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The Situation

The time has come, I believe, to end Chicago Invitation as a group that gathers
and publishes under that name. There are a few reasons, yet foremost of
them is the fact that the situation that gave rise to CI is passing into history.
The Invitation was written in response to �Our Call� and the 10 year plan,
and it stated in short scope the �Alternate Vision� Daniel Meeter o�ered in
a longer paper. As a response to a speci�c set of events occuring in the
RCA in 2003, the Invitation and the group that gathered in a�rmation of its
principles functioned as a voice of concern and even protest. But it must be
acknowledged that this voice was historically situated, as all testimony must
necessarily be. As �Our Call� is ending, soon to be (quite likely) replaced by
something else, likewise the speci�c, historically situated circumstances that
gave rise to the Invitation (and the consequent gatherings of concerned o�ce
bearers) are changing, so much so that the Invitation is becoming less and less
intelligible to those outside the group.

Some might say that the need for CI continues, as the thing that comes
in to succeed �Our Call� could very well be worse, and if not worse, then in
danger of being implemented in all the polity abusing, theology denying, o�ce
disempowering ways we saw with �Our Call.� There is, some would say, a very
real need to continue being that voice of reason and, if need be, protest.

Surely there is something to that. Our voice is still needed, as we have
perspective and knowledge and skill that can help the RCA. But acknowledging
this need not require me to support the continuation of the Chicago Invitation.
As a document, as a group gathered in a�rmation of the principles of that
document so we can give voice to concern in the face of �Our Call� and its
programs, as a web site, Chicago Invitation now �nds itself a relic of history.

My proposal is for us to sunset the Chicago Invitation and to start some-
thing new in its place: with a new name, a new vision statement, a new
purpose, a new way of gathering. Yet as is �tting for ongoing faithfulness in
each new day, the new would draw on the best of the old, and would further
honor the old by acknowledging and seeking to correct its faults.

What are those strengths? What are those faults? I think it is important
for me to risk naming them, from my perspective, because I think they hold
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the clues to what comes after CI.

The �Invitation� as Document

Let me take these in order of the di�erent meanings of the phrase, �The Chicago
Invitation.� The �rst to consider, genetically speaking, would be the docu-
ment, the written �invitation.� And here I think there is so much to a�rm.
The principles in the Invitation are important, solid, compelling, and continue
to elicit approval from o�ce bearers in the RCA. Late in January, in fact, a
recently ordained RCA minister asked me to add his name to the list of sig-
natories. The Invitation a�rms, with perhaps a hint of joy, the importance
of the o�ces, assemblies, and confessions. It raises concerns about �duciary
transparency that continue to be relevant.

On the other hand, the Invitation is a document that bears so much the
stamp of its time, and that time is passing away. In addition, as I re-read it
now, I am struck by how negative it sounds. To be sure, RCA leaders who are
not signatories have criticized the document for this reason many times and
for years. I never found their objections compelling. But now I feel di�erently.
Yes, sometimes we have to be clear about what we reject and speci�c about
the things that are wrong. Today I wonder if the tone of the Invitation is out
of tune with today. It �t earlier, but doesn't �t so much now, sounding even
a little discordant. Or perhaps my concern is that this tone is o�-putting for
little bene�t to our cause.

The �Invitation� as Gathering

The second meaning of �the Chicago Invitation� is the group that gathers
periodically (usually twice a year) to discuss the issues of the denomination
that are most pressing, for fellowship, and for worship. At these gatherings
some of us have been able to test ideas and strategies that will be used at
General Synod meetings. Others have been able to �nd some clarity about
what the issues really are. Some have received deeper insight about the nature
of their o�ces. The worship is most always a great blessing.

Yet I must say, with great respect and deep love for my friends in CI,
that I have also experienced the CI meetings to be festivals of cynicism and
complaint that encourage great focus on small matters of administrivia and
inside baseball, in which a very few people speak at length while the rest simply
listen for hours on end. The conversations are not really working. They often
are neither truly productive nor inclusive. They feel unwieldy and aimless.

There are ways that we could correct some of these faults and retain the CI
banner. Yet I believe that the problem is not merely about discussion methods.
The problem is that our founding purpose is both a negative one and is passing
into history. Consequently, we don't really know at our gatherings what our
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purpose now is. So we play the tapes we have in our heads. We engage the
battles that are familiar and thus comfortable. We pick and nit-pick and major
in the minors.

The �Invitation� as Web Site

The third meaning to that phrase �the Chicago Invitation� is the web site.
Through it we communicate to each other, and to anyone else who drops by,
what we are doing and considering. There have been some really great posts on
the site. For the last two years, however, it has mostly featured announcements
or minutes of CI meetings. We see very few original posts, and correspondingly
very few comments on those posts.1

I was thinking the other day about the web site, and particularly the posts
my friends and I have put there. I wondered if some of the authors of those
�ne posts really loved writing them, or if instead they were writing out of a
sense of duty, like completing an unpleasant yet necessary task. The web site
has quality content. But it is not, for the most part, joyful content. Would not
some of the authors have taken much more pleasure in writing about something
else?

I believe this is worth considering, and should not be pushed aside as
unimportant. Isn't it likely that the entire reason why we do not put much
on the web site anymore is because we have no passion for such writing? To
say that the reason instead lies in a lack of controversial issues does not help.
Creative human e�ort is often occasioned by crisis. We have been the most
proli�c on the CI site when we've been provoked by a crisis. But is that a good
thing? Can creative human e�ort be sustained over a long period by crisis?
Should it? Given a choice, people will eventually grow weary of the crisis.
Or the crisis will be arti�cially sustained, reinvented by those who need to be
juiced by crisis to keep producing. That's exhausting. It's also idolatrous, for
we are not made to give a crisis our unending love. No, the scarcity of posts is
a symptom of the absence of purpose in the whole CI enterprise at this time.
The authors have written most proli�cally when provoked by a crisis. But
they write their best when they write what they love. Can they truly love a
crisis?

Maybe the web site does not matter any longer. Maybe history has passed
it by. Perhaps there are other forums and mechanisms for communicating
our hopes and concerns and creative thoughts: Facebook, the Church Herald
blogs, the RCA-BCO blog, Twitter.

I think that there is another possibility. I would hope for a renewed web
site, with a di�erent name and a broader purpose, one both more joyful and
more positive. It would have all the same contributors, but a good number of
new ones, particular those colleagues of ours who are younger. It would still

1Over the last two years, there have been only 14 original posts. In 2011, there was only

one, a hymn by Paul Janssen.
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be a place where concern about troubling developments in the GSC could be
registered. But it would be more than that, giving more people the opportu-
nity to celebrate and demonstrate theology, polity, ecclesiology, and creative
Reformed liturgy, not merely defend them.

So, What's Next?

If there is a �next,� I think it would build on the strengths and correct the
weaknesses. I think the strengths are easy to name. What was good was the
celebration of our church order and the theology that underlies it. What was
good was the preparation we experienced as we were about to attend Synod.
What was good was the worship. What was good was the fellowship. Is there
anything in these that can, and should, be continued?

Toward a Purpose, and (Maybe) a Title

Perhaps there is a hint in the subtitle of our web site: �a�rming a historic and
theologically rich view of church order and being.� Maybe I like that because
I wrote it. Yet doesn't this describe the best of what CI had to o�er? And
doesn't it still suggest an ongoing purpose, one that does not depend on crisis
or promote cynicism?

I believe it does. For that reason, I believe that the ongoing purpose of our
group is to provide the occasion for clear thinking about the church. It would
be to engage in practical ecclesiology. The focus of our society would be on
a theological discussion of the church, mostly as the issues are practical and
real life. Convinced that church order and governance are neither matters of
convenience nor fads but express theological convictions, we are interested in
discussing such issues to gain better understanding of them and to promote
such understanding.

Such discussions would continue to have no formal ecclesiastical weight
behind them. We gather voluntarily, with no o�cial standing with a classis
or synod, simply out of a love for our subject matter and a concern for the
church. That is been not only a necessity, but it expresses our convictions
about church order.

I am still stumped about the name. I have tried out several, and none seem
to �t quite right: �Society for Practical Ecclesiology in the RCA� (SPERCA),
�Fellowship for Reformed Order� (FRO?), �Society for Reformed Ecclesiology,�
�The Ossining Group,� �The Manna Group� (as in, God has given the church
what it needs to be the church), as well as some other even less workable ones.
Clearly, I need your help.

At this point, though, the name will become important, but at this stage
the purpose is more so.
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Working out the Details

Given a purpose, perhaps some of the practical matters of gatherings can be
given some shape. Here is where I can address some of the �weaknesses� to
which I alluded above, but I will do so really only in passing and by implication.
For I am aware that some dear friends may feel stung by my criticisms, so I
will focus on what I believe should be accomplished rather than what should
be avoided.

Here is what I have in mind. We would gather once a year, but with similar
length meetings to those of CI. The agenda would be published in advance,
and posted on the new web site. We would begin with worship. Following
worship, we would meet in plenary. This session, following introductions of
attendees, would feature a half-hour presentation by a fellowship member or
guest. After the keynote, we would break into small groups (no more than
5 people) for thirty minutes to discuss the issues raised by the presentation.
The plenary would reconvene with sharing from the groups and discussion,
moderated by the presenter, lasting thirty minutes.

After a short break, we would follow the same pattern: presentation, small
group discussion, plenary group discussion.

The traditional �happy half hour� would transition us from meeting to
dinner. Following dinner we gather for a discussion of possible next steps
given the two plenary discussions.

The next day begins with morning prayer followed by breakfast. The meet-
ing resumes with reports from those attendees who are members of boards,
commissions, or tasks forces, or those who are o�cers of assemblies (one hour),
and concludes with a discussion of remaining issues raised during the course
of the event that have not yet been addressed.

It should be noticed that some important aspects of the CI gatherings
have been retained: worship, fellowship, discussion. New things are added to
enhance the inclusivity of the conversation, and also to give the gatherings
greater focus. In particular, this plan features two new elements: presen-
tations followed by small group discussion and then plenary discussion, and
brief reports from those who are in di�erent positions of leadership in the RCA
(commissions, etc.). It is my hope that this would give other voices the op-
portunity to speak and to be heard, and may encourage some people to come.
Importantly, it �ts well with the a�rmative purpose for the new group, as I
stated it above.

Following the meeting, manuscripts representing the presentations would
be put on the web site, with responses from volunteers and permission for
comments from others.
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Finally . . .

I have loved CI. I continue to a�rm its principles. I am grateful for those who
have led the group all these years. Because I am encouraging a signi�cant set
of changes, I run the risk of o�ending these very people to whom I am grateful.
Please accept my apologies for any hurt my proposition causes.

Yet I do believe that CI must end, and either something else or nothing be
put in its place.
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