintheir
churches. Two pastors and one

elder reported on the triumphs and
the struggles that are taking place
within the Church of JesusChristin
each respective location. These
itemswerethenincorporated inthe
noon prayer.

Rev. Bill Green gaveareport of the
work of advancing the Reformed
faithin Central America. Severa
solid Reformed books have been
translated and are being promoted
throughout theregion. It wastruly
heartwarming to hear how the Spirit
of God is drawing people to an
awareness of Jesus Christ and the
riches of the Reformed faith
throughout Central America.

Delegatesto classisbecame aware
of the need for meeting even when
alight agenda as several churches
camewith requestsfor adviceona
variety of matters. One church
asked for the thoughts of the del-
egates on the new catechism mate-
rial that is being proposed by the
URC church of Chino, California
Three churches asked for advice
concerning discipline matters.

Delegates from one congregation
asked for advice on the proper way
to call aminister who was granted
entranceinto the URCNA under the
status of emeritus pastor. A lengthy
discussion took place asto whether
or not asecond colloquium doctum
should take place. A motion to
waive the colloguium doctum for
the particular minister being consid-
ered was defeated. The result of
that vote means that an emeritus
minister in the URCNA, who re-
ceived acolloguium doctumin June

2004 and whose ministerial creden-
tialsreside in a URCNA church,
will haveto bere-examined should
the Lord lead him to take a call
within the URCNA. Two minis-
tered registered their vote against
the decision of classis.

The next meeting of classis is
scheduled for June 6, 2006 at the
Covenant United Reformed
Church in Kalamazoo, Michigan.

Respectfully submitted by,
Rev. W. H. Oord
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