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INTRODUCTION

Margriet Gosker, Venlo, the Netherlands

A Festschrift for Richard 

It is the aim of this Festschrift to thank and to honour dr. Richard L. van Houten, 
who retires from his post as general secretary of the Reformed Ecumenical 
Council (REC) in June 2010, after having served this organisation with excel-
lence for over twenty years. It is not the intent of this book to provide a short 
history of the Reformed Ecumenical Synod (RES), now named the Reformed 
Ecumenical Council (REC). Though a project like that would surely be worth-
while, it would be quite a different task, requiring the special knowledge of a 
church historian. In this volume we aim to present articles as personal con-
tributions and personal views, written by authors who worked together with 
Richard during his service as REC general secretary. And because each arti-
cle is presented in alphabetical order according to authors’ names, the views 
on the various subjects and assemblies discussed here are not offered in a 
chronological fashion. They are, for the purpose of this Festschrift, simply the 
impressions and contributions of some very committed participants in the 
life of REC.

Ecumenical churchman

The idea of making a Festschrift for dr. Richard L. van Houten arose during 
the Geneva consultation in May 2009. We were gathered in the John knox 
Centre, where the Executive Committees of both the Reformed Ecumenical 
Council and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) came 
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10 A MAN FOR ALL SEASONS

together. The members of the Joint Working Group were also present. It was 
our task to work out the proposed merger of the two organisations and to 
prepare the flow of the Uniting General Council of the World Communion of 
Reformed Churches (WCRC), scheduled to take place in June 2010.
 Geneva was a nice place to meet, and we all had a very nice time—not 
only because we met in the days just before Pentecost but also because the 
date had been especially chosen so that we could join in the festivities of the 
John Calvin 500th-year Birthday Jubilee in the old St. Pierre’s Cathedral of 
Geneva.
 The Calvin Jubilee proved to be very important for the Reformed com-
munity worldwide in rethinking its identity. Two fundamental principles of 
Calvin’s theology have been essential: the sovereignty of God over all of life 
and the unity of the church. This Jubilee strengthened and affirmed the pro-
cess of obeying God’s call to both communion and justice.
 But what could be the similarity between John Calvin and the gen-
eral secretary of REC, dr. Richard L. van Houten? It is well known that not 
only during the Jubilee festivities but already during recent decades there 
has been a vivid interest in ‘Calvin as an Ecumenical Churchman’, accord-
ing to the title John T. McNeal chose for his article in Church History 57, 
Supplement (1988, pp. 43-55). knowing that, it is not difficult to see a simi-
larity in that Richard van Houten can also be characterised as an ‘ecumeni-
cal churchman’.

‘Crossing ten seas’

In the above-mentioned article John T. McNeal quoted Calvin’s exclamation 
that he would ‘cross ten seas’ in order to advance and promote unity among 
the Protestant churches. In the eyes of Calvin, one of the greatest evils of his 
time was that the churches of the Reformation were so divided that there 
was hardly even a human relationship between them. Calvin really missed 
the shining light of the holy fellowship of all the members of Christ. Unity in 
Christ was confessed in many words by a lot of church leaders at the time, but 
real and sincere efforts to seek communion and to strengthen the unity of all 
Reformed churches were lacking. Consequently Calvin saw the body of the 
church as lying down ‘wounded and bleeding’. 
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 As archbishop Thomas Cranmer proposed that the Protestants should 
hold a synod of their most learned and excellent men for the settlement of 
doctrine, in England or elsewhere, Calvin reacted positively. Thus he wrote 
his answer to Cranmer in April 1552, and within it is the famous line that is 
now one of Calvin’s oft-quoted phrases: ‘So far as I have it in my power, if I 
am thought to be of any service, I shall not be afraid to cross ten seas for this 
purpose, if that should be necessary’.
 Well, what John Calvin wanted to do but unfortunately never could 
realise—‘crossing ten seas’ for the sake of Christian unity—is something that 
Richard van Houten could do often, and he always did so with dedication and 
conviction during his service for REC. Perhaps one of the best ways to prove 
that is by the content of this Festschrift, which bears contributions from nearly 
all the continents and offers blessings and greetings in a Tabula Gratulatorum 
drawn from all over the world.
 For this reason we at first thought we might title this book ‘Crossing 
Ten Seas’. Whether it was the Pacific, the Indian, or the Atlantic Ocean, the 
Mediterranean Sea, the North Sea, or just Lake Michigan, Richard crossed 
them all to meet and encourage his ecumenical friends and to strengthen ties 
with Protestant churches and ecumenical bodies worldwide.

A man for all seasons

It has also turned out that Richard van Houten has qualities far surpassing the 
achievement of ‘crossing ten seas’ to visit so many different member churches 
and ecumenical gatherings for the sake of unity. He also sustained the pro-
gram Bringing Reformed Church Leaders Together. He did his work with 
sensitivity and grace, as we can read in the article by REC president Peter 
Borgdorff, who characterises the general secretary as a man who could func-
tion not only in ecumenical spring but also in ecumenical summer, autumn, 
and even wintertime. Richard is really a man for all seasons. As Peter puts 
it, ‘The winds of change that have swirled around the ecumenical world for 
most, if not all, of Richard van Houten’s years of service did not dissipate his 
commitment or vision for what REC could be’.
 Many of Richard’s ecumenical dreams were as fine and sleek as the seven 
healthy cows coming up from the river Nile in the story of Genesis 41. In 
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her contribution to this Festschrift, Margriet Gosker, from the Netherlands, 
muses on the visionary dreams Richard considered at the turn of the millen-
nium. How realistic were those dreams, and where are we now?
 douwe Visser, a former president of REC, knows Richard well, having 
worked with him for many years. He gives account of Richard’s hopes and 
fears and his strong ecumenical commitment for REC. He notes the work 
Richard did on the intrinsic tension between Reformed and ecumenical. He 
also knows Richard as a family man and as a talented singer. 

A follower of Paul

Charles Jansz, from Sri Lanka, reports on the 1992 REC assembly in Athens. 
That was the first assembly at which Richard van Houten served as REC’s 
general secretary. Richard actually had done some earlier writing for RES’s 
Mission Bulletin and other miscellaneous projects, and he had already served 
REC as an associate general secretary since September 1987. He held that 
position through 1988 and began to work as general secretary on January 1, 
1989, when his predecessor dr. Paul G. Schrotenboer retired. So Richard ‘fol-
lowed Paul’ in a twofold sense. Athens was the first assembly at which he was 
fully in charge, taking the place and office of Paul Schrotenboer, and Richard 
followed the apostle Paul as well, striving to ‘keep the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace’ (Eph. 4:3, RSV).

Guidance and leadership

It was one of Richard’s main tasks to give guidance and leadership to the REC 
Executive Committee as a whole. Claire Elgersma was the first REC woman 
officer with whom Richard worked. She reports on her experiences with 
REC and how Richard guided her in her first steps as a member of the REC 
Executive Committee in 1996.
 Lazarus Purwanto, from Indonesia, became a member of the Executive 
Committee in 2005. He reports on Richard’s work for the implementation of 
REC meetings, church visits, and various REC programs, such as a ‘Youth 
Ministry and development’ consultation held in Nigeria, a ‘Stewardship and 
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Partnerships’ consultation held in southern Africa, and the REC’s ‘Library 
and Textbook Program’.

A colleague, friend, and faithful servant leader, like Tychicus

‘A colleague, a leader, a friend, an organizer, and a facilitator’—with these 
words the general secretary of WARC, Setri Nyomi, from Ghana, working in 
Geneva, characterizes his fellow general secretary Richard van Houten as a 
faithful servant and a leader of the community, like the apostle Paul’s friend 
Tychicus (Col. 4:7). In this contribution we learn about the important role 
Richard played in the Conference of Secretaries as a forum where Christian 
World Communions communicate with each other.

Ecumenical discipline

Leo koffeman, from the Netherlands, describes in detail how and why the 
Reformed Ecumenical Synod had to change in the 1980s into the Reformed 
Ecumenical Council. And Evert Overeem, also from the Netherlands, reflects 
on the need, the possibility, and the impossibility of the instrument of ‘ecu-
menical discipline’, according to the new constitution of WCRC. He explains 
that with an overdose of discipline, an organisation such as REC or WCRC 
would risk becoming a bit syrupy or sticky, losing the capacity to move for-
ward; but without the use of discipline any organisation would risk becoming 
rather foamy and insubstantial, so that there is then a danger of drifting away 
from original aims and purposes, or even of totally disappearing. 

Voices from many continents

We also present some voices from various continents that describe REC 
assemblies held in parts of the world other than where the authors came 
from. kobus Gerber, from South Africa, gives his impressions of the 2005 
REC assembly in Utrecht (the Netherlands). This was the last assembly held 
before the Uniting General Council of WCRC in June 2010 in Grand Rapids. 



14 A MAN FOR ALL SEASONS

The Utrecht assembly worked under the very promising theme ‘I am with you 
always’ (Matt. 28:20).
 Victor Pillay, also from South Africa, reports on the assembly in 
Yogyakarta, Indonesia, in the year 2000. during that assembly eight new 
member churches were accepted into REC, mostly from the global South. 
The assembly dealt with many problems in Africa (in Sierra Leone, Uganda, 
and Zimbabwe) and also with the issues of HIV/AIdS and racism. Religious 
pluralism was on the agenda at that time as well. 
 kadarmanto Hardjowasito, from Indonesia, reflects on religious plural-
ism from a general point of view. He captures the multiplicity of thoughts 
that people bring to discussions on religious pluralism in every REC assembly 
where the issue has come up. He delivers an overview of the mostly theologi-
cal positions on religious pluralism.
 Benebo Fubara-Manuel, from Nigeria, speaks of religious pluralism 
from a particular point of view. He stresses the uniqueness of Christ as the 
dear passion of REC in this discussion. He argues that REC’s main angle of 
approach to the issue is strongly influenced by the exclusivistic position of its 
tradition, in spite of calls within REC to reconsider subject matter that goes 
beyond exclusivism. 
 Peter Vander Meulen, from the United States, describes how Richard 
was very much involved in the Takum Peace Process in Nigeria, a story of 
grace and love that led to justice and reconciliation.
 And from ‘the island continent’, Australia, we have the voice of Henk 
deWaard. He reflects on the theme of contextualisation and the Indonesian 
churches. If the proclamation of the gospel is to be relevant, contextualisation 
in his view is imperative.

Rev. dr. Margriet Gosker, Venlo, the Netherlands, is a member of the 
Ecumenical Board of the Protestant Church of the Netherlands and a 
member of the Joint Working Group REC/WARC 2008-2010.
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Peter Borgdorff, Grand Rapids, Michigan, USA

Introduction

It is common in ecumenical organisations to have a ‘changing of the guard’ 
when the membership of the Executive Committee is altered at the time of the 
meeting of general assemblies. The one constant in the midst of such change, 
at least for the Reformed Ecumenical Council (REC), has been the position 
of general secretary. In its more than sixty-year history only a few individuals 
have served in the capacity of general secretary of REC, with dr. Richard L. 
van Houten serving since January 1, 1989.
 Richard was born July 4, 1946, in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and lived 
there through his formative years. He graduated from Calvin College in 
1968, and in subsequent years—after a two-year term in the United States 
Army—he studied the Chinese language and its culture. In 1981 he graduated 
from the University of British Columbia (Canada) with a Ph.d. in Chinese 
Philosophy and Religion.
 He taught World Religions at Calvin College, Hope College, and the 
University of Notre dame before becoming the associate director of the 
Chinese Church Research Center in Hong kong. It was from there that 
he returned to Grand Rapids to begin his involvement with REC. Initially 
Richard served as the associate general secretary with dr. Paul Schrotenboer. 
When Schrotenboer retired, Richard van Houten took his place. His term of 
service coincided with significant shifts in ecumenical thinking within REC 
itself.
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A shift in ecumenical understanding

From its beginning in 1946, REC was considered to be a non-authoritative 
synod, and its name reflected that understanding. That is to say, the Reformed 
Ecumenical Synod (RES) functioned like a synod and issued proclamations 
like a synod. It also censored its member churches if, in the judgment of RES, 
a member’s position on a matter was perceived to be outside acceptable bibli-
cal or theological boundaries.
 This approach to ecumenicity was substantially challenged in the late 
1980s when the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (RCN) rebuffed 
the corrective efforts of RES and threatened to withdraw from RES mem-
bership if such a censuring attitude continued. When RES representatives 
persuaded RCN to remain within the RES fellowship, several (more conser-
vative) denominations withdrew from RES membership in protest. All this is 
to recall that ecumenicity, as understood among some RES member churches, 
emphasized holding each other accountable to the boundaries of biblical and 
Reformed theology.

Spirit of unity

Since the late 1980s the shift in ecumenical understanding and definition 
continued to evolve. This was not only the case for RES, but it was also the 
experience in the broader ecumenical world. The World Council of Churches 
(WCC) intensified relationships with the Eastern Orthodox Communities, 
which joined WCC in the early 1960s. The relationship between Reformed 
Presbyterian Churches and the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) became 
more mutually appreciative and affirming. Generally speaking, ecumenical 
relationships moved away from institutional emphases and alliances towards 
more personal interactions among church leaders. Building trust, viewing 
each other as fellow pilgrims on the ecumenical journey, and sharing a grow-
ing conviction that a spirit of unity is essential to Christian witness in the 
world contributed to what ecumenical relations have come to mean in our 
time.
 Richard van Houten played a significant role in that ecumenical transi-
tion within RES. The name change from RES to REC is only one such indicator. 
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By becoming a council—and thus moving away from the concept of being a 
synod—REC reflected the changing mindset to discuss, challenge, and affirm 
each other on the essential issue of faith and practice without rendering judg-
ment or approval on most issues facing the churches in their own cultural 
context. There were exceptions—for example, South Africa’s struggle with 
apartheid—but even in such instances a great deal of energy was invested in 
the art of persuasion rather than in the actions of rejection. Yes, REC did sus-
pend some South African denominations for a time, but membership rein-
statement was welcomed and celebrated with vigour and gratitude.

Bringing Reformed church leaders together

Another way in which Richard van Houten has made a significant contribu-
tion has been in giving leadership to a shift in REC’s organisational focus. 
While REC officially remains a fellowship of denominations, its byline is 
‘Bringing Reformed Church Leaders Together’. That change in focus reflects 
the reality of ecumenicity in our time. As stated earlier, ecumenicity in today’s 
environment begins with the interaction of church leaders, and only at a later 
point in time can such interpersonal relationships take on an institutional 
form. Church-to- church relationships are important in their own right, but 
as church leaders know, institutional interaction is mostly episodic and inad-
equate for developing an intimate form of working together to bear testimony 
to the ministry of Jesus Christ. 
 With major ecumenical assemblies meeting only once every five to 
seven years, and with the reality of rotating leadership in many denomina-
tions, church to church relationships, especially through ecumenical organi-
sations, are always a challenge. The more effective way is to follow the strategy 
of ‘Bringing Reformed Church Leaders Together’ in both the broader ecu-
menical world generally and within REC particularly. Richard van Houten, 
by travelling to and visiting with churches around the world, has fostered and 
encouraged a global community of church leaders who carry the ecumenical 
torch and together bear witness that we live in ‘the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace’ (Eph. 4:3). 
 Richard van Houten also played a significant role, along with others 
in the extended Reformed family, in the formation of a new ecumenical 
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organisation. He served as one of four REC representatives (together with dr. 
douwe Visser, dr. kobus Gerber, and Rev. Antoine Schluchter) who with four 
representatives from WARC (dr. Clifton kirkpatrick, dr. Setri Nyomi, Rev. 
Charles Jansz, and Rev. Elizabeth delgado Ciezar) formulated the original 
proposal that would bring both REC and WARC into a newly created entity 
called the World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC). 
 Such a unifying movement is difficult to conceptualize and even more 
challenging to implement. Change in any setting is complex—but especially 
so when a proposed change needs to incorporate the perspectives of mul-
tiple culturally diverse member churches. Richard van Houten’s sensitivities 
and soft-spoken style of communicating has benefited the nearly unanimous 
support of the REC member churches. The leadership qualities exhibited by 
Richard are all the more significant in that the changes he gave leadership to 
would, at the same time, bring his own career to an unplanned termination. 

Conclusion

Richard van Houten will retire from his present position as general secretary 
of REC soon after WCRC is officially constituted in June 2010. It is one thing 
to perform the required functions of an office, but it is quite another to do 
so with sensitivity and grace. It really does require one to be a person for all 
seasons. The winds of change that have swirled around the ecumenical world 
for most, if not all, of Richard van Houten’s years of service did not dissipate 
his commitment or vision for what REC could be. The legacy of ‘Bringing 
Reformed Church Leaders Together’ will continue in the life and practice of 
WCRC. Richard’s more than twenty years of faithful service as the general 
secretary of RES and REC will be remembered as that new chapter unfolds. 
The Reformed and Presbyterian Churches around the world owe Richard a 
sincere expression of gratitude, and this Festschrift is but one indicator of that 
gratitude for Richard and his years of ecumenical ministry among us.

dr. Peter Borgdorff is the former Executive director of the Christian 
Reformed Church in North America and the current President of REC. 
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CONTEXTUALISATION AND THE 
INDONESIAN CHURCHES

Henk deWaard, Geelong, Australia

Introduction

I regard it a privilege to contribute to this Festschrift for a friend and col-
league with whom I have been associated from the beginning of his tenure 
at the Reformed Ecumenical Council. When Richard’s predecessor, dr. 
Paul Schrotenboer, was ready to retire in 1988, I was also sounded out as to 
whether I might have an interest in applying for the position of general sec-
retary. I never considered it, because I knew there was a better man with the 
appropriate experience and managerial skills to take REC into the next stage 
of its history. That man was Richard van Houten. 
 Through the years Richard has shown that he has the capacity to give 
dedicated and enthusiastic leadership to REC. While I am happy to contribute 
to this Festschrift for Richard, this event is also tinged with a note of sadness 
as Richard’s retirement coincides with the end of REC as an ecumenical body.
 My association with REC took place primarily within the Indonesian 
context. Already since 1974 I had been loosely associated with REC, mainly 
as a link and sometimes as an interpreter to the Indonesian churches, which 
have always been an important part of REC. It was Richard who encouraged 
me and ‘used’ me to maintain that link and to strengthen it. He knew the 
importance of personal relationships and personal involvement, and hence 
during his tenure as general secretary the Executive Committee he made it 
the committee’s aim to visit as many member churches as possible and to link 
these visits with annual executive meetings. Hence on many occasions I have 
been delegated to visit the Indonesian churches on behalf of REC. during 
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these visits the issue of contextualisation often came to the fore either as a 
topic for discussion or as a reality observed in the churches. I recall that in 
May 1990 we held a conference in Yogyakarta on this subject. Therefore in 
this contribution I would like to draw attention to this topic of continuing 
relevance for all churches. 

Contextualisation—a legitimate concern?

Evangelical/Reformed churches have not always been enthusiastic about con-
textualisation. Their strong emphasis on the unchanging nature of revelation 
coupled with a fear of false doctrine has prevented them from serious reflec-
tion on this issue. That fear may itself lead to the danger of absolutizing theo-
logical formulations. At the REC assembly in 1988, where these issues were 
discussed, Sidney Rooy said, ‘. . . Our hanging on for dear life to our theologi-
cal formulations, ritual forms, and governmental rules may be precisely the 
greatest obstacle to the incarnation of the Reformed faith in other cultures’ (S. 
Rooy, Christ’s Rule: A Light for Every Corner, Reformed Ecumenical Council, 
1988, p. 126). I believe that what we confess is biblical, but I am not prepared 
to say that our confessional standards are perfect and complete. There are 
current issues today to which the confessions do not address themselves. This 
means that we have to apply our hearts and minds to understanding current 
issues and we must apply biblical principles in seeking answers.

What is contextualisation?

Contextualisation has to do with the encounter between the gospel and the 
contemporary world. A contextualised theology results when Christians apply 
Scripture to their life situation and work out what bearing God’s revelation 
means for them in relation to the issues they face. A living theology always 
interacts with the pressing issues confronted by the church. It did so in the past 
and must do so today. The pressing issues today are different from the issues of 
Reformation days. We are facing unprecedented changes in our world, and it is 
inevitable that the church will have to take account of these changes.
 ‘For better or worse. A new world is no longer coming—it is here. Our 
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minds, our bodies, our professions, our morals, our relationships. Our spiri-
tuality—our lives—are being radically reshaped by postmodernism. What 
does this mean for the church? Is our influence waning in a godless soci-
ety? Or could this be the dawn of our greatest opportunity?’ (Leonard Sweet, 
Carpe Manana [Zondervan, 2001]).
 We face tremendous changes as a global community. I think here of 
the sustainability of our environment. There are also challenges that are 
more specific to the Western and non-Western world. The challenges for the 
non-Western world are the creation of a just society, overcoming poverty, 
how to work honestly, how to survive in the midst of enormous pressures. In 
the West, the need is for preserving personal significance in a computerised 
world that is desperately searching for meaning, connectedness, and personal 
significance. Somehow the church has to respond biblically and theologically 
to these challenges posed by the cultural shifts and influences of today.
 True theology is born when Christians seek to discern on the basis of 
Scripture and through their daily experience how God is at work in history 
and what his will is for the church at this point of human history when we are 
faced with totally new circumstances and problems. If we do not address the 
context, we speak in an irrelevant way and miss the real import of the incar-
nation. As Jesus became flesh and blood, identifying in a redemptive manner 
with the human situation, so must the church identify with the world in pro-
claiming the gospel of peace.

Why the emphasis on contextualisation?

I have already indicated that contextualisation has become an urgent issue 
because of the ‘new’ world we live in. Historically, however, contextualisation 
came to the fore with a vengeance because of the theological monopoly of 
Western Christianity in the past.
 Non-Western churches often felt that a Western-type Christianity was 
thrust upon them. They wished to be free to do their own theologising in 
their own context. Particularly during the 1980s Indonesian churches were 
often frustrated when REC focused so much on doctrinal matters relevant to 
Western churches while they felt the need to express the lordship of Christ in 
the Indonesian context.
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 On my visits to Indonesian churches I was often reminded as to what 
happened when the gospel was introduced. Initially particular cultural ele-
ments associated with music, dance, and local ritual were suppressed (and 
often went underground!) as being inconsistent with the Christian profession. 
These cultural elements were considered an expression of the old religion.
 An expression of this ‘culture clash’ was the emergence of the Sadrach 
movement in Central Java. Over time these cultural elements became disas-
sociated from the old religion in people’s minds, and in the next generations 
these cultural elements became incorporated into Christian worship and life. 
In recent times we have seen how the Indonesian churches have ‘claimed their 
heritage’. I recall being in a large church in Yogyakarta together with Richard 
and the REC Executive. In the context of worship the traditional gamelan 
music was used with Javanese hymns sung in traditional style accompanied by 
traditional Javanese dancing. Fifty years ago that would have been unthinkable!
 Richard always took great delight in elements of worship that were 
unique to a specific region. He was also the one who introduced songs in 
French, Spanish, Zulu, and Indonesian at REC assemblies. In that way he 
truly wanted to be ecumenical. It was a feature of our assemblies that was 
greatly appreciated.
 Today all churches everywhere have to deal with shifting cultural pat-
terns that often result in tensions in the church. The ordered, liturgical pat-
terns accompanied by traditional psalms and hymns led from a solid pulpit 
has given way to more ‘user-friendly’ praise and worship service which pro-
vides a satisfying worship experience conducted from the stage! Worship pro-
grams, music styles, use of symbols, youth culture, leadership patterns—all of 
these aspects are undergoing re-evaluation and often result in considerable 
tension. In order to understand the whole issue better, we need to look at the 
larger context in which Christianity has developed.

The larger context

The Christian faith as expressed in history is not a single inflexible system. 
The form in which Christianity greets our eyes ranges from extremely infor-
mal, charismatic-type worship to highly ritualised services. The one thing that 
should bind all forms of Christianity together is submission to Scripture as the 
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Word of God. In the first four hundred years after Christ, the Christian faith 
that arose in a Jewish context soon moved out into the Greco-Roman world. 
Afterward it entered Armenian, Syrian, Latin, Celtic, and Gothic cultures.
 Often, as these diverse forms of Christianity came into contact with 
each other, they quarrelled as to who had preserved the gospel in its purest 
form. While not denying that there is always the possibility of corrupting and 
distorting the gospel, the fact is that whenever the translated Bible enters a 
new culture, new aspects of the Scriptural message are highlighted—aspects 
that had not been seen or had not been developed elsewhere.
 A parochial, non-missionary church is unable to appreciate any form of 
Christianity except its own. At this point we need to distinguish between the 
meaning behind the forms in which Christianity presents itself. Only as we 
share our faith across cultural boundaries are we able to discern the meaning 
behind our cultural forms. Having made that distinction, we are then able to 
express the Christian faith in a culturally relevant way. Paul acknowledged the 
validity of this course of action when he purposed to become a Jew to the Jews 
and as one not having the law to those not having the law (1 Cor. 9:19-23).
 We also note that the Bible has a wide variety of words and phrases to 
describe what God has done in people’s lives. Some of these terms are more 
meaningful in one context than in another. One word does not tell the whole 
story in any given situation. Salvation includes so many facets that a variety 
of terms are used. I think of such terms as adoption, reconciliation, justice, 
sanctification, salvation, regeneration. These words are not technical terms; 
they were used in everyday conversation. However, these terms convey very 
little meaning to the secular person today. These terms need explanation and 
interpretation. So we need to contextualise the message in order to make it 
meaningful. We need modern translations of Scripture that will convey the 
message with fresh accuracy and power.

Gospel and culture

When we speak about contextualisation, we cover every area of the church’s 
life, ministry, and witness. It involves areas of communication, worship, 
structures, style of leadership, Bible translation, ethics, preaching, music, and 
more. Such areas are already difficult in themselves and at times can appear 
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very threatening. But what about theology itself? does theology also need to 
be contextualised? Or is there a universally valid expression of theology?
 To bring this issue into sharper focus, we must distinguish between rev-
elation and theology. If we identify the revelation of God in Scripture with 
our expression of theology, we absolutise our own theological formulations. 
All true Christians believe in the absolute, unchangeable revelation of God 
inscripturated in the Bible. However, our biblical interpretations are influ-
enced by our own limitations, inadequacies, and cultural contexts. Obviously 
God’s Word was not revealed in a vacuum. What was communicated two 
thousand years ago must be understood in the context of Palestinian/Jewish 
culture. The biblical writers related to the historical context of their day. Jesus 
himself was a first-century Jew. The whole of biblical revelation reflects the 
religious, philosophical, and cultural situation of the day. A contextualised 
theology asks, ‘How do we interpret what was given in a culture two thousand 
years ago to different cultures today?’
 As the gospel crosses cultural boundaries and begins to take shape in 
different cultures/sub-cultures, we should aim for continuity of faith while 
allowing for flexibility of form. A church is contextual when its people think 
of the Lord as ‘one of us’, not a foreign Christ; when that church meets the 
cultural, felt needs of its members; when the congregation functions as a body 
with a structure and patterns which are accepted and understood (Verdict 
Theology in Missionary Theory, William Carey Library, 1973).
 Christian theology has not been strong in developing a biblical approach 
to culture. In some Christian circles there has been a tendency to regard cul-
ture as something to be tolerated at best and sinful at worst. In any case cul-
tural activity was something to be shunned. People often appealed to 1 John 
2:15-16. This appeal was one-sided and does not allow for the specific conno-
tation of the term ‘world’, which refers to humanity in active rebellion against 
God. Moreover, this careless appeal to Scripture was based on a few texts and 
failed to take into account the total witness of Scripture and especially the 
references to Genesis 1-2 in which we find the cultural mandate.
 God is not indifferent to or against most forms of cultural expression. 
Not everything a society does is wholly sinful. True, every part of human 
culture is infected by sin. But God, who created humans in the ‘imago dei’, 
enables them to do civil good, gives them admirable qualities, and restrains 
the damaging effects of sin. Humanity’s cultural achievements are impressive, 
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and God is pleased to use human culture as the vehicle of his revelation. God 
uses culturally bound forms and expressions as a starting point towards trans-
forming culture in obedience to himself.

Some observations and pointers

All would agree that contextualisation is necessary and desirable. There are 
however a few observations and positive pointers that may be helpful. The 
first danger is that in our enthusiasm to contextualise, we lose the objective 
content of the faith. It is true of course that the creedal formulations in the 
New Testament arise out of a very concrete and practical situation, but such 
existential situations never determine the content of the gospel. The way the-
ology is expressed and applied is strongly determined by context, but funda-
mental truth stands irrespective of the situation.
 Allowing the context to play a dominant role or even regarding it as part 
of God’s revelation easily leads to syncretism and unwarranted universalism. 
We need to be aware that if we sacralise the context and thus disregard the 
‘ungodly’ elements in every culture, we will be led to an easy acceptance of 
such culture, including its religious component. It is then an easy step to a 
kind of universalism.
 There is a sense in which the gospel itself cannot be made relevant. It 
comes to us from God, the totally Other, who expresses his will for our lives. The 
gospel runs counter to all human standards. The gospel comes from outside; it 
judges every human being and society. It must never be ‘accommodated’ to our 
situation lest it lose its force (for example, Rom. 1:18-32; 1 Cor. 10:31-33).
 When theology becomes very particular, changing colour with every 
different culture and context, it is very easy to become relativistic or superfi-
cial and lose sight of what is eternally valid.
 Excessive emphasis on context and what is valid for ‘this’ situation tends 
to downplay the catholicity of the church and the great body of truth shared by 
all Christians. Christians belonging to a variety of churches must stand together, 
encouraging a contextual approach to the theological formulation of the gospel 
message. In our togetherness we will avoid one-sidedness, and we will be better 
equipped to contemplate the depth of the love of Christ (Eph. 3:17-19).
 The substance of the Christian message must be thoroughly biblical, 
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based on sound exegetical work, respecting the commonly accepted rules of 
hermeneutics. The message of a transcendent God, incarnating himself in 
Jesus Christ for the salvation of the world, must not be compromised. It is 
normative truth for all time.
 The proclamation of this message must be done in ways that will bring 
it close to the lives of people. It must never be so objective that it fails to come 
‘down to earth’ where people can identify with it.
 The gospel message must be a prophetic voice in any society. It must chal-
lenge worldview, lifestyle, structures of power, political institutions, and much 
more. This is necessary because every culture is open to demonic influence.
 Contextualisation cannot happen unless there is dialogue. If we are to 
reflect theologically on our situation—religiously, politically, educationally, 
legally—there must be dialogue both in analysing situations and applying the 
message of Scripture.
 Local expressions of theology must be related to and corrected by others 
from different parts of the world. Precisely at this point we see the value of ecu-
menical relationships. We are all subject to and guided by the Holy Spirit, but 
modesty requires that we acknowledge our fallibility and seek correction and 
deeper insight through our interaction with our brothers and sisters worldwide.

Conclusion

If the proclamation of the gospel is to be relevant, contextualisation is impera-
tive. In that sense all preachers and missionaries seek to be contextual. They 
attempt to present a message that is understandable and ‘fits’ the situation and 
the audience. However, we need to be constantly on guard lest we reduce or 
damage the gospel. It is in service of this gospel that Richard dedicated much 
of his life and work. We trust that his influence may continue to bear fruit in 
the lives of the REC churches and that this influence may carry over into the 
new World Communion of Reformed Churches.

Henk deWaard is professor of Missiology at the Reformed Theological 
College, Geelong, Australia. He also wrote on contextualisation in ‘Indonesia 
and the kingdom of God’ in Theological Forum (Vol. XVIII, No. 3, Aug. 1990).
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REFLECTIONS OF REC’S FIRST  
WOMAN OFFICER

Claire Elgersma, Grand Rapids, Michigan, USA

Introduction

I am honoured to have been invited to contribute to a Festschrift commemo-
rating dr. Richard van Houten’s years of dedicated service as the general sec-
retary of the Reformed Ecumenical Council. This publication is occasioned 
by Richard’s retirement from office and the joining together of the Reformed 
Ecumenical Council (REC) and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches 
(WARC) to form the World Communion of Reformed Churches. 
 In 1996 I was delegated by the Christian Reformed Church in North 
America (CRCNA) to the REC assembly in Grand Rapids, Michigan. I 
had been on the CRCNA’s Interchurch Relations Committee, representing 
Canada, for one year prior to my appointment to the assembly. I arrived at the 
assembly two days after the meetings had started, but before the officers for 
the assembly were elected. I had been attending management meetings for the 
organisation for which I was working in Canada. I arrived at the assembly just 
before the morning devotions. The election of officers was to be held shortly 
after that. I remember taking a seat in the back of the room. I tried to slip in 
quietly so that no one would notice me. I wanted to give myself an opportu-
nity to observe the proceedings from the back row and to listen attentively to 
the discussions in order to learn more about the REC member churches and 
the issues the assembly was facing. I wanted to learn more about what REC 
was all about and the role it played in ecumenical and church relations around 
the world. I knew very few of the people who were there, only the delegates 
from the CRCNA. When the elections started, I had no idea who the people 
were whose names were coming up in the first round of balloting.
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First clerk of the assembly

In the initial round, Henk deWaard from the Christian Reformed Church 
in Australia was elected president. On the second round, douwe Visser from 
the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (RCN) was elected vice president. 
Before the third round, I noticed several members of the dutch delegation and 
the delegates from Indonesia conferring with one another. I also sensed them 
turning their eyes in my direction. Arie van Eek, a delegate from the CRCNA, 
then came up to me and told me that the dutch and Indonesian delegates desired 
to see a woman elected as an officer. There were only three women eligible for 
election: two from the dutch (RCN) delegation and myself from the CRCNA. 
Since the RCN already had a representative on the Executive Committee in the 
person of douwe Visser, the women from RCN were ruled out. That left me the 
only women delegate to be considered. I said I was not really prepared to be an 
officer. I was at the assembly to learn what I could about the issues the council 
was addressing and about its churches. I did not feel I knew how to handle the 
responsibilities of an officer or that I sufficiently understood the work of the 
council. Within an hour of entering the door, I found myself, entirely unknown 
to the delegates, elected first clerk of the assembly. Needless to say, I was slightly 
amazed at this turn of events. I also did not know that being elected an officer of 
the assembly meant that I was committed to serve four years on the Executive 
Committee and that I was expected, as a committee member, to deal with all 
the issues and concerns of the council and its member churches until the next 
meeting of the assembly. I was very naïve about what I was getting into.

The first woman officer of REC

Electing a woman officer was a very important event for REC. This was the 
first time in its fifty-year history that a woman was elected to the Executive 
Committee. I felt I did not deserve such honour and recognition. I was not a 
minister, an elder, or a deacon in the church; nor was I working in a church. 
In fact, although I had worked for the Canadian government for twelve years, 
I had never held any position in the church, except as a Sunday school teacher. 
Later I felt that a woman from the dutch delegation, who had been ordained 
as one of the first female ministers in the RCN—the first REC member church 
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to admit women to the ministerial office—should have had the honour of 
being the first woman elected to the Executive Committee of the council. 
 Fortunately I had had some experience working with organisations and 
conducting meetings, because I had been a manager of a government organi-
sation in Canada and had served on various boards of non-profit and public 
organisations. I knew Robert’s Rules of Order and how to properly run a meet-
ing. These experiences helped me considerably in handling the responsibilities 
with which I suddenly found myself engaged. Though I had never been the 
secretary of an organisation and had vowed never to become a one, I found 
myself taking copious minutes of all the discussions at the assembly and later 
taking detailed minutes at all the Executive Committee meetings, a role I had 
adamantly avoided all my life. Much to my chagrin, I was now the secretary 
of an organisation. What I most lacked was in-depth knowledge of the REC 
member churches and their past histories. My knowledge of the issues pres-
ently being discussed in the council and its assembly also was not what it 
should have been. I had to learn very quickly who the prominent people were 
in the various delegations and what the driving forces were in the assembly. 
 Thanks to Richard, in his patience, leadership, and knowledge, I learned 
to navigate the responsibilities of a first clerk. He taught me how to spell all 
those strange names I needed to record. Often I would say, ‘Who was that, and 
how do you spell the name?’ He helped me understand what churches were 
represented by the abbreviations used for them—these terms made up a com-
pletely new language for me. Thank you so much, Richard, for your patience 
in answering my numerous questions and for helping me understand global 
ecumenical politics! I served on the Executive Committee from 1996 to 2005. 
during those years Richard provided capable and knowledgeable leadership. 

Visiting churches

At this time the Executive Committee decided to meet annually and on the dif-
ferent continents where the member churches were located. In this way members 
of the Executive Committee could make personal visits to member churches in 
order to gain a broader and deeper knowledge of the issues and concerns member 
churches faced in their own context. I had the privilege of visiting churches in 
korea, Japan, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Australia, South Africa, Zimbabwe, Zambia, 
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Malawi, Mexico, and the dominican Republic. Visiting these countries and 
meeting with members of the churches in their cultural context gave me a very 
deep and lasting appreciation for them in their struggles to fulfil Christ’s man-
date to preach the gospel to all nations. It also taught me how people often have to 
live out their lives as Christians under tremendous adversity. Meeting in remote 
areas gave me an understanding of how difficult it often can be for ministers to 
get to their churches and for church members to get to the churches for worship. 
 I also had opportunities to hear stories from women and youth about 
their desires and hopes for their church and about the challenges facing them. 
I wanted to hear the voices of women and learn about their struggles in living 
out their faith while making a living, feeding their families, educating their 
children, and keeping their families healthy. Seeing firsthand these real needs 
and issues brought into clearer focus the financial and spiritual challenges 
the Reformed global community was facing. These visits also enabled me to 
see how an increasingly secular world is making an impact on the Reformed 
churches in Europe and North America and how the revival of the major 
world religions—Islam, Buddhism, and Hinduism—are acutely influencing 
the life of churches in Africa and Asia. Hearing stories of members of REC 
churches in countries where Christians are a minority, such as Indonesia 
where Muslims want to burn down churches, was very revealing to me. Life in 
North America is easy compared to life in most countries around the world. 
Being a Christian here is also much easier. I do not know what it is like to be 
persecuted for reasons of faith, to be denied services because of faith, or to 
have one’s life threatened because of commitment to the Christian faith.

Financial difficulties

during my term on the Executive Committee, Richard made the committee 
aware of various problems facing REC and its continuing financial difficul-
ties. It was a difficult time, as I recall it, because the council faced increasing 
financial difficulties. during my first year I became aware that the organisa-
tion faced a deficit and would not be able to meet its financial commitments 
because many member churches were unable to pay their dues. during this 
time the Executive Committee began to question whether or not REC could 
be maintained as an independent ecumenical organisation.
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 First, the financial support provided by the three founding member 
churches could not be maintained. Historically, three member churches pro-
vided much of the financial support for REC: the RCN, the dutch Reformed 
Church of South Africa (dRC), and the CRCNA. These three churches funded 
90 percent of the REC operational budget. Early in my tenure the dRC expe-
rienced severe financial constraints due to the declining value of the rand and 
the falling price of gold on world markets. The dRC was no longer able to 
pay the full share of its assessment. The RCN and CRCNA put in additional 
money, but they also experienced financial challenges, as there were increas-
ing demands on their resources.
 Second, the RCN was no longer going to exist as an independent church 
because it was entering the new Protestant Church of the Netherlands (PCN). 
The other churches in this merger were members of WCC, WARC, LWF, and 
quite a few other ecumenical organisations, so they did not see a need for a 
membership with a more conservative, confessional Reformed mindset.
 Third, Richard’s reappointment as executive secretary was again pend-
ing, and he expressed a desire to retire in the not too distant future. We won-
dered who would replace Richard and whether or not we should consider 
relocating the REC head office to an African country because Africa had the 
most REC member churches. After much discussion and deliberation, the 
assembly in 2000 voted not to relocate the office to Africa. The future of REC 
was not openly addressed at that time, but it certainly was in the background 
as an underlying concern.
 Fourth, the CRCNA, whose only previous international ecumenical fel-
lowship was in REC, became a member of WARC in 2002. Thus the three 
churches providing the majority of the financial support for REC had all 
become members of WARC. By that time over 60 percent of REC member 
churches were also members of WARC. Consequently, many of the member 
churches were raising serious questions about the propriety and fiscal respon-
sibility of maintaining two Reformed ecumenical organisations. 

Between the assemblies

during my term as secretary there were four commissions through which REC 
carried out its work between assemblies. The work of these commissions often 
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ended up in Richard’s hands because many of the people assigned to the com-
missions lived in isolated areas, did not have access to necessary resources, 
and consequently were unable to deal with subjects assigned to them. Richard, 
often with the help of a few people, did most of the writing on the topics 
assigned to the commissions. He had a tremendous amount of knowledge on 
many ecumenical issues and graciously filled in when others were unable to 
do their part. He laboured diligently and with much patience to ensure that 
reports and materials were sent out. Richard had a remarkable sense of who 
had the ability and skills to research topics under study and to prepare material 
for publishing. Without Richard’s commitment and dedication, many studies 
and reports would never have been completed and published. 

Conclusion

Richard loved REC and affirmed the confessional basis on which it was 
founded and to which it was committed. At the same time he perceptively 
understood that when the more conservative churches left REC, the future 
and long-term viability of the organisation came into question. He sensed 
that WARC and REC would probably have a closer relationship in the not too 
distant future. He worked hard, faithfully, and diligently in spite of the very 
modest remuneration he received for his services. His pay was considerably 
less than that of other church officials in North America and Europe who had 
similar tasks and responsibilities. He loved his work and the people he served. 
He once told me that when he visited member churches in their cultural con-
text and heard their stories, he felt a sense of satisfaction and pleasure that he 
could assist them even in small ways. Richard obviously was richly rewarded 
through the experiences he had travelling, visiting with the member churches, 
and serving them in some way. Richard is to be especially commended for his 
sensitivity to the needs of less affluent churches in Africa and Asia and for his 
ability to work patiently with them. 

Ms. Claire Elgersma is a retired businessperson. She served on the  
REC Executive Committee from 1996 to 2005.
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A DEAR PASSION 

On the uniqueness of Christ as REC’s response  
to religious pluralism 
 
Benebo Fubara-Manuel, Port Harcourt, Nigeria

Introduction

Ecumenical organisations are often not shaped by particular individuals, but 
sometimes individuals set the scenes that lead to particular progress that sig-
nificantly shapes an organisation. They may do this through the committees 
they work with or through some specific contributions—financial, human, 
academic, or, simply, discussion—they made to the family. Sometimes they 
may not be able to change the orientation or concerns of an organisation, but 
they may have other ways of assisting people to help them understand where 
the organisation is and why they are taking one position or another at a par-
ticular point in time. This is the way in which I understand the role of Richard 
van Houten in the story of the Reformed Ecumenical Council (REC).
 In this essay I wish to comment on a dear passion of the Reformed 
Ecumenical Council to which Richard van Houten significantly contributed. 
This passion has to do with the way in which REC attempted to respond to the 
challenge of religious pluralism. Quite a lot of this response was shaped while 
Richard van Houten was the general secretary, although it predated his time 
in the office.

Religious Pluralism on REC’s Agenda

REC, although at one time a mostly white group, grew with time to have the 
majority of its membership include members from the non-Western world, 
and most of those non-Westerners deal daily with the problem of religious 
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pluralism. Although this subject did not surface prominently in REC’s assem-
blies until 1992 at the assembly at Athens, REC knew that this matter needed 
to be addressed squarely or it would lose relevance for the world it was called 
to serve. REC agreed, therefore, to study the issue of mission to Muslims for 
the 1996 assembly. Though it failed to completely accomplish that assignment, 
it nevertheless undertook a study on the specific passion of REC regarding 
the religious pluralism question, focusing particularly on the uniqueness of 
Christ. 
 Whereas the 1992 assembly had intended the study on the uniqueness 
of Christ to be a special study, financial considerations made that impossi-
ble, and the Interim Committee committed this task to the Commission on 
Mission and diakonia (CMd), to be accomplished at minimum cost. This 
commission was the first permanent Committee of REC (then Reformed 
Ecumenical Synod [RES]), established in 1963 and given an earlier mandate 
of assisting its member churches to understand global Reformed missionary 
activities and suggest means by which the churches might assist one another 
in the propagation of their common faith. REC was also to publish materials 
that would bring these broad aims to pass. In 1996 some additional responsi-
bilities were added to this commission in the areas of world relief, facilitation 
of diaconal work among the REC churches, and publication (in cooperation 
with the secretariat) of the RES Diaconal Bulletin. 
 In addition, the commission was, among other things, to plan a Mission 
Conference for the 1996 assembly to deliberate on two themes. One had to do 
with the needs of the poor, the persecuted, and the suffering: mission in word 
and deed. The other had to do with mission to Muslims. When all the efforts 
of the CMd to involve churches in the study on the uniqueness of Christ 
and to try to discern a REC opinion from REC meetings proved abortive, the 
Steering Committee dealing with this study resorted to eliciting papers on the 
subject.

Why REC’s interest in religious pluralism?

What could have led to this interest in understanding Muslims at this period 
of REC’s history? Of course, the assembly at which this decision took place in 
1992 was in Athens, and anyone faintly familiar with the biblical story cannot 
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miss the interesting encounter of Paul and the people who worshiped ‘an 
unknown God’ in Athens (Acts 17). Could this have been at the background 
of the discussion of REC at Athens? Maybe, but there was already an interest-
ing discussion in the World Council of Churches on the uniqueness of Christ 
in the context of religious pluralism following its assembly at Canberra, 
Australia, in 1991. At Canberra, the issue of syncretism was highlighted by 
professor Chung Hyun kyung’s presentation and by reactions from both the 
orthodox and evangelicals, among others. There was later to follow a Gospel 
and Culture Study Process, which culminated in the Commission on World 
Mission and Evangelism (CWME) Conference at Salvador, Brazil, from Nov. 
24-dec. 3, 1996, in preparation for the WCC assembly that later took place at 
Harare in 1998.
 At the Athens assembly itself in 1992, the published statement on mis-
sion was already concerned with the several current viewpoints on mission 
and, more specifically, the ‘task of the church in relation to God’s purposes for 
mankind’, in spite of the church’s great privilege and obligation in participat-
ing in the mission of the triune God. The commission was troubled by the 
‘few’ who were beginning to express doubt about the uniqueness of Christ 
and about the need for faith in him for salvation.
 The report of Rev. Clarence Boomsma (who represented REC at the 1993 
WARC/John knox International Reformed Centre series of Consultations 
on Mission and Unity) to the Grand Rapids assembly of REC in 1996 also 
highlighted this very concern among the Reformed. Boomsma reported on 
a ‘polarisation’ in the understanding of the nature and mission of the church 
within the Reformed churches between those who, on the one hand, saw the 
church as called to unite everyone with Christ and to witness to the world 
of Christ’s reconciliation, and those who, on the other hand, saw the church 
as called to be an instrument to heal the social ills of our world through the 
gospel. As he believed, there was the need for clarity on the authority of 
Scripture and the relation of Word and Spirit, apparently as a way to deal with 
the polarisation.
 Though the Grand Rapids assembly did not discuss these matters, the 
report evidently resonated well with the REC delegates and may have further 
raised for them the importance of stating clearly the place of Christ in the 
context of the plurality of religions, the report of which study was already 
going to be presented to the assembly.
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REC’s chief interest in the religious pluralism issue

In all its treatment of the subject of religious pluralism and Christianity, REC’s 
chief concern was to maintain Christ’s and Christianity’s uniqueness amidst 
the world’s religions. It saw mission as the work of the triune God, the missio 
ecclesia finding its place only in the missio Dei, and held that Scripture’s central 
focus is God’s redemptive concern for humankind and creation. The intention 
and guarantee of God is the restoration of a lost world to God in Jesus Christ. 
The mission of God is ‘comprehensive because the totality of creation belongs 
to God’. As REC put it, ‘diaconal, humanitarian work is integral to Christian 
mission, but it should differ clearly from that conducted by secular agencies. 
The vertical dimension, the call to salvation in word and deed, permeates the 
work of Christian mission’.
 The high point of the Athens assembly was in its unmistakable position 
on the uniqueness of Christ: ‘despite the fact that the unique character of 
the Christian faith is questioned in some circles, the church testifies clearly 
to the uniqueness of Christ. He is the only mediator between God and the 
human race (1 Tim. 2:5; John 14:6). Jesus is therefore not to be regarded as 
one religious teacher among many, but as the One who alone is to be trusted 
and worshipped. He is the unique Saviour of the world’.
 The study document on ‘The Unique Person and Work of Christ’ 
was discussed by the Grand Rapids assembly of 1996, but this document, 
as clearly and correctly pointed out by the Advisory Committee on the 
Uniqueness of Christ and Social Policy, only took the discussion on for 
church people and failed to properly set it against the background of reli-
gious pluralism as directed by the Athens assembly. In its introductory para-
graphs, for instance, this document showed that while religious pluralism 
was a reason for the study, the more important issue was the rejection of 
Christ’s uniqueness among some members of the Reformed family; then it 
strove ‘to sort out a direction, to state where we are, and to clarify how we 
think about these issues.’ In addition, the Advisory Committee stated that 
the section in the document on the lordship of Christ needed to define what 
this lordship is in the face of other religions, stating clearly that Jesus is ‘our 
only Lord and Master’ and that passages underscoring Christ as Lord and the 
coming redemption of all creation should be mentioned (for example, Col. 
1:15-20; Rom. 8:18-21). The committee went ahead to propose a testimony 
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to Christ’s uniqueness, which was accepted, with little amendments, by the 
assembly.
 At the 1996 assembly at Grand Rapids, in addition to the document on 
the uniqueness of Christ, the issue of religious pluralism also came up through 
the report of the Theology Conference of the Commission for Theology, 
Education, and Interchange. In its introduction, that report saw the prevailing 
theological approaches as ‘syncretistic, inclusivistic, or pluralistic’ and regret-
ted that often these approaches minimize or ignore the uniqueness of Christ. 
‘The exclusivistic position’, which it evidently recommended, was considered 
to be ‘strongly witnessed in the Scriptures and affirmed in the creeds and 
confessions’, although it should not be seen as denying God’s general revela-
tion. But the uniqueness of Christ is not to be found in ‘a so-called Christian 
culture, the Christian church, or a system of Christian doctrine’, but ‘in the 
mystery of Christ’s person and work’, and articulated in a twofold way—in his 
life and death on the cross through which human guilt and spiritual death are 
forever condemned, and in the mystery of his person existing in the mutual 
and essential relationship between God the Father and Jesus the Son. 
 The truth of Christ’s uniqueness is, however, to be communicated in 
such a way that the whole person is ministered to through the gospel. ‘What 
it means to be truly human’, the assembly said, ‘can never be discovered 
and realised apart from God’s action in Jesus Christ’. Thus we ‘must pres-
ent a Christian faith that transforms life here and now; otherwise we have 
lost something that is crucial for Christian belief and that is crucial in the 
Reformed tradition’. 
 This strong and correct position raised a number of practical questions 
that required closer studies of REC. Hence, the 1996 Theology Conference 
proposed to the Grand Rapids assembly—and this proposal was accepted—
that an International Study Committee be set up by the Interim Committee to 
conduct an in-depth study on the many-faceted problems of religious plural-
ism, the uniqueness of Jesus Christ, the biblical view of other religions, and 
what all this means for the communication of the gospel to the present world. 
The members were also concerned about participation in civic ceremonies—
including acts of prayer—and called for guidelines on this. To some degree 
the Indonesia assembly of REC in 2000 attended to these concerns.
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Broader issues of religious pluralism 

At the Indonesia assembly some of the unanswered questions in the unique-
ness in Christ studies still lingered, and the assembly resolved, among other 
things, to explore a few areas of study in the matter of religious pluralism, 
including a proper clarification of terms used in the discussion of religious 
pluralism, the biblical view of religions, an exploration of possibilities within 
the Reformed tradition regarding God’s involvement with people of other reli-
gious traditions, using the concepts of general revelation and pneumatology, 
the themes of witness and interreligious dialogue (and the relation between 
them), and the issues of contextualisation, inculturation, and Christian atti-
tude to ancestors.
 This preoccupation with the uniqueness of Christ notwithstanding, 
from at least 1996 REC had begun to think somewhat more broadly on the 
issues of religious pluralism. In the 1996 assembly, for example, the commu-
nication of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands to REC highlighted 
the right of religious minorities to act according to their own religious tradi-
tions based on the universal right to liberty of religion that all persons pos-
sessed. They argued therefore that local churches in the Netherlands ‘should 
do everything in their power to ensure that people of non-dutch origin can 
follow their own religion’. This, though now perhaps an insignificant issue, 
was a new emphasis in REC’s discussions in the context of religious pluralism.
 At Indonesia, some of the other issues proposed by Grand Rapids had 
begun to be considered, including guidelines for public conduct of Christians 
where persons of non-Christian religions are present. These guidelines 
included a call for sensitivity to persons of other religions and participation 
in public gatherings where compassion or solidarity is the primary purpose. 
‘Our reluctance to be identified with persons of other faiths’, as the assembly 
noted, ‘should not overrule our obligation to show mercy and to stand with 
those who have suffered’. These practical considerations of sensitivity were 
needed in order to properly situate the passion for Christ’s uniqueness in the 
context of religious plurality and not betray the mission of God through the 
church.
 These are decisions that the assembly came to, not only after the entry 
of Richard van Houten into REC’s leadership with his sensitivities of mission-
ary experience in China, not only because the Grand Rapids assembly had 
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directed that they be studied, not only because Indonesia was a context of reli-
gious pluralism, but also because of the added exposure of REC in the broader 
discussions of the WCC Commission on World Mission and Evangelism and 
the WARC/John knox International Centre’s Mission in Unity Conferences 
in 1991, 1993, and 1998. (Invitations were not received for 1995 and 1997.)

Unanswered questions on religious pluralism

The discussions in REC up till 2000 still had great deficiencies, especially with 
respect to the questions of participants. The Extended Advisory Commission 
on Mission and diakonia, for example, pointed out in its report to the 2000 
assembly on the discussions it had been carrying out on religious plural-
ism and leadership that ‘in a significant number of the small groups’, people 
expressed that the two theological positions of exclusivism and pluralism 
could not accommodate the reality of their lives of living amidst people of 
different faiths. 
 Although they fully wanted to maintain the uniqueness of Christ, they 
felt the need as well to refrain from expressing an opinion on the fate of people 
of other religions on the day of judgment. They therefore expressed the wish 
to ‘explore possibilities within the Reformed tradition, of God’s involvement 
with people of other religions, using concerns of general revelation and pneu-
matology (Amos 9:7; Jonah; Acts 10:1ff)’. They recognized also, on the one 
hand, the need for true contextualisation of the gospel, but also sensed the 
dangers of syncretism, on the other hand, and pleaded that this be ‘explored 
more deeply’ by the Advisory Commission on Mission and diakonia.

Utrecht 2005 and Christian witness amidst religious pluralism

This lack was supposed to be addressed by the Utrecht assembly of 2005, 
but it failed to do so. Utrecht depended uncritically on the findings of the 
Uniqueness of Christ document and failed, therefore, to address the need of 
moving beyond exclusivism and pluralism expressed at Indonesia. At Utrecht, 
REC produced a document on Christian Witness amidst Religious Pluralism. 
This document had the advantage of defining clearly the concept of religious 
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pluralism with which it was operating, and it focused its emphasis on the 
question, How do Christians encounter the reality of religious pluralism, with 
all its challenges, and how can they credibly live out their faith in Christ in 
these situations? It therefore had the particular contribution of pointing out, 
very briefly though, different contexts and their different challenges for living 
out the Christian faith. However, in its biblical-theological reflection on relat-
ing with people of other faiths it did not go beyond Indonesia’s finalisation of 
the Uniqueness of Christ document. Utrecht had a very vital opportunity to 
transcend the lingering question of Indonesia, but it could not move much 
further from it. Perhaps Indonesia would remain, then, the best effort of REC 
with respect to the pluralism of religions. 
 But this effort is grossly weak on the one aspect pointed out by the 
Extended Advisory Commission on Mission and diakonia—namely, the par-
ticipants’ dissatisfaction with exclusivism or, more specifically, the need to 
maintain the uniqueness of Christ on the one hand and humility about judg-
ments on the faith of persons of other religions on the other hand. Utrecht 
failed to be of help here.

Why was REC unable to address the unanswered questions? 

But why was REC’s position on Christ’s uniqueness unable to satisfy the ques-
tions of participants in its assemblies with respect to religious pluralism? 
Many reasons may be adduced, and those would be proper for another paper. 
Here, however, we need to expand only that which we had already stated—
namely, Utrecht’s undue dependence on the Uniqueness of Christ document 
that was finalized at Indonesia. 
 What was the problem with the Uniqueness of Christ document and 
Utrecht’s use of it? It was the limitation associated with its use of the con-
cepts of ‘general revelation’ and ‘common grace.’ Utrecht explained its under-
standing of the workings of God among non-Christians only in terms of a 
non-salvific ‘common grace’ or God’s non-salvific ‘general revelation’. In using 
these concepts, older Reformed theology argues that God is active in the life 
of non-Christians in restraining sin and evil, developing morality, guiding 
governance, and preserving the beauty of creation, but not in salvation. That 
is, non-Christians are only able to understand God’s non-salvific ‘general 
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revelation’ and not God’s ‘special revelation’. Only in the Christian church is 
‘special revelation’ and ‘special grace’ available unto salvation, because only in 
the church can Christ be properly named and believed. This understanding 
makes older Reformed theology unable to understand how God works among 
non-Christians because it is simply unable to transcend the limitations that it 
has set for itself through the use of the concepts of ‘common grace’ or ‘general 
revelation.’
 The basic truth that these concepts intend to state is not in question— 
namely, that there are some people who receive the grace of God but not 
salvifically, that God’s sun and goodness shine and fall on the good and the 
bad alike as a reflection of God’s ‘common grace’ or non-salvific grace, and 
that it is only by the ‘special grace’ of God revealed in Christ that anyone 
may be saved. But to move from this position to the general position of older 
Reformed theology that non-Christians necessarily lack God’s salvific grace 
and that only Christians possess special grace is an unwarranted leap. This 
leap is contested precisely because it infringes on the sovereignty and liberty 
of God to save whoever, wherever, and however God chooses. This was the 
reason why exclusivism was insufficient for some participants at the REC 
assemblies in which religious pluralism was discussed.
 The big problem with the older Reformed position is that it negates the 
sovereignty of God in creation and history. Because Jesus is revealed to all 
as `the way and the truth and the life’ (John 14:6), older Reformed theology 
thinks it has perfect knowledge of all the possibilities of Jesus’ workings in 
these capacities. It fails to give God sovereignty with respect to those who 
are saved or lost and completely limits salvation to the church and denies it 
to non-Christians. This position denies God of God’s rule in history and fails 
to be a sufficient response to the issue of religious pluralism. This position 
Richard van Houten found unsatisfactory and attempted in his own way to 
transcend its limitations, holding firmly on the one hand to Christ’s unique-
ness and on the other hand to God’s sovereignty. 
 At the Makurdi Consultation with the Reformed churches in Nigeria 
in 2006, in which Richard van Houten was present, he tried as a person with 
pluralist sensibilities to enable the participants to wrestle with challenges of 
these two truths in a very enlightened discussion. Although no concrete deci-
sions were reached, his personal effort in this regard is indeed noteworthy 
as it reflects a courageous and healthy attempt to allow for a more concrete 
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Reformed faith expression in a pluralist setting. It is this effort at enabling 
persons to understand this dear passion of REC on the uniqueness of Christ 
in the context of religious pluralism while not putting limits on God’s sover-
eignty that is, in my opinion, a legacy of Richard van Houten for Christians in 
pluralist settings.

Conclusion

REC approached the issue of religious pluralism very closely from its 1992 
assembly at Athens onward, but its chief concern was to preserve the unique-
ness of Christ. In pursuing its dear passion, REC produced two important 
documents—on the Uniqueness of Christ and on Christian Witness amidst 
Religious Pluralism—which both failed to address how this uniqueness may 
be stated in pluralist contexts in such a way that it would not be judgmental 
on the destiny of non-Christians and properly admit the generosity of God’s 
grace. These documents failed because of their inability to transcend the 
limits of older Reformed theology on the doctrines of ‘general revelation’ and 
‘common grace’. Richard van Houten participated in shaping this passion of 
REC and attempted in his own way to enable discussions that transcended the 
limits of REC’s official documents.

dr. Benebo F. Fubara-Manuel is a pastor and systematic theologian and 
missiologist of the Presbyterian Church of Nigeria.
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‘I AM WITH YOU ALWAYS’

kobus Gerber, Pretoria, South Africa

Introduction

I was asked to give some reflections on the 2005 REC council in Utrecht, the 
Netherlands. Utrecht 2005 had a very special tone to it. It was a family meeting 
with the theme ‘I am with you always’, wrestling within the boundaries of solid 
Reformed theology for guidelines for the complex world we live in. Utrecht 
2005 also was the last meeting of the council—although the meeting did not 
know it at that time. The resolutions the council took about the future of REC 
and possible agreements with the World Alliance of Reformed Churches 
(WARC) opened doors no one expected. In June 2010 REC and WARC will 
become the new World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC). The 
2005 council paved the way for a future no one could foresee then.
 In the midst of all of this—the council of 2005 and the way forward—
stood the person of Richard van Houten. Looking back, I would dare to say 
that the success of the 2005 council was a tribute to him and his leadership 
over many years. I trust that when he looks back at Utrecht 2005 and his jour-
ney from there, he will also remember and experience ‘I am with you always’! 
A reflection is always a personal exercise. In this case it is coloured by my 
experiences, emotions, personal stance with regard to theology, and relation-
ships within the REC family. I am looking through my glasses at the council 
and everything surrounding it.

A close‑knit family met in Utrecht

Since 1948 REC has been a rather small ecumenical body. REC has also 
put a high premium on the Reformed confessional basis of the body. These 
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two factors, with others, played an important role in binding together the 
churches belonging to REC. At the same time leaders and delegates from the 
different churches formed lasting friendships. They trusted one another and 
worked together even though they might differ substantially about certain 
issues. New leaders and delegates were easily integrated in this family due to 
the already strong bond between lots of people. Although ‘political’ agendas 
surfaced from time to time in the history of REC, they did not become a 
driving force in this body and did not dictate the theological agendas of the 
council. This is perhaps one of the main differences between WARC and REC. 
WARC, as a much bigger and diverse body, experienced this dividing conflict 
from time to time.
 Utrecht 2005 succeeded in turning a council into a family meeting. 
After three days it was much more than a council! Together with the factors 
mentioned above, the program was structured in such a way that delegates 
had ample opportunity to experience and relax in one another’s presence. 
The reason for the focus on this aspect is that the real, intimate experience 
and demonstration of the unity of the church helped the council to formulate 
resolutions that gave hope and guidance to diverse contexts and communi-
ties. The question ultimately asked by different member churches and leaders 
was, What will happen to this kind of experience in the new WCRC? I think 
the Utrecht experience (and those of previous meetings) will motivate the 
members of REC to do everything possible to infuse this character into the 
new body of WCRC.

The 2005 council met in the context of the Netherlands

The work of the 2005 council was rooted in the experience of the dutch con-
text and culture. delegates were exposed to different experiences through 
visits, excursions, and lectures. They were able to confront theological issues 
in this specific context. One of the prevailing issues was how the council 
would respond globally so that it would also make an impact on the dutch 
society. The delegates were exposed to the following. There was the confron-
tation with the impact and memories of World War II. A visit was paid to 
the Jewish Historical Museum in Amsterdam as well as to other places com-
memorating the suffering of Jewish people: the national monument Camp 
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Vught, a former SS concentration camp, as well as the execution area and 
the monument for executed prisoners. The delegates also went to the slavery 
monument in Middelburg. But the delegates also experienced dutch culture 
and hospitality: the former fishing village Marken, dinner with the congrega-
tion and music by the local band and the famous Marken Male Choir. Visits to 
local churches and time spent with local families. A barbeque dinner hosted 
by a local church. And as always: the threat of the sea. A visit to the barrages 
and dikes of the famous delta Works. And last but not least, the Netherlands 
is also a diverse society: we paid a visit to migrant churches in Rotterdam. 
 The merging of experiences and contexts from Europe, Asia, Africa, 
North America, the Caribbean, and Australia with the dutch experience 
and context opened new vistas and prompted intensive discussions between 
delegates. delegates were touched by the reality of a broken world and the 
suffering of a rich and prosperous nation in World War II. Everyone was con-
fronted by the challenge of our memories and their healing.
 during the course of the council delegates freely shared the challenges 
and pains of their various contexts. The council heard about a number of 
Nigerians who were not able to get visas for the Netherlands because the 
embassy had made things difficult for them. The challenges of caring for fam-
ilies and family ministry in different countries were shared. The tragedy of the 
HIV/AIdS pandemic, especially in Africa, was on the agenda. A peace proc-
ess in Nigeria was discussed, as was the persecution of Christians in Pakistan. 
Every delegate was aware of the fact that our own contexts, and our corporate 
contexts, needed to be taken into account in the deliberations and eventually 
the resolutions of the council. What the council gives to churches needs to be 
experienced as contextual. The stories we heard and the encounters we expe-
rienced helped us to remember ‘I am with you always’!

Issues we dealt with

Complex and relevant issues were addressed with solid Reformed theology. 
The history of REC will leave us all with the rich heritage of the theology that 
was present in all the reports tabled at the councils and in the publications of 
REC. It is a tragedy that these documents and the theology embedded in them 
are not widely known and used in the broader Reformed world. Personally I 
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trust that some of these documents will be published in new forms and publi-
cations of WCRC. Richard van Houten played a very important role in putting 
the theology of REC at the disposal of member churches and wider audi-
ences. Utrecht 2005 once again continued this proud heritage. The prevailing 
theology was sound, relevant, and Reformed in a dynamic way. The council 
addressed not only global issues regarding justice and healing but also issues 
pertaining to work at the grass-roots level of the ministry of member churches.
 With regard to global issues the following were dealt with: church and 
state, religious pluralism, economic justice, a theology of hope in a time of 
HIV and AIdS, peace and war, poverty, Heidelberg Catechism (question and 
answer 80). With regard to grass-roots issues the following were discussed: 
youth and Christian nurture, clerical and lay leadership, mission partnership, 
worship, family ministry, and education. 
 A challenge that members of REC bring to WCRC is the deepening of 
the Reformed theological basis of the new body. There is also the challenge to 
see to it that WCRC would also focus on the grass-roots ministry of member 
churches: the theological issues on the table need also to include practical min-
istry issues like those mentioned above. Utrecht 2005 affirmed what REC stood 
for and deemed very important. Utrecht will be remembered as the proud last 
council of REC and, I sincerely hope, the stimulus for a new theological life 
for WCRC. Clothed in the theme ‘I am with you always’ and guided by well 
planned worship, Utrecht 2005 created an environment for spiritual, theologi-
cal, and ecumenical growth. When I look back at 2005, and when a lot of the 
detail and experiences grow dim, the two theme songs of the council remain as 
clear as a bell to me. The first was composed for the council by Emily Brink:

 Surely, surely
 Surely, surely,
 I am with you always,
 Surely, surely, 
 until the end of age,
 I am with you always.

The second one is a Congolese folk hymn. I quote the three verses of it in 
Ngala, dutch, and English: 

 Yesu azali awa, 
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 Yesu azali awa, 
 Yesu azali awa, 
 nabiso. 

 Yesu azali awa, 
 Yesu azali awa, 
 Yesu azali awa, 
 nabiso. 
 Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia na Yesu.
 Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia na Yesu.
 Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia na Yesu.

 Jezus Christus is bij ons, 
 Jezus Christus is bij ons, 
 Jezus Christus is bij ons, 
 Hij is hier. 

 Jezus Christus is bij ons, 
 Jezus Christus is bij ons, 
 Jezus Christus is bij ons, 
 Hij is hier.

 Halleluja, halleluja, halleluja, hij is hier.
 Halleluja, halleluja, halleluja, hij is hier.
 Halleluja, halleluja, halleluja, hij is hier.

 Jesus Christ is with us, 
 Jesus Christ is with us, 
 Jesus Christ is with us, 
 He is here.

 Jesus Christ is with us, 
 Jesus Christ is with us, 
 Jesus Christ is with us, 
 He is here.

 Hallelujah, hallelujah, hallelujah, He is here.
 Hallelujah, hallelujah, hallelujah, He is here.
 Hallelujah, hallelujah, hallelujah, He is here.
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The presence of the living Christ became a reality in our worship experiences. 
We all knew and experienced that Christ is with us always: in the meeting, in 
our denominations, in this world—his world! In a way, we were on the moun-
taintop, but we were also forced to face the realities of our world. The worship 
sessions and Bible studies were structured within the framework of the theme 
‘I am with you always’, in the light of the following themes (in chronological 
order): identity, promise, remembrance, assurance, confession, incarnation, 
suffering, resurrection, ascension, and Pentecost. 
 Good theology underpinned the themes and prompted vibrant discus-
sions. In the interaction between worship, Bible study, plenary, and session 
meetings and by doing things together, a spiral of growth came into exist-
ence. delegates experienced real ecumenical encounter and an experience of 
the unity of the church. The basis for this was the spiritual and theological 
growth in the council. Utrecht 2005 once again stressed the importance of 
sound Reformed worship. When I visited Japan at the end of 2005, one of the 
young pastors who were present in Utrecht gave me a note when I left. On it 
was inscribed: ‘I am with you always’!

Conclusion

Utrecht 2005 was not the end. It was a very specific and important occur-
rence in the ecumenical life of a number of Reformed churches belonging to 
REC. It also had an impact much wider than the member churches. Utrecht 
2005 also made it possible that a body like WCRC will be established in 2010. 
Utrecht 2005 personified something of the proud history of REC. The heart-
beat of Reformed theology and belonging was expressed, and relationships 
were formed that will continue regardless of what will happen in the future. 
The hearts and minds of the delegates were touched. Utrecht 2005 provided 
solid theology for a complex world. Utrecht 2005 was the commendatio 
for Richard van Houten. The agenda, minutes, and conference material of 
Utrecht 2005 was used as basis for this article. My own notes and reflections 
are also incorporated. 

dr. kobus Gerber is General Secretary of the dutch Reformed Church, 
Pretoria, South Africa
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DREAMS LIKE SEVEN COWS

Margriet Gosker, Venlo, the Netherlands

Introduction

The Reformed Ecumenical Council and Richard van Houten were born in the 
same year, 1946, right after the Second World War. Richard could say he is 
still a month older than REC, since he was born in July and the first meeting 
of (then) RES was in August of that year. On the other hand, the council (or 
synod, as it was called then) had a lot more to do in its first week than baby 
Richard probably did.
 How do I know that? Well, Richard wrote it himself in Theological Forum 
(Vol. XXVII, No. 4, dec. 1999) just a few weeks before the birth of the new 
millennium. For him, that was a time of ecumenical reflection. As we know, 
persevering is quite hard for movements and organisations. When Richard 
was preparing for REC’s fiftieth anniversary in 1996, he found that only 2 
percent of organisations that began in 1946 lasted until 1996. Would REC 
still exist a little longer? He then knew for sure that when the year 3000 rolled 
around, there would be no REC anymore.

Back to Rome?

Richard asked himself at that time if it was possible that we would all go ‘back 
to Rome’ in the new millennium. He was wondering if this new era could 
bring us new ecumenical fruits, and if it could be a time of reversing devel-
opments of the past five hundred years, in which churches from all over the 
world might gradually reunify into one body. Something about that image 
seemed to be attractive for him.
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 He said in 1999 that he was proud that the church had a prominent, vis-
ible spokesperson when the pope spoke out (for example, against abortion). 
When REC would speak out against abortion, not much would happen, but 
Richard thought that people would listen to someone like the pope. But on 
the other hand he also realised that when the pope spoke about obedience, 
apostolic succession, or indulgences, it was clear that we were in different 
worlds. So Richard could only imagine going ‘back to Rome’ if Rome were to 
change dramatically. 
 Well, as we all know, that did not happen. On the contrary, things are 
different now. A decade after Richard’s dream, REC churches do not think 
any more of going back to Rome. The Roman Catholic Church today has lost 
much of its authority and credibility, after what we have learned about hidden 
sexual scandals from around the world. This is not only sad for the Roman 
Catholic Church, but it is also a burden and a shame for all churches and for 
the entire ecumenical movement.
 Richard had many other dreams and expectations at the time. His vision 
was a little shorter than a whole millennium, of course. He was not so much 
concerned about what would happen in the next five hundred years. He felt 
more comfortable with a shorter horizon of, say, twenty-five years or less. So, 
in other words, what could REC be like in 2025? 
 Genesis 41 tells us the story of the king of Egypt, who dreamed that as 
he stood on the bank of the Nile River, he suddenly saw seven healthy cows 
coming up from the water of the river, fat fleshed and sleek. They fed in the 
reed-grass. The king wondered what the meaning of this could be. Afterward 
he dreamed of seven gaunt and grotesque cows, which ate up the seven fat 
and sleek ones. This story came to mind as I read about Richard’s dreams on 
the future of REC. They reminded me of those sleek and full-fleshed cows 
coming up from the river Nile. Will they also be eaten up by grotesque, thin 
ones? 

A dream of 30 million

Richard’s first dream was that in the year 2025 the Reformed Ecumenical 
Council would have a membership of about 150 Reformed churches, rep-
resenting 30 million Christians. And its office should be somewhere in 
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Africa, with auxiliary staff in the United States, Indonesia, korea, and Latin 
America. 
 Well, after the merger in 2010, the new WCRC will represent 80 million 
Reformed Christians throughout the world. WARC has 75 million members 
in 214 churches in 107 countries. And REC has 12 million members in 41 
churches in 25 countries. The total number is less than 87 million because 
some of the churches are already members of both organisations. And with 
regard to the possible places where the new office of WCRC could be located 
there were many conversations, but it turned out that the office in Grand 
Rapids will be closed and that the new office of WCRC will be in Geneva, 
where the WARC staff is already located. So this first fine and sleek cow has 
not at all been eaten up by a gaunt one.

A dream of leadership development

Richard’s second dream was that REC would have an Institute for Leadership 
development, offering joint training for all kinds of ministries and help-
ing members in planning and development. Resources for youth work and 
Christian nurture would also be available to all members.
 Well, I hope also this second dream will become a reality after the 
merger. I know that Richard is especially committed to Reformed youth work 
and education.
 What REC already worked out will be integrated in the new WCRC. 
WARC has a Youth Network, and in the Joint Working Group I have already 
worked together with Salome Twum, the Moderator of the Youth Network 
of WARC. The Network currently consists of five members of the WARC 
Executive Committee: Astrid Hardtke (Argentina), Fanuel Abera (Ethiopia), 
Salome Twum (Ghana), and Jitka krausova (Czech Republic), as well as one 
member of the WARC staff: Patricia Sheerattan-Bisnauth (Guyana). The main 
purpose is to strengthen the community of young people within the coming 
WCRC and to offer all kinds of ministries to the member churches. It is also 
the intention to develop a worldwide network of people from all member 
churches who are involved in youth concerns and who have already estab-
lished networks in their regions in order to reach as many Reformed young 
people as possible.
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A dream of reconciliation 

A third dream was that REC would have several mediation teams with experi-
ence in peacemaking and in healing divisions. These teams should be avail-
able for trouble spots both within and outside the REC community. In fact, 
Richard hoped that people would think of ‘REC(onciliation)’ where REC was 
concerned.
 In this volume Peter Vander Meulen writes a contribution on the ‘Takum 
Peace Process’ in Nigeria, showing the important and surprising efforts of 
REC and of Richard himself to realise this dream of reconciliation. The situa-
tion in Nigeria was very difficult in the year of the millennium change. There 
were serious ethnic wars going on in the Takum region. Neighbours were 
fighting each other, even though they were fellow Christians. In January 2000, 
a conference was organised for leaders of the Reformed churches in Takum 
and a Peace, Justice, and Reconciliation Committee was formed. ‘It gave REC 
and its partners a firsthand exposure to the powerful concept of peace and 
reconciliation as a legitimate role for civil society—especially the church’, as 
Peter Vander Meulen reports. It was a hard job to do, but it really helped.
 Groups in conflict truly began to change and started to live together in 
peaceful coexistence. God had led them back together with ‘grace and love’. 
REC under the leadership of Richard van Houten was ‘a willing and skilled 
instrument of grace and love’. It is truly great when a man can help to realise 
his own dreams of justice and peace. Isn’t that what we all try to do? Every 
time reconciliation is realised, there is joy in heaven. When REC and WCRC 
contribute to justice, they will have—in Richard’s own words—‘a worthy role 
to play in the future of the church and the unfolding of God’s kingdom’.

A dream of biblical and confessional integrity

The fourth dream Richard described was about the future of REC and WARC. 
Richard thought in 1999 that both organisations would merge several of their 
functions in the future. He hoped that the continuing REC value of ‘doing 
everything with biblical and confessional integrity’ would be its major contri-
bution to these processes. 
 I met Richard for the first time during one of his visits to the Netherlands 
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a long time ago. But we started intensely working together when I entered into 
the Joint Working Group in 2008. We convened in Utrecht (2008), in Grand 
Rapids (2009), in Geneva (2009), and twice in Grand Rapids again (2010). It 
was our task to take care of all the preparations needed for the merger of REC 
and WARC.
 Richard gave his utmost to realise this merger, and we worked together 
very hard. We worked prayerfully and with joy and care. I do not know how 
he did it, but his fingers rolled all the time very quickly over his computer 
keyboard so that we had all the reports and the minutes we needed in time. I 
remember the meeting in January 2010, a few months before the merger. We 
prayed about what we were doing, and we prayed about each other’s needs 
and tasks. We also prayed for Richard, who had been seriously ill after heart 
surgery. It had been a narrow escape, and we were very grateful to the Lord 
that Richard had recovered so well.

Dreams of community and communication 

The fifth dream was about a so-called Mission Resource Index in which funds 
and personal needs should be identified. The sixth dream was that REC would 
have a nearly instant global network for information as a possibility for shar-
ing joys and needs within its membership. When one part of the body was 
hurt, the rest would be aware of it soon.
 The last of the seven dreams was about interreligious relationships. REC 
would be a resource for its members in dealing with people of other faiths. 
There would be networks of information, especially about Islam and subjec-
tivism or secularism. These dreams also have a promising future in the new 
body of WCRC.
 If we look at the logo, 
the symbol of the World 
Communion of Reformed 
Churches, we see a vessel, 
a communion cup for fel-
lowship, depicting unity and togetherness. A vessel to refresh, to cleanse, and 
to renew. A vessel of service to give and to receive. We also see a circle: Christ’s 
church in the world, a worldwide ecumenical family, a circle of unity with 
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World 
Communion 
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justice for all, caring for God’s earth. The circle is not closed but open: both to 
give and to receive. 
 We also see the well-known Christian symbol of the cross. It means con-
fessional identity and reconciliation. The cross reminds Christians of God’s 
act of love in the sacrifice of Christ: ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sins 
of the world’ (John 1:29). The cross also reminds Christians of Jesus’ resur-
rection and his victory over sin and death. This cross is not hard, but tender. 
It is composed like interwoven threads. Woven together for greater strength: 
partnership and cooperation. A continuous thread of God’s love and faithful-
ness in past, present, and future.

Conclusion

It is my wish and my prayer that these seven dreams of Richard van Houten, 
coming up into his consciousness like full-fleshed, healthy cows near the 
shores of Lake Michigan, will not be eaten up by the seven gaunt and grotesque 
cows of fanaticism, fatalism, fallibility, fascination, resignation, secularism, or 
intolerance, but will help to bring new life and spirit, joy and engagement, to 
the World Communion of Reformed Churches to come.

Rev. dr. Margriet Gosker, Venlo, the Netherlands, is a member of the 
Ecumenical Board of the Protestant Church of the Netherlands and a 
member of the Joint Working Group REC/WARC 2008-2010.
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THE PROBLEM OF RELIGIOUS PLURALISM

Experience and Tradition
kadarmanto Hardjowasito, Jakarta, Indonesia

Introduction

The core of this paper reflects what filled my mind and heart as a Christian 
pastor from Java, Indonesia, at about the same period when I met Richard van 
Houten for the first time. It was several years before I was elected as part of the 
REC Executive Committee.
 In their relations with other religious people, most Christians today 
want to show their respect for the value enshrined in other religious tradi-
tions and their esteem for the upright lives of their adherents. At the same 
time, they want to be faithful to the call to bear witness to the distinctive 
Christian message about the salvation of the world in Christ and through the 
Christian community. For Christians who take their faith seriously, who want 
to understand and live it honestly, religious pluralism poses no small problem. 
Today, contact with and awareness of many different religions has become a 
widespread experience. Christians face many difficulties in reconciling these 
encounters with what they have learned from traditional Christian doctrines, 
especially concerning the uniqueness and finality of Christ and Christianity. 
This problem has given rise to a variety of attitudes towards and interpreta-
tions of the significance of other religions.

Possible responses to pluralism

In order to determine which reactions may be the most fruitful for investiga-
tion, we must survey the field of possible responses to pluralism. There are at 
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least two categories: the philosophical perspectives and the explicit Christian 
theological responses to religious pluralism, each with several subtypes. The 
use of such categories and typologies to systematize and interpret a complex 
range of literature presents advantages and dangers. The danger is that the 
typology might easily blur the differing opinions within each type as well as 
the overlapping areas of agreement between different types. Consequently a 
type is not to be taken absolutely, as offering an exact replica of a particu-
lar author and tradition. Each type criss-crosses various authors and tradi-
tions. On the other hand, the advantage is that by marking these differences 
and understanding their roots we can better understand each position and 
become more coherent and dialogical in doing religious education. In this 
article I will mainly focus on the explicit Christian theological responses to 
religious pluralism

The exclusivistic type

The explicit (Christian) theological responses to religious pluralism consist 
of several types. The exclusivistic type can be found in all the churches, and 
in such leading figures as the systematic theologian karl Barth and the mis-
sion theologian Hendrik kraemer. Their attitude towards non-Christian reli-
gions, over-simplified, could be called ‘the radical discontinuity type’ or ‘the 
exclusivistic claims of the biblical message’. Methodologically, they state that 
the primary frame of reference for understanding Christianity and evaluating 
other religions is and can only be the Bible. Their claim is that by ourselves we 
can neither figure out nor resolve the problems of the human condition. We 
must trust, by faith alone, that there is a power, a reality, available to enlighten 
our minds and empower our efforts. The Bible tells us that salvation through 
faith is possible only in Jesus Christ. 
 To identify the discontinuity between Christianity and other religions, 
kraemer used Paul’s differentiation between ‘faith’ and ‘works’. Christianity is 
the religion of ‘faith’ in which salvation comes from God’s grace alone, while 
all other religions are based on ‘works’, earning salvation by human effort. 
He made a theological judgement, based on his own faith commitment, that 
non-Christian religions are not valid, that all other religion and religions, 
of whatever quality and value they may be, are religio falsa. All religion is 



The Problem of Religious Pluralism 57

meaningful in some sense, as a dim response or as a refusal towards God’s 
working.

The ‘Revelation, yes! Salvation, no!’ type

This type of response seeks a more positive, a more dialogical approach to 
other faiths. It admits that there is a general revelation, but it restricts salva-
tion only to those who have faith in Christ. In short, its slogan is ‘Revelation, 
yes! Salvation, no!’ Its systematic theologians include Paul Althaus, Emil 
Brunner, Paul Tillich, and Wolfhart Pannenberg. Their mission theolo-
gians include Lesslie Newbigin, Stephen Neill, Paul devanandan, and M.M. 
Thomas. Thomas warns his fellow Protestant Christians that because of the 
influence of Barth and kraemer, they have been too afraid of ‘syncretism’. 
This fear has prevented them from having a genuine encounter with other 
faiths. 
 Thomas proposes a ‘Christ-centred syncretism.’ He sees that in history 
the perfect conversion into Christ remains eschatological. Thomas feels the 
need to rescue the word ‘syncretism’ from its bad connotation by redefin-
ing it in a more neutral way as covering both legitimate, relatively legitimate, 
and illegitimate mingling, the ultimate principle and goal of legitimacy being 
left to each religion and ideology. Because of its bad connotation, the word 
‘syncretism’ makes Christians and churches afraid to enter the adventure of 
adaptation of Christianity in Asia or of Christian participation with people 
of other religions and ideologies in the building of new societies in Asian 
nations. It is a force preserving isolation and strengthening the rigidity of 
established syncretism. Christ remains the final, normative, and ‘universal 
ultimate truth’.
 For devanandan the creative and renewing work of the Spirit of Christ 
is expressed in the renaissance of ancient religions, in their awakening to new 
dimensions of human existence: personality, personal community, and pur-
posive history. In his view, these aspects, direct or indirect, have a relation to 
the biblical faith in the God of history. God is actively creating and recreat-
ing a human community patterned after the cruciform humanity of Jesus. 
Christ’s activity in other religions, according to devanandan, is not in the area 
of classical theology and spirituality but in their struggle to assimilate the new 
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anthropology into the traditional theological and spiritual framework and to 
give it the support of a reinterpreted tradition.

The inclusivistic type

This type does not belong exclusively to one church or confession but has 
been developed since the 1960s across confessional lines. Theologians in this 
camp show an openness towards non-Christian religions and a willingness to 
listen and learn from them. The general characteristic is that Christ’s redemp-
tive grace is seen to be present in other religions. kenneth Cragg, John V. 
Taylor, and M.A.C. Warren are representatives of this type from the Anglican 
tradition. Their main understanding of interfaith relations is often called 
‘Christian presence’. We need to listen carefully, patiently, and long before 
trying to speak with members of other faiths, and we must be sensitive to ‘the 
unknown Christ’, the hidden Christ, or ‘the invisible magnetic pole’ of Christ 
that draws all peoples in their quest for the Ultimate.
 George khodr, from the Greek Orthodox tradition, speaks about a secret 
form of communion with all men in the economy of the Mystery whereby we 
are being gradually led towards the final consummation, the recapitulation of 
all things in Christ. 
 In the Roman Catholic Church this approach is described clearly in the 
Second Vatican Council in its Declaration on the Relationship of the Church 
to Non-Christian Religions. It affirms the universality of grace and salvation, 
saying that even atheists who follow their conscience are guided by grace 
and can participate in eternal life. Further, the council urged Christians pru-
dently and lovingly, through dialogue and collaboration with the followers 
of other religions, and in witness of Christian faith and life, to acknowledge, 
preserve, and promote the spiritual and moral good found among these 
persons. 
 karl Rahner is well known for his teaching on supernaturalism and 
existentialism and his theory of ‘anonymous Christianity’. He says that the 
human person—every person without exception—has been redeemed 
by Christ, because Christ is in a way united to the human person—every 
person without exception—even if the individual may not realize this fact. 
discontinuity should not be stressed at the cost of continuity, analogously 
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represented in the relationship between Judaism (the Mosaic covenant) and 
the New Testament. In response to those who misunderstood Rahner at this 
point, Gavin d’costa claims that what Rahner really wanted to say is that 
every aspect of a religion should be questioned as to the possible presence 
of Christ. Although ultimately the discernment of the anonymous Christian 
can only be known to God, for grace belongs within the compass of the mys-
tery of God, the historian of religions must sensitively and critically develop 
principles and a methodology to discern, as far as possible, the elements of 
truth and goodness in the non-Christian religions which could act as media-
tors of grace.
 Third World Protestant theologians such as Choa-Seng Song, kosuke 
koyama, and d. Preman Niles insist that Christian dialogue with other believ-
ers must begin with a theology of creation. According to koyama, the Holy 
permeates the created order, like the ‘tapas’, the Hindu symbol of the divine 
heat-energy within the cosmos. Song speaks of creation as incarnation; there-
fore, human history is full of what he calls a redemptive quality, redemptive 
moments and events. For Niles, Jesus Christ is not simply a parochial sav-
iour but a cosmic presence that enables other faith traditions and histories to 
bear witness to him. They argue that the Christian church, to assume a Third 
World face, must dialogue with non-Western cultures and religions. 
 Process theologians, particularly John B. Cobb, Jr., affirm the universal 
presence of revelation and redemptive grace with their understanding of the 
Logos as the principle of creative transformation that permeates the world. 
Cobb honestly allows that there is no a priori basis for denying that what hap-
pened in Jesus did not happen elsewhere. The Logos present in Jesus is pres-
ent in all people. Jesus just responded to it so thoroughly that it became part 
of his personhood. The difference between Jesus and everyone else is just one 
of degree.
 The World Council of Churches, since its third assembly in New delhi 
(1961) drifted away from the influence of Barth and kraemer, especially the 
negative-exclusivistic attitude towards other religions. In New delhi, the 
WCC endorsed a Dialogue with Men of Other Faiths and Ideologies based on 
a kind of ‘cosmic Christology’, claiming that the effects of redemption are not 
limited to the Christian communities. Christ works cosmically through the 
Holy Spirit, illumines all peoples, and is at work in every man’s heart. They 
strongly emphasize listening to other religions in dialogue.
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The theocentric type

The theocentric type is rooted in the interfaith dialogue itself. As ecumenism 
intensifies, a new awareness is emerging. For some, traditional Christology, 
with its insistence on the finality and normativity of Jesus Christ and the 
gospel, does not mesh with what is being experienced in the arena of religious 
pluralism. 
 This position claims that we are in the midst of an evolution from 
Christocentrism to theocentrism. It claims that other religions have posi-
tive contributions to make to the understanding of God. World religions 
can enrich Christianity with their unique insights into the nature of the 
Ultimate Reality. They see each historical religious tradition as unique but 
also as complementary. It is not necessary to regard other religions as bear-
ers of hidden Christian ‘grace’ or ‘salvation’ in order to appreciate their value. 
Certain philosophers of religion, like John Hick and Raimundo Panikkar, 
developed the implications of this approach for Christian theology and its 
understanding of other religions. Hick commends the attempts to emanci-
pate Christianity from the exclusivism and elitism of the ‘Ptolemaic view of 
the universe’, with Christianity in the centre. Hick proposes a ‘Copernican 
revolution in theology’. It parallels Copernicus’s model of the universe, with 
God being the Ultimate Reality in the centre. He advocates a paradigm shift 
from a Christian-centred or Jesus-centred to a God-centred mode. One then 
sees the great world religions as different human responses to the one divine 
Reality, embodying different perceptions which have been formed in different 
historical and cultural circumstances. Hick concludes not that every religious 
expression is therefore true, but that every religious expression is therefore 
relative. If we try to evaluate a religious tradition, our own or another, Hick 
suggests that we should ask if this complex of religious experience, belief, and 
behaviour is soteriologically effective and if it could make the transformation 
of human experience from ‘self-centredness’ to ‘reality centredness’ possible. 
But he warns us to not rank world religions. We cannot say that one religious 
vision of Ultimate Reality surpasses all others. That can be known only escha-
tologically. He believes that all major world religions share a common sote-
riological structure that arises from the fact that all are in search of the same 
Ultimate Reality. All seek to transform the human situation that is full of suf-
fering. Hick considers the Christological issue as the most difficult problem 
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for a Christian theology of religions. But he proposes a solution that makes it 
possible for Christians to continue to believe in Christ as their unique Saviour 
without having to maintain that he is imperatively unique or normative for 
others. Jesus is God incarnate in the sense of the embodiment of ideas, values, 
insights in human living. Jesus was so conscious of God as the loving Father, 
and he was so amazingly open to God and so fully his servant and instrument, 
that God’s love was expressed, and in that sense incarnated, in his life.
 Raimundo Panikkar, like Hick, sees that there is a distinction between 
the universal Christ and the particular Jesus. Christ, the name above all 
names, can go by many historical names: Rama, krishna, Isvara, Purusha, 
Tathagata. The reality of the universal Christ does not destroy the necessity 
and universal relevance of the particular Jesus. In short, Christ is exercising 
his lordship in and through all possible agencies, including the religions of 
the world. For all Christians, this Christ has taken an ultimate form which is 
indissolubly connected with Jesus of Nazareth. He rejects the superiority or 
fulfilment of other religions in Christianity.

The ‘Kingdom‑centred’ type

If we place the spectrum of Christian attitudes towards salvation in concen-
tric circles from the narrow circle as more exclusive-oriented to the broader 
circle as more universal oriented, the Cox’s ‘kingdom-centred’‘ or knitter’s 
‘soteriocentric’ model falls at the broader edge. In this approach, for knitter, 
the most creative and revitalizing expressions of Christian life and thought 
are the theology of religions and the theology of liberation. His main ques-
tion, for example, is what the theology of religion has to learn from the theol-
ogy of liberation. Liberation theologians reject the idea that one can gain any 
value by merely reflecting on and comparing theological formulations. New 
insight comes only through reflective action. Those who proposed this model 
remind us that the purpose of the interfaith dialogue becomes neither an end 
in itself nor a strictly religious quest but a step in anticipation of God’s justice. 
It becomes praxis. Similarities and differences that once seemed important 
fade away as the real difference—between those whose sacred stories are used 
to perpetuate domination and those whose religion strengthens them for the 
fight against such domination—emerges more clearly. 
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 The epistemological claim of liberation theology is the hermeneutical 
privilege of the poor. Latin American liberation theology, black theology, and 
feminist theology all claim that the experience of the oppressed is a privileged 
hermeneutical ground, that identification with the oppressed is the first act 
in understanding either the Bible or our world today. From this perspective, 
the partakers in interreligious dialogue should learn from the liberationist 
that without a commitment to and with the oppressed, our knowledge of self, 
others, and the Ultimate is inadequate. It does not mean that we can know the 
truth only in such a commitment, but ‘without this option for the poor, the 
truth that we may know is, at best, incomplete, deficient, dangerous’.
 In this ‘soteriocentric’ perspective, the Ultimate that every partaker 
in interreligious dialogue must serve and clarify is not the church or Christ 
or even God but, rather, the kingdom and its justice. The basic liberationist 
maxim that orthopraxis holds a primacy over orthodoxy is not only a chal-
lenging epistemological insight; it is also a workable pastoral tool for mediat-
ing the new nonabsolutist Christologies to the ecclesia.
 By understanding and affirming the primacy of orthopraxis, the faithful 
can be helped to see that in receiving these new views of Jesus they are not 
only remaining faithful to the witness of the New Testament and tradition but 
are also being challenged to an ever deeper commitment to Christ and his 
gospel. In a certain sense, they want to say that a liberating praxis is the sub-
stance for interreligious dialogue, from which shared prayer and meditation, 
shared reflection and doctrine, might flow.

Conclusion

These are some proposals given by Christians to help solve the problem of 
religious pluralism. Some go to one extreme, refusing to dialogue with other 
religions, and others go to the other extreme, failing to take the uniqueness of 
Christianity seriously. The remaining positions try to preserve both unique-
ness and dialogue. These can be placed on a spectrum according to the degree 
to which they emphasize either the uniqueness of the Christian tradition or 
the possibility of dialogue.
 The ones which emphasize dialogue do so by finding some common 
ground, which might be an experience, a quest, or a project (kingdom type). 
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Since Schleiermacher sought to preserve a balance between that which divides 
the Christian faith from other faiths and those common experiential dimen-
sions that Christianity shares with other faiths, explicit Christian attitudes 
towards other religions can be described as a longstanding struggle between 
two poles: on the one hand, those who consider the common experience of 
humanity as the frame of reference for interpreting and understanding the 
Christian tradition, and, on the other hand, those who see a religious tradi-
tion as the framework in which to interpret human experience.

Rev. dr. kadarmanto Hardjowasito was a member of the Executive 
Committee of REC 1996–2005 and served as President of REC 2000–2005.
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ATHENS: WHERE RICHARD  
FOLLOWED PAUL

Charles N. Jansz, Colombo, Sri Lanka

Introduction

‘The general secretary of REC is a position mandated by the Constitution. The 
general secretary is the administrative and liaison officer of the council. He 
or she is responsible to both the council and the Interim Committee for car-
rying out their decisions. Constitutionally, the general secretary’s permanent 
tasks have largely to do with the assembly; in practice the general secretary 
does much more. The secretariat is the home of the council. With the office 
in Grand Rapids, there is a visible spot where REC may be thought to exist. 
In fact a lot of REC’s image and direction depends on what the secretariat 
produces. It is also a fact that the personal contacts made by the general sec-
retary are very important to the health of the council. These contacts may 
well be my most important work. For that reason I have tried to visit people 
in our member churches whenever I have travelled in their area. The general 
secretary also represents REC beyond the council. It is the general secretary 
who stands for the REC contacts with other ecumenical bodies and other 
churches.’

A follower of Paul

These were the introductory thoughts of dr. Richard van Houten in his report 
to the Athens assembly in 1992. In one sense the assembly at Athens marked 
a significant milestone in both of our lives. Having served as associate general 
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secretary with dr. Paul G. Schrotenboer, Richard became general secretary in 
1989. So Richard followed Paul, and Athens was his first assembly in which he 
was fully in charge. For me, Athens was a milestone too. For it was here that I 
was elected for the first time to the (then) Interim Committee. 
 With this began a close and meaningful journey both in terms of our 
official functions as well as in our personal relationship. For four years we 
worked with each other face to face, through our numerous communica-
tions via faxes and telephone conversations, and in our meetings at different 
forums. When I was re-elected to the Interim Committee in the assembly 
at Grand Rapids, we continued our journey along that same road, and we 
certainly grew together in understanding, friendship, and maturity. Richard 
certainly was the complete leader that an organisation like REC needed. The 
‘smallness’ of the organisation did not deter him in driving it to make the 
global impact it has had over the past few decades.
 I will focus on two issues that not only stood out at the Athens assem-
bly but also have contributed to making REC what it became since Athens. 
Athens was one of the most (if not the most) tension-filled assemblies in the 
history of REC. Being part of the Interim Committee, one got a firsthand 
view of an assembly torn apart by dissension, division, and debate. At one 
stage one wondered whether REC would survive Athens. Perhaps it was all 
of the ‘happenings’ at Athens that ultimately made Richard the outstanding 
general secretary he was, maturing in dialogue, skilled in negotiations, and 
holding things together in the midst of great strain—even to the point of 
breaking!
 Like all assemblies, Athens had some crucial and sensitive issues. We 
must not forget that some of it was carried over from past assemblies. The 
‘confessional’ identity and image of REC—during these years greatly vis-
ible—were at least part of the reasons why assemblies prior to Athens were 
noted for intense theological and confessional debate, generating much ten-
sion within the membership. It was the question of ‘our identity’ that was 
uppermost in Richard’s mind, ever since Athens, and that led him to focus 
on this crucial issue during the years that followed. Since Athens, he always 
focussed on this important subject and while being faithful to the Scriptures 
and confessions, he emphasized with much vigour the ‘ecumenical’ nature of 
the organisation.
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Athens, a very ‘hot’ assembly 

As the second clerk of the assembly I was tasked with keeping the minutes, and 
this was no easy task in an assembly that generated more heat than one liked! 
delegates were very concerned with every word. They wanted their phrases 
to be properly worded, and the minutes needed to convey their mind to the 
smallest detail. Looking back, and paging through the ‘Acts’, I keep wondering 
how it was done—and done manually! I am so grateful to those wonderful 
secretaries—Evelyn and Carolyn—who deciphered my handwriting so that 
the minutes came through with the least amount of corrections, even though 
they were born in the midst of much intense debate and emotion, with many 
words and great passion. And in preparing to write this piece it was to those 
minutes that I went back to jog my memory of those times.
 Like any assembly, Athens had some very important issues and reports 
on the table: the report of the general secretary, the report of the moderamen, 
and the reports of the respective Advisory Committees. In addition to all this, 
which was very much part of the material of any assembly agenda, there were 
issues—some of which were part of these reports and others of which came 
from outside influences—that were accepted and then also became part of the 
debate and the deliberations.
 Among these I can think of some that stood apart—namely, the report of 
Advisory Committee II on Hermeneutics and Ethics; the report of Advisory 
Committee III on the Belhar Confession, Identity, and Vision; the report 
of Advisory Committee IV on the membership of RCN; and the report of 
Advisory Committee VII on Race Relations. These reports and issues took 
much of the time of the assembly in terms of debate, discussions, deliberation, 
and decision. 

RCN membership

The issue that really dominated Athens was undoubtedly the membership of 
the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (RCN). This was the case in terms 
of the issue itself, the time taken for debate on the floor, the discussions within 
the moderamen, and the tension it generated, almost tearing the assembly 
apart. For those of us who were part of the moderamen and in office for the 
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first time it was a baptism by fire. I can still see the image of the face of at least 
one of the dutch delegates at his angry best in a retort made to me personally! 
 The tone for what was to follow was set on day one itself, Tuesday the 26th 
of May, 1992, when after the acceptance of the composition of the Advisory 
Committees, the RCN delegation presented a statement ‘clarifying its position 
on some central issues of the assembly’. The issues concerned the member-
ship status of RCN and the suspension of the discussion on Homosexuality 
in Love and Faithfulness. The assembly noted this statement for information. 
That response was no indication of what would follow. It was on the 29th of 
May that this issue surfaced again with the tabling of the Advisory Committee 
Report IV. The minutes of this whole process are long and complex, so one 
will have to be satisfied with a bird’s-eye view. There were both a majority and 
a minority report.
 The recommendation of the majority report declared that there were 
sufficient grounds to terminate the membership of RCN and that RCN would 
be dismissed from membership, while it was also recommended that if such 
action took place, the Interim Committee should be charged with the task of 
communication with RCN, including the hope of their returning to REC. 
 The minority report recommendation was directly opposite. It stated 
that the assembly should declare that there were insufficient grounds to ter-
minate the membership of RCN from REC. While what happened next indi-
cated the polarisation of the assembly, it also demonstrated that the assembly 
was unsure what would be best both for RCN and certainly for the assembly 
itself. The majority report was defeated by a secret ballot, 27 to 24 vote. The 
minority report was also defeated by a 33 to 19 vote! It was obvious that the 
assembly was looking for a third way—if there was one! 

A third way

It was in finding this third way that Richard played a crucial role. Following 
the defeat of both recommendations, the assembly decided to refer this 
matter to the moderamen on the question of a ‘way forward’ and on ‘further 
steps with RCN’. What one does not see in the minutes is the intense and 
genuine dialogue that the moderamen and Richard engaged in with the RCN 
delegation.
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 Richard was at the same time both the mediator and the passionate 
chief executive officer. At some points this ‘dialogue’ caused the ‘raising of 
voice levels’ as well as some reddened faces (likely from increased blood-
pressure levels). Some hard things were said. But thankfully at the end of 
it all, there seemed to be a possibility of a good resolution for both REC 
and RCN. Personally, Richard’s skills in ‘agreeing to disagree’, his intense 
knowledge of the subject under discussion, his familiarity with the rules and 
bylaws, and his strong personal ties with some of the delegates of RCN pre-
vented RCN from taking any drastic decisions at that point and ultimately 
kept them within the organisation, as one of the vital parts that they have 
always been. While the official face-to-face meetings also contributed in a 
major way to hold things together, Richard’s ‘after hours’ with these delegates, 
was another—the major—reason that prevented the possible disintegration 
of REC in Athens.

Two recommendations

For the record, I would simply share two significant recommendations that 
were finally accepted by the assembly—and without which perhaps REC 
would have been relegated to history following the Athens assembly. These 
recommendations, which came at the end of a couple of days and sessions of 
much debate and discord, were part of many others, as a result of attempting 
to find a way forward in addition to furthering steps with RCN. 
 The assembly decided to maintain the status quo as far as the member-
ship of RCN was concerned and asked the Interim Committee to draft pro-
visions for suspension to be included in the Constitution. These provisions 
should be in the hands of the member churches one year prior to the next 
assembly for decision by that assembly. The assembly decided also that REC 
should conduct further study among member churches—including RCN—
on the significance of ancient and modern contexts for the interpretation and 
application of Scripture. Subtopics should include hermeneutical principles, 
the nature of the authority of Scripture, homosexuality, and the nature of 
truth.
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Vision and identity 

In his report on the Athens assembly Richard said, ‘The question of identity 
raises the question of who we are. Why has this particular group of churches 
joined together in this organisation? The churches have some commitment to 
it, or they would not remain’.
 This was a subject that Richard had deeply thought through, as was evi-
dent from his report. He gave us much food for thought. He mentioned that 
on the surface, we had a technical definition that served us. We had an explicit 
basis and purpose. Yet he was concerned that there were other churches that 
could agree with our basis and purpose and yet do not join us. According 
to him, our boundaries were not as clear as we might think, looking at our 
basis and purpose. He was also quick to say, ‘I am not so concerned about 
boundaries. I think these are difficult to keep steady in any diverse, worldwide 
organisation.’ He traced the identity of member churches with roots in late 
nineteenth-century mission societies, mid-century separation movements, 
and eighteenth-century revival movements, not forgetting the fact that we are 
all Reformed. 
 He made himself even clearer on this score, saying, ‘If, in discussion, 
REC develops some common mind about who we are, then we should ask 
ourselves, Where are we going? If we are clear about our identity, then we can 
set goals and objectives for ourselves as an organisation’. The question of the 
basic nature of the council and the boundaries of its membership are right at 
the centre of this question. And quite rightly Richard surmised that our dis-
cussion of the Interim Committee’s evaluation of the Reformed Churches in 
the Netherlands would also help the council to understand its identity more 
clearly. That was almost a prophetic statement!
 Athens spent much time on this subject within Advisory Committee III, 
in small groups during the assembly, and ultimately in debate and delibera-
tion on the floor of the assembly. Many observations that would charter the 
future of REC were discussed. during the long discussions two points were 
recorded that told the story of the journey of REC since then. In one of the 
observations concerning ‘Identity’ it was stated that as an ecumenical council 
it differed from the World Council of Churches and WARC. It continued to 
maintain its Reformed confessional identity. Yet at the same time it tried to 
widen the circle of ecumenical fellowships. In connection with the vision, 
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an observation in the report stated that describing REC as a ‘communion of 
churches’ (emphasis mine) might challenge REC and its member churches to 
consider the impact of the unity already given to us by God’s grace.
 When WCRC assembles in Grand Rapids in June 2010, we will be at the 
point where both these observations have become reality, and this will there-
fore be a fitting conclusion to Richard’s great and good leadership, vision and 
passion, to extend boundaries, maintaining unity in the bond of peace.

Years of faithfulness

In Athens, Richard ended his report by stating, ‘I am still learning my job 
here. Each trip I take shows me again how rich and varied the churches are 
that make up this council, and my personal horizons expand through contact 
with them. It has been a blessing to work with them for this four-year term.’
 At the last REC assembly in Utrecht, Richard began his report by saying, 
‘For sixteen years I have served REC in this role as its general secretary. It has 
been a privilege, and it is a role that is constantly challenging and changing. 
Building those relationships, sharing in their joys and sorrows, struggling to 
grasp what God requires of them and of REC—these experiences are what 
makes it a pleasure to come to work.’
 As Richard’s role with REC comes to an end, we are grateful for years of 
faithfulness in fulfilling those objectives which have taken REC through a long 
and winding road to new heights and in June 2010, to a new lease on life, with 
the birth of the World Communion of Reformed Churches and the Uniting 
General Council. We are grateful for Richard’s leadership through many years 
of faithfulness, dedication, and commitment to that which was Reformed and 
ecumenical. At Athens, Richard followed Paul—Paul G. Schrotenboer as gen-
eral secretary. He also followed the apostle Paul himself in striving to ‘keep 
the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace’ (Eph. 4:3). 

Rev. Charles Norton Jansz, Colombo, Sri Lanka, is moderator of the 
Christian Reformed Church of Sri Lanka.
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From RES to REC

Leo koffeman, Amersfoort, the Netherlands 

Introduction

The 1992 Athens assembly of the Reformed Ecumenical Council was the first 
I attended. It was also the first one which Richard van Houten served in his 
capacity of general secretary. And, finally, it was the first assembly of ‘REC’ 
as such, because of decisions by the Harare 1988 assembly of the Reformed 
Ecumenical Synod (RES) to change its procedures, the mutual expectations of 
its members, and therefore its name.
 What is in a name? Quite a lot, in this case. Although I did not attend 
the Harare assembly, I am well aware that the transition from a synod to a 
council caused a heavy debate. In a way, both those who had opposed this 
change and those who had proposed and furthered it saw it to some extent as 
a disappointment—of course, the former to a larger extent than the latter. The 
idea behind the concept of a synod had proven to be unrealistic. 

A worldwide synod

The Reformed Ecumenical Synod was founded in 1946, and its found-
ing member churches (from the Netherlands, the United States, and South 
Africa) had built it on a classical view of Reformed church law, from a dutch 
historical perspective. It was especially Abraham kuyper, the ‘godfather’ of 
the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, who had developed the idea of a 
church that should in principle be transnational. The fact that most churches—
including most Reformed denominations—in practice limited themselves to 
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one country or a nation, could be understood of course in terms of the inevi-
table cultural presuppositions of church life. But it should in no way be seen 
as a theologically important, let alone decisive, feature. 
 The presbyterial-synodical system of church governance pointed into 
another direction. If local churches (congregations) could share their common 
responsibilities in classical assemblies or presbyteries, and these could do the 
same on a national level in a general synod, what could be a valid reason not 
to have an international, be it European or worldwide, synod in which all 
together would take responsibility for what concerned all? RES was supposed 
to function from that perspective, and to be a starting point of what in the 
long run could be an international body for most churches of the Reformed 
family worldwide. 
 Of course, RES was aware of the existence of the World Alliance of 
Reformed Churches (WARC), although in 1946 hardly any of the RES mem-
bers was a full member of WARC. But apart from all kinds of objections one 
could have, and with respect to theological concepts as shown in WARC 
activities, the character of WARC as such was not seen as adequate. Mutual 
relations within WARC were deemed to be too loose. Theological weaknesses 
could even be interpreted as mere consequences of this structural weakness. 
At the same time, RES has never been able to meet its goals fully. Certainly 
mutual admonition and encouragement, especially in theological and confes-
sional issues, was part and parcel of the early RES way of working—and more 
so than could seriously be expected from WARC. But RES decisions have 
never been binding the member churches. All decisions had to be brought 
before the general synods of the member churches for consideration and 
confirmation. 
 It was exactly this process of ratification that had been a major point of 
discussion in the struggle that split the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands 
in 1944! Those who had left had defended the view that synodical decisions 
had to be ratified by the ‘minor assemblies’ in order to be fully binding. What 
could not be tolerated within RCN was deemed inevitable within an interna-
tional Reformed synod, at least for the time being. 
 I suppose that most of those church leaders who were involved in 
founding RES nurtured the optimistic expectation that at some later stage 
mutual commitment within RES would increase. It might simply be a matter 
of time. If they would get to know each other better, mutual trust would be 
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strengthened, and RES could develop into a full-fledged synod, meeting the 
highest standards of common decision making. 

From RES to REC 

But no such development occurred. On the contrary, as time went by, tensions 
between the churches began to grow. Two issues turned out to be extremely 
difficult. The introduction of apartheid as a political system in South Africa 
slowly increased the need for churches outside South Africa to question the 
position of the South African member churches on this issue. Only in the late 
seventies, and much more so after the Status Confessionis of WARC (Ottawa, 
1982) in this respect, apartheid developed into such a divisive issue that the 
format of RES as such came under discussion.
 The other issue was the way the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands 
dealt with new theological insights within its own constituency. Uneasiness 
with changing views on the authority of Scripture (the concept of ‘relational 
truth’) disturbed other RES churches. When the RCN synod, as early as 1979, 
decided in favour of an inclusive approach of homosexual church members, 
this was rightly interpreted as linked with the former issue, and homosexual-
ity joined apartheid at the top of the RES agenda until 1988.
 Harare 1988 made this step from RES to REC. Instead of a synod 
this international Reformed body should be a council. Again, what is in a 
name? Verba valent usu—it is the use we make of a word that determines 
its meaning. From an historical perspective the English word ‘council’ can 
have quite different connotations. History knows councils like the Nicene 
(325), the Tridentine (1545-1563) or the Second Vatican (1962-1965). 
Councils of the universal church in the era before its major splits in 1054 
and in the early 16th century and councils of the Roman Catholic Church 
thereafter are more binding for the churches than any RES synod ever 
could be! But a ‘council’ can also be used to point to all kinds of bodies with 
advisory responsibilities at best. Undoubtedly this latter aspect was guid-
ing the Harare decision. The churches that participated in RES needed a 
structure that made it easier to agree to disagree on issues like apartheid or 
homosexuality.
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Ethical and political issues

It is no coincidence that issues with an ethical and political flavour caused the 
RES structure to change. Of course, in both issues the authority of Scripture 
was the pivotal question. But the relation between the authority of Scripture 
and specific, contextual dilemmas was what made it difficult, if not impos-
sible, for the churches to come to a shared position. In other words, RES, 
having confessionality as its core feature, had to face the issue of contextuality 
in a way never foreseen.
 South African member churches, more specifically those with a white 
constituency like the dutch Reformed Church (dRC), took a stand with 
regard to apartheid that caused growing opposition from member churches 
in other countries, most of all because of the strong witness of ‘non-white’ 
member churches from South Africa that played a major role within WARC 
on this topic as well, like the dutch Reformed Mission Church and the dutch 
Reformed Church in Africa. It is obvious that theological positions were 
directly linked to the experiences and interests people had in daily life.
 The same is true for the homosexuality debate. It was especially ‘my’ 
church, the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, which adopted an inclu-
sive approach for homosexual church members, as noted above. Its back-
ground was formed by pastoral experiences, more specifically by student 
chaplains, which were shared with synod: stories of exclusion, loneliness, and 
even suicide of homosexual young church members made a difference.
 But within RES, opposition from churches in other contexts grew fast: 
first of all, they did not recognize these pastoral experiences from their own 
African and Asian (and other) contexts, and therefore it was impossible for 
them to recognize the RCN’s response to these stories. When another dutch 
RES member, the Christian Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (CRCN), 
although living in the same context, took to some extent the lead in opposing 
RCN within RES, relationships became extremely tense.
 From a more detached theological point of view, and in hindsight after 
fifteen to twenty years, it is easier to analyze what happened at that time. 
Apartheid as a state policy was abolished shortly after Harare 1988. Although 
the struggle between the churches in South Africa continues today, the con-
text has changed dramatically. In 1994, the dutch Reformed Mission Church 
and (the vast majority of) the dutch Reformed Church in Africa came 
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together into the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa (URCSA), 
which adopted the Belhar Confession as a creedal standard. Unfortunately 
REC in its first assembly (Athens 1992) was not able—that is, not courageous 
enough—to adopt the Belhar Confession in its Constitution. This caused a 
final farewell between REC and URCSA. The issue of a theological justifica-
tion of apartheid as heresy seemed to lose its urgency, and REC no longer 
really challenged dRC in this respect. Until 1989 the RES/REC had been 
in an interesting position to keep and/or bring dRC and URCSA together. 
Although the Vereeniging, South Africa, consultation of early 1989 had not 
fully met the expectations, it had at least shown a certain potential. After 1989 
the RES/REC lost more and more of its credibility and had to leave the initia-
tive to WARC.
 Could a parallel story be told on the homosexuality issue? Only to some 
extent, I think. The 1992 Athens assembly of REC adopted an interesting 
report on ‘Hermeneutics and Ethics’. In my view it is to be regarded as one 
of the best reports on this issue within the wider ecumenical movement. But 
ecumenical debate on homosexuality faded away within REC, not least in 
order to prevent new tensions with RCN. But at a time when, for instance, 
the World Council of Churches was absolutely not able to open a discussion 
on homosexuality, the REC did! Some other REC member churches started 
to give more attention to the issue as well. Still, it is not easy to assess the situ-
ation. Maybe the legacy of RES/REC in this respect could benefit WCRC to 
come: it might take up a new responsibility in an issue that is more divisive in 
ecumenism than any other. 

Contextuality

From RES to REC—has this been a fruitful change in terms of the progress 
of ecumenism as such? I am not in a position, of course, to have clear sight 
of what is happening in the worldwide ecumenical movement. Let me close 
with two observations.
 At the time of the Harare assembly the decision to continue RES as REC 
was in my view inevitable, because of the increasing awareness of contextual-
ity as an ecumenical problem. This contextuality of church life, of doctrinal 
positions as well as moral convictions, had not been valued so far, but the 
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issues of apartheid on the one hand and homosexuality on the other made it 
evident that ecclesial decision making is to some extent determined by spe-
cific cultural factors. RES had to make a step backwards—from RES to REC—
in order to be able to cope with this phenomenon.
 In recent years the wider ecumenical movement has shown more and 
more interest in the issue of contextuality. Again it is first of all moral ques-
tions that further this awareness. The 2009 Plenary Commission of Faith 
and Order (Chania, Greece) dealt with the study program on ‘moral dis-
cernment of the churches’, trying to make a first step in developing this 
program. Four issues were selected for discussion: globalisation, homosexu-
ality, stem-cell research, and proselytism. Small working groups used a case 
study methodology to get the process going. Four case studies had been 
prepared by different scholars, each of them situating the moral issue under 
study within a specific context. So, for instance, the homosexuality issue 
was described from the perspective of the tensions within the worldwide 
Anglican Communion, and globalisation was studied in light of the debate 
within WARC during and after the Accra 2004 assembly. Each working 
group was given one such case study in order to engage in analysis of the 
disagreement—that is, to identify the nature and causes of disagreement in 
moral decision making. 
 Inevitably contextual factors like cultural values, philosophical presup-
positions, political circumstances, and economic structures came to the fore 
as important, if not decisive, for the way churches develop moral positions. 
In fact, the challenge that Faith and Order had to meet in this issue was quite 
similar to what REC experienced about two decades ago.

The future of ecumenism

What could this mean for the future of ecumenism? The main problem the 
ecumenical movement has to deal with for the near future seems to be related 
to its core task of maintaining and developing ‘conciliar’ structures. If contex-
tuality is playing such an important role—and in my view this is so not only 
in moral discernment but also in doctrinal questions—then how will it be 
possible to further mutual accountability and common decision making, two 
pivotal aspects of conciliarity?
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 When RES decided to continue as REC, this was no doubt a step back-
wards in terms of conciliarity. After two decades REC has decided again to 
continue in a new structure and with a new name, as WARC and REC merge 
in 2010 to become the World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC). 
From synod to council, from council to communion. Again, what is in a 
name? In ecumenism ‘communion’ is a term with a high density. It has strong 
biblical connotations. Therefore I can only understand this decision regarding 
the new name as expressing a strong desire to increase mutual commitment 
within this new body. A new balance between the responsibility of each of the 
WCRC members and the common responsibilities of all within WCRC has 
to be found. This will take time, and it will take intensive discussions. But I 
do think that the Reformed family worldwide has a history of half a millen-
nium of experience with this challenge, especially in its presbyterial-synod-
ical system of church polity. In the long run this might develop into a major 
contribution to the wider ecumenical movement.

dr. L. J. koffeman has served the former Reformed Churches in the 
Netherlands—now the Protestant Church in the Netherlands—as its 
ecumenical officer since 1989. He teaches Church Law and Ecumenism 
at the Protestant Theological University (Utrecht). He is also Professor 
Extraordinary of Systematic Theology and Ecclesiology at the University  
of Stellenbosch (South Africa).



78 

LIKE TYCHICUS: A FAITHFUL  
SERVANT LEADER

Setri Nyomi, Geneva, Switzerland

Introduction

A colleague, a leader, a friend, an organizer, and a facilitator—these are 
just some of the ways in which colleague general secretaries of Christian 
World Communions will describe Richard van Houten. The Conference of 
Secretaries of the Christian World Communions (CWC/CS) is the forum in 
which Christian leaders in general secretary positions of the different families 
of churches meet annually to share fellowship, to listen to one another, to 
encourage one another, and to build relationships that often strengthen the 
work we do in our different families of churches. The Reformed family was 
privileged to have different voices representing it. One of those voices of lead-
ership is Richard van Houten, general secretary of the Reformed Ecumenical 
Council.

What we have in common 

Richard’s long and rich experience in attending these meetings was already 
self-evident by the time I attended my first CWC/CS meeting, in the year 
2000 in Johannesburg. Accompanied and inspired by his wife, Susan, that 
year, Richard represented REC well and gave a newcomer such as me (at that 
time), some examples to learn from. Although I had known Richard before, it 
was at this meeting that I could say we began a friendship that has served both 
WARC and REC well. In this regard, it follows the testimony of many general 
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secretaries that it is through friendships built and conversations begun in a 
Conference of Secretaries meeting that initiatives for inter-communion and 
theological bilateral dialogues begin. 
 Richard’s first task in each of these meetings was to present the Reformed 
Ecumenical Council, its programs, its joys, and its challenges for the year. 
Richard’s ability to communicate things that are important for REC, in a 
manner that can capture the imagination of all colleagues, was remarkable. 
This made it possible for all of us to know how to pray together and how to 
accompany REC through its joys and challenges. I learned much about what 
WARC and REC have in common (and what the differences are) from the 
presentations Richard made in the meetings, and from the conversations we 
had. These were inspirational and brought us to the conclusion that what we 
have in common and what we can do together is stronger than the differences 
we may have.

Making the meetings more effective

Richard van Houten’s skills in processing issues came alive when in our 2002-
2004 meetings the Conference of Secretaries decided to examine the nature of 
our gatherings and to see ways in which we could make them even more effec-
tive. Richard was very instrumental. He made a good contribution in one of 
the groups, which took a look at deepening and expanding our relationships. 
His vision and passion for using the forum for identifying how the CWC can 
deepen their programmatic collaboration and forge closer ties came through 
very powerfully as this subgroup deliberated and brought their report to the 
whole plenary. This group also looked seriously at improving communica-
tions among the CWC and also with the World Council of Churches.
 In the very first meeting on renewing the nature of our meetings (held 
in Cyprus, 2002), when the different subgroups begun reporting to the ple-
nary of the Conference of Secretaries, it was Richard who sprang to the flip 
chart, with markers in hand, to put his processing and facilitating skills at the 
disposal of the meeting, as we began to discuss and decide which of the new 
ideas we could incorporate into the life of the Conference.
 Richard had a passion for ensuring that the Conference of Secretaries 
should keep itself focussed on the building of relationships and collegial 
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learning from one another which have been its main strength. While some of 
us wondered whether we could not from time to time make common state-
ments together on global challenges, Richard was a voice for keeping a clear 
focus. This too was a gift that he freely offered the conference. 

Faithfulness and commitment

Richard is a good team player. Once we began conversation towards the union 
of WARC and REC, Richard suggested that we might want to do our reports 
one after the other or together, in order for us to give the best picture of the 
exciting developments in the Reformed family. As indicated earlier, Richard 
is constantly thinking about how to present in a manner that captures the 
imagination of colleagues. Friendships are strengthened by faithfulness and 
commitment to being present and sharing with other friends. In the twenty-
plus years in which Richard has been general secretary of REC, he has missed 
these annual meetings only twice. That is faithfulness. That is commitment. 
He has often been accompanied by his wife, Susan. Thus in these meetings 
we were privileged to enjoy the friendship of both Richard and Susan and to 
appreciate where Richard gets support for his many skills and gifts. 
 The role of the Conference of Secretaries as a forum in which Christian 
World Communion leaders have begun initiatives towards bilateral dialogues 
and deeper relationships can be credited in part for the birth of the World 
Communion of Reformed Churches. In the 1990s, it was in that platform 
that Professor Milan Opočenský, the general secretary of WARC until March 
2000, and Richard van Houten began conversations that led to the first formal 
conversation between WARC and REC leadership in the 1990s. It was in this 
very forum that Richard and I in Johannesburg had our first conversation 
about how to continue that dialogue, and we immediately scheduled our 2001 
meeting there. We actually linked our 2003 meeting in South Carolina, USA, 
to a Conference of Secretaries meeting. Our meeting took place as soon as the 
2003 Conference of Secretaries ended. Therefore as we thank God for the role 
of Richard in the Conference of Secretaries, we can also thank God for how 
his role there has also been instrumental in the formation of WCRC. 
 I give thanks to God for Richard’s many gifts and talents and how he has 
placed them at the disposal of the Reformed family worldwide as well as how 



Like Tychicus: A Faithful Servant Leader 81

those gifts have made an impact in the life of the Conference of Secretaries of 
the Christian World Communions. I give thanks to God for the close collabo-
ration we have experienced for the first decade of the twenty-first century. I 
am grateful to God for Richard’s commitment to our working very closely 
together for the beginning of the World Communion of Reformed Churches. 
I am grateful to God that Richard placed his gifts of organisation and facilita-
tion at the disposal of the planning of the Uniting General Council of WCRC. 
As the coordinator of the Uniting General Council, Richard has been a key 
leader in making sure that the General Council is held successfully. 

Conclusion

We thank God for dr. Richard van Houten, for his friendship, for his collegi-
ality, for his leadership skills and gifts, and we pray for God’s blessings on him 
and his family. Writing this brief piece brings to mind the apostle Paul’s noted 
practice of telling the recipients of some of his letters about his colleagues. 
For example, he used words like ‘He is a dear brother, a faithful minister and 
fellow servant in the Lord’ in reference to Tychicus in Colossians 4:7. This 
brief essay ends on that note. Echoing the words of Paul, we can thank God 
for Richard, who although he is quick to tell people he is not ordained, is a 
beloved brother, a faithful minister, and a fellow servant in the Lord.

Rev. dr. Setri Nyomi, Geneva, Switzerland, is General Secretary of the  
World Alliance of Reformed Churches.
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ECUMENICAL DISCIPLINE?

Evert Overeem, Utrecht, the Netherlands

Introduction

The draft Constitution of the WCRC has a provision that the Executive 
Committee may suspend the membership of a member church for actions 
in violation of the basis, values, aims, or purposes. This kind of provision is 
not surprising. WARC, as we know, has a history with the dutch Reformed 
Church in South Africa. REC has a history with the Reformed Churches in 
the Netherlands (RCN). I have been a small part of the REC-RCN history. I 
do not want to reflect it all extensively. I want to make here just a few remarks, 
looking back and looking forward.

Two decisions

The discussion about homosexuality in RCN started with student pastors 
getting alarmed by a number of inexplicable suicides among young people. 
Consecutive synods studied the theme of homosexuality for a long time, dis-
cussing reports about Scripture texts and exegesis and about the (im)possibil-
ity of a distinction between nature and practice. 
 The reports were time and again referred for further study. The first 
synod I attended almost referred the matter for further study again. The 
Advisory Committee of the synod however did not want to keep homosex-
ual congregation members in the waiting room any longer and proposed to 
accept them in the congregation, including at the Lord’s table and in minis-
try. This should be done even if the ethical and hermeneutical reflection was 
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not completed. Homosexuals were to be recognised as full-fledged members, 
respecting the mystery of their life. The motion was carried unanimously. 
 REC (still RES at that time) had its assembly in Nîmes shortly after that and 
was quite concerned about the RCN decision. The assembly asked for clarifica-
tion immediately. does the RCN decision to accept homosexual congregation 
members include homosexual practice? The RCN synod had intended its deci-
sion to be a pastoral and prudent one. Now, however, by REC and newspaper 
reports about the assembly, homosexual congregation members had become the 
object of discussion again and had to be defended. The RCN synod decided by 
majority: our decision includes the bodily expression of affection. documents 
about living in true relationships and about reading the Scriptures and dealing 
with the Bible texts forbidding homosexual practice were adopted by synod.
 The documents were translated into English and offered to REC. REC, 
however, proved not to be very much interested. The Scriptures were very 
clear, and RCN should rescind their decision. RCN was already under suspi-
cion because of the acceptance of women in ministry and its membership in 
the World Council of Churches.

The Harare assembly, 1988

I had the privilege of attending the Harare assembly in 1988. during worship 
we were accompanied by a fine, loud singing voice; the rhythm was indicated 
by finger-snapping. Richard van Houten indeed. The first time we met. Harare 
was a difficult assembly because a sad conundrum occurred: if RCN should 
not rescind its position and remained a REC member church, other member 
churches threatened to withdraw from membership. This amounted to a kind 
of ecumenical game of musical chairs—as if when the music stopped churches 
would have to scramble for seats, the number of chairs being one short of the 
number of member churches. The discussion in the Advisory Committee was 
intense: the perceived clarity of Scripture on the one hand versus the refusal 
to study and discuss the RCN documentation on the other hand.
 Even manipulation occurred. during an exposure visit to the Morgenster 
Mission Post some members of the Advisory Committee stayed behind 
in Harare and prepared secretly an Advisory Committee Report rejecting 
the RCN position out of hand. Upon returning from their visit, the other 
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committee members saw the finalised report for the first time and had to draft 
a Minority Report at the last minute.
 RCN was given a kind of ultimatum to reconsider their position. during 
the assembly we met delegates of the dutch Reformed Church. They talked 
about their suspension by WARC. ‘Now you yourselves will experience the 
feeling of being left out’, dRC moderator Johan Heins told me during an 
evening visit to his room. Upon our return to Holland, the RCN synod was 
very indignant. REC had become a council but still acted as a synod without 
paying attention to differences in context and cultures. did REC do itself jus-
tice, continuing this kind of Western discussion within the frame of a major-
ity of African and Asian member churches? And is a council allowed to ask a 
member church to reconsider its position without paying attention to herme-
neutics—to change its tune at the snap of its fingers?

The Athens assembly 1992

In preparation for this assembly the RCN delegation decided that we would 
talk with everybody about Scripture, contextuality, ecumenism, hermeneutics, 
and true relationships, but we would not however discuss the position of our 
homosexual congregation members again. They deserve our protection; we 
act on behalf of them as well.
 Athens proved to be an even more difficult assembly. Some delegates 
appeared to be unable to return to their churches unscathed if RCN should con-
tinue to be a member church. RCN became fair game again. Just after a motion 
to terminate the RCN membership was defeated, a new motion was brought to 
the floor, to suspend the RCN membership. The chair judged this motion to be 
admissible, ignoring our protests of double jeopardy. It was the one and only 
time in my life that I refused an invitation to a closing prayer: you cannot have a 
fair prayer without being a fair player. The RCN delegates decided to withdraw 
from the discussions, to attend all meetings in silence, and to report to synod. 
They paid manifold visits to a little restaurant just across the street. This little res-
taurant was called duo filoi, the two friends. Many people came across the road to 
express their sympathy and to share a hot late-night snack and a cool beverage.
 The RCN synod defeated a motion to withdraw from REC and decided 
to give the Hermeneutics and Ethics report a chance. REC finally decided to 
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enter a study of that theme, and the RCN synod felt it would be disloyal to 
walk out. Moreover, though you might change your friends, you keep being 
family. Within REC we had the most intense conflicts and the most intense 
relationships at the same time. The RCN majority opinion was as follows: We 
will not pull out; if we are pushed out, it is not our responsibility anymore. 
The Hermeneutics and Ethics report later was adopted by REC and by RCN. 
REC became more aware of contextuality and cross-cultural sharing. Some 
churches left REC; other churches came in. The REC agenda was not domi-
nated by the RCN issue anymore.

Foam or syrup?

It has not been a happy history. WARC has had to deal with churches not 
unequivocally rejecting the theological justification of apartheid. Status 
Confessionis does not leave any room for bargaining. Not all former member 
churches could be readmitted. REC had to handle the transition from synod 
to council, leaving behind issues like women in ministry and the double 
membership of REC and of the World Council of Churches. Contextuality 
does not allow ‘mirror ecumenism’ that allows only look-alikes to be partners.
 Still, the draft Constitution of the future World Communion of 
Reformed Churches has this provision for suspension of membership. Why 
can’t we leave it alone? We could shape ecumenism like foam: a mass of small 
bubbles, each one having a separate contextual identity and being part of 
the large entity at the same time. The success of the Global Christian Forum 
has to do with the open space for discussion and sharing without obligation. 
Foam, however, has little substance and solidity; it has a tendency to sag and 
to disappear. Even the Forum is looking for a slight structure in order not 
to be blown away by time. WARC and REC have chosen a different road. 
Contextuality should be recognised. But it cannot be a pretext for being non-
committal. How attractive for Reformed people is membership in a foam-like 
body that does not provide any hold for mutual accountability and for cov-
enanting in order to achieve a common goal?
 Quite a different analogy for ecumenism might be found in syrup. It has 
a sweet taste indeed and can be spread on almost everything. It has a tena-
cious substance as well. You cannot get rid of it easily. In the end, however, it 
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proves to be sticky, and the taste becomes cloying. As a prescribed remedy for 
all ailments, it does not leave room for individuality or contextuality. Have we 
in avoiding foam become stuck in syrup? 

Chocolate?

The past of REC shows that the Reformed ecumenical dream became the 
nightmare of division. Will the WARC Process of Covenanting for Justice 
leave sufficient space for contextual awareness, or will the empire-model of 
explaining reality pervade everyone and everything? An undefined Processus 
Confessionis has already been declared, and each new statement of the pro-
cession of witnesses is a little bit more radical in its defining of empire and its 
rejection of it. A secular manner of scolding with words like ‘consumerism’ 
and ‘destructive self-interest’ replaces the more traditional terminology of 
solidarity in sin. On the one hand, what other words could victims of injustice 
use since there is no civilised refinement for screaming? On the other hand, 
if northern churches feel they become the culprit of the ‘new orthodoxy’, 
there might be a tendency for ‘inner emigration’, leaving the playing field for 
more passionate people. There should be a provision in the Constitution for 
ecumenical discipline. I am convinced of that, even after having been on the 
‘receiving end’ of that discipline for a short time. We have not found the right 
methodology yet. Foam is not sufficient. Syrup, however, has to be avoided 
systematically. We might end up somewhere in the middle. Could chocolate 
do the job? It has taste and substance. It comes in many forms and varia-
tions: contextuality. It does not allow monomaniacal dogmatism: it melts if 
you handle it too often and too long (you will end up with syrup again). 
Chocolate, however, is almost impossible to tear apart. You have to break it 
together to share and enjoy it. Finger-snapping is only allowed with singing. 
That’s a lesson I picked up from Richard van Houten. It is not in the draft 
Constitution, but we may love God with common sense as well.

Rev. Evert Overeem is deputy director of Ministries of the PCN (Protestant 
Church of the Netherlands) and second contact person of this church for REC.
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THE ASSEMBLY OF YOGYAKARTA, 
INDONESIA

Victor Pillay, Pretoria, South Africa

Introduction

This contribution, serving in a publication to honour the work of dr. Richard 
van Houten, aims to acknowledge his direct involvement and important 
contributions to the life of the Reformed Ecumenical Council (REC). Much 
of what will be reflected in this article is in some way or other the work of 
dr. van Houten or at least influenced by him. He takes honourable retire-
ment at the Uniting General Council (UGC) of REC and WARC, which 
takes place in Grand Rapids, Michigan, USA, from 18-28 June 2010. This 
unity will bring together approximately 80 million Christians into one ecu-
menical body, which will be known as the World Communion of Reformed 
Churches. 
 In this article we hope to cover the most important aspects of the 
Yogyakarta assembly, in session with the extracts from the resolutions, 
reports, papers presented, discussions, and the interactions experienced by 
the participants. In doing this, we would cover much of all the work that has 
been done by dr. Richard L. van Houten, who served the REC as its general 
secretary in a full-time capacity. The office, based in Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
had a small contingent of staff, but accomplished a large volume of work and a 
lot of administrative duties. The members of the Executive Committee elected 
at this general assembly were dr. kadarmanto Hardjowasito (president), dr. 
douwe Visser (vice president), Prof. Pieter Potgieter, Ms. Claire Elgersma, 
and Rev. Nuhu Idzi.
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The Yogyakarta assembly, 2000

The first time that I had the opportunity to attend a general assembly of REC 
was the Yogyakarta assembly in Indonesia in the year 2000 (July 14-28). In the 
past I had already attended regional Youth Conferences that gave me some 
background on the activities of REC. 
 The long flight from South Africa via Singapore and Jakarta to Yogyakarta 
was extremely tiring. However, the anticipation and thought of meeting and 
interacting with brothers and sisters from Reformed churches in many parts 
of the world created great excitement and expectations. We were hosted at 
the Melia Purasani Hotel, where all the participants stayed and where the 
assembly proceedings were conducted. This happened to be a five star hotel 
that had made special arrangements to accommodate the REC assembly. The 
host churches for this assembly were the Christian Church of Indonesia and 
the Javanese Christian Churches. We were also grateful to the Communion of 
Churches of Indonesia for welcoming us into the country. 
 We need to mention that there had been a fair amount of tension in 
Indonesia during this time. Some of it was religious tensions between the 
majority Muslim and minority Christianity communities. The Indonesian 
churches chose the city Yogyakarta for this assembly due to its being rela-
tively peaceful and without much tension and conflict. REC acknowledged 
the welcome and consent of the Sultan of Yogyakarta for our assembly. This 
was of particular interest because his responsible rule and leadership was 
instrumental in bringing stability in this region. Some of the highlights of 
being in Indonesia for the participants were visits to the Sultan’s palace; to an 
ancient Buddhist monument, Borobudur; and to an evening of drama at the 
ancient Hindu site Prambanam.

A warm welcome 

Being involved with ecumenical work for my denomination, the Reformed 
Church in Africa of South Africa, I had already reasonable interaction with 
dr. van Houten through correspondence and by telephone. We had never 
met. The first time we met was at the REC assembly in Yogyakarta. I remem-
ber the warm welcome from the Indonesian people and especially the smile 
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and brotherly hug from dr. van Houten. His offer of a refreshing fruit cock-
tail added to the welcome. This said much about the man and his ability to 
relate and interact with people. There he stood in the entrance hall of the hotel 
with a huge smile, warmly welcoming and greeting all the delegates, observ-
ers and visitors to the REC general assembly. For someone who was attending 
an international gathering of this nature, you immediately felt comfortable 
and at home.
 This was indeed very special, after having travelled for approximately 
thirty-six hours. Almost instantly the tone was set for what would be an inter-
esting and thoroughly enriching ecumenical experience for all the members 
and guests of the Reformed Ecumenical Council. This also showed much of 
the astute organisational abilities of dr. van Houten, which we continued to 
experience throughout the whole assembly

Resolutions taken at this general assembly

I want to focus in this article mainly on the resolutions of the assembly 
because that indicates the thinking, the direction, the then current impor-
tant issues, and the challenges and reflections of the member churches in the 
world at the time. Further, what were the major theological and ecclesiastical 
concerns that this assembly, in its service and ministry, would address for 
this term until the next assembly? In this way we will note the decisions that 
would directly affect the church of the world and the Reformed church family. 
The information and the content contained hereafter are taken from the acts 
of the assembly. 
 The following churches were accepted into membership: the Reformed 
Church in Mozambique; the Philippines Christian Reformed Church; the 
Evangelical Reformed Church of Christ in Nigeria (ERCC); the Church of 
Central Africa Presbyterian (CCAP), Zambia Synod; the Christian Reformed 
Church in the dominican Republic; the Presbyterian Church in Nigeria 
(PCN); the Swaziland Reformed Church; and the Toraja Church (Gereja 
Toraja), to be ratified at the 2005 assembly. It is important to mention this 
resolution because all the preparations, meetings, correspondence, visits to 
these churches, and submissions to the Executive Committee of the REC were 
planned and executed by dr. van Houten. These liaisons can be extremely 
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time consuming and require much work and energy, eventually leading up to 
the final acceptance of these churches as full members of REC.

Some operational decisions 

It was decided not to move REC offices to Africa. This discussion arose out 
of the need to transform REC so that the organisation would be financially 
viable again and also because the majority of its membership were now demo-
graphically located in the global South. The assembly accepted the invitation 
of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands to hold the next assembly there.
 A letter was adopted to be sent to president Abdurrahman Wahid in 
Jakarta, to ketua dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Republik Indonesia (ketua dPR-
RI), to Mr. Akbar Tandjung in Jakarta, and to the secretary general of the 
United Nations, Mr. kofi Annan, in New York. The subject was the situation 
in Eastern Indonesia, especially the Moluccas. The letter stated that after a 
month from when a declaration of the State of Civil Emergency in Ambon 
was declared, there was no improvement in the continuing violence, viola-
tions of human rights, and crimes against humanity. There had been attacks 
from outside the Moluccas to the Christians in that area. The Indonesian 
military had failed to restore order and peace. Some members of the secu-
rity forces had joined the perpetrators from the Muslim communities, while 
others had joined the Christians.
 discontent was noted by the general assembly of REC regarding the 
misuse of religion by both Christians and Muslims in committing grave acts 
of violence against humanity. The appeal was directed to the Indonesian 
Government, the dPR of the Indonesian Republic, and the United Nations, 
asking them to intervene and to restore order and peace. The entire Executive 
Committee signed this letter. The assembly also noted the political changes in 
Nigeria and prayed for peace and stability to continue. 
 The Interim Committee, on 23 June 1998, took a resolution to call on its 
member churches to support international efforts to reduce or forgive inter-
national debt for highly indebted poor countries in the world. The assembly 
mandated the Executive Committee to pursue these matters with ecumeni-
cal bodies and in the areas of interfaith dialogues. They encouraged member 
churches to use their privileges to approach governments where possible to 
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address mounting debt and injudicious spending. The reduction or waiver of 
international debt became an opportunity for wealthy First World countries 
to extend assistance and benevolence to the great needs of many destitute 
Third World countries. 
 The church communities could play an important role in creating this 
awareness. They could also take a step further by encouraging their countries to 
enact and implement a system or process to alleviate poverty in many parts of 
the world. Our sincere prayers must be for these initiatives to become a reality.

Health care and leadership

HIV/AIdS was spreading all over the world. This health condition became 
a worldwide pandemic. Much information was shared during the assembly 
from reports, papers presented, workshops, and discussions during the ple-
nary sessions. The difficult issues related to the treating of people and the 
awareness of this condition was hindered by the problem of stigmatisation. 
The world and the church needed a breakthrough in dealing with the people 
infected and affected by the HIV/AIdS medical condition.
 The assembly urged member churches to provide counselling to suffer-
ers and families, to continue teaching and preaching the godly life, to imple-
ment educational programs, and to use all resources to counteract the spread 
of HIV/AIdS. The assembly also urged churches to offer information in order 
to disseminate to others. The assembly deplored the unwillingness of the USA 
pharmaceutical companies, backed by the United States government, to allow 
drugs for AIdS sufferers to be produced as cost-effective generic medicines 
and to set up care centres for orphans and families.
 The assembly urged the strong focus on leadership and community 
development be continued but not at the cost or demise of discipleship. The 
Executive Committee was mandated to establish a Leadership Institute.

Africa

Many parts of Africa were gravely affected by some natural disasters, but more 
so by political upheaval and ethnic differences. The churches outside Africa 
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had become deeply concerned and challenged by the great needs brought 
on by these atrocities. Member churches were urged to generously support 
people in these affected regions with relief, resources, and assistance, where 
needed. These efforts could be channelled through the Executive Committee 
of REC. Member churches involved here should continue their support and 
assistance to all people of Sierra Leone. 
 The assembly noted the plight of the people and supported their 
desire for a democratic society in Uganda. A suggestion was made that the 
churches in Uganda should unite in their representation as they approached 
the government. The Executive Committee was mandated to monitor the 
situation, and to act appropriately if it seemed necessary. The assembly took 
note of the plight of the people and supported their quest for a democratic 
society in Zimbabwe and the dire need to resolve the land distribution 
issues. 
 Here again our member churches were encouraged to unite with 
all churches in Zimbabwe in their representation to the government. The 
Executive Committee was mandated to act further if needed. The member 
churches were seriously encouraged to continue their moral and spiritual 
support for the churches and people in these countries. An important aspect 
would be for all member churches to pray in a committed way for these coun-
tries, their people, and the issues of instability.

Ecumenical relations

The Executive Committee received the task of maintaining contact and rela-
tionships with WARC. Conversations should be continued in this regard. This 
decision seemed to be a matter of routine and somewhat casual. These con-
versations, however, would have wide and far-reaching implications. It was 
all taken a step further in the next assembly at Utrecht in 2005. In Utrecht 
the assembly proposed that REC should seek to become an ‘entity’ within 
WARC. A four-person committee was delegated to meet with WARC rep-
resentatives and to discuss this proposal further. These meetings resulted in 
a new dimension: here emerged a proposal to unite both WARC and REC. 
This, indeed, will take place in June 2010, when the Uniting General Council 
(UGC) will be held in Grand Rapids, Michigan, USA, from 18-28 June. It is 
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where both WARC and REC will dissolve and form what will be called the 
World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC).

Unity of the Spirit in the Bond of Peace

It is very interesting to note how some decisions can take on momentum. This 
will be a wonderful witness to the world. Unity and uniting is not frequently 
experienced in the ecclesiastical world. Here Christians, churches, and insti-
tutions will be uniting. This is unfolding in the ‘darkness’ of the separation 
and fragmentation of the church as the body of Christ in our history. The 
theme of ‘Unity of the Spirit in the Bond of Peace’ is of particular relevance 
for the UGC in Grand Rapids. The words ‘Unity’, ‘Spirit’, and ‘Peace’ are the 
key and operative words that would set the tones and ethos for the foreseeable 
future for ecclesiastical relations within WCRC. 
 REC has always maintained and fostered good relations with other ecu-
menical bodies. These are reflected in the following decisions. The Executive 
Committee received the task to appoint a person to attend the Reformed/
Pentecostal dialogues organised through WARC. The Interim Committee had 
to evaluate the possibility of associate membership in the World Evangelical 
Fellowship. REC maintains contact with the World Council of Churches 
through its secretariat. REC participates in the Forum of Christian Churches 
and Ecumenical Organisations. The next Executive Committee should exam-
ine the benefits of intercommunal dialogues and consider dialogue with the 
Seventh day Adventist Church in the light of its findings.

Racism

Racism and discrimination are experienced worldwide and present many 
facets to how people view, live, and deal with these inhumane ideologies 
and practices. These were of particular interest in the South African context 
because law and legislation brought the practice of apartheid into everyday 
life. However, being a South African, I am grateful to the Lord and the people 
he used to dismantle the ‘apartheid system’ that meant separateness with a 
racial connotation. In 1994 the new democratically elected government of 
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South Africa eradicated all forms of racism and discrimination from its leg-
islation. In many countries and situations around the world, there are other 
forms of racism, even though it is not law. The church needs to play its role in 
openly declaring that all of humanity is equal before the Lord. Much of this 
could be studied in the ‘Report on Strategies to Combat Racism’ (article 70) 
and ‘dealing with a Racist Legacy’ (page 72) of the agenda of this REC assem-
bly in Yogyakarta in 2000. 
 The assembly encouraged the Executive Committee to pursue discus-
sions with the Uniting Reformed Church in South Africa (URCSA) in the hope 
that they might reconsider REC membership. REC created a ‘Commission 
on Human Relations’. It had certain guidelines to help formulate strategies. 
The membership of this commission included two representatives from five 
regions: Europe and the Americas, Australia, Southern Africa, East-West 
Africa, and Asia.

Commissions 

REC has a Library and Textbook Program. This should be extended. It should 
include relevant books—and in different languages. Institutions should be 
involved. They could supply relevant titles. The list of publishers should be 
extended. Member churches should make sure that pastors and students 
would have a maximum benefit from this program. Member churches should 
encourage networking in order to deal with contact, supply, and demand. The 
Reformed Church in Australia reaffirmed its support for the Apostles’ Creed 
in its original text. This was in response to the questions and debates on the 
phrase in the Apostles’ Creed ‘’he descended into hell’. Member churches were 
also requested to network on current issues such as ‘The Sanctity of Life’. The 
‘Theological Forum’ and other resources could be useful in dealing with these 
issues. The Commission for Theological Education and Interchange had the 
task of dealing with several aspects, such as giving direction for determining 
appropriate regions for mutual support; encouraging regional conferences; 
encouraging academic interaction, assistance, and networking in regions; 
sharing ideas and understandings through REC publication; together with 
the Commission on Human Relations, reporting on the relationship between 
church, the state, and the kingdom of God; reporting on matters regarding 
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clerical and lay leadership and their implications for theological education; 
and reporting on theological training in a pluralistic society.
 The Commission for Mission and diakonia was charged not only to seek 
REC participation in the Committee for World Mission and Evangelism but 
also to continue REC participation in the Mission in Unity Process. It was also 
to set up a database to assist REC member churches to understand the bilat-
eral and multilateral relationships that exist within the REC family, and it was 
to facilitate the sharing of resources. The Committee for Communications 
and Media was charged to maintain up-to-date communications, facilitate 
electronic communications, and share information on communication tech-
nology with and through the REC website and Mission Bulletin. 
 The Youth Commission was ably led by Rev. Jim Lont for many years. 
Some of the prominent church leaders in Africa and Asia are people who 
had come through the influence and training of this commission. Hence, 
the assembly acknowledged all of this work and expressed its gratitude and 
appreciation to Rev. Jim Lont. In the light of the progressive work of this com-
mission, a name change was proposed to indicate its ministry and function 
as a youth commission. The assembly accepted that it would be called the 
Commission on Youth and Christian Nurture. The commission was encour-
aged to spread its program for all age groups and people of both genders. 
An important factor was that the commission draw in participation from the 
majority of the REC membership.

Religious pluralism

The following areas of study were referred to the Executive Committee, who 
would assign them to the appropriate commissions, which in turn would 
report to the 2005 REC general assembly: the clarification of terms used in the 
discussion on religious pluralism; the biblical view of religions; an explora-
tion of possibilities within the Reformed tradition, of God’s involvement with 
people of other religious traditions, using the concepts of general revelation 
and pneumatology; the themes of witness and interreligious dialogue and the 
relation between them; the area of contextualisation and or inculturation; the 
theme of ancestors and the attitude of Christians towards them. The follow-
ing guidelines were accepted by the assembly and referred to the member 
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churches for their consideration: In all situations, show sensitivity for the per-
sons present. Whether these are persons of another faith or Christians, they 
deserve our care, our concern, and our prayers. In public gatherings where 
compassion or solidarity is the primary purpose, Reformed Christians should 
not hesitate to participate. Our reluctance to be identified with persons of 
other faiths should not overrule our obligation to show mercy and to stand 
with those who have suffered. In formal public rituals of celebrations or inau-
guration, Reformed Christians may participate where their witness is not 
unduly restricted.

Conclusion 

Mention needs to be made that not all resolutions are covered in this arti-
cle. Those resolutions that dealt with business and operational matters are 
omitted. The author chose to rather capture the essence of the resolutions 
that would influence, inform, and make a difference to the ministries of the 
member churches. We do trust that the Lord and his Holy Spirit would guide 
us as member churches to receive his Word and instructions as reflected in 
these resolutions. For we believe these resolutions were well thought out, 
articulated, and formulated with the Lord’s guidance and prayer.

Rev. Victor V. Pillay is a Minister of the Reformed Church in Africa, 
Pretoria, South Africa and a member of the REC Executive Committee 
2005–2010.
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THE HELM OF THE REC EXECUTIVE 
COMMITTEE

Rev. dr. Lazarus Purwanto, Jakarta, Indonesia

Introduction

My acquaintance with dr. Richard van Houten, whom I will respectfully 
refer to as Richard, started when I participated in the 1988 assembly of the 
Reformed Ecumenical Synod, before the name was changed to Reformed 
Ecumenical Council. I was a delegate of the Central Java Indonesian Christian 
Church (GkI Jawa Tengah) in Harare, Zimbabwe. After the Harare assembly, 
I lost contact with Richard for quite some time.
 Twelve years later, in the year 2000, when REC held its assembly in 
Yogyakarta, Indonesia, the opportunity came for us to meet again. Richard 
was the REC’s general secretary, whereas I was a member of the assem-
bly’s organizing committee. We did not get the chance to interact much, 
as I was more involved within the event’s programming instead of the ses-
sions. I got to know Richard better when I was appointed as second clerk of 
the Executive Committee of REC at the 2005 REC assembly in Utrecht, the 
Netherlands. 

The helm of the Executive Committee

Within REC, as in all other ecumenical organisations, an assembly consti-
tutes a big event that involves all the member churches of that organisation. 
As an assembly of REC adjourns, an Executive Committee is appointed to 
continue its work until the next assembly, to be held in the following four 
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to five years. REC’s Executive Committee is a small institution of only six 
members, including the general secretary, or it could total ten members 
if the advisors are counted in. Every decision that the REC assembly has 
made must be carried out by this Executive Committee. The general secre-
tary holds a principal function in executing the work that has to be done by 
this committee. during my involvement as a member of the REC Executive 
Committee, I have witnessed that Richard has done exceptionally well as its 
general secretary. The ministries of REC that were entrusted by the Utrecht 
assembly were increased when the merging plans of REC with the World 
Alliance of Reformed Churches developed. These processes consumed a lot 
of time and energy and required a fair bit of deliberation. during this time, 
Richard was intensely in correspondence with REC’s president at that time, 
Rev. dr. douwe Visser, who was later replaced by dr. Peter Borgdorff. The 
other members and advisors were also in correspondence through email. 
Even though the responses sometimes left something to be desired, Richard 
never spoke out about it, at least not to me. He always strived to carry out all 
of the decisions in the best possible way. As I got more and more acquainted 
with Richard, I held his commitment and capacity as the general secretary of 
REC in high regard!

The implementation of the meetings

After a REC assembly, the meetings of the Executive Committee are held as 
a way for the REC to execute all of the programs. Essentially there is a yearly 
meeting held at a designated location. The durations of such meetings vary 
between three and four days, depending on the amount of material to be 
dealt with. The first step towards reaching a successful meeting will rely on 
its preparation. Technically speaking, this involves the arrangement of the 
venue, time allocations, and so on—all of which are coordinated by Richard 
and the host of the meeting. The key part to an effective preparation lies in 
how well the meeting material is set up. A few months prior to the meeting, 
Richard will have sent out the agenda and a good portion of the materials 
to every member and advisor of the REC Executive Committee by email 
(soft copies). The intention is that everyone attending will be prepared and 
well read before they head into the meeting. The remaining materials will 
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be handed out during the meeting, and Richard has these (along with the 
previously sent materials) printed and bound. He also has an encyclopae-
dia-like knowledge of the topics under discussion, and this aids tremen-
dously the effectiveness of the meetings. Another thing to note is that not 
long after a meeting has finished, the minutes will be sent out to all of the 
members and advisors. In this situation, the first clerk writes the first draft 
of the minutes and sends it out to Richard, who in turn completes it for 
distribution.

Church Visits

In accordance with the REC motto, ‘Bringing Reformed Church Leaders 
Together’, church visits and personal ministry visits belong to the main 
programs of REC. Through the church visits there have been meaningful 
interactions established between the visiting REC delegates and the host 
churches. Through these visits the delegates are able to get a more realis-
tic view on the wide range of issues the host churches face. The results of 
the visit will be submitted in a report, which will be directed as a focus for 
the coming meeting of the Executive Committee. These visiting programs 
are also important for setting up networks among the leaders of Reformed 
churches within REC. Church visits are usually done in line with the meet-
ings of the Executive Committee. There are only a few cases in which the 
visits are separately executed. All the members are divided into small groups 
of two or three persons. This enables each group to visit three to five member 
churches. As with the Executive Committee meetings, the preparations for 
the church visits rely heavily on Richard’s initiatives. Months before the visits 
are being held, Richard will ask to appoint one or more contact persons from 
each of the member churches that will be visited. He will then put together 
the program with these contact persons, usually by email and phone. If for 
some reason the preparations are not going according to plan, Richard will 
not hesitate to contact the head of a church that is about to be visited. After 
the program has been carried out, the visiting delegates are to put together 
their written reports. Sometimes the reports are given verbally right after a 
visitation, when the Executive Committee is still gathered after the visits. 
A written report is still expected to be submitted, and later everything is 
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documented. Reports that have not been examined will be discussed at the 
next Executive Committee meeting. during the report writing processes, 
Richard will remind and encourage all visitors to have their reports submit-
ted in time.

The various REC programs

Among various other programs that present REC as an ecumenical interna-
tional organisation are consultations to tackle relevant issues. A consulta-
tion held in Nigeria had the theme ‘Youth Ministry and Development’. Several 
member churches in the southern part of Africa held a consultation with 
the theme ‘Stewardship and Partnerships’. REC also has a program called 
‘The Library and Textbook Program’, which aims to facilitate the libraries of 
theological institutions connected to the member churches. REC also tries 
to be involved on a proportional scale in social reconciliation projects that 
involve local governments and the religious communities in an area. One 
of the peace and reconciliation projects that have been completed is the 
‘Takum Peace Process’ in Nigeria. Last but not least, publishing also holds an 
important role in the networking process between member churches. REC 
circulates a monthly newsletter called ‘The REC News Exchange’ which is 
published not only in English but also in several other languages (includ-
ing Indonesian). during the years 2000 through 2006 REC also published a 
quarterly booklet, ‘The REC Focus’, which discussed a range of critical issues 
faced by the member churches. Unfortunately this quarterly publication is 
out of circulation.

Conclusion

In my term as a member of the REC Executive Committee its members were 
not too heavily involved in the above-mentioned activities. Richard, how-
ever, was very hands-on in his involvements, and, thanks to him, through his 
frequently reporting back, we were always well informed of all the activities 
that took place. during the meetings of the Executive Committee the reports 
were also publicized—and if additional issues surfaced, Richard would also 
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communicate them through email. To conclude, all of the REC programs 
were effectively executed through the exemplary efforts of Richard as the gen-
eral secretary of the REC. Richard, we are very grateful for all of the wonder-
ful work you have done!

Rev. dr. Lazarus H. Purwanto serves as the General Secretary of the 
Indonesian Christian Church and is the Second Clerk of the Executive 
Committee, REC 2005–2010.
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THE TAKUM PEACE PROCESS IN NIGERIA

Peter Vander Meulen, Grand Rapids, Michigan, USA

Introduction

At the cusp of the new millennium, in January 2000, I found myself sitting 
with Richard van Houten in a tremendously warm meeting room in Makurdi, 
Nigeria, listening as a younger generation of leaders of several REC denomi-
nations in Nigeria outlined their dreams for a peace process that would bring 
together ethnic groups and churches, hostile to and estranged from each 
other since a disastrous 1997 war in the Takum area of Taraba State, Nigeria. 
As a longtime CRWRC staff person who had worked in Latin America, Asia, 
and Africa, I knew Rich, but only in passing. I was to get to know him much, 
much better as we followed together—and in the company of many wonder-
ful people—the road to peace and reconciliation that began that day. 
 If you work for a church denomination (as do I) or for a council of 
churches (as did Rich), one’s life is full of meetings, talking, notes—and more 
meetings. It is a rare thing to be able to look back and see clearly identifiable, 
unambiguous, and sustainable results of those meetings. It is even rarer to see 
that the clear outcome of all that talk and all those meetings is saved lives and 
enhanced community. Nothing motivates Rich van Houten more than to help 
orchestrate real progress on tough issues. And nothing brought out his gifts 
more than being the organizer of a small group of talented people with a dif-
ficult and dangerous calling in Nigeria: to help bring peace and reconciliation 
in the face of conflict, violence, and estrangement.
 So, this is the brief story of a rare thing—the story of how Rich van 
Houten and REC brought together a small group of courageous leaders of 
Reformed churches in Nigeria, together with the CRCNA (another REC 
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member church) and an amazing Ethiopian peace and reconciliation facilita-
tor named Hizkias Assefa, and how they, in the Spirit’s grace, restored people 
in right relation to themselves, their God, and each other.

Conflict and estrangement

For decades in the fertile, predominantly Christian Middle Belt Region of 
Nigeria there had been major and minor conflicts between the primary resi-
dents of the area—kutheb, Jukun/Chamba, and Tiv peoples—and, from time 
to time, with Fulani semi-nomadic herders who wandered through. The 
Reformed church in the area, an outgrowth of North American mission activ-
ity on the part of the Christian Reformed Church, also suffered from conflict, 
and in 1973 it split along tribal lines into the Christian Reformed Church of 
Nigeria (CRCN) and the Reformed Church of Christ in Nigeria (RCCN). In 
October 1997 a group of kuteb young men beat to death a young Jukun man, 
thus beginning a downward spiral of retaliation and vengeance that eventu-
ally left 400 people dead and over 100,000 people homeless. Much of Takum 
town—homes, businesses, and schools—was destroyed. Three years later, as 
Richard and I sat in the retreat centre at Makurdi, Takum still lay in ruins. The 
wounds of the conflict still festered.

The peace process

The ‘Takum Peace Process’, as it came to be known, was a perfect fit for Rich 
and an important involvement for REC. The issues were difficult: the politics 
of land and identity. The stakes were huge: the reconciliation of three major 
tribal groups and two Reformed denominations and the peace and prosper-
ity of the entire Takum area. But though the issues were difficult, the core 
group of Nigerian church and community leaders committed to risk their 
well-being—and at times their lives—on this process. This group was as tal-
ented and impressive as any that I have ever worked with anywhere. 
 One of Rich’s gifts is his detailed memory for names and personal histo-
ries. He would want me to name the individuals who formed the first Peace, 
Justice, and Reconciliation Committee (PJRC) of the Reformed Ecumenical 
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Council of Nigeria (RECON)—the group to which I refer in the above para-
graph: Timothy Mkena, david Bura, and Joseph Adure of the Church of 
God in Christ among the Tiv in Nigeria (NkST); Caleb Ahima and Nuhu 
Peace of the Christian Reformed Church of Nigeria (CRCN); Joseph Rika, 
Bulus Musa, and Bulus Ali of the Reformed Church of Christ in Nigeria 
(RCCN).
 Richard has another gift that I learned to appreciate a great deal: he 
knows his own gifts and limitations and has a pretty shrewd idea of the gifts 
and limitations of others. So two things became clear in our conversations 
together. First, the Christian Reformed Church in North America and its 
agencies, with almost a hundred years of mission presence in the Takum 
area, was severely limited in what it could do. It was too close, too intimately 
connected with the situation, to be helpful. Its mission personnel needed to 
strike a delicate and difficult pose: be supportive (especially financially), but 
be detached.
 I think Rich would agree that the achievement of this paradoxical ‘deeply 
committed detachment’ was a major factor in the eventual outcome. But there 
was another limitation that troubled us: we could think of no one within the 
Reformed community who had the expertise or experience to facilitate a 
peace and reconciliation process of this depth.

Hizkias Assefa

After an informed search, however, there appeared another player in the 
drama that was about to unfold over the next five years whose presence would 
prove to be absolutely pivotal: dr. Hizkias Assefa, an Eastern Mennonite 
College faculty member of Ethiopian/Eritrean origin, living in kenya, and 
highly skilled in the theory and practice of conflict resolution and peacemak-
ing. Shuttling back and forth—sometimes as many as four times per year like 
a deliberate, unflappable Henry kissinger—Hizkias, more than anyone, wrote 
the score, rehearsed the players, and held the orchestra together. One of the 
delights of working with Hizkias was in reading his reports. They were sono-
rous, measured, precise—and yet full of great detail and description. They 
were always confidential because they contained frank observations on some 
of the principals that, if leaked out, could have caused serious problems. They 
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read like a serial Russian novel, and Rich and I would read each report feeling 
like a shadowy pair of behind-the-scenes handlers watching as the process 
we had helped to start followed its dramatic and serpentine path. Here is a 
paragraph from Hizkias’s report of our first meeting:
 ‘It is to be remembered that in January 2000, a conference was organ-
ized in Makurdi, the capital of Benue State, Nigeria, by and for leaders of the 
Reformed churches in Takum. The purpose, among others, was to examine 
the series of ethnic wars that have been recurring in the Takum region which 
have turned neighbour against neighbour and fellow Christians against one 
another; and to explore what role church leaders should play in the conflict. I 
was invited to make a series of presentations at the conference as well as facili-
tate the discussions. After four days of deliberations, the conference resolved 
that the churches should play a role in promoting reconciliation among the 
warring factions in Takum and the surrounding areas. A Peace, Justice, and 
Reconciliation Committee was formed whose mandate was to find ways how 
this might be done.’
 But the Takum Peace Process was much more than an adventure in 
shuttle diplomacy. It gave REC and its partners a firsthand exposure to the 
powerful concept of peace and reconciliation as a legitimate role for civil 
society—especially the church. Hizkias brought with him a paradigm of 
peace and reconciliation that was deeply biblical and yet wonderfully fitted to 
human psychology. It recognized that in order for groups in conflict to truly 
change and begin to live together in peace, a transformation had to take place 
within the key members of those groups that affected both their rational and 
emotional sides.

The Makurdi Accord of 2001 

A change of that depth cannot be rushed, and it took almost five years of 
frequent meetings and encounters to see major progress in the following 
goals and purposes: acknowledging the harm done to the other groups and 
expressing genuine remorse. Asking and granting pardon. Remedying the 
consequences of the harm done. Imagining and defining a new relationship 
that addresses root causes of the past conflict and ensures that past mistakes 
will not be repeated.



106 A MAN FOR ALL SEASONS

 In 2001, a year and a half after our first meeting in Makurdi, a prelimi-
nary peace agreement was signed—the Makurdi Accord—between the three 
major ethnic groups in the Takum area, to settle numerous contentious issues 
and to outline actions for reconciliation. Six months into the implementation 
of this agreement, ethnic violence erupted in the neighbouring local govern-
ment district and then spread until it reached the boarders of Takum. The 
groups in the Takum area resisted being drawn into the conflict and, in fact, 
according to one outside observer, ‘Takum became a safe haven for those flee-
ing the violence in Wukarià’.

The Jalingo Accord of 2003

Takum became an oasis of calm and an inspiration. Rich and I broke our 
rule of being unseen supporters. We travelled to the Middle Belt area, toured 
the devastation, and talked with church leaders. Some of us were demoral-
ized, but Rich, in his ability to listen, weigh, and then strategise, saw hope-
ful possibilities. He encouraged those supporting the project financially and 
those actively participating to continue. They did. By August 2003, after addi-
tional intensive work by key local Reformed church leaders associated with 
the Peace, Justice, and Reconciliation Committee, and more ‘shuttle gather-
ings’ by Hizkias Assefa, an even more far-reaching agreement was signed: the 
Jalingo Accord.
 A year after this reconciliation agreement at a celebration event, Bulus 
Ali, one of the key local Reformed leaders who made this all possible, summed 
it all up well: ‘The peace process was amazing. In spite of the painful moments 
when participants from the various communities took a hard look at what 
were the causes of these conflicts from their own and other group’s perspec-
tives, the negotiations were very constructive. It was heartwarming to see 
people who had often seen each other only through the barrel of the gun 
come together to find solutions for issues that have been sources of conflict 
and violence for decades. The extent to which participants went in order to 
accommodate each other was most remarkable. At the end, a twelve-point 
agreement was reached, which the parties signed. Those of us who witnessed 
what happened at the peace process rejoiced greatly.’
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Grace, love, and justice

But it wasn’t just civil peace that resulted from this intensive and purposeful 
process. The two Reformed denominations in the area (RCCN and CRCN)—
estranged for thirty years along tribal lines—had found themselves swept up 
in the ethnic conflict. Now, having been instrumental in bringing civil peace, 
the necessity of healing their own old wounds and reconciling was glaringly 
obvious. And on March 1, 2003, following several months of hard work on the 
part of their leaders, three thousand members of both denominations gath-
ered to sing, dance, worship, and celebrate a new spirit of peace, cooperation, 
and unity.
 Reverends Istiphanus Bahago, CRCN, and Joseph kukwen, RCCN, 
noted that God had led them back together with ‘grace and love’. And that is 
the real story. Grace and love. That is my experience of Rich and REC under 
his leadership. Particularly in this case, Rich was a willing and skilled instru-
ment of grace and love.
 There are two important things to note here about Rich. First, he knew 
full well that grace and love rarely are served only by one individual acting 
alone. Rich brought groups together. In this case he brought REC, the leader-
ship of the Nigerian Reformed Churches, and the Christian Reformed Church 
in North America (Office of Social Justice, World Missions, and World Relief) 
together with Hizkias Assefa in a fruitful cooperation in which each played 
the role God had given them. Rich ‘conducted’, one might say, with great 
attention to the score, the players, and the performance itself. Without any 
of these players the music could not have been made. Second, Rich knew full 
well that the taproot of grace and love—the thing that would make a peace 
sustainable during the droughts and stormy floods of reality—was attention 
to justice and reconciliation. There was no cheap grace and love to be had 
here. It required the hard, detailed, and sometimes frustrating work of ‘orga-
nizing’. Rich understood that and made sure it happened that way.

Conclusion

When a milestone is reached—as now, when Rich ends his leadership of REC 
and REC metamorphoses into something new—it is good to briefly look back 
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with clear eyes at one’s work. It is a cause for celebration when that glance 
back illuminates work that has saved lives and changed lives—and that it has 
been done in a way that leaves all participants stronger and more capable. 
Rich, that is what I see when I look back at your work in the Takum Peace 
Process. I am sure I speak for all those I have named (and those I have not) 
when I say: Thank you for your leadership, your wisdom, your wonderful 
attention to individuals and to detail, and your encouragement. 

Mr. Peter Vander Meulen is Coordinator of the Office of Social Justice of 
the Christian Reformed Church in North America. He worked with REC on 
various Social Justice Oriented Projects such as the Takum Peace Process, 
Stewardship of Creation, and the like. He attended the REC assemblies in 
Harare and in Indonesia.
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HOPES, FEARS, AND ECUMENICAL 
COMMITMENT 

douwe Visser, Geneva, Switzerland

Introduction

As minister of the Reformed Church in Zambia (RCZ) I was, by surprise, 
asked to be part of the delegation to the assembly of the Reformed Ecumenical 
Synod (RES) in 1988 in Harare. Even more to my surprise I was promoted 
during the meeting to be a voting delegate. And finally my biggest surprise 
was that I was charged to be part of the committee dealing with the ‘GkN 
issue’, the relationship between RES and the Reformed Churches in the 
Netherlands (RCN), specifically concerning their acceptance of homosexual-
ity. I felt myself to be in a difficult position. I was a voting delegate of a RES 
member church that was clearly outspokenly negative concerning the accep-
tance of homosexuality. But I was also a minister of RCN, sent as a missionary 
by that church to Zambia. And of course I had my own personal standpoint 
in the matter at stake.

First meeting

Maybe also due to the tension of this difficult position in the assembly I did 
not take such great care one morning when I walked into the dinner hall 
at the university campus in Harare, where we were gathered for the RES 
assembly. I slipped, fell over, and hurt my left ankle very much. A young man, 
although just a bit older than I was—but how young I was then!—brought me 
to the hospital. It was my first meeting with Richard van Houten, who was 
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appointed at that assembly as general secretary of the Reformed Ecumenical 
Council (REC), as the name of the organisation would be from 1988 onwards. 
Could I foresee that this was the man I would in future travel so often with, 
offering him hospitality in my house or receiving a welcome in his house, 
emailing with him for years almost daily and working together for the sake 
of REC and in recent years for the coming together of REC and WARC? We 
have shared so many experiences, we have agreed on matters more often than 
we have differed (which we did also now and then), and we have both loved 
deeply the organisation we have worked for—I as a volunteer, and Richard as 
general secretary—since 1988. 
 Our relationship has changed since I stepped down as REC president 
after taking up my new position as a staff member at WARC. But I still feel 
very much a ‘REC man’, and I often want to share ‘office experiences’ very 
much also with Richard. We have discussed so many things that I feel confi-
dent enough to develop a picture in this chapter of Richard’s hopes, fears, and 
ecumenical commitment for REC. I do this by jotting down and reflecting 
on a few themes that were important in Richard’s work for REC. As a chapter 
in a Festschrift the picture is—as can be expected—as positive as possible. 
Sometimes the author with his or her festive style of writing feels a little dis-
tanced from the truth. In this case I feel I can be positive in all truthfulness.

Family man

Richard is a family man. He is that in his personal life, but that is not the sub-
ject of this paragraph. He is also a family man when it comes to—as he called 
it himself—‘knitting Reformed churches together’ within the organisation. 
REC has never been a large organisation, compared with WARC, for example. 
There are forty member churches. A REC assembly gathers together about 
150 people, and after two days you all know each other. during the meet-
ing the fellowship is strong. Of course this is mostly valid for the recent past 
of the organisation. during the meetings with the ‘GkN issue’ on the table 
and the ‘apartheid’ situation in South Africa the situation was different. Some 
called the REC a ‘fighting club’, and they were right. From Grand Rapids 1996 
onwards that has changed, and certainly the last two assemblies, Yogyakarta 
2000 and Utrecht 2005, have been great for building up fellowship.
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 Richard has taken great care in getting in contact with the REC member 
churches. He knows them thoroughly and takes the time, when on a visit, to 
listen extensively to what is going on in the member churches. I remember so 
many occasions when I was with him on a visit and I was longing for the end 
of a meeting—and Richard kept going. He always had another question or let 
someone talk on and was totally concentrated on what was being said.
 There is a vision behind this. Richard feels that the organisation is like 
a congregation. You have all kinds of members, and they may differ and be 
more or less active, even in the financial sense, but they are first of all mem-
bers whom one takes care of. Though Richard is not a pastor, his approach is 
pastoral. Though he is not a theologian, his approach comes from an ecclesio-
logical principle: the body of Christ as we read about it in 1 Corinthians 12. 
This went so far that Richard hardly took the criteria of quantity of member-
ship of a church into consideration when it applied for REC membership. On 
his visits he was inviting Reformed churches, even very tiny ones (and there 
are so many like that) to become part of the organisation. The body of Christ 
can afford to have weak members.

Reformed and ecumenical

For many ‘outsiders’, and even for some ‘insiders’, the word ‘ecumenical’ in 
‘Reformed Ecumenical Council’ is difficult to understand. Especially during 
the years of the Reformed Ecumenical Synod the ecumenical outreach was 
very limited. Most discussions within RES were about the level of being truly 
Reformed concerning the member churches, and some, like RCN, were very 
much under attack for a supposed lack of being Reformed. The word ‘ecu-
menical’ almost only meant worldwide or global. Although there was an idea 
of true ecumenicity: churches can only be in ecumenical agreement if they 
share the essentials of the (Reformed) confessions.
 Over the years Richard developed a wider sense of ecumenicity. From 
the start of his work as general secretary of REC, he has attended each year 
the conference of secretaries of Christian World Communions (CWC). This 
is a group of mainly secretaries and sometimes presidents of churches and 
organisations that goes from Roman-Catholic to Pentecostal, from Orthodox 
to Faith and Order, from REC to Baptist. The group acts on a low profile 
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basis, but the fellowship is very cordial and helps the secretaries to have con-
tacts beyond the regular ecumenical structures. There is also room for smaller 
organisations like REC to have a real presence, especially when the secre-
tary comes with expertise and understanding. Richard has had almost from 
the beginning a real presence in this group. He has been more at home in 
this group than in the regular contacts with WCC, WARC, and the Lutheran 
World Federation. Especially within the Vatican there has been appreciation 
over the years for the presence of REC in this group. It could even be said 
that for some within this circle the Reformed tradition has been more clearly 
shown by REC than by WARC.
 Looking at the involvement of Richard within the conference of secre-
taries of CWC, it can be said that Richard keeps on working from the intrin-
sic tension between Reformed and ecumenical. He stretches this tension as 
far as possible. There is within his thinking a level of conservativeness that 
is not an obstacle for openness to other traditions as long as he sees a true 
level of the sovereignty of God over human life. As such, he is closer to some 
Roman Catholics, some Baptists, some Evangelicals and Pentecostals, some 
Orthodox, than to some liberal (Reformed) Protestants.
 Certainly in his understanding of worship he is absolutely not strictly 
Reformed. In his own congregation worship has a very wide basis. Holy 
Communion is celebrated each week, and Richard feels very much inspired 
by that. Those who know him are aware of the fact that he is a good singer, 
and especially when singing, a level of emotion becomes visible that crosses 
borders in the ecumenical sense. So, concerning ecumenical relations, he 
is not looking for power structures but for true fellowship and community. 
Once relations have been established, he is prepared to seek a wider sense of 
truth than would normally be done if someone stayed comfortably within the 
inner circle of Reformed believers.

Theology

Richard is not a theologian. His academic career has been in the field of 
Chinese language and literature. After joining REC, he completely left that 
field. Not even in his house is there much that reminds the visitor of being 
hosted by a Sinologist. I always found it a pity that he had given this up so 
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thoroughly. Yet there is so much that makes you aware in a conversation with 
Richard that he has a wider knowledge than one often experiences with many 
typical ecumenical ‘bureaucrats’. He is interested in global politics; he reads 
magazines like The Economist and The Atlantic Monthly. He always travels 
with a load of books borrowed from his local library. With his clear analyti-
cal mind he is a good debater, although some of his partners in the discus-
sion feel sometimes that he could develop a higher sense of listening to them. 
However, his broad and fundamental views form a very good basis for his 
understanding of the worldwide church. It is well known that within WARC 
there is a strong focus on the commitment to justice in the world. Sometimes 
the commitment is much stronger than the expertise. And also sometimes the 
ideology is stronger than the openness for what really goes on in the world. 
For this Richard can help with his critical questions that do not come from a 
lack of commitment to justice, on the contrary!
 If one only looks at it from the field of academic theology, it could be 
said that Richard is an amateur theologian. That may be so, but he has in 
many ways a broader sense of Reformed theology than quite a few who have 
a name in this field. As a lay preacher, I can only say, after having heard him 
a few times, that he really has something essential to say, though it could 
be said a little shorter. His theological contribution is often refreshing and 
inspiring.

The future of REC

With the Uniting General Council of REC and WARC the existence of both 
organisations comes to an end. Since February 2006 it has become clear that 
it could and would go this way. For Richard this has not always been easy 
to accept. On the one hand he has been, as no one else, aware of the fact 
that REC could not and should not continue as a separate organisation. He 
has been involved also with his heart in the ongoing discussions of coopera-
tion between REC and WARC. But he is also aware of the fact that REC as 
the smaller organisation runs a great risk of losing completely its visibility 
within the new organisation, the World Communion of Reformed Churches 
(WCRC). There is indeed a risk that this organisation will be ‘WARC as usual’. 
This will not be good for the new organisation, because it will only benefit 
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from a real merger between the two existing organisations if a good synergy 
is possible. 
 It is important that the new organisation has some form of structural 
guarantee that this will happen. I am sure that Richard, even after his retire-
ment, will follow the course of the new organisation critically in the sense that 
it will really be a new Communion of Reformed Churches. It would also be 
of great help if Richard would be able and willing to play an active role within 
the Reformed ecumenical world.

Conclusion

I was elected as vice president for the first time at the REC assembly of 1996. 
I was re-elected to the position in 2000 and was elected as REC president in 
2005. Every year from 1996 to 2008 I have made several trips with Richard 
to various places in the world. Because of the limited budget, we sometimes 
had to share a room. during some trips we had to wait a long time before 
our hosts would start with the program, or sometimes the free time during 
the visit was out of balance with the actual activities. So there was often the 
opportunity to talk with each other.
 Several times I have had Richard as a guest in my house, or I stayed 
in Grand Rapids, being hosted by him and his wife, Susan. I daresay that 
especially during the second half of his work for REC I have been his most 
frequent REC fellow traveller. Many would agree that in character and per-
sonality we differ substantially. Within the organisation, however, we were 
mostly very close in our opinions. There was, though, a great difference in 
work involvement.
 Even the REC president does the work on a volunteer basis. He cannot 
involve himself as much as the general secretary with his full-time position 
can. Richard had a great deal of freedom for his work. There was, until Peter 
Borgdorff took office, no one on the Executive Committee living in Grand 
Rapids. Except for Jim Lont on a part-time basis, Richard had no colleague at 
staff level.
 For the Executive Committee a great deal of trust was needed concern-
ing Richard’s employment. His position was also somewhat a lonely adventure 
in that small office in Grand Rapids. I sometimes wondered how he could be 
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inspired all those years to do the work. But it has always been clear to me that 
although he has an introvert personality, Richard does his work from a deep 
faith in God’s presence in his life, in his family, in his work, and in the world. 
We often asked God for guidance in his work. Looking back at how Richard 
fulfilled his task for REC, I can only say that this prayer has been answered.

Rev. dr. douwe Visser is Executive Secretary for Theology and  
Ecumenical Engagement for the World Alliance of Reformed  
Churches, Geneva, Switzerland.
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SHORT WISHES I

Words like ‘ecclesiology’ and ‘ecumenism’ evoke pictures of interna-
tional church organisations that exist in a holy ether very different from the 
mortal churches we attend. But good ecclesiology always leads us back to the 
local church, and that’s where I became friends with Rich. He may be the 
leader of an international Reformed organisation, but I know him as a tenor 
in the choir and a pitcher on the church softball team.

Rich attends Church of the Servant CRC in Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
where I am minister of worship. I have appreciated Rich’s commitment to the 
church. He and Susan are some of the most reliable members in the choir. If 
Rich is in the country, he’ll be at choir rehearsal. That’s important to me not 
only because he’s a fine singer but also because it shows he is committed to 
the church of Jesus Christ in the mundane beauty of the local church as well 
as in the abstract.

I’m sure Rich has helped build God’s kingdom through his work with 
the Reformed Ecumenical Council, but when the REC ends this summer, he 
will continue to build God’s kingdom at his local church.

Peace,

Greg Scheer
Minister of Worship, Church of the Servant, Grand Rapids, Michigan, USA 
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SHORT WISHES II

Greetings from Nigeria. I worked with Richard for the past twenty years, 
since 1991. during the first fourteen of those years I was the General Secretary 
of the Reformed Church of Christ in Nigeria, and during the past six years I 
have been a member of the WARC Executive Committee and also the General 
Secretary of the Reformed Ecumenical Council of Nigeria. 

In fact, it was Rich who first addressed me as a Reverend, though I was 
a layperson. Richard encouraged me to go in for theological education. I was 
ordained in 1996. Since then I have met him at various ecumenical gather-
ings. I also served as local organiser for the REC Nigeria Conference in 2006 
and was the liaison for his last visit to Nigeria in 2009.

The Nigerian Reformed Churches will not forget Richard van Houten 
for the Peace Process he initiated in 1998, which is still intact today. Through 
REC, Richard made a great impact in the Peace, Justice, and Reconciliation 
Committee. This was instrumental to the reconciliation between the Reformed 
Church of Christ in Nigeria (RCCN) and the Christian Reformed Church of 
Nigeria (CRCN) in 2003, which marked a new beginning for us. 

Rev. Musa Adamu Manasseh
General Secretary of the Reformed Ecumenical Council of Nigeria 
and member of the WARC Executive Committee
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ABBREVIATIONS

CCAP Church of Central Africa Presbyterian
CMd Commission on Mission and diakonia
CRCN Christian Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
CRCN Christian Reformed Church of Nigeria 
CRCNA Christian Reformed Church in North America
CRWRC Christian Reformed World Relief Committee
CWC Christian World Communions 
CWC/CS Conference of Secretaries of the Christian World Communions 
CWME Commission on World Mission and Evangelism
dPR  dewan Perwakilan Rakyat (Peoples Representative Council)
dRC dutch Reformed Church of South Africa
dRCA dutch Reformed Church in Africa
dRMC dutch Reformed Mission Church
ERCC Evangelical Reformed Church of Christ in Nigeria
GCF Global Christian Forum
GkI Gereja kristen Indonesia
GkN Gereformeerde kerken in Nederland
LWF Lutheran World Federation 
NkST Church of God in Christ among the Tiv (in Nigeria)
PCN Protestant Church of the Netherlands
PCN Presbyterian Church in Nigeria 
PJRC  Peace, Justice, and Reconciliation Committee of the Reformed 

Ecumenical Council of Nigeria 
RCN Reformed Churches in the Netherlands 
RCCN Reformed Church of Christ in Nigeria 
REC Reformed Ecumenical Council
RECON Reformed Ecumenical Council of Nigeria 
RES Reformed Ecumenical Synod
RCZ Reformed Church in Zambia
RSV Revised Standard Version
UGC Uniting General Council
URCSA Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa
WARC World Alliance of Reformed Churches
WCC World Council of Churches
WCRC World Communion of Reformed Churches
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TABULA GRATULATORUM

All the friends and colleagues 
of dr. Richard van Houten 
thank you so much for your diligent and perceptive work 
as leader of the Reformed Ecumenical Council.

Your guidance of the organisation 
has been both gentle and forward looking.

Your visionary leadership has been 
a real strength to the community of Reformed churches.

We appreciate you as a friend and as a fellow member 
of the Church of the Servant in Grand Rapids, Michigan.

You have given much to the church in leadership.
And your outstanding voice 

has added greatly 
to our worship.

Theo en Beth Beels kathmandu, Nepal

Penny Blachut Geneva, Switzerland

Rev. Moses Bogatsu  Gaborone, Botswana 
 Minister of the dutch Reformed Church in Botswana

Rev. Em. Pieter Boomsma  Nijverdal, the Netherlands

dr. Peter Borgdorff Grand Rapids, Michigan, USA 
 REC President 

dr. Coenie W. Burger Stellenbosch, South Africa

Rev. dr. Neville George Callam  Falls Church, Virginia, USA 
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A Festschrift for Richard 

It is the aim of this Festschrift to thank and to honour Dr. Richard L. van Houten, 
who retires from his post as general secretary of the Reformed Ecumenical 
Council in June 2010, after having served this organisation with excellence for 
over twenty years. 

He did his work with sensitivity and grace, as we can read in the article by REC 
president Peter Borgdorff, who characterises the general secretary as a man who 
could function not only in ecumenical spring but also in ecumenical summer, 
autumn, and even wintertime. Richard is really a man for all seasons. As Peter 
puts it, ‘The winds of change that have swirled around the ecumenical world 
for most, if not all, of Richard van Houten’s years of service did not dissipate his 
commitment or vision for what REC could be’. Edited by

Margriet Gosker


