Synod 2001:A Grace Odyssey

by Jennifer M. Parker

 
S

ynod 2001 reflected much of the positive change recent years have brought to the church: concern for and affirmation of the marginalized, proactive emphasis on social justice and multicultural outreach, and the welcome of many underutilized voices and gifts into the dialogue on the church’s direction. While in some respects this year’s synod resembled those of past years--yet another gathering of august and sincere Christian men, mostly of Dutch-American or Dutch-Canadian heritage--some recognized a spirit at work that made this synod a new and very special kind of experience. 


“It was a joyful, productive synod that showed us some great new people coming on board,” said Synod 2001’s president Morris Greidanus. He noted with appreciation the new additions to the faculty of Calvin Theological Seminary, and the contributions of advisers and delegates. “We had some difficulty over offices and ordination, but we got it handled,” he said. “And to have the women advisers there now,” Greidanus continued, “the way they behaved and the way they were accepted gives me some good hopes for the future of the church.”


Greidanus wasn’t surprised at how smoothly and quickly synod took care of business. It wasn’t the shortest synod ever--two years ago delegates started later and finished earlier--but for many the six days, from the weekend’s orientation and worship activities to the conclusion of business on Thursday afternoon, flew by. Many people found Synod 2001 refreshingly pleasant, marked by a spirit of grace and compassion and underscored by excellent fellowship. The weather held fair for most of the week, with only a few brief showers. Synod business followed the same pattern: mostly sunny, a few clouds, and only a little thunder. 

 
“It was a pleasant atmosphere,” general secretary David Engelhard commented, “The kind of business synod had to deal with, the way in which it was conducted, and the president’s good sense of humor made for a very positive time.”

OPENING WORSHIP


“I think it was a synod of prayer,” Greidanus said, giving credit to the real spirit behind this very harmonious gathering. At Saturday’s opening plenary session, president pro tem Rev. John Timmer spoke on the Holy Spirit. “With this gift the church lives; without it, the church dies,” Timmer said. “Without it we have a collection of ancient documents; with the Spirit we have the Word of God and power for salvation.” Timmer continued this theme Sunday, presiding over a beautiful worship service and communion at Church of the Servant, the host congregation for Synod 2001. “In John the story of Pentecost is brief and quiet,” he said, “…no signs and wonders, a ripple on the water instead of a tidal wave, a gentle breeze instead of a hurricane. Yet this is a story of power.” Timmer pointed out to the delegates and other guests that one might be an ordinary, struggling and doubtful Christian, yet still filled with the spirit. “We are definitely in the presence of the Holy Spirit where people honor the name and works of Christ,” Timmer said. “The climax of Pentecost is reached not when a great spectacle occurs, but when Jesus is glorified.” Timmer’s rich sermon may well have invited the delegates to participate in a quiet, brief synod, where Christ was indeed honored both in the acts of synod and the gracious interactions among those who came.

 NEW VOICES

 
This year’s synod gathering was, so to speak, not your father’s Oldsmobile. The delegates, advisers, speakers and guests who shared insights during the week created a mosaic of experience, wisdom and energy emanating from men and women, from youth and age, and from a myriad of cultures, nations and life experiences. By including women advisers to synod for the first time, and also by bringing a woman on board among the ethnic advisers for the first time, synod courageously exposed its delegates to much-needed perspectives, perhaps long muted or, at best, only indirectly represented before. 

Also adding to the fresh perspectives that will continue to shape the denomination search committees presented five new Calvin Theological Seminary faculty members for synod’s approval. Besides a new president (Cornelius Plantinga) and vice president (Duane Kelderman), synod interviewed and approved Mariano Avila, a native of Mexico who will teach New Testament; Pieter C. Tuit, a citizen of Australia who will serve as professor of missiology; and David Rylaarsdam, who will teach historical theology. During their interviews, in addition to discussing their vision and passion for Christian education, the three professors responded to in-depth questions about their fields in relation to the expanding outreach of the CRC. Avila expressed a commitment to support the church’s Hispanic ministry. Tuit spoke of missions as “the essence of the church” and emphasized the need to expose seminarians to missionary experiences. And Rylaarsdam discussed the importance of examining the history of the church in its encounters with Native Americans and other cultures. “We have to look at what factors--what faulty theology and misunderstanding of God’s will--led to evil being done,” Rylaarsdam said.

The new faculty’s affirmations, the warm greetings of fraternal delegates, presentations from several agencies and a poignant message from our missions field in Sierra Leone, all seemed to bring some of that larger world in which the CRC lives out its commission right into the deliberating chamber--a truly global experience. 

NEW RELATIONSHIPS

Much of the work of Synod 2001 focused on extending grace to other denominations.  Delegates voted to enter into ecclesiastical fellowship with sister denominations in Cuba and South Africa. Synod also asked the Interchurch Relations Committee to explore the possibilities of renewed relationship with the Protestant Reformed Church, which separated from the CRC in the 1920s, and with the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (RCN/GKN), with whom relations have been strained because of that denomination’s ethical and theological positions. Synod’s choices indicate a desire among many within the CRC to pursue healing wherever possible.

NEW WAYS OF SERVING CHURCHES

 
One of Synod 2001’s longest debates involved a redefining of the office of evangelist in view of the needs of congregations. In a very eloquent clarification of the findings of the study committee on which he served, Rev. Clayton Libolt pointed out that the official acts of ministry are gifts from God to the church, to be entrusted to the congregation and administered by the ordained leaders. “Did Jesus Christ give the sacraments to priests or did he give the sacraments to the church?” he asked. In its decision, synod considered the needs of those congregations lacking ministers or evangelists, permitting them to have elders administer sacraments under particular circumstances. 

  
Synod reaffirmed its commitment to the denomination’s smaller, struggling churches, making it possible for some of them to qualify for heritage church status. And Synod addressed matters relating to ministers’ pensions, disabilities concerns, the church’s commitment to eliminating racism, the state of Christian education and support for Christian schools. These and many other issues dealt with reflect synod’s thoughtful deference to the needs of ministers, congregations, and agents of the church, as well as to those with whom the church seeks to build community. “It was a very forward-looking synod,” Greidanus said, “a very considerate synod.”

GRACE TOWARD ALL
 
Still, just as the skies were partly cloudy some days, giving way to afternoon showers and evening thunderstorms once or twice, so clouds of discord occasionally threatened. But Sherry Ten Clay, one of the women advisers to synod, praised delegates not in favor of giving women advisers the privilege to speak for having “named the elephant.” Others were to be congratulated for showing gracious tolerance, whether toward unaccustomed presences or unpopular stances. All the delegates wrestled, in and out of sessions, with issues of conscience, sensitivity to those they represented and compassion for those they served. 

 
Overall, this synod saw more sun than rain, and only a little thunder. Synod 2001 beautifully reflected the continuing evolution of the Christian Reformed Church in its journey toward an ideal. Through God’s grace, a new spirit of inclusion and expansiveness characterized this synod--a gentle insistence on listening to voices that have gone unheard for too long, and a courageous willingness to allow for the careful bending of traditions--all in an effort to accommodate the Holy Spirit’s true intent. Synod 2001 did work instrumental in building, in the words of Ten Clay, “a denomination that is willing to take a risk in the name of Jesus and to spread the gospel with every gift the church has.”

-- The Banner, Grand Rapids, Mich., June 2001

Synod 2001: Timeline

SATURDAY

June 9
Synod convenes in Calvin College auditorium, Grand Rapids, Mich.; (Synod elects officers, finalizes committee assignments, and dismisses delegates to advisery committee meetings. 
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SUNDAY

June 10
Church of the Servant hosts the Synodical worship services, where Rev. Timmer delivers the sermon and presides over a communion celebration. An offering is taken to support Paul Kortenhoven’s work in Sierra Leone.
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MONDAY

June 11 


Synod greets the ministerial candidates, and later interviews Cornelius Plantinga for position of President of Calvin Theological Seminary, and Duane Kelderman for the position of Vice President of Calvin Theological Seminary, approving both unanimously.
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TUESDAY

June 12


Barry Foster, executive director of Youth Unlimited, addresses synod on youth ministry. (Synod receives the reports of the Institute for Christian Studies, Redeemer College, Trinity University, and Kings University College, adding commendations. (Dr. Galen Byker introduces a presentation on Calvin College. (Palos Heights CRC is designated as the convening church for Synod 2005. 
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WEDNESDAY

June 13


Synod ratifies appointment of Calvin Bremer as executive director of the Back to God Hour, and Gary Becker as executive director of Christian Reformed World Missions. 

(Synod heard a presentation from the Back to God Hour. 

(Synod approves formal ecclesiastical ties with the Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa and with the Christian Reformed Church in Cuba. (A study committee on ordination and official acts of ministry reports, and synod deliberates over their recommendations.
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THURSDAY

June 14


Synod votes to expand the office of evangelist to include persons serving a congregation in various areas of pastoral ministry, and makes provision for congregations that lack a minister or evangelist to have elders administer the sacraments. (Synod reaffirms its commitment to smaller, struggling churches, making it possible for some to qualify as heritage churches, eligible for classical and denominational support. (Peter Vander Meulen of the CRC’s Social Justice and Hunger Committee and CRWM/CRWRC missionary Rev. Paul Kortenhoven give a presentation on Sierra Leone.

(Synod instructs the Interchurch Relations Committee to explore the relationship between the CRC and the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (RCN/GKN) and to bring a recommendation to Synod 2003 regarding the possibility of restoring ecclesiastical ties.
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