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To:
Central Ave CRC Council

From:
Pastor Chad Steenwyk, Bob Swierenga and Steve Zwiep

Date:
September 28, 2010
RE:
Report on Proposed Revisions to the Reformed Standards (a.k.a. the Confessions)

Background:

In April 2010, Faith Alive Resources (formerly CRC Publications) released their proposed changes to the Reformed Standards (Belgic Confession (BC), Heidelberg Catechism (HC) and Canons of Dort (CD)), which provide the doctrinal foundation for the way the Christian Reformed Church interprets Scripture.  All CRC office-bearers sign their name agreeing with these confessions and all professing members state their agreement with them in their Profession of Faith.


Because of the vast number of changes proposed and the very limited time before the June 2010 Synod meetings, much less the spring classis meetings at which any overtures or communications in response to the changes would have to be processed, Central Avenue CRC’s Council approved an overture asking Synod to “postpone action until at least Synod 2011.”  That overture was approved by Classis Holland in May 2010 and also, along with other similar overtures from other classes, led Synod 2010 to delay its action so the churches could digest and respond to the changes.


The new timeframe is to allow church councils to give their responses to the Synod’s revision committee by October 1, 2010.  Those responses will be considered and the final draft of the proposed changes to the Confessions will be available by November 1, 2010.  At that point, the churches can review what the committee is proposing and accept it or else go through the overture process.


The elders of Central Avenue appointed elders Robert Swierenga and Steve Zwiep along with Pastor Chad Steenwyk to review the changes and come with a report to Council.  This report serves as that report and the response, approved by Council on September 27, 2010, to be sent to the revision committee and disbursed among members and the broader community.  The report focuses primarily on the Heidelberg Catechism and Belgic Confession, since they have received the bulk of the substantive changes.  The Canons of Dort is changed primarily by the use of gender-inclusive language.

Response to the Committee:

September 28, 2010

Mr. Kyle Thompson

Faith Alive Christian Resources

2850 Kalamazoo Ave SE

Grand Rapids, MI 49560

Dear Mr. Thompson,


Greetings in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Per Synod 2010’s provisions regarding the proposed changes to the Reformed Standards, the Council of Central Avenue Christian Reformed Church would like to offer the following response and comment.  We take very seriously our faith in Christ Jesus and seek to follow His Word in all we do as a congregation.  The Reformed Standards give us a concise and clear guideline as God’s people and church.  We ask that you please give thoughtful and prayerful consider of our comments, as we have done the same with your proposed revisions.


We acknowledge that some clarification and revision are needed to update language and keep these documents living and useful.  However, our concerns are primarily for the theological changes and confusion that are added with your proposed changes.  At the heart of these changes seems to be an issue of the authority of Scripture; what do we want the Bible to say.  Do we want it to say what we prefer it to say?  Or do we want it to say what God says?  Below is an explanation of where we see the proposed changes sacrificing the clarity of God’s Word and attempting to satisfy human preferences.
MAJOR DOCTRINAL ISSUES:

Weakening the Fatherhood of the triune God
The proposed revisions removed the masculine pronouns for God 204 times (HC 49, BC 74, CD 81), and they retain the masculine pronouns only 108 times (HC 29, BC 28, CD 51). The manhood of Jesus is omitted 7 times, with "he" replaced by the word Lord.  All 4 masculine references to the Holy Spirit in the HC and all 3 references in the BC are deleted. So the Holy Spirit is completely neutered.

Even the angels, including the devil, are neutered in HC Q&A112, BC Art. 12, and CD Conclusion.  The CD Conclusion reads: “…a stronghold of Satan where he lies in wait….”  The proposed revision reads: “...a stronghold where Satan lies in wait…”  All the personal references to angels in Scripture are male (Gabriel, Michael, Beelzebub, the three “men” of Genesis 18:2, etc.).

The proposed revision of BC Art. 9 neuters God as the Creator by saying, “when God says: ‘Let us make humankind in our image,’ and afterward God indicates the unity as saying, ‘God created.’”  The current version states, “‘Let us make man in our image,’ and afterwards he indicates the unity when he says, ‘God created,’” which more accurately reflects the intention of the Scripture being quoted (Genesis 1:26-27): 

“Then God said, ‘Let us [the plural referring to the Trinity] make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.’  So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.” 

In BC Art. 10, the proposed revision denies the masculine nature of the Trinity in eternity before the creation of the world.  The current version says: “he who is called God, the Word, the Son, and Jesus Christ already existed when all things were created."  The revision says: “the one who is called God, the Word, the Son, and Jesus Christ already existed before creating all things.”  

We reject this translation philosophy because Jesus Himself began the Lord's Prayer by addressing God as “Our Father.”  De-emphasizing masculine references to God denies God's self-revelation of Himself in His Word.  God certainly does use feminine references for some of His actions (as a hen gathers her chicks, etc), but personal references to the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are exclusively in the masculine form.  Without masculine references to God, we lose the depth of the original meaning of God’s relationship to His people (as a Father to His children).  

Frankly, this is also official CRC policy. Synod 1997 declared that “The endorsement or use of contemporary inclusive language for God--i.e., the broad gender-egalitarian and/or gender/neutral approach…is unacceptable to the Christian Reformed Church” (Acts of Synod 1997, p. 692).  Therefore, using gender-neutral language for God in our confessions violates the standing position of the CRCNA.  The proposed changes violate a Synodadopted position on biblical translation.  Your proposal goes beyond the authority an agency or its board has in our Reformed polity.
Weakening the Divinity of Christ:

 
Christ's divinity is weakened in BC Art. 9, which currently reads, “And therefore the holy one to be born of you shall be called the Son of God” (quoting Luke 1:35).  The revision proposes: “therefore the child to be born will be holy.” This revision, based on the NRSV, seems to say that Jesus assumed his divine nature after his birth.  Another version in the Revised Standard tradition, the English Standard Version (ESV) states with less ambiguity, “therefore the child to be born will be called holy— the Son of God.”

Weakening the Nature of the Godhead:

HC Q&A25 weakens the nature of the Godhead.  “Since there is but one God,…” becomes “Since there is but one divine being,….”   God is a "divine being," but the NIV has only one reference to “divine being” and that is the Apostle Paul’s interaction with the pagans at the Areopagus in Athens.  The NRSV only has one reference in I Samuel 28:13, but refers to the Witch of Endor’s vision of a spirit. Referring to God as a  “Divine Being” takes away from the uniqueness and personal nature of God.  Using “divine being” may be appropriate in a situation such as Paul’s to make a connection evangelistically to the surrounding culture.  But the church’s confessions are documents that should reflect the common language of the church.

Wrongly Attributes Divinely Inspired Authorship of the Bible "Men and Women”:


 BC Art. 3 currently states, “We confess that the Word of God was not sent nor delivered by the will of men, but that holy men of God spoke being moved by the Holy Spirit.”  The proposed revision reads: “We confess that the Word of God was not sent nor delivered by human will but that men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.”


This distorts how God brought forth the Scriptures in this world.  All of the known biblical authors are male.  So to say God moved “women” to write the Word of God is conjecture at best. Also by including women in BC Art 3, there is a deliberate undermining of male headship in the church, which is one of the officially recognized positions of the Christian Reformed Church (Synod 1995 and 2000) and practiced in many congregations.

Adam as the Head of the Human Race and Forerunner of Christ is Denied: 

How can Christ be the second Adam, if Adam and Eve are equally responsible for the fall? In the Gen. account, God addresses Adam first after the fall and make him solely responsible as the head of his wife. I Corinthians 15:22 says, “For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive.”  The connection between Adam and Christ is reiterated in I Corinthians 15:45, “So it is written: ‘The first man Adam became a living being; the last Adam, a life-giving spirit.’”  Even McGuffy's Reader had it right: “A--In Adam's fall we sinned all.”


BC Art.15 states, “We believe that by the disobedience of Adam…”  The proposed revision reads: “We believe that by the disobedience of Adam and Eve…”  Eve certainly was part of the fall into sin (I Timothy 2:14-15), but Adam is always held up as the representative head of the human race, which connects with Christ as the second Adam and therefore our greater representative in grace (I Corinthians 15:22).

Common Theological Language is Lost:


As said earlier, confessions should reflect the common language used in the church.  There is a distinct theological language that is used because of the depth of meaning behind them that common words do not fully encompass.  For example, in HC Q&A 56 it currently says, “…because of Christ's atonement…”  That becomes “Christ's satisfaction…” in the revision.  Is Christ satisfied now?  What does it mean to be satisfied?  Synonyms include “happy” and “content.”  Is God merely happy and content with us now?  Or have our sins been atoned for?  Also, in HC Q&A 45 it currently states “…are now resurrected to a new life…”  This becomes "are now raised to a new life…" in the revision.  “Resurrected” more clearly connects our new life with Christ’s.  And finally, in BC Art. 14 it now refers to “The natural man,” which becomes “those who are unspiritual,” in the proposed revision.  This takes away vivid, personal language.  The HC is noted far beyond Reformed circles even for its warm and personal nature.

OTHER PROBLEMS:

Loss of Personal Nature


Continuing that last thought, there are several places where the HC especially loses its personal nature.  Certainly there is a corporate sense to our faith and salvation, but it is also very personal and individual.  HC Q&A 70 says now, “… by grace has forgiven my sins…”  That is changed to "has forgiven our sins…”  In that same Q&A, what is now “…Holy Spirit has renewed me and set me apart…” becomes “… Holy Spirit has renewed and sanctified us…”  This causes the HC to speak more generically rather than to the soul of an individual.

Loss of Poetic Majesty

In HC Q&A 45 it says, “How does Christ's resurrection benefit us?”  The third point of the answer is as follows: “Christ's resurrection is a guarantee of our glorious resurrection.”  The proposed revision states: “Third, Christ's resurrection is a sure pledge to us of blessed resurrection.”  Another example is BC Art. 19 The "seed of Abraham" becomes the "descendants of Abraham."

The Familiar Lord's Prayer is Revised: 

The revision of the HC includes the NRSV translation of the conclusion of the Lord’s Prayer as follows: “And do not bring us to the time of trial, but rescue is from the evil one, for the kingdom and the power and the glory are yours forever. Amen.”  This is not theologically significant, but does break with the regular practice of the Christian church in the English-speaking world and severs us from the broader Christian church in such a basic, common practice.

We understand that many of these changes are driven by the joint CRCNA/RCA hymnal and also our work with the PCUSA.  But ecumenical work should never lead to giving up some of our fundamental commitments as a denomination.  Your report to Synod 2010 states that part of the reason for a joint hymnal is that it “will expand our market,”
 even to the PCUSA, which is known widely as a very liberal denomination.  These do not seem like proper bedfellows, much less a driving force behind changing our core confessional standards.

Summary

1. We strongly object to the proposed revisions of the Confessions. If this revision of the Three Forms of Unity is adopted, we could not as pastors and elders sign the Form of Subscription, which states that we believe the confessions are in full agreement with the Holy Scriptures.  There are certainly other problems with your proposed revisions, but these biblical deviations cause us the greatest concern.

2. The proposed revisions rely on Scripture quotations from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), which we believe is not a faithful and accurate translation of the original texts. We request that the proposed revisions rely on the New International Version (NIV), which is the primary pew Bible and teaching version in the vast majority of CRCNAs, and a sizeable number of RCAs. Although there are certainly some translation issues with the NIV, choosing the NRSV demonstrates an agenda behind this translation of the confessions that should not drive change in something significant in the life of the church.

3. Synod 1997 declared that “the endorsement or use of contemporary inclusive language for God, i.e., the broad gender-egalitarian and/or gender/neutral approach…is unacceptable to the Christian Reformed Church” (Acts of Synod 1997, p. 692).  Thus, we believe that these proposed revisions are in direct conflict with the standing position of the CRCNA.

Blessings in the Name of Christ,

By action of the Council of Central Avenue Christian Reformed Church, Holland, MI, on September 27, 2010

Mr. Rich Cory, Clerk



Mr. Steve Zwiep, Vice President

Rev. Chad M. Steenwyk, President

� CRCNA Agenda to Synod 2010, p. 166-167





