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THE INSTITUTIONAL CHURCH IN HISTORY

G.J. Spykman

How do you catch the sun in a butter-fly net? Or the ocean in a thimble? Well, that’s my problem: How does one pull together two thousand years of church history and repackage it into a single essay?

In reflecting on the church institution we need some historical orientation and background.

Our topic makes sense against the background of the Church in Biblical Perspective, dealing with the Scriptural norms for the life of the church. Now, we view the Church of History, the story of the church’s ongoing response to these norms, how the church came to be what it is today.

Basic principles

At the outset let me share with you some of the basic principles concerning the church in history upon which this survey rests ... principles shaped by the Word of God principles which in turn give shape to the Christian faith in its address to the question at hand ... principles which I find operative in the ongoing history of the church as signposts along the way, pointing to the ups and downs of Christian practice as part of the unfolding drama of the coming kingdom.

I share these principles with you in the hope that they will serve as helpful guidelines in knowing what to look for in the church’s history, in sorting out the major issues in the maze of historical developments which confront us.

* As Christians we must take history seriously as an integral dimension of God’s way with his world, including the church. For history is God’s way of unfolding he potentials of his creation and pushing them forward to their fulfillment Within the program of his coming Kingdom. Within this historical draw the church plays its unique role.

*
While history is therefore very important, even indispensable, and must be taken with utter seriousness - yet history is not itself normative.

We may not expect to find the norms for the life of the church within the history of the church itself. The story of the church in history is the record of Christian responses to the norms of the Word of God for the life of the church - both obedient and disobedient responses.

The institutional church is not an island. It never stands alone. Therefore its life can never be viewed apart from its integral relationship to the other divinely ordained institutions within the Christian community and society at large, all within the larger cultural context of our western world. Here the fundamental principle of “sphere-sovereignty” and “sphere-universality” comes into play, offering a sound Biblical perspective for viewing the church in living partnership with the home, the schools, the state, the guilds, the university. In partnership with these other spheres of societal activity, the church is called to make its uniquely God-given contribution to Christian culture, not as a lord but as a servant, not as the end of Christian living but as a means to the common goal of every institution in the Christian community, namely, the coining of the Kingdom of God.

* Within this total Kingdom enterprise the church holds a distinctive place and plays a unique role; for to the church has been entrusted, as its central task, the administration of the Word of God, the “Good News” of the Scriptures in all its fullness, directed to life as a whole. All the varied ministries of the church - its preaching, teaching, pastoral, and governing ministries - must be evaluated in the light of this central calling to administer the Word of God.

Starting-points

Against the background of these principles our aim is to explore, analyze, and evaluate some of the obedient and disobedient responses of the church to its Biblical mandate, as gleaned from two thousand years of church history, and then to ask what all of this means for the life of the church today.

But now, from which angle shall we proceed to get inside this vast field of church history? For the church in history is like a house. There are many ways to get into a house: the front door, the back door, via a side door, through a window (in an emergency), or, if your name is Santa Claus, down the chimney. And no matter which entry you choose, once inside, you can then move around from room to room.

So it is with church history. There are many starting-points. We could get into our area of reflection via the church as a creation ordinance. Or we could start with Genesis 3:15 or the Exodus from Egypt or Christ’s proclamations in Matthew 16 and 18 or the resurrection or Pentecost. But these starting-points and turning-points belong to the previous essay, the church in biblical perspective. We are now concerned with the church in history and this thnists us beyond the canonical limits of Biblical history.

Corinth: Problem child

Let’s take Corinth as our starting-point: the city of Corinth in the first century - and the church in that city - the picture of that situation as drawn for us by Paul in his epistles to Corinth.

Corinth was a Greek city, a political hub of the Roman Imperium, a cosmopolitan center of Hellenistic culture, a gateway to the western world. There in Corinth we find a church, a pioneering congregation, an outpost of Christian witness in a pagan world, a church established in response to the Macedonian call, “Come over and help us!”
Christ’s great commission was being carried out. The church was spreading out from Jerusalem through Judea and Samaria to the uttermost parts of the ancient world.

Corinth was one of the moving centers in an era of expanding Christian influence, with the center of gravity shifting steadily westward. Jerusalem witnessed the initial impetus. Then Antioch served as a base of operations for Christian outreach through the missionary travels of Paul. Ephesus then become a metropolitan hub for the seven churches of Asia Minor. Then came Corinth, a significant beachhead into Europe. The church was on the way to Rome, long the Christian capital of the western world. There the church established an ecclesiastical monopoly which endured until the Reformation of the sixteenth century.

Corinth was part of this pattern of developments. Like every church, the congregation at Corinth was called to be in the world, though not of it - yet, in reality, like the church today, it was perhaps too little in the world, but certainly too much of it.

The city of Corinth had won for itself a notorious reputation. It was regarded as a wide-open city, a real swinging town, with countless vices and immoralities. Corinth was proverbial for everything evil. To “Corinthianize” meant to engage in rampant iniquity.

The church in that city was unable, it seems, to shake off the influences of its environment. It apparently shared in the abominations of the city. If you doubt it, just ask Paul. Review his letters to Corinth. This congregation was his problem-child from the very word go. Everything unChristian could happen there, and usually did. The spirit of the Greek mind, the spirit of doubt and skepticism, infiltrated the life of the church. Recall the troubles which Paul seeks to overcome in his letters. Corinthian Christians doubted his apostolic authority. There was a pagan spirit which beclouded Christian freedom in eating meats. Sexual immoralities threatened to undermine the very foundations of home life. Some questioned the reality of Christ’s resurrection and the liberating power of Easter in the lives of his disciples. Corinth is indeed a picture of the church militant, a church fighting for its very life. That was back in the first century.

But Corinth isn’t dead yet. It did not die back then and there, neither as a city nor as a church in that city. Corinth is still very much alive, even today, in the “secular city” of our modem Western culture.

Geneva: Reformation

One evening in June, 1536, quite unexpectedly a stranger, a Frenchman, sought lodging for the night in Geneva. His name was John Calvin. He was fleeing Paris where there was a summons out for his arrest. His destination was Strasbourg, where Calvin hoped to spend his life in scholarly pursuits. For at heart he was really a kind of bookworm. Earlier that year he had published his first “little book”, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, which almost overnight marked him as the outstanding spokesman of the Reformation cause. To by-pass the crossfires of battle in one of those seemingly endless wars between France and Germany, Calvin made a detour en route to Strasbourg. And so he drifted into Geneva for a one-night lay-over. Or so he intended. But the news of his presence leaked out. Then came that dramatic knock on the door. Before long Farel, the firey, red-headed preacher of Geneva, was pointing his finger down Calvin’s skinny nose and accusing him of being a second Jonah, a runaway, drop-out prophet, seeking to escape the Reformation challenge. As Calvin said later, “It was as if the Almighty God laid his heavy hand upon my shoulder and would not let me go”. It was this encounter which brought Calvin and Geneva together into a life-time of trials and triumphs. He became a divine instrument of reformation. His life and labours exerted a tremendous impact upon our Western world. As J.T. McNeill says in his classic book, The History and Character of Calvinism, the entire history of our Western world would have been “unrecognizably different” apart from the interplay of Calvin’s influence upon it.

Very soon Calvin came to the agonizing discovery that reforming the church is no easy undertaking. He experienced in the sixteenth century in Geneva much of what Paul had experienced in the first century in Corinth. Resistance to reform pressed out of him cries of anguish. Listen to his words: “0 God, I wish You would discharge me from this church”, and “There is no place on earth I detest more than Geneva”. Yet, upon returning to Geneva from a three-year banishment, always taking the will of God as he saw it to be his duty, he makes this confession: “My heart I lay as a slain victim upon Thy altar, 0 Lord”.

What made reformation of the church and Christian life such a difficult task in Geneva? Certainly it was not the liberating, joy-giving gospel of the rediscovered Word. Nor was it merely Calvin’s personality, though he was not the easiest person in the world to get along with. The problem in Geneva was basically Geneva. For Geneva too had a notorious reputation. It was dubbed “the Corinth of the West”. Yet, even in Geneva, of all possible places, the reformation of the church did take hold.

For our purpose, and for the further development of a Reformed Christian perspective on the life of the church what happened in the Genevan reformation is probably the most crucial turning-point in the history of the Christian church since the foundations were laid in Jerusalem and the early struggles endured in Corinth back in the first century.

Calvin and Geneva are important to us because of the stand they took on those intervening 1 500 years. They could not afford to overlook the preceding fifteen centuries. They had to deal seriously with them in terms of both their continuity and discontinuity with the past out of which they came. They were compelled to decide what was left to build upon and with which traditions they had to break. Reformation meant breaking and building simultaneously. And that raises a basic question which must be faced in every reformation: how do we go about taking the history of the church seriously while through it all faithfully honoring the norms of the Word of God for the life of the church?

Word and creed

The Reformers faced a pointed case of such testing of the spirits in one area of the church’s task, creedal formation, especially when it came to endorsing the clause. “He descended into hell” in the Apostles Creed. A Medieval hoax had been making the rounds concerning the origins of this creed. According to popular legend, the twelve apostles, before fleeing Jerusalem under the pressures of persecution, gathered for a final meeting in the upper room. At this meeting, so the story goes, each of the twelve articles of the Apostles Creed came into existence. But by the time of the Reformation this hoax had been exploded.

What actually had happened is that the Apostles Creed had developed gradually over a period of about three centuries, arising out of the bosom of the early church. Apparently this creed began as a simple confession, “I believe in God, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit”. This trinitarian pattern gave structure to the Apostles Creed throughout its development. But as the church repeatedly faced new challenges to its faith, it expanded its confession bit by bit to include new articles of faith. The evidence we have seems to point to his article, “He descended into hell”, as a final addition.

It is clear, therefore, that the creeds of the church, just as the life of the church as a whole, bear the marks of history. They are as noted ongoing responses of the church to the Word of God. Creeds are not infallible dogmas. They are not the last word ... even though our reluctance to write new creeds, twentieth century creeds, rather than stop with those of the sixteenth century, sometimes gives this impression.

Though the creeds are responses to the Word of God, and not the Word of God itself, yet they are formulas of faith-unity within the church and witnesses of faith to the world, and as such they speak with binding authority as restatements of central truths of the Word of God. But what if it should appear that certain articles of faith have no real foundation in the Word of God? Then they have no living authority at all.

That was precisely Calvin’s problem with this article of faith, “He descended into Hell”. Originally it was intended to express the idea that Christ somehow, either as a step in his sufferings or as a step in his victory, actually descended to that place called Hell. But for this teaching Calvin could fmd no Biblical support. Therefore his dilemma. For Calvin was not a man to accept even the teachings of the most venerable fathers unless they faithfully reflected the teachings of the Word of God.

Which way should he turn? To scrap this article of faith would suggest breaking the bond with the historic Christian church of the past. And Calvin was no historical iconoclast. But to accept this article from the Apostles Creed at face value would have been untrue to the Word of God. Calvin therefore chose to reinterpret this article in the spirit of the Heidelberg Catechism, confessing that “Christ by his inexpressible anguish, pain, terrors, and hellish agony into which He was plunged during all his sufferings, but especially on the cross, has delivered us from the anguish and torment of hell”. Thus Calvin, acting both historically and Biblically, poured new Biblical content into the mold of the old creed.

From this illustration we gain an insight into the struggles of a church-inreformation seeking, on the one hand, to take its history seriously, while at the same time seeking to deel honestly with the norms of the Word of God for the life of the church.

Two fronts

But what was going on in those preceding fifteen centuries which created such agonizing struggles for the Reformers? Forcing them to sort out issues of continuity and discontinuity? Compelling them to ask what was left to build upon and what had to be broken with? What deformations had developed calling forth the reformation as the “tragic necessity” that it was?

For answers let’s go back to the beginning and retrace the course of early and Medieval church history.

Armed with Christ’s marching orders, the early disciples launched their world mission, setting out to turn the world right side up. In pursuing this course of action, the early church discovered almost immediately that it was compelled to do battle on two fronts.

Along the one front the early church faced the challenge of a pagan culture, a world shaped by the structures of the Roman Empire and by the spirit of Greek philosophy. As long as early Christians were identified as just another Jewish sect, they enjoyed the tolerant protection of Roman Law. But when in times of crisis it became apparent that the people of this new Way were set on serving “another King” than Caesar, toleration was lifted in favor of persecution. Along the way in its checkered career the early church experienced alternatingly favorable treatment and oppression, until finally Christianity became established as the state religion of the Holy Roman Empire.

At heart the Christian faith was “foolishness” to this pagen world, which was an evangelistic challenge to the young Christian churches. But at the

same time the Hellenistic spirit of the ancient world proved to be a fatal temptation to the early church.

In decisive ways the church succumbed to the dualistic world-and-life-view (soul versus body, the spiritual versus the temporal) as it prevailed in the Greek outlook upon reality. Thus a scholastic pattern of thought and life gained a vice-like grip upon the life of the Christian community which was not broken until the liberating power of the Reformation was unleashed in Europe in the sixteenth century.

But spiritual conflict raged not only as the early church advanced into the “new world” where pagan life-styles prevailed, but also on another front, the “old world” of Judaism out of which Christianity had emerged, a Judaism now dispersed throughout the Roman Empire. Commitment to Christ led to an open conflict between Christianity and Phariseeism, between the church and the synagogue. To the Jews the Christian faith was a “stumbling-block”. Yet the moralistic spirit of Judaism with its emphasis on works-righteousness also posed a real temptation to the early church. Again the church succumbed, exchanging its gospel of grace for a pietistic legalism, a moralism which formed the counterpart to its Christianized Greek scholasticism. Again, it was the Reformation which introduced the first real breakthrough in this developing pattern of decadent Christianity.

Canon for faith and life

The first Christians had little to go by. Only the Word of their Master and the promised leading of the Holy Spirit. But this was more than enough. The apostles as eye and ear witnesses of the redeeming mission of Christ formed living links between Christ as Head of the Church as his Body. As men under orders, these original Christians demonstrated a full-life witness in the world which made a real impact upon their times. They were driven by the Great Commission as a redemptive updating of the Cultural Mandate, seeking to bring every area of life back into the service of God.

They had no long list of failures to overcome, as we do. But they had no precedents to fall back upon either, no Church Order, no “rules of synod”, no Canons of Dordt. What they did have was the Word of their King. And that Word never let them down. But in obeying it fully in every life-relationship, they soon discovered that the seed of the church was indeed the blood of the martyrs.

In living with and out of the Word of God gradually the canon of Scripture came to formation in the life of the church. At first the only Bible the early Christians had was the Old Testament. But by the end of the first century the books of the New Testament were in circulation among the Christian churches. But it took a couple of centuries for this canon to gain a firm and total grip upon the faith and life of the church. This happened not by some infallible pronouncement of a church council, but by the self-authenticating, self-convincing power of the Word itself in the life of the church.

But there were also a number of historical forces which helped to shape the conviction that these books and these books only are the Word of God written. There are at least three which we can point out. First, in the throes of persecution Christians were compelled to face up to the question: For which books should we be willing to sacrifice our lives rather than recant our faith, and which of the many books in circulation have no such life and death value? Secondly, Marcion came out with his anti-Semitic canon, which reduced the Bible to an edited version of Luke’s Gospel and ten epistles of Paul. Is Marcion right? Must we give up the Old Testament? What is the full extent of the canon? Thirdly, there was the matter of heretical appeal. The early church had its heresies too, and such heretics would appeal to any and all books in circulation to support their views. This served to force into the foreground the question: To which books may legitimate appeal be made in support of Christian doctrine and practice?

Out of these struggles in the early church emerged a rather solid consensus on the canon of the Old and New Testament as we know it today. Therefore when the Councils of Carthage and Hippo met (394 and 397 AD), during the lifetime of Augustine, it was no longer a matter of sorting out acceptable from unacceptable books, but of simply confessing that these books as the Word of God had won for themselves a place in the believing consciousness of the church which no other books had, for in them the church had heard the Word of God as nowhere else.

Old World and New World

Steadily the church was travelling down the road from Jerusalem to Rome. It was moving ever deeper into the European world, where the decisive battles of Western Christianity were to be fought. But along the way there were signs that not all was well. The church was conquering the world. But this was not an unmixed blessing. For the church itself was also being conquered by adopting a policy of compromise, accommodation, and synthesis.

In developing an early Christian life-style disturbing trends set in on almost every hand. In reaching out into the wide expanses of the Roman Empire the church became enveloped in the rationalistic spirit of the prevailing Greek philosophy. Facing this challenge from the “new world” of Christian conquest, Christian thinkers created new patterns of thought to accommodate the Gospel to the spirit of the times. Christianity became

largely a culture religion.
Men like Tertullian might ask, “What has
Jerusalem to do with Athens?”, yet they could not stem the heavy tide

running in the direction of synthesis. Agnostic Christianity emerged, reducing faith to intellectual assent to rational truths. Being a Christian in good standing meant mastering certain mysterious insights into a philosophically recast Christian religion. Outside this elite class of believers stood those regarded as not well versed in these secrets, second-class Christians. At the heart of this Hellenized version of Christian faith was the form/-matter dualism, which shaped the grace/nature dualism of the Medieval era, and set the stage for the modern dualism between the sacred and the secular.

But rationalism cannot stand alone. No man can live happily with an intellectualized faith, for such scholasticism therefore inevitably calls forth a counter reaction of religious responses in the direction of moralism and pietism. The early church absorbed such influences from the “old world” of Phariseeism which it had left behind. In seeking to salvage some meaning out of a deadening rationalistic religion the early church placed a heavy emphasis upon personal piety, Christian virtues, good deeds, all of which added up to works-righteousness, a legalistic proclamation of the gospel.

Such a view of Christian living led to a purist concept of the church. First-class membership in the church was for those who had reached the pinnacles of piety. A kind of perfectionism was practiced, often enforced by strict church discipline. As Calvin says, these early Christians were often more severe than the compassion of the church calls for. At first the church developed the doctrine of “no second chance” for reconciliation for those who had fallen into mortal sins after their baptismal cleansing. Perhaps with God there are still some means of mercy for such fallen saints, but the church can hold out no real hope. Gradually however the idea grew that there was “a second plank after shipwreck”, a single opportunity for forgiveness after baptism by submitting to the church’s means of grace at the hands of the bishop. Lest one use up his “last chance” too early in life, many Christians who had fallen into a mortal sin held this “last chance” in reserve until old age, when presumably the power of temptation would be broken. Thus at certain times and in some areas a majority of Chris‑
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tians spent most of their lives standing outside the inner fellowship of the church, looking in, listening, simply moving along on the fringes of church life. Not until the doctrine and practice of repeated penance and purgatory after this life became the rule was this nerve-racking system relaxed. But then all too often, with this legalistic urgency removed, behold! - moralism in reverse, unbridled license, un-normed morality.

With the church trapped in the pitfalls of rationalism and moralism (and immoralism), little wonder that spiritualistic reactions caught hold of many serious-minded Christians. In a desperate search for new meaning in life many sectors of the church were swept by Pentecostal-like revivals, inspired by ecstatic experiences. Convinced of the unreformable rottenness of the institutional church With its deeply entrenched hierarchy, they denounced the Christian community, renounced its fellowship, and in an otherworldly spirit, retreated into their hermitages in the wilderness or the monastery.

With the passing of time both main-line Christianity, institutionalized in the established church, and these protest movements became settled options in the emergence of Western Christianity. This pattern of two-story religion with its dual standards of morality was not overcome until the Reformation of the sixteenth century.

There were indeed other reformations along the way. But they were only partial and piece-meal. They lacked a radical and total trust. Still it is significant to note that in almost every reformation in the life of the church Paul’s letter to the Romans has played a central role. For whenever things go wrong in the church it is almost always in the direction of some form of man-centered religion. Paul’s message of salvation by grace alone is the only effective antidote to such heresies.

Identity and universality

The early church was also forced into a dramatic struggle for confessional orthodoxy. In the early ecumenical councils the decisive questions were: “What think ye of the Christ?” “Who is He for us?” In seeking to restate the teachings of Scripture, these ecumenical creeds set the course for future Christian faith and thought and life.

The first phase in this creedal development is known as the Trinitarian controversy. Jesus Christ had announced Himself as the Son of Man. In his ministry many had witnessed Him as the Man for other men. But isn’t
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there more that must be said about his life and death and resurrection? Certainly the Scriptures present Him as the Son of God. Yet there was resistance to a wholehearted confession of the deity of Christ, especially among Jewish-oriented Christians, since this confession seemed to them to compromise the monotheism which pervades the entire Old Testament. Yet eventually it was the clear witness of the apostles in the New Testament which won the day in the life of the church. The church rallied round the confession of the Council of Nicea (325 AD), that Jesus Christ is “very God of very God”.

But now a further question arose in the church, which touched off the second phase in this confessional development, the Christological controversy. If Christ is both God and man, how are we to think of the relationship between his two natures? Does this leave us with a double Christ? Or are the two natures fused into a “third something”? After a series of interim decisions, the church took a decisive confessional stand at the Council of Chalcedon (451 AD): Jesus Christ is fully and truly God and fully and truly man in the unity of one Person, our Savior and our Lord.

These struggles are significant, as Dr. Abraham Kuyper reminds us, as previews and full dress rehearsals of similar Christological struggles which rocked the church during the past century. In the bitter controversy between Liberalism and Orthodoxy the central question again was this: Who is this Jesus Christ? What does He mean for the life of the church? Again in Jesus Christ, Super-star. Given different names, different places, and different vocabularies, the basic issues are the same. The struggle between the Machens and the Fosdicks was in some ways an updated replay of the struggle between Athanasius and Arius. I would hate to think of the form these modem controversies would have taken had the church in history not been shaped by these earlier Christian confessions. Nicea and Chalcedon secured the Biblical witness concerning the heart of the Christian faith and defined the limits for Christian theologizing.

At stake in these early ecumenical councils was the Christian confession regarding the PERSON of Christ. In the days of the Reformation, in the struggle between Rome and the Reformers, the discussion moved on to the question of the WORK of Christ. At the heart of the modern crisis in Christianity is the central question of the WORD of Christ - his Word for creation (“Through Him were all things made”) and his Word in Scripture (“They are they which testify of me”).
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Across those early centuries the underlying issue facing the church was this: how to maintain its identity while becoming a universal church. That is, how to be in the world, without being of it. For clearly the church was on the way to becoming a world-church. It was busy assimilating whole new masses of people. The church was indeed changing the world, but quite undeniably the world was also changing the church. And out of it, within a few short centuries, we see the church rising from the catacombs to the throne. In the process the church moved from being Christian to becoming Catholic, Roman and Western.

In the process central issues kept forcing themselves to the fore. How could the church maintain its claim to universality (catholicity) in the face of growing fragmentation (e.g., the spiritualist movements) and the growing rift between the Eastern Church and the Western Church, which finally came to an open break on the year 1054 AC, a rift which made the Eastern Church a bystander to the sixteenth century crisis in Western Christianity, a rift which is still real today, having its repercussions in the admission of the Eastern Churches into the World Council of Churches and reaching only a token reconciliation in the fraternal kiss of the pope and patriarch a few years ago. But not only was the church’s claim to universality at stake; also its identity as defined in the Scriptures and redefined in its confessions.

Church and State

One of the most momentous turningpoints in the history of the church was the ushering in of the Constantinian Era with the Edict of 313. Constantine was now undisputed ruler of the Roman Empire. In a vision he is reported to have received a message: In the sign of the cross you shall conquer. The emperor was now a Christian, and that after centuries in which the church was at best tolerated, at worst severely persecuted. Christianity rose to the position of a state religion. For the first time in history it was possible to be both pious and patriotic at the same time. What glorious possibilities! Yet in reality it turned out to be an unholy wedlock with fateful consequences.

Last summer a friend of mine got caught up in a dialogue with hippies, street people, and the children of the counter-culture movement in Berkeley. Before long they put him on the spot with the question, And who are you anyway? His answer was forthwright: I’m a Christian, a radical, Reformed Christian. These radical leffists were quick and pointed in their reply: You Christians have had your chance since 313; now it’s our turn!

13

And they had a point.

Around 313 what thousands of earlier Christians must have hoped for - a church without persecution - became a reality. Even Julian the Apostate, a few decades later, could not reverse this course of Christian history, and finally he had to admit defeat for his program of violent oppression of Christianity, as remembered in his often quoted words: Thou bast conquered, 0 Galilean! But what an ill-gotten victory. And at what price it became clear with the passing centuries. For out of it came a church hungry for political prestige and power, the only surviving institution which could give a measure of stability to a tottering empire.

But look at the results for Christian discipleship. Being a Christian was no longer a matter of conviction, but convenience. The church accommodated its mission to the prevailing spirit of its culture. It struck up an unholy alliance. Leaning upon the “broken reed” of a faltering imperial government, it could no longer serve as a critic of its culture, nor proclaim God’s Word of judgment upon a decadent society, nor launch any significantly Biblical programs of reformation.

At bottom the church had violated the Biblical principle of sphere-sovereignty. Its God-given identity went into near total eclipse. Its rightof-existence and reason-for-existence got lost in this ill-conceived power play. By surrendering its unique task within its own sovereign sphere of service and also its partnership role within the Christian community, the church forfeited its chance to push forward the program of Christ’s coming kingdom. This lost vision was never really recovered until the days of the Reformation. And then only partially and temporarily. For once again the Kingdom perspective was soon lost as is evident e.g., from the history of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands and the Calvinist settlements in New England.

Church and the Kingdom of God

The most crucial confessional-theological controversy emerging out of the early church and shaping the thinking of the Medieval church was the Pelagian-Augustinian controversy. Pelagius stood out as the father of a liberal tradition in Western Christianity and Augustine as the defender of Biblical orthodoxy. At stake was the Biblical doctrine of sin and grace.

On the books it appears that at the Council of Orange, 529 A.D. the church sided with Augustine. But this proved to be only a paper victory. For

while the Augustinians may have won the battle, the Pelagians won the war. The entire Medieval tradition was shaped by Pelagian tendencies toward a moralistic concept of sin and grace.

Therefore, the sixteenth century, the Reformers found it necessary to reach back over a millenium of decadent theology to Augustine, and in Augustine to St. Paul and the Scriptures. This is clear from Luther’s radical booklet, “The Bondage of the Human Will”, and Calvin’s consistent emphasis on the sovereignty of God’s grace in salvation.

Yet the Reformer’s appeal to Augustine evoked a counter-appeal to Augustine by the Roman Catholic church. It seems that everyone wanted to claim Augustine. While the Reformers appealed to Augustine the Christian thinker, Romanists appealed to Augustine the Churchman in support of the established hierarchy, with a concommitant devaluation of the laity.

Augustine was the church father whom Calvin cites with approval most often. Yet he was not a man to accept even the views of Augustine if he could not find them rooted in the Scriptures. Therefore he and other Reformers could not help but be critical of Augustine’s City of God and City of the World. For this book contributed to the Medieval dualism between the church as the realm of grace standing superior to the state as the realm of nature. Thus the stage was set for the central struggle of the Medieval era, with the pope emerging as a “latter day Melchizedek”, claiming both spiritual and temporal power, since even the soul of the prince is in the hand of the priest.

Increasingly the church was equated with the Kingdom of God on earth. Its Cathedrals were called “Basilicas”, from the New Testament word “kingdom” (basileia). The instituted church became the lord, not the servant; the end, not the means for Christian living. The church drained off the resources of the Christian community so thoroughly in enhancing its luxurious style of life that there was little strength left for any Christian witness in the world outside the church. Therefore the Reformers had to reform even Augustine’s view of the church as part of a total pattern of reformation.

Cutting across all Medieval culture was a two-story world-and-life view. It came to expression as a Christianized Aristotelianism. Aristotle’s dualism of mind over matter was transformed into the Medieval view of the soul as superior to the body, faith as higher than reason, theology as the queen of the other sciences, the clergy dominating the laity, the church as
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the state, the pope as greater than the emporer - which paved the way for the modern dualism of a sacred realm over a secular realm. The result was ecclesiastical tyranny, with the totalitarian church acting as master instead of servant. It enslaved the life of the home and the university, art and science to its dogmas. Just ask Galileo! Thus all non-church life in the Christian community was paralyzed, and this hindered the maturation of the people of God. It is clear that at the close of the medieval period the church was ripe for reform.

Sphere-sovereignty

October 31, 1517 - that is the day we remember. Actually, however, that day marks the beginning of the Lutheral reformation. But as Calvinists we have no problem with this date. For at bottom Luther and Calvin stand together. Each under God played his unique role in the Reformation, Luther as first-generation pioneer and Calvin as second-generation architect.

On the church, Calvin had trouble recognizing the Roman Catholics on the right and the Anabaptists on the left as true Christian churches. But not so with the Lutheran, Zwinglian, and Anglican churches of his day. One of Calvin’s greatest concerns was to heal the serious breaches among the Reformational churches. He looms large as perhaps the leading ecumenical figure of his century. In one piece of correspondence he declares his willingness “to cross seven seas if he could be of some service to Christian unity”. In his Institutes he denounces in strong language the sin of schism within Protestantism.

Upon reflection it appears that the Reformers were too catholic for a Roman church which had forgotten what true catholicity means - as confessed in the Apostle’s creed. The church had been catholic and Christian before the pope. It could be catholic and Christian again without the pope. This was the conviction of the Reformers.

We are concerned to develop anew a Reformational perspective on the life of the church. Where shall we turn for helpful insights?

We -cannot look to Lutheranism for our Biblical patterns. For after the Peasant Revolt of 1525, disillusioned with a grass-roots reformation movement, Luther turned increasingly to the princes of Germany to put the reformation across. Thus the political principle of the Lutheran reformation was established, “As goes the ruler, so goes the religion of a province”. Thus

arose the Erastian form of church government, a synthesis of church and state which made the church dependent largely upon the civil rulers. This dualistic form of church life is rooted in the typically Lutheran “two-kingdom perspective”, the church as Kingdom of God and the state as Kingdom of the world. This dichotomy played into the hands of the modem sacred-secular dualism.

Nor can we fmd in the Anabaptist tradition the patterns we need for church life. For this spiritualistic tradition betrays subjectivistic tendencies which reject Biblical norms for structuring the life of the church, relying more on “inner light” experiences than proclamation of the Word and denying the place of special offices in the church. Blind to the organic nature of the Church as body of Christ, Anabaptism bred strong movements toward individualism and independentism.

Nor can we find much help in the Anglican tradition, which, as a half-way house to Reformation, perpetuated Roman Catholic notions of hierarchy in its form of apostolic succession.

Biblical patterns of church life were rediscovered most clearly in the Presbyterian tradition which recognized the task of elder as the basic office in the church. Therefore this Reformed tradition appealed most strongly to Christians in situations where the church had to rely solely upon the authority which Christ bestowed upon his church, where such believers stood as minorities in society, with neither a strong state of a powerful hierarchy to support its stand for the gospel.

Thus the Calvinist reformation was led to a rediscovery of the principle of sphere sovereignty for the life of the church. The Word of God in Scripture shedding its light upon God’s Word in creation leads us to see the church standing in a co-existing and pro-existing relationship with other institutions within the Christian community and in society at large. It has its own God-given right of existence and reason for existence. As Calvin stated it: “As the state is in need of a civil polity of its own, so the church needs a spiritual polity of its own”.

Calvin’s first crisis in Geneva involved precisely the principle of the freedom of the church to carry out its own calling in society. The city council was still operating in the shadows of the Medieval notion that civil authorities ought to have a hand in the exercise of church discipline. Calvin, however, insisted that church discipline must be exercised in the church by
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church officers in a churchly way. This clash of convictions led to Calvin’s three-year banishment from Geneva.

The development of this principle posed this basic question: Could the various areas of societal life be liberated from ecclesiastical domination without in the process severing them from the shaping influences of the Christian faith? This was the “big gamble”, the “calculated risk” of the reformation, as some scholars put it. For reformers like Calvin, however, it was rather a question of obedience to the Biblical mandate. But such liberation could serve the cause of reformation only as long as the Lordship of Christ and the sovereignty of his Word over all of life continued to function as the operative principle in a Christian world and life view. As the secular spirit of the Renaissance captured the western world, the church got reduced to an insignificant institution dealing in sacred things while the rest of life - government, work, the universities - became instruments of secularism.

Reformation in reverse

The Reformational perspective began already during the life-time of Beza, Calvin’s successor in Geneva, and by the seventeenth century, after the Synod of Dordt, Protestant scholasticism replaced the evangelical faith of the original reformation. With this development the church and society as a whole was thrust back into the problematics of the Medieval era. Protestant scholasticism emerged as the distorted answer of later reformers to the resurgent Thomism of the counter-Reformation. Only now, with secularism abroad, there was no chance of the church dominating the state. The church became a pawn of the state and thus lost its freedom to be the church of Christ.

After Calvin’s death Geneva lost its role of leadership to Scotland and the Netherlands, where Calvinism enjoyed some of its most unique triumphs. But there too the Reformed churches surrendered the principle of sphere sovereignty. Once established, these churches sought and gained the fateful luxury of official recognition as state churches. Only through the struggles of the Neo-Calvinist revivals of the nineteenth century was the church once again liberated from alien tyranny and set free to pursue its Biblical calling in the world.

Besides Protestant scholasticism, the second major movement which undermined the church was the impact of the French Revolution. Exploding on the streets of Paris in 1789, its shock waves reverberated throughout
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Western society leading to the radical overthrow of all traditional patterns of authority. “No God, no Master!” “Down with the scoundrel, Jesus!” -those were the creeds of the revolution. Belief in the sovereignty of God was replaced by belief in the autonomy of man. Out of this movement emerged a totalitarian state based upon a commitment to popular sovereignty.

North America

Meanwhile, many Reformed church communities were transplanted to North Americal soil. This was largely a British story going back to the seventeenth century. English rulers were determined to harry those nonconformists out of the country. The major settlements were the Pilgrims and Puritans of New England and the Scotch-Irish Presbyterians. Others followed - the German Reformed, French Huguenots, and Dutch Reformed. By the time of the American Revolution two-thirds of those colonists were nominally at least of Calvinist orientation.

The history of the Reformed churches of New England serves as an index to Calvinism in America, moving from a position of initial prominence through steady decline to near extinction. One of the major factors in this process of decline was the adoption of a congregationalist-independentistic form of church government by those Reformed churches. This ought to alert us to the fact that structures of church life are not matters of indifference. Given a Puritan form of rationalistic theology without the mutual supervision of an organic form of church life, independentism soon produced a long series of reformations in faith and life - Arminianism, Unitarianism, Universalism and Liberalism.

Thus at the turn of this century all of the mainline denominations in North America, rooted historically in a Reformed tradition, had been engulfed in the tidal wave of modernism. They had lost their Biblical character. A colorless Christianity had emerged across the North American church world. An almost complete unconcern prevailed regarding basic articles of Christian faith’and confession and doctrine. In its place arose a religious pragmatism and social activism. The only message left was the social gospel.

This downfall of orthodox Christianity set the stage for the almost total fragmentation of church life. Sects and cults mushroomed across the continent. They are always poor substitutes even for bad churches, since they inevitably preach a reductionistic gospel, claiming some part of the truth for
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the whole truth of God’s Word, thus majoring in minors. Yet the sects and cults continue to haunt us as the unpaid debts of the church.

Amid these raging controversies the major battle lines were drawn between Fundamentalism and Liberalism. Liberal thinking drew heavily upon Darwin, insisting on the inherent goodness of man who has now come a long, long way. Give man a fair chance and a little more time and he will create his own paradise. Cultural optimism! The war to end all wars! Kingdom utopias just around the corner.

Fundamentalism offered stiff opposition. It sought to rehabilitate the “fundamentals” of the Christian faith. But it preached a narrow gospel of soul salvation and other worldly flights of ecstacy, with next to no Christian impact upon the culture of the day.

Now that the conflict has died down it ought to be observed that the issue has not been settled. What is the good news the church is called to proclaim? Christ without culture? Or culture without Christ? No Reformed church can settle for that false dilemma.

More recently, that controversy has been updated by the post-World War II emergence of the secular gospel. Man has now come of age, as they say. He must now learn to live as if there is no God, because there probably isn’t. The themes for gospel preaching are to be drawn from the life of the Secular City.

One of the great anomalies of twentieth century North American life is that, amid the almost hopeless fragmentation of the church, much of the energy of countless churchmen has been channeled into ecumenical movements designed to rescue a measure of unity among the churches.

Some efforts at reunion have been successful, others unsuccessful. Often ecumenists ended up putting the cart before the horse - establishing some semblance of uniformity and then compelled to launch a desperate search for a confessional basis which would justify such uniformity as honest unity.

The church reformed - reforming

It was during this era of disintegration in North American church life - the past century - that new Reformed churches were established upon this continent. The origin of these churches goes back to a wave of evangelical
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revivals which swept across Europe in the nineteenth century. In the Netherlands these reformations came in response to the enslaving influence of Protestant scholasticism and the French revolution upon the Dutch Reformed Churches. It was touched off in the 1830’s by the Reveil movement, a critical evaluation of the spirit of the times in the light of the Scripture by a group of young scholars. One result was a call to reformation in the church stressing a return to the confessions of the Reformation era and the need for a church free of state domination.

The first fruits of this revival were harvested in the Secession movement of the 1830’s. Those seceders highlighted the need for conversion and a Christian life of piety, together with a recovery of doctrinal orthodoxy. New foundations were laid. Life was given a new direction. But these people of God fell short of catching the full vision of a Christian world and life view. While reforming the church, the Secession lacked the impetus needed for a reformation of life as a whole.

After 1847 many of the leaders and followers of this movement made the long journey to Mid-America. Under Van Raalte and Scholte they set up their colonies in Western Michigan and Iowa. There in the Mid-West these Reformed congregations throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, adopted a policy of isolation to insure their survival in an American world which was fast going liberal.

Meanwhile, back in the homeland, a new movement emerged under the leadership of Dr. Abraham Kuyper, called the Doleantie. It led again to a reformation of church life. But it went far beyond this. It found ways of honoring the Lordship of Christ in every sphere of life, in education, labor and political life. As Kuyper put it, “There is not a single square inch of the entire universe of which Christ does not say, ‘This is mine’.” These were people with a Kingdom vision.

The new influx of immigrants around the turn of this century brought thousands of these Reformed Christians to our shores. Their arrival strengthened the small Reformed churches already here and gave them new life and a new sense of cultural calling. But there were strong tensions. Two traditions were brought together within the Reformed communities - the more pietistic tendency of the Secessionist movement and the more life-transforming thrust of the Doleantie tradition. Those two motifs are still struggling within the bosom of our church life seeking to come to a more unified expression.
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More recently, in these post-war years, a new band of Reformed people have settled in Canada. During the past few decades the Reformed churches in the United States have gradually drifted farther away from a Kuyperian view of the partnership role of the church within the Christian community and society at large. But now the Reformed communities in Canada have helped to revive this perspective on this continent. Sphere sovereignty is once again an operative principle in many sectors of life. With this renewal big issues, which had tended to slip into the background, are once again moving up to front stage where they belong.

* * *
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