
The Chicago Invitation
Meeting at Mariandale Center, Ossining, NY

October 24-26, 2012
Meeting Summary

In attendance: 
S. Midge, B. Hertlein, D. Griswold, A. Janssen, M. and N. Kansfield, R. Zabriskie, P. 
Funderburke, A. Norton-Levering, A. Reilly, J. Elliot, O. Postma, R. House, P. Janssen, 
J. Reid 

Wednesday, October 24:
Opened with worship at 2:00 PM led by S. Midge.

J. Elliot convened the group with a round of introductions and housekeeping matters. 
Regrets were received from J. Bode, J. Brumm and S. Deblock prevented from attending 
by pastoral/personal duties. 
Thanks to Stacey, Norm, Al and Dan for their organizing of our project on practical 
ecclesiology. 

Al Janssen gave a summation of his paper: “The Church Being Reformed; Characteristics 
and Challenges” 

Characteristics:
1. The Church takes up a huge part of Calvin’s Institutes. It’s about “church” not 

denomination.
2. The Church’s identity is outside of itself [Heidelberg Q-54] It subsists in its 

community, not just in its offices.
3. Unity lies in Christ as the Head, not in ties of agreement among members. The 

three “marks” of the Church must be kept in balance.
4. Office is used as an instrument of God to present Christ to the Church.
5. Reformed Churches are rooted in Scripture; the debate is around how it is 

rooted.
6. As confessing churches, there must be a continuing articulation of the Word in 

current context. 
7. Churches are both gathered and sent. God’s action happens in both arenas.
8. There is a total dependence of Church on God’s grace; of ourselves, we have 

little to offer.
Challenges:
1. The secularity of our culture;
2. Non-institutional spirituality
3. Globalization of religion into our neighborhoods;
4. Distrust/disinterest in institutional religion
5. Oral deism among younger people
6. The temptation of absolutism as a response
7. Effects of changes in communication, e.g. virtual communities.

Copies of the paper as revised will be posted at the CI website.
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Response comments were made to Al’s presentation:
• Abby – noted her tri-furcated point-of-view: small church, large church, & gym. 

In the small church, there is a small cluster of caring folk surrounded by a 
disinterested second generation. The large church seems to be a going institution, 
Among the gym crew, there is total disinterest/disconnection with church. Her 
feeling for the future is that the Church will be increasingly marginalized; in a 
position akin to the churches of Acts, existing at the margins of society. 

• Norm – As to what is the true church, he noted the “marks” offered up by Wesley, 
all of which are inwardly focused:

o Celebrating the Holy Spirit
o Telling others about salvation
o Sharing personal wealth
o Seeking social justice

Al noted that 3 of the 4 can be identified with the Reformed “marks” and are seen 
as essential to the true Church. One can see the deaconate as projected outward.

• Stacey – The church-society context has changed. The decision was not whether 
to attend church, but which church to attend. That has disappeared.

• Dan – The picture of a concerned nucleus surrounded by the cloud of the 
disinterested resonates with his experience. 

• Mary – But the trend toward marginality and dissolution is not inevitable. She 
noted the Greenpoint [Brooklyn] experience of discovering that they were not 
going to die out and from that point, feeling nothing to lose, gained courage to try 
new approaches to the community. 

• Rett – Wondered whether a “hospice” diagnosis [applied from beyond the local 
congregation] is ever justified.

• Okke – Has experienced agreement of the only two biblical contexts of the word 
‘church’ [derived NOT from ekklesia, but from kyrios/kurièkè] as being 
understood by younger people: 1) the Day “of the Lord” and 2) the Table “of the 
Lord”; such a ‘gathering time’ and a ‘common table’[feeding] resonate.

• Peggy – What might be missing in the paper is further explanation of the work of 
the Holy Spirit that assures people they belong together, gathered as Church –as 
the Heidelberg terms it, “a community chosen for salvation.” 

• Annie – had a sense that the RCA was “my family”; hard to abandon for the 
UCC.

• Norm – That sense of “welcoming“, when genuine and specific, has enormous 
impact.

• Al – But significant chunks of the RCA struggle with the notion of “family” in 
that they come from outside and do not share the Reformed [Dutch] 
understanding. God elects a Church, “but it’s messy.” We bring into it all our 
conflicting/ insufficient notions of “family” and “welcome” 

• Abby – It seems we are so saturated with “stories” from media, that our Sunday 
Gospel/Scripture/tradition stories are not distinctive to our audience. 



• Norm – The banner: “Zion [Church] welcomes All” is indicative of the fuzziness 
of our notions of outreach and our mixed motives of outreach and survival. 
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• Rett – To shift our focus a bit, can we identify what forces are driving RCA folk 
to such extreme visions of what Church is/should be?

• Jim- The RCA is an anxious institution and that fear of extinction drives some 
toward simplified solutions, e.g. growing our way out of the decline by aggressive 
evangelism and steering clear of cultural accommodation.

• Al – From the conflict over R-56, some small hope has emerged, even at the GSC, 
where  both Josh and Renee’s statements from their respective commissions 
gained an audience. 

• Okke – We have some history of combining growth with pervasive community 
changes and development in the pre Civil War era—the RCA established 27 new 
churches in 4 years along the commuter lines in NYC metro under its Board of 
Domestic missions by way of organic growth.

• Al – The paper needs to bring out more of the eschatological attitude of the 
Church, i.e. that we are being driven forward by the Spirit, and how that connects 
with the listed challenges.

• Norm – Is there a way that this paper can be told in narrative fashion in order to 
be better communicated? 

Session broke at 5:33 PM to reconvene at 7:00 PM.

Al suggested that the focus for the evening be on how this paper/discussion on 
ecclesiology can help us—especially with the 7 challenges. The framework will be a 
look at church order surrounding R-56 and discussions since last GS.  He and Stacey 
recapitulated the GS events and discussion last June with additional comments from 
the group. In the general discussion that followed several points were noted:

• The R-56 terminology “disciplinable offense” is confusing, since the powers 
to discipline rest elsewhere than with the Synods, i.e. they rest with local 
boards of elders and classes. GS in this resolution is acting beyond its 
authority under the BCO and Reformed ecclesiology. GS cannot define what 
constitutes an offense nor instruct who must be disciplined.

• A committee of 8 was appointed by the GSC as per the resolution, but the 
persons appointed almost guarantee that it will be deadlocked.

• We can expect overtures to GS 2013 to rescind R-56 and/or admonish the 
action.

Session closed at 9:04 PM with prayer by Abby

Thursday, October 25, 2012

Morning worship was led by Dan Griswold.

Jack opened the morning session at 7:15 AM with the order of the day being: 



1. Welcome Renee House and hear her reaction to Al’s paper;
2. Further discussion re: the Challenges section of the paper, and 
3. Discussion re: further invitees for the project.
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There ensued a brief discussion as to why we might entitle this discussion “practical 
ecclesiology”.  The way of being Church described in Part One of the paper does not 
seem to set well in the context in which our churches minister –hence the challenges 
listed in Part Two. Two points emerged:

1. The test for the practicality of the ecclesiology is whether it builds community. 
2.  The Church has particularity; it involves real people who are named. 

Dr. Renee House shared her response remarks noting the centrality of the Church in 
Reformed theology; that God wants and creates a people in full obedience and 
submission. When Reformed liturgy and history speak of office they talk of the people 
who inhabit the offices. The emphasis is that it is the Holy Spirit that shapes the Church. 
Christians bear witness to the Gospel, i.e. they re-present Christ to one another and to the 
world, witnessing to what we do not fully understand. 

There are a number of areas to be further articulated in the RCA:
• What Scripture means – interpretation- is not agreed upon, thus a point of 

contention;
• How can our assemblies be “those who gather to listen for God’s Word”?
• Are we generally prepared to be led and formed by our confessions, especially 

around our nature and purpose of being church?
• As for church being a community, is there a glimpse of God at work in our 

gatherings? Can we get beyond preaching/listening into taking action, allowing 
the Spirit to work in and through us in daily life? 

• We need a sense of the Holy Spirit sanctifying people who serve as 
examples/witnesses. 

General discussion followed about the challenges faced by our churches, including:
• Finding effective counters to the secularist [essentially individualistic and 

competitive] attitude;
• Reflecting Jesus’ gathering of apostles who were individually called but who 

acted as a collective;
• Finding a way of paying attention to the narrative by which the Spirit is daily 

leading forward;
• Countering the “message fatigue” in aging congregations.

The morning session concluded with suggestions to the working group of individuals 
who might advance the ecclesiology project. Rett took an assignment to compile a list of 
GS decisions since 1990 that effected power and authority issues. 



Okke will do a word study on “synchronic contingency,” Al on “theonomous 
reciprocity.” Both are to be one-page pieces on two Reformed notions that address multi-
various conceptualizations of applied theology. 

The session was suspended for lunch.
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The session re-convened at 1:15 PM with the presentation by Jim Reid of his paper, 
“Reasons for NOT having a Second RCA “Ten-Year Plan”.  The reasons were four in 
number:

1. Strategic planning is best accomplished locally and tailored to local conditions. 
The BCO recognizes this and calls for ministry assessment and planning only up 
to the classis level and not beyond. Thus a GS plan financed by a general 
assessment is beyond its authority.

2. The only way to finance the scale of new church growth envisioned by Our Call 
or a new plan would be to close current churches and liquidate their real assets. 
The result would be a drop, not increase in total RCA churches. 

3. There continues to be resistance to any meaningful evaluation of what Our Call 
may or may not have accomplished. We need those lessons in hand to develop a 
new plan.

4. The RCA is too divided by other issues and divisions to come up with a coherent 
plan at this time.

There followed several discussions on a number of topics:
• Resources that are available regarding responses to R-56; see the CI website for a 

summary of the August gathering in Schenectady and the RCA news feed for 
GSC updates.

• Western Theological Seminary is raiseing the question of the place of the 
Professor of Theology in the Church and their freedom to speak to the Church. 
This comes as reaction to Dr. Brownson’s forthcoming book. 

• Steve Mathonnet-VanderWell’s article raising questions about Tim Vink’s 
“anointing” as an Apostle of the NAR has drawn sharp criticism from the New 
Church Start groups as well as attacks upon the Perspectives journal. Others have 
rallied to his support of questioning why a dually-ordained person is serving as 
head of the RCA’s largest program unit. 

• The plans for physical changes at NBTS were outlined and drawings of the new 
facilities were circulated. 

• The “475” staff moving over to NBTS will largely be the Racism program offices 
with a skeletal RCA presence remaining in NYC.

• The future of the RCA archives [post-Russ Gasero] is an open question. Moving it 
out of its place at Gardner-Sage Library at NBTS has been raised and resisted. 

• There is a joint RCA Commissions paper on the Constitution in the works, 
covering the issue of the ways GS actions are/are not binding upon the Church.



• Some serious thinking appears to be underway regarding the reactivation of 
advisory committees at GS, with a lessening role for discussion groups.

• There is a growing resistance to commissioned pastors based upon several factors: 
1] the loss of academic tradition and 2] inability to place seminary graduates, 
especially women.

The meeting adjourned for the evening with prayer by Jim Reid
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Following morning worship and breakfast, the meeting was called to order at 8:45AM. 

It was agreed that the two-day format worked in that it allowed ample time to delve into 
complex issues and it did allow more people to participate for part of the time as able. A 
more precise agenda sent out in advance might help people to plan their time with us.  

With that in mind, the following dates were set for future meetings:

Wednesday May 22, 2013 2:00 PM through Friday, May 24, 10 AM 

Wednesday, October 23, 2013 2:00 PM through Friday, October 25, 10 AM 

Both meetings will be at Mariandale Retreat Center, Ossining, NY 

May meeting agenda:
It was suggested that since we will be doing a review of overtures going to GS 

2013 and since workbooks will be available by that time, that we invite classes of the 
eastern synods to send their minister and elder GS delegates for at least that part of the CI 
meeting as an in-depth briefing and as an occasion to meet one another in advance of the 
Synod. They would, of course, be invited to attend the entire meeting to take advantage 
of other important discussions. 

Assignments:
• Jack – will send a letter out to all signatories outlining CI’s program and asking 

them to join us at future meetings
• Al and committee – further presentations on the ecclesiastical project;’
• Okke – brief word study as outlined previously on ‘synchronic contingency’
• Al – brief word study on ‘theonomous reciprocity’
• Rett – 1990-on GS recommendations paper
• Jim – one-pager on evaluation in the RCA
• Brief on authority of GS – to be assigned
• GS 2013 overture and agenda briefing – to be assigned.

The meeting was adjourned with prayer at 9: 36 AM



Respectfully submitted,

Jim Reid, scribe pro tem


