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Whither the Netherlands?

 



Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland (GKN)
Recent articles and letters in Clarion have been causing

some concern among church members about the direction
our sister churches are taking in the Netherlands. Since
Clarion has fuelled this concern with its letters and articles
which were submitted from various church members, Clar-
ion bears a certain responsibility to address this. From dif-
ferent church members I detect a note of panic and deep
apprehension about certain perceived practices and devel-
opments among our sister churches across the Atlantic
Ocean. It is said that our sister churches no longer observe
the Sunday as a day of rest and worship; the holiness of
marriage is being undermined by illegitimate divorce; the
liturgy is being corrupted by unscriptural hymns; the style
of preaching puts man in the centre rather than follow the
traditional redemptive historical approach to preaching;
church relations with the Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerken
and Nederlands Gereformeerde Kerken suggest a more plu-
riform approach to church unity; General Synod Zuidhorn-
2002 did not uphold the confessions. No one will deny that
these are very serious charges.

However it is clear from the various articles and letters
submitted to Clarion that there is diverse opinion whether
these alleged practices and developments are true. Moreover,
I wonder if there are some caricatures being made – be it un-
wittingly done. Personally I have not been involved with de-
velopments in the Netherlands, and I have very little contact
with the native land of my parents. That makes me all that
much more inclined to draw conclusions only on the basis
of published facts that come along official routes, rather than
on the basis of personal testimonials and stories. I do not want
to put my head into the sand when it comes to problems in
our sister churches, but I do not want to jump to conclusions
either because someone or some persons allege that these
problems exist. What is the official word on these matters?

Synod Neerlandia 2001
Synod Neerlandia received a report from the Committee

on Relations with Churches Abroad (CRCA) along with a
number of letters from Canadian Reformed churches. In
these reports and letters a number of concerns were raised
about our sister churches. We read Synod Neerlandia’s re-

sponse to this in Article 80 of its Acts. While Synod Neer-
landia did express some concerns, there was also a balance
in the approach to our sister churches. The final considera-
tion of Synod Neerlandia is most striking:

Synod agrees with the CRCA when it cautions not to put
the GKN to greater scrutiny than the other churches in
ecclesiastical fellowship but to remain fair when we are
faced with the developments or changes in their church
life. The fact that there are strong historic ties and that
there are many personal contacts between friends and
family in Canada and The Netherlands does not imply
that church life in both federations must be identical.
Without jeopardizing our responsibility as sister
churches formulated in the first rule for ecclesiastical
fellowship, the CanRC should respect the reality that
throughout fifty years of church life, different develop-
ments take place.

In its recommendations, Synod Neerlandia concluded that
the relationship of ecclesiastical fellowship continues with
the GKN while also mandating the committee (CRCA) to
make a more thorough study of the concerns raised in the
committee’s own report. In other words, dear readers, we
should wait to see what our committee will report to the
next Synod – a report that should be coming out very soon –
rather than jumping the gun and drawing conclusions based
on some rumours or personal assessments of the situation in
the Netherlands. In fact, if our churches learn of something
that concerns them and they have made a careful examina-
tion of the facts, Synod Neerlandia invites them to draw the
attention of the CRCA to such concerns (Consideration 4.6).

Some might feel that Synod Neerlandia’s decision to deal
with concerns about our sister churches in the Netherlands via
the CRCA will lead to a bureaucratic hierarchy. But consider
the alternative: individuals or individual churches drawing
their own conclusions and taking action vis-à-vis our sister
churches. We will have a complete mess on our hands as
some of our churches take a completely different approach to
relations with our sister churches in the Netherlands. We have
a committee with proper rules for ecclesiastical fellowship
(page 249 of the Acts of Synod Neerlandia) which will look
at concerns along official lines and so advise our churches as
to what is really going on in our sister churches.
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Invitations to get involved
There have been calls for our churches to get involved in

the debates and developments taking place in the Nether-
lands. I have received emails from the Netherlands with
dire warnings about what is going on over there, and what
we should be doing about it here in Canada. However, we
must be careful with this. First, we have a committee which
has taken our concerns to the sister churches in the Nether-
lands. Let them report to us their findings. Secondly, we must
trust that our sister churches who subscribe to the Three
Forms of Unity and hold to the church order of Dort are do-
ing the right thing until it is proven otherwise.

Prayer
It may be that the situation in the Netherlands among our

sister churches is a dire one. At this time we are not certain.
We also recognize that being different, as Synod Neerlandia
pointed out, is not automatically wrong. Let us wait patiently
for official reports to come to us. Meanwhile, let us pray for
our sister churches in the Netherlands and hold to the trust
that by the grace of God they will continue to hold to the au-
thority of the Word of God, subscription to the Three Forms of
Unity, and the observance of the Church Order of Dort.
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What’s inside?
Recent articles and letters in Clarion have been caus-

ing unrest among our church members regarding prac-
tices and developments within our sister churches in
the Netherlands. The editorial takes a look at this and
offers some words of caution. 

Many people who visit a Canadian Reformed wor-
ship service are struck by the lack of hymns found in the
Book of Praise and sung in the service. There are churches
who sing no hymns whatsoever. But it is still a rarity to
sing as few hymns as we do. Dr. Riemer Faber traces the
historical background for this. Our brother promises
three articles on this. The first is found in this issue.

One of our missionaries, Rev. W.L. Bredenhof, warns
about consumer-oriented and seeker-friendly church
movements. He does this from the particular point of
view of mission work which is to the glory of God. 

We have a press release from the Committee for
Contact with Churches in the Americas which met with
the RCUS Interchurch Relations Committee in Flat Rock,
North Carolina. It was submitted a bit late, but it is very
interesting. It interacts clearly with some matters raised
by previous synods for discussion between our churches
and the RCUS. 

The column Press Review is written by Rev. W.B.
Slomp of Edmonton. His article deals with the impor-
tant topic of grieving, particularly as it relates to children. 

In this issue we have our regular columns, Trea-
sures, New and Old and Education Matters, along with
what is possibly one of the shortest letters to the editors
we have ever had. Short and sweet I would call it. 

RA

Rev. R. Aasman is minister of the Providence Canadian Re-
formed Church in Edmonton, Alberta.  raasman@canrc.org



How well did you sleep last night?
Are you getting enough sleep? Appar-
ently at least 70 million North Ameri-
cans have problems sleeping at some
time in their lives. Millions of people,
young as well as old, are having a tough
time getting a good night’s sleep. One
expert says, “We are a dangerously
sleep-deprived society.” The results
can be disastrous. Sleepy workers cause
nuclear accidents and deadly oil spills.
Sleepy drivers cause thousands of car
crashes in Canada every year.

Why is it so hard for many people to
have a good night’s sleep? The frantic
pace of life today explains much of it.
There’s more and more pressure to
work a 24-hour day. Many people work
from 5 to 9 instead of 9 to 5. They’re
on the job before sun-up, and until af-
ter sundown. Their days become longer
and their nights become shorter. No
wonder you end up with less sleep! You
don’t have time to sleep, because you
are working. And when you do go to
bed, you take your worries with you.
You find sleep hard to come by because
you are thinking about your work or
worrying about tomorrow.

So what’s at the bottom of this prob-
lem of sleep? It’s your work and your
attitude to your work. That’s why sleep-
ing problems can at bottom be spiritual
problems. I’m not talking about sleep-
ing problems caused by your neigh-
bours’ barking dog, the clockwork cry-
ing of your new-born baby, or a health
problem of one kind or the other. I’m
talking strictly about sleeping problems
as a result of your work. There’s a defi-
nite connection between your day’s
work and your night’s sleep. If your
day’s work is too long or if it leaves
you burdened with worries, it will steal
time from your night’s sleep. Sleepless
nights can be caused by daily work!

In the Bible, God has something to
say about your attitude to your daily

work and your nightly sleep. He tells
us in Psalm 127: “Unless the LORD
builds the house, its builders labour in
vain. Unless the LORD watches over the
city, the watchmen stand guard in
vain.” There are different kinds of work.
But a hard day’s work doesn’t guarantee
anything. If God doesn’t bless your
work, your greatest plans won’t suc-
ceed. You can work hard, but who’s to
say that you will succeed? What if the
rain doesn’t fall or the sun doesn’t shine
on your crops? What if your equipment
breaks down and you can’t get the job
done for your customers?

It’s not hard to see that these worries
about work lead to sleepless nights!
Your head hits the pillow, but instead
of sweet dreams there’s tossing and
turning with thoughts of work, worries
about tomorrow. The Bible says about
a person with this attitude to work, that
his life is “toil and anxious striving. . . all
his days his work is pain and grief; even
at night his mind does not rest” (Eccl
2:23). In other words, no sleep!

Do worries keep you awake at
night? Life doesn’t have to be like this.
Jesus Christ came to take away the anx-
iety of this kind of life. Psalm 127 adds:
“In vain you rise early and stay up late,
toiling for food to eat – for He grants
sleep to those He loves.” For those
whom God loves, it’s different. They’re
given the gift of sleep. They don’t have
to spend sleepless nights worrying
about daily toil.

Why? Because Christ came to save
people from this empty way of life,
from a slavery to vain days of toil and
sleepless nights. Through faith in
Christ, God the Ruler and Creator, who
blesses work, is your loving Father. You
still have to work. But you won’t lose
sleep over it. When your daily work is
done, you won’t worry about tomor-
row. Because tomorrow is in the hands
of God your Father. And heavenly Fa-

ther will take care of things. That does-
n’t mean that there will be no prob-
lems at work tomorrow. But it does
mean that God your Father in Christ
has it all under control. 

Christ Himself said “Therefore I tell
you do not worry about your life.” Not
about clothing, food, or drink, for “your
heavenly Father knows that you need
them. . . Therefore do not worry about
tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry
about itself” (Matt 6). No worries! Your
focus in life is God’s kingdom and his
righteousness, and not your daily bread.
So you can come home from work, hit
the pillow, and sleep. Psalm 127 says it
plainly: “He grants sleep to those He
loves.” You don’t have to try to sing
yourself to sleep. You can instead sing
the words of Psalm 4:8 “I will lie down
and sleep in peace, for you alone, O
LORD, make me dwell in safety.” 

Experts write all kinds of books
about sleeping problems, but they miss
the main point: if you trust in the Lord
for your work, there would be no wor-
ries, but sleep instead! God gives sleep
to believers in Christ, to those He loves!
Are you in danger of missing the point?
What’s the attitude that you have to your
work? Do you trust in your Father in
Christ to take care of you? Don’t be a
slave to a vicious cycle of work, where
you work around the clock, trusting in
yourself for success. Pray to your heav-
enly Father, and trust in Him to take care
of you. And when you can’t sleep, don’t
count sheep, but talk to the Good Shep-
herd, who takes away worries. 

Work hard. Trust in God. And sleep
well. 
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TREASURES, NEW AND OLD
MATTHEW 13:52

By R.E. Pot

A Good Night’s Sleep
“. . . for He grants sleep to those He loves.” Psalm 127:2b

Rev. R.E. Pot is minister of the Canadian
Reformed Church at Orangeville, On-
tario. repot@canrc.org



Introduction
Often the theological issues which

have troubled a denomination are re-
flected in its official psalter. The rela-
tively young American and Canadian
Reformed Churches possess a psalter,
called Book of Praise, for which the
principles of selection were formed dur-
ing the history of the Reformed Churches
(Liberated) in the Netherlands. Anyone
who compares the psalters of the vari-
ous Reformed churches in North Amer-
ica will be struck by the relatively few
hymns included in the Book of Praise,
and may wish to learn the reasons for
this restriction.

The historical aversion to songs not
based on texts of Scripture in the Cana-
dian Reformed Churches and their pre-
decessors can be explained by tracing
the developments in the three centuries
which followed the Synod of Dordt in
1618. The theological issues in the
Netherlands during that period may
not be well-known to many English-lan-
guage readers; they are relevant to our
topic, however, since they affected the
decisions in the nineteenth century to
restrict severely the number of spiritual
songs in the book of praise.

In three articles we shall describe
the movement towards the introduc-
tion of spiritual songs in the Dutch Re-
formed Church (Hervormde Kerk) in the
early nineteenth century and the reac-
tion to them at the time of the Seces-
sion in 1834. In this context “spiritual
songs” refers to songs composed not
directly from texts of Scripture, and not
intended in the first place for use in the
worship services on Sunday. As we
shall observe, there was increase in the
composition and singing of spiritual

songs in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. This development affected at-
titudes towards the liturgy of the corpo-
rate worship, and caused the state-gov-
erned church to change the old edition
of metrical psalms, and to introduce
spiritual songs. The trend culminated
in the publication of the Evangelical
Hymns (Evangelische Gezangen) in
1805. We shall relate the causes for
this trend, the main characteristics of
the movement supporting the corpo-
rate singing of spiritual songs, and fea-
tures of the Evangelical Hymns. It is
hoped that this survey will serve to ex-
plain some of the differences in the
psalters of modern Reformed denomi-
nations in North America by showing
the principles inherited by the Canadian
Reformed Churches.

In this first article we shall concen-
trate upon the social, theological, and
ecclesiastical features of the Dutch Re-
formed Church of the seventeenth cen-
tury – a period in history that is shared
by several Reformed denominations on
our continent.1 After describing briefly
the circumstances in the Netherlands
at the beginning of that era, we shall il-
lustrate the goals of the so-called Fur-

ther Reformation in reacting to the dead
orthodoxy of the age. We’ll consider
also the role Pietism played in advanc-
ing the trend towards the composition
and singing of spiritual songs. We shall
conclude this article with a summary of
the pietist elements in the composi-
tions of the time. In a second article we
shall trace the history of the spiritual
song in the eighteenth century, and the
factors behind the decision in the Re-
formed Church to publish the Evangeli-
cal Hymns, while the third will relate
the reaction to the use of the hymn-
book in the Secession of 1834.

1. Circumstances in seventeenth
century lowlands

For the Netherlands, the seven-
teenth century is the Golden Age. It
dawned with the Union of Utrecht in
1579, when the lowlands were formed
into an homogeneous, Protestant na-
tion. One consequence of the union
was economic prosperity. With it came
an increase in creature-comforts for the
masses, and the opportunity to pursue
intellectual, civic and cultural goals.
Confident in Calvinism at home, the
Dutch became tolerant of other beliefs
abroad. Unfortunately, however, while
material wealth increased, morals and
ethics declined.

Also following the Union of Utrecht
the church became closely tied to the
state. Municipal officers, mayors, and
councils often controlled the appoint-
ment of ministers, and the state increas-
ingly interfered in church discipline.
Meanwhile the church became in-
volved in matters of state. The church
promoted the social, political, and cul-
tural values, and so became secular.
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Now that the Reformed Church was
the official church of the state, the re-
formation of the lowlands seemed com-
plete; there was a certain satisfaction in
having achieved the goals defined in
the previous generation. Moreover, the
Synod of Dordt (1618) effected theo-
logical and ecclesiastical uniformity,
which was further strengthened by the
confessions and the church order.

Of course there were serious theo-
logical issues in the Netherlands, in-
cluding the struggle against Arminianism.
In dealing with heresies, however,
many church leaders turned the teach-
ing of Scripture into an excessively ra-
tional system. Intellectualism (that is,
over-devotion to the use of reason) be-
came the dominant force in theology,
and there was an emphasis upon right
doctrine. Faith was reduced to state-
ments of theological truths formed by
logic. This scholastic trend produced a
lapsing of spiritual vitality and a rising
of ethical emptiness. Believers lived
their lives with little thought about true
belief: one was born, married, and
buried in the church.

2. The Further Reformation
Fortunately, there were Reformed

believers who decried the growing for-
malism and responded to it. They
wished that the Reformation of the pre-
vious generation would extend to their
age. They did not wish merely to be
baptized, married and buried in the
church. In their view a further, continu-
ing, and deepening reformation was re-
quired. The sixteenth-century Reforma-
tion had stopped short of producing the
kind of moral change that Scripture de-
mands. This movement to counteract
the dead orthodoxy was called, in
Dutch, “Nadere Reformatie.” Often
translated as Further Reformation, the
phrase means more detailed, thorough,
and intimate reform. The Further Refor-
mation is a movement in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries that, in
reaction to the secularization of Chris-
tianity and the church, expressed the
necessity of expanding and deepening
the Reformation to all walks of life, both
private and public. It was at this time
that the saying first arose, “the Re-
formed church needs to be Reformed.”

3. Pietism
The Further Reformation was part

of a broader, international movement
called Pietism. This movement also pro-
moted the writing and singing of spiri-
tual songs, and so is relevant to our

treatment of Dutch evangelical hymns.
The word “Pietism” derives from the
Latin pietas, which means religious duty
based on theological conviction. In the
context of seventeenth century Chris-
tianity it means the practice of faith in
the daily life of the individual and soci-
ety. Sometimes restricted to a trend
within German Lutheranism, the term
is applied more broadly to develop-
ments in the Protestant faith in Eng-
land, Holland and Germany. It is worth-
while to note its characteristics, as the
spiritual songs, devotional writings and
other literature produced by Pietists
were translated and adopted widely in
the Netherlands.

Pietism did not consist of a single
system of theology, nor did it maintain
a special church polity or liturgy. In
fact, it tended to devalue the importance
of church institutions, confessions,
church orders, and other “outward”
features of the body of Christ. In reaction
to formalism in doctrine and practice,
Pietism focused on human virtues and
the personal experience of faith. Pietists
emphasized the inward response to
God’s love; they preferred to discuss
conversion and sanctification rather
than justification. The Reformation had
taught them to avoid complacency, and

they championed a total commitment
to Christ and to everything that the new
life in Him entails. To be sure, Pietism
took different forms in different places,
and its influences upon the Further Re-
formation in the Netherlands are com-
plex; yet these characteristics marked
the movement throughout Europe. 

4. English Puritanism, German
Pietism, and the Dutch Further
Reformation

One influence upon the Further Re-
formation and a contributing factor to
Pietism in the Netherlands is that of
English Puritanism. Puritanism was a
church-political movement in seven-
teenth century England which started
with the desire to remove Roman
Catholic elements from the church. It
began as a reaction to the use of special
garments in the worship services and to
aspects of the liturgy, and grew into a
desire to purify the church generally.
What the Puritans especially shared with
the continental pietists is an emphasis
upon holy living in precise accordance
with Scripture. Like the Puritans, Dutch
pietists sought to improve the spiritual
quality of family life, to counteract the
abuses of the Sabbath-day, and to foster
personal devotions through gatherings
of believers. Many Puritan writings were
translated into Dutch.

The relationship between Puri-
tanism and the Further Reformation was
developed also by the interaction of
English and Dutch church leaders. The
Anglo-Dutch theologian William Ames
(1576-1633) was one of several writers
who promoted Puritan teaching in the
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Netherlands. Educated in England and
indebted especially to William Perkins,
Ames was the author of an influential
treatise called The Marrow of Theology.
There is much that can be said about the
extent to which Ames’ teaching is Re-
formed (including his concepts of the
church and of the human will) and we
shall mention only the one most relevant
to our topic. In the opening sentence of
The Marrow of Theology Ames defines
theology as “the science of living for
God.” Theology does not consist of true
statements about God as He has re-
vealed himself, but of knowing how to
live for Him. This definition reveals the
emphasis upon experience and practice
that marks much of the pietist literature
of the time; it also shows the reaction to
the scholastic approach to Scripture
and its doctrine. Ames stresses the bibli-
cal basis for a life of piety. The proper re-
sponse of each human being to the faith
that has been granted is an important
feature of Ames’ writing. Thus the sub-
jective, human element in faith becomes
dominant in pietist literature. This stress
upon the subjective is reflected in the
contents of spiritual songs and evangel-
ical hymns composed between 1650
and 1800.

A second factor behind pietistic ten-
dencies in the Netherlands was Ger-
man Pietism. It arose in response to the
trend, in the Lutheran churches of north-
ern Germany, of maintaining only a su-
perficial, formal connection with the
church. Believers held membership in
the church and accepted the doctrines
as taught by the confession, but used
the means of grace only occasionally.
In response to this development, Ger-
man Pietists emphasized the need for
every believer to rework his inner life.
Thus rather than to focus on the reform
of society and the church (as it occurred
in the Netherlands), German Pietism
concentrated upon the heart and soul
of individual believers. As we shall ob-
serve in a later article, German Pietism
affected Dutch church leaders in the
eighteenth century especially, and the
stress upon inner conversion is reflected
in the poetry and songs of that age.

5. Features of Pietism in the
Netherlands

Pietism in the Netherlands was
formed also by the connection between
revelation and faith made within the Re-
formed tradition. During the sixteenth-
century Reformation the importance of
living a pious life was stressed time and
again, and was evidenced in the lives

and writings of Luther and Calvin. For
the lowlands, the letters of Guido de
Brès are exemplary of this feature: they
reflect the biblical conviction that faith
must be living. There are also other na-
tive influences, such as traces of me-
dieval mysticism, and the sort of piety
promoted by the Dutch humanist Eras-
mus. Also the inward religion of An-
abaptists in the lowlands affected Re-
formed believers. Generally speaking,
what provoked the Dutch pietists to
write, preach, and lecture was the dead-
ening of spiritual life in a well-estab-
lished and affluent society, as we noted
above. Thus there were good reasons
for the movement to grow in the
Netherlands. Almost imperceptibly,
however, the subjective element in the
life of faith received a disproportionate
amount attention.

The so-called father of the Further
Reformation was the Dutchman
William Teellinck (1579-1629). Influ-
enced by Puritanism, Teellinck led a
deeply religious personal life, which
was marked in later years by mystical
overtones. He guided his family ac-
cording to strict interpretation of Sab-
bath-keeping, occasional fasting, and
self-denial. At the same time, however,
Teellinck stressed the personal enjoy-
ment of the believer’s union with the
Lord Jesus Christ. Indeed, he sought to
promote the harmony between the pi-
ous believer and the Lord God.

As a preacher known for sermons
calling for repentance, Teellinck strove
to reverse the trend towards dead or-
thodoxy. He also wrote treatises in
which he castigated the spiritual dead-
ness in the church, and the moral weak-
nesses of believers. Together with other
pietists, Teellinck wished to correct the
dry-as-dust orthodoxy and make it liv-
ing, and so, satisfying. They did so by
stressing the role of personal awareness
and individual feeling (subjectivism)
instead of the contemporary emphasis
on truth apart from the human experi-
ence of it (objectivism).

Pietism, however, was exposed to
several dangers. One was mysticism,
that is, the belief that by means of devo-
tion and surrender one can acquire the
truth and so become one with God.
Mystical elements include an opposition
– even false distinction – between the in-
ner life and the outer world, and a pref-
erence of the emotional to the rational.
Some extreme pietist over-emphasized
the difference between regenerate and
unregenerate people, so that they ap-
peared self-righteous in their piety. Oth-
ers downplayed the importance of
covenant obedience to God’s law,
stressing instead the freedom in the new
covenant. As was noted earlier, there
was also the danger that the instituted
church was devalued, together with the
biblically ordained offices, sacraments,
church order, and liturgy. In their zeal to
apply Scripture to every aspect of daily
life, some pietists were given to bibli-
cism, that is, taking passages of Scripture
out of their immediate and general con-
texts and applying them as rules for par-
ticular situations. I mention these dan-
gers because features of them occur in
some of the poems and spiritual songs of
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the time. To cite only one, namely mys-
ticism, we note that some of the Mora-
vian hymns were marked by excessively
sweet, even erotic expressions of the
mystical union of the believer with the
Lord Jesus Christ.

The practical application of Scrip-
tural teaching in daily life was an em-
phasis of Pietism that produced several
real changes. Gatherings were held in
order to assist one’s experience and ex-
pression of the faith. Also devotional
tracts such as accounts of conversion
and collections of Christian poems and
hymns were published.

The gatherings of believers, called
conventicles, arose in response to the
notion that the preaching of the gospel
in the worship services was inadequate,
marked as it was by formalism and di-
rected in general at the masses. The
conventicle, which was held on Sunday
or on a week-day, gave opportunity for
communal reflection upon and applica-
tion of the sermons. Sometimes led by
the minister, the gatherings focused
upon the practical implementation of
Scripture, and included the offering of
free prayers (as opposed to the reading
of form-prayers), catechetical instruc-
tion, mutual discipline, and the singing
of psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.

Also the publication of devotional
material was intended to counteract
the apparent dead orthodoxy, by pro-
moting genuine dedication to Christ. In
this context the official psalter of the
Dutch Reformed Church, which con-
sisted of the metrical psalms as trans-
lated by Petrus Datheen, suffered criti-
cal scrutiny. The sixteenth-century
wording of this edition was archaic and
did not reflect the feelings of the age.
The translation was steeped in tradi-
tional language, and lacked currency
and vitality. It is not surprising to learn
that no less than forty published at-
tempts were made to improve the ver-
sification of Datheen. More telling is
the fact that the singing of hymns and
spiritual songs was very popular at
Christian gatherings, so that a separa-
tion developed between what was sung
during the worship services and what
was sung at other occasions. What is
more, Dutch Reformed believers were
attracted to the compositions of Luther-
ans in Germany and of the Puritans in
England. In the history of the Lutheran
churches no strong distinction had
been made between the singing of
psalms and hymns, while it was at this
time that England received some of its
finest Christian hymns.

A good example of a seventeenth-
century poet who composed spiritual
songs to be sung at the society meet-
ings of devout believers was the Dutch-
man Jodocus van Lodenstein (1620-
1677). A poet-preacher with Puritan
and pietist leanings, van Lodenstein was
disturbed by the shallow religiosity and
the spiritless worship services. He
sometimes compared the problems in
the Reformed Church of his day to those
facing the Roman Catholic Church dur-
ing the sixteenth century.

In his writing and preaching, van
Lodenstein emphasized the importance
of the enlightenment of the soul by the
Holy Spirit, without which one cannot
grasp the meaning of Scripture. Also in
the poems and spiritual songs which he
composed, van Lodenstein focused on
the experience of the human heart in its
relation to God. In 1676 he published a
collection of poems and songs called
Uytspanningen, in which these topics
are expressed in verse. Divided into
various parts, the book contains mater-
ial based on Scripture (esp. the psalms),
reflections on matters of the spirit, med-
itations, and expressions of contrition.
His poetry was popular especially at
the end of the seventeenth century.

6. Themes in Pietistic poetry and
spiritual songs

Besides the poetry and spiritual
songs of van Lodenstein, there were
numerous publications, by other poets,
of pietistic sentiment. The late seven-
teenth century witnessed the rise of
Christian hymns and songs in Germany
and England as well as the Nether-
lands, and these songs were transmit-
ted easily in published form. We shall
conclude this article with a mention
of some themes and images that ap-
pear in them.

Unlike the Calvinist emphasis upon
the doctrines of predestination, elec-
tion, and justification, the pietist spiri-
tual songs focus upon conversion and
sanctification. Perceiving the faith from

the perspective of the individual be-
liever rather than from the view of
Scripture, many pietist songs have a
strong subjective quality to them. Of-
ten they are responses to God’s grace
based upon man’s experience of it
rather than a glorification of God’s
mighty deeds of salvation. Some of the
songs are marked by asceticism: strict
self-denial for the sake of spiritual dis-
cipline. Other songs have modes of ex-
pression that are mystical, expressing
the super-natural bond of love between
the Saviour and the believer.

Occasionally, pietist songs are
marked by the notion that God is pre-
sent everywhere (deism), and that na-
ture is a manifestation of Him. One
will also discover the notion that the
world consists of two contrasting
realms of existence: the earthly king-
dom subject to decay conflicts with the
heavenly, spiritual kingdom. By means
of certain images, the poems and songs
appealed to the spirit of the times. The
images of healing and sickness, of
journey and rest, for example, can be
found in the pietist songs. So too one
finds depictions of the Lord Jesus Christ
as pioneer of the faith, rather than
Lord or judge.

The reader will understand that
these themes and images reflect the
concerns and aspirations of believers
during the seventeenth century, as well
as attempts to supplement or correct the
Reformed faith as it was perceived at
the time. The motivations for compos-
ing and singing spiritual songs arose in
response to the social, ecclesiastical
and theological movements of the age.
The trend towards the singing of hymns
and spiritual songs would continue into
the eighteenth century, and would cul-
minate in the publication of the Evan-
gelische Gezangen (Evangelical Hymns)
in 1805.

1 The period covered in this article begins
where “The First Psalters in the Dutch Re-
formed Churches” (Clarion 52.5 [2003],
113-116) ended, namely the decision at
the Synod of Dordt in 1618 to employ
the old testament Book of Psalms as put
to verse by Petrus Datheen.
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Anthropocentrism – it’s a one dollar
word with a simple meaning: man-cen-
teredness. All of us should know that this
is a problem with our natural human
condition. We want the world to revolve
around us. By nature, we find a world
with God in the centre difficult to ac-
cept. This way of thinking is common
enough in non-Christian circles. How
sad it is, then, to see this way of think-
ing also accepted by many who claim
the Name above every name. In one of
his books, popular evangelical author
Max Lucado penned the following:

I’ve seen you stalking the malls,
walking the aisles, searching for that
extra-special gift. Stashing away a
few dollars a month to buy him
some lizard-skin boots; staring at a
thousand rings to find her the best
diamond; staying up all Christmas
Eve, assembling the new bicycle.

Why do you do it? So her eyes will
pop, his jaw will drop. To hear
those words of disbelief: “You did
this for me?”

And that is why God did it. Next
time a sunrise steals your breath or
a meadow of flowers leaves you
speechless, remain that way.

Say nothing, and listen as heaven
whispers, “Do you like it? I did it
just for you.”1

That sounds very nice and sweet. It ap-
peals to our emotions. God’s acts of cre-
ation and providence exist just for us.
Doesn’t that make us feel good? It might
make us feel good, but it is not what
Scripture teaches. In the Psalms (e.g. 8

and 19), for instance, we find that God’s
work in this world is not for us, but for
Him – for his glory!

God’s work in this world includes
the creation and sustenance of a spe-
cial people consecrated to Himself. In
other words, God’s work includes the
church. Here too, we often find people
claiming that the church exists for the
sake of man. This is often done with
good intentions. There is a desire to
stir up mission-mindedness in believ-
ers. So, to do so, the claim is made,
with reference to certain Scripture pas-
sages, that the church has been placed
on this earth to serve man. The church
is for the world.

So, the question must be asked: for
whom is the church? If we read the first
chapter of Ephesians, the answer seems
to be clear enough. Among other
places, we read it in Ephesians 1:11-
12, “In Him also we have obtained an
inheritance, being predestined accord-
ing to the purpose of Him who works all
things according to the counsel of his
will, that we who first trusted in Christ
should be to the praise of His glory.” If
we keep in mind that this epistle was
written to the Church at Ephesus, then
the conclusion is easily reached: the
church exists for God and for his glory.
The church exists so that God will be
considered of utmost importance in the
universe – that He will be respected and
considered as weighty. Laying aside
the more complicated questions of the
relationship between election and the
church, this conclusion is certainly a
valid one. After all, isn’t the Westmin-
ster Shorter Catechism correct when it
answers the question, “What is the
chief end of man?” with the answer “To
glorify God and enjoy him forever?” If
that is true of individual human be-
ings, how much more true would it not
be for the church? So, in the most ulti-
mate sense, the church exists for the
glory of God.

Nevertheless, there are those Scrip-
ture passages which seem to indicate
that there is at least some sense in
which the church also exists for the
world of sinful men. The passage to
which reference is most commonly
made is Genesis 12:3, where God
promises Abraham, “And in you all the
families of the earth shall be blessed.”
He repeats this promise in Genesis
22:18, “In your seed all the nations of
the earth shall be blessed. . . .” This
does not indicate that Abraham himself
was called to be actively involved with
missionary work. What it does indicate
is that God had a plan for the salvation
of all the nations through the seed of
Abraham – in other words, through the
church.2 God worked with the people of
Israel in the Old Testament to eventu-
ally bring salvation to people from
every corner of the earth. The Lord Jesus
Himself recognized this when He said
in John 4:22, “. . . salvation is of the
Jews.” Today, we would say that salva-
tion has come to us historically through
the Church. 

The normal pattern is that God’s
salvation is mediated through the
church. That’s why we confess in the
Belgic Confession, Article 28, that “there
is no salvation outside of it [the
church].” God’s plan for the salvation
of sinful men centers on Christ’s work
proclaimed through the church. Though
God certainly does not need the church,
she is the means that He has chosen to
bring the gospel to the nations. 

This perspective is reinforced with
the well-beloved Psalm 87. This mis-
sion-oriented psalm portrays the beauti-
ful image of Egypt (Rahab), Babylon,
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Philistia, Tyre, and Ethiopia finding their
home in Zion. All of these nations will
find a place in God’s holy city. Today,
the Jerusalem from above is God’s holy
city. Today, through the ministry of the
church, men and women from count-
less nations are finding their true home-
land. God’s redemptive work among
them centres on Christ and his beloved
bride, the church. 

Therefore, we may say that there is
definitely a sense in which the church
today exists for the world. But how do
we relate this to what we concluded
earlier from Paul’s teaching in Eph-
esians? As long as we keep our eye on
the fact that God is working through
the church, the relationship is easily
defined. The church ultimately exists for
the glory of God. The church also ex-
ists for the salvation of man, just as the
ark existed for the salvation of Noah
and his family. When the church fulfills
this secondary purpose for her exis-
tence, then she fulfills her primary pur-
pose of giving more glory to God.
Therefore, the two are not antithetical.
The church is for the world so that she
can ultimately lift up God’s Name in
ever greater measures. 

If we keep this in mind, we avoid
the danger of anthropocentrism – man-
centeredness. If we keep in mind that
the glory of God is always our highest
end, then we may avoid being ship-
wrecked on the rocks of the consumer-
oriented seeker-friendly church move-
ment south of the border. On the other
hand, if we remain mindful that the
church exists also for those outside,
then we avoid an insular isolationism
whereby we fail to explicitly reach out
to others lost in the darkness with the
good news of Christ our Saviour. 

In connection with this, there is al-
ways the danger that this idea of the
church existing for the world will be
abused. It could be used to manipulate
believers with guilt. Some have spoken
of the danger of a new legalism. In other
words, if you are not personally in-

volved with organized missions and
evangelism, then you are not truly spir-
itual.3 Let us be clear that the church is
called to mission – individual believers
in the church have their own specific
life-tasks in which they are called to
shine brightly for the Lord Jesus Christ.
When a believer works faithfully in all
his daily callings, he need feel no guilt
if he is not directly involved with orga-
nized evangelism or mission. Now even
though the danger of abuse is there, we
may not use that danger as an excuse
to ignore a Scriptural truth. Thus, it re-
mains for every church as a corporate
whole to examine itself: does this
church give maximal glory to God
through her support or undertaking of
mission in our own country and else-
where? Could we do more?

To conclude, we must answer the
question of “For whom is the Church?”
with a “both. . . and.” The church ex-
ists for both the world and God. How-
ever, we quickly qualify that by adding
that the ultimate reason for the
church’s existence is for the glory of
God. Look to the Lord Jesus Christ, the
bridegroom. He came into this world
to die for sinners. In Mark 10:45, He
tells us why He came: “For even the
Son of Man did not come to be served,
but to serve, and to give His life a ran-
som for many.” In John 11, when the
Lord Jesus healed his friend Lazarus,
He clearly indicated that his ministry
was for the glory of God (verse 4). In
this case, what is true of the bride-
groom is also true of the bride: they are
both there for the salvation of men. But
both also exist ultimately for the glory
of God. “Now to Him who is able to
do exceedingly abundantly above all
that we ask or think, according to the
power that works in us, to Him be
glory in the church by Christ Jesus to
all generations, forever and ever.
Amen” (Eph 3:21).

1 Quoted in Reader’s Digest, December
2002, p.49.
2 “God’s plan to redeem the world cen-
tred on Israel.” Christian Missions in Bib-
lical Perspective, J. Herbert Kane, Baker,
1976, p.23.
3 “For the Praise of His Glory,” Rev. E.
Kampen, Information, February 21, 1998.
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Classis Ontario Central 
of June 13, 2003, has extended the
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by one year.

* * *
Eligible for call:

Candidate Walter Geurts
3417 Rockwood Drive

Burlington, ON  L7N 3H6
905-631-8433

wgeurts@sympatico.ca

* * *
Called by the church at Grassie,
Ontario:

Rev. J.D. Louwerse
of Fergus, Ontario.

* * *
Declined the call from Carman East,
Manitoba:

Rev. R.A. Schouten
of Abbotsford, British Columbia.

* * *
Classis Ontario West, on June 11,
2003, has granted

Mr. David de Boer
of Hamilton, Ontario, continued
permission to speak an edifying
word in the churches.

* * *
Examined by Classis Niagara on
June 18, 2003, and declared
eligible for ordination:

Candidate Edwer Dethan
The ordination will take place June
29, D.V., in Smithville, Ontario.

Rev. W.L. Bredenhof is missionary in
Fort Babine, British Columbia.
wbredenhof@canrc.org
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On November 9, 2002, the dele-
gates Bill Gortemaker, Art Poppe, and
Rev. Klaas Jonker of the CCCA sub-
committee (Committee for Contact
with Churches in the Americas) left
snowy Winnipeg on a delayed flight to
Minneapolis. Subsequent flights via
Detroit to Greenville/Spartanburg,
South Carolina, brought us to a more
moderate climate.

Awaiting us at the latter airport were
the brothers of the RCUS Interchurch
Relations Committee: Rev. Maynard
Koerner, Rev. Ron Morris, Rev. Ron
Potter, and Rev. George Syms. These
brothers had rented a van, and together
we drove north to Flat Rock, North Car-
olina, a distance of one hour.

We arrived at Bonclarken, an As-
sociate Reformed Presbyterian Church
(ARPC) conference resort, in total dark-
ness and light rainfall. Arrangements
for lodging had been made, and after
finding our keys in an envelope taped
to the office door, we settled for the
night in a place called Faith apartments.
This was our home for the next four
days. Despite the heavy rainfall and
gusty winds, we slept well. We were
unaware of the over forty-seven torna-
does causing havoc in south-eastern
United States. 

On Sunday morning the seven of us
met for breakfast in the resort dining fa-
cilities. This became the routine in the
following days; it was a real pleasure to
be together with excellent food to boot.

We worshipped in Pinecrest ARPC
just outside the resort, welcomed to
their beautiful facilities by brothers

and sisters eager to know why seven
guests showed up. The theme of the
worship service, led by Rev. Charles
Evans, was Scripture’s Persecution Per-
spective, with John 14:18-16:4 as the
Scripture passage. November 10 was
designated International Day of Prayer
for the persecuted church. An outline
of the sermon was a helpful guide in lis-
tening to God’s message through this
eloquent speaker.

In the afternoon we intended to visit
an OPC church about forty miles south
of us, but rain and an enveloping dense
fog made us decide to turn back; we did
not wish to be caught at night time in
worsening weather conditions. Rev.
Potter and Rev. Syms know the area and
thought it safer to return. 

North of us the weather was more
favourable. Not finding a Reformed
church in that direction, however, we
decided to go back to our Faith apart-
ment. Rev. Syms had arranged for food
for us in the apartment. Before enjoying
our supper together, we listened to a ser-
mon prepared and read by Rev. Jonker.
Appropriately titled “Christ builds his
Church,” the sermon emphasized that
Christ used the apostle Peter (rock) as
the first stone on the foundation he had
laid. He also uses us as instruments, as

living stones, in his church-gathering
work. This work is not yet finished; it is
a work in progress. We had a most
pleasant evening together – great fel-
lowship and much laughter. 

On Monday, November 11, we offi-
cially met as appointed committees to
deal with Synod Neerlandia 2001
Synod mandate. Rev. Jonker was ac-
claimed chairman for this meeting. Our
mandate can be found in the Acts of
Synod 2001, Article 59. It stipulates
continued discussion with the RCUS
on the following points:

4.2 – The Lord’s Day Observance
The guideline we provided to the

RCUS delegates prior to our discus-
sions became our starting point:

“It should be emphasized that in
line with the Reformed tradition we
maximize our time with the Lord on his
day. We should not be satisfied with a
minimum of attending church once
only. The maximization of our service is
also expressed in the word “diligently”
of Lord’s Day 38. The RCUS constitu-
tion agrees with this in its article 180.
The whole day should be devoted to
God and his service. It can be further
observed that the Canons of Dort have a
high regard for the means of grace. We
receive the benefits of Christ through
these means. This confessed truth
should make us fully devoted to the
Lord’s service on the Lord’s Day, and
attending church twice is in line with
this confession. From our side, this is-
sue should be discussed in a support-
ing way. We must not come across to
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the RCUS as if we are judging them to
be in error on this matter. Both federa-
tions of churches are fighting for the
same things!”

One service per Sunday has a his-
torical background in the RCUS. Dis-
tance prevented the small RCUS con-
gregations (after the 1934 separation)
from coming on Sundays at various
times. The practical result was that they
gathered once a Sunday for an extended
period of time, teaching and preaching
to young and old in their congregations,
usually from morning till early after-
noon. The Heidelberg Catechism was
taught to young members prior to or
during the worship services. While
two worship services are not pre-
scribed in the Scriptures, the RCUS
continues to worship the Lord together
on His day for longer periods of time.
Usually members of their congrega-
tions meet again for a study session
during the evening.

It was agreed that how we maxi-
mize our devotion to the Lord on his
day is an important facet in the life of
the Christian. The RCUS brothers pro-
posed to bring forward to their synod,

when approved by their Interchurch Re-
lations Committee, a request regarding
how to interpret Lord’s Day 38: “. . .
that, especially on the day of rest, I dili-
gently attend the church of God. . . .” It
was emphasized that, for the sake of
the Lord’s honour, both federations
need one another’s help to maintain a
biblical view of the day of rest, fully
using the means of grace, that is, the
Word of God.

4.4 The Lord’s Supper to Shut-ins.
For this issue, too, we again used

our brief outline:
“In the Reformed Church the cele-

bration of the Lord’s Supper always
takes place in a worship service. The
Lord’s Supper should be administered
in an orderly way and not in a self-
styled manner. Important references
are Belgic Confession, Article 35, and

the Canadian Reformed Church Or-
der (based on the one of Dort), Article
56. At the table the covenant commu-
nity is assembled and the celebration
is expressed together. The Lord’s Sup-
per, of course, has individual aspects.
However, we have to guard against
too much emphasis on individual
needs. The sacraments should not
take on a life of their own. They are
closely linked to the public preach-
ing of the Word. A warning against
the danger of sacramentalism is in
place here. In their past history the
RCUS had to fight sacramentalism.
We are curious how often the Lord’s
Supper is administered to shut-ins. Is
it a very common practice?”

The practice in the RCUS is that, in
some congregations, the Lord’s Supper
is celebrated with long-term shut-ins
under the supervision of the consistory.
Office bearers and often some members
of the congregation are in attendance
and celebrate the Lord’s Supper with
the shut-ins. This celebration usually
occurs on the same Lord’s Day that the
entire congregation partakes of the food
and drink in remembrance of Him. We
noted that this practice takes place in
one of our own congregations in this
manner: at the time the celebration is
held, an elder and a deacon go to the
shut-ins next door who are connected
via closed circuit TV. In another con-
gregation they have approved this
method in principle, but have not yet
exercised it.

4.5 Confessional Language in the
Church Unity paper

The following guideline was used to
start the discussion on this part of our
mandate:

“We would like to know what the
IRC committee meant when it wrote in
its report to Synod 2002: ‘Your com-
mittee notes that regarding 4.5 the
RCUS adopted the 5 principles con-
tained in the church unity paper but
not the paper itself (1999 Abstract p.42-
49), which contains some language
more in line with the Westminster Stan-
dards than the Three Forms of Unity.
This is the concern of our Canadian
Reformed brethren. Your Committee
would welcome this discussion with
our Canadian Reformed brethren as part
of our mutual working together in ec-
clesiastical fellowship. Your Commit-
tee believes that the RCUS paper on
church unity needs to be adopted as
well as the principles but recognizes
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that this paper will need some fine-
tuning before it is presented to Synod.’
We wish to ask the brothers what they
have in mind when they speak about
“fine-tuning.”

The RCUS brothers explained that
“fine-tuning” needs to be done to align
the document more with their own
adopted confession. The Interchurch
Relations Committee will pursue this
task and make its proposals to Synod for
adoption.

Other points of discussion related to
the following items:
a. An experience related to our com-

mittee by a minister visiting an
RCUS church, prompted a brief dis-
cussion on the admission of guests to
the table of the Lord. While there is
not a uniform practice in the RCUS,
it was explained that they examine
and admit guests in a way similar to
that adopted by the URC. Attention
was drawn to the use of attestations
to prevent uncomfortable situations
when requiring admission.

b. Our committee added to the dis-
cussions the point of the concrete
application of our ecclesiastical fel-

lowship. We have written to the
applicable Canadian Reformed
classes to take up contact with
neighbouring RCUS classes to im-
plement fraternal delegate ex-
changes. The RCUS brothers asked
what status a fraternal delegate has
at a Canadian Reformed classis.
Does the fraternal delegate receive
the privilege of the floor and does
he partake in the discussions? We
answered by referring to the local
classical regulations which outline
the participation of a fraternal dele-
gate. Our churches need to be re-
minded that our relationship with
the RCUS is a sister church relation-
ship which includes the privilege of
participating in the discussions.

c. The RCUS brothers made us aware
of the attack on the doctrine of jus-
tification by faith by various schol-
ars in the U.S. (“The New Perspec-
tive on Paul”). They also pointed out
that the “covenant of works” theol-
ogy is gaining ground in Reformed
circles (Prof. Norman Shepherd).

d. Suggestions were made for youth
exchanges across the border in

camp-like settings using educa-
tional formats. Contacts between
the RCUS and Canadian Reformed
Churches are presently being estab-
lished. We again suggested that the
RCUS make use of the Theological
College in Hamilton for the theo-
logical training of their students.
This would greatly enhance the ac-
tive relationships we now enjoy.

e. Recently a minister of our churches
led a worship service in the RCUS
Church in Minot, North Dakota, by
invitation.
All seven delegates at this meeting

very much enjoyed the congenial,
brotherly atmosphere that pervaded the
discussions on existing differences. The
fellowship experienced as we worked
and relaxed together developed the
bond of unity and bodes well for con-
tinuing relationships. The Lord of the
church brought us together to seek his
will and way for our life in the church, to
the honour and glory of the triune God.
We thank Him for this opportunity to
meet together and for the riches of the
bond of faith.
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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Please mail, e-mail or fax letters for publication to the editorial address.
They should be 300 words or less. 

Those published may be edited for style or length.
Please include address and phone number.

With regards to colleague C. Van
Spronsen’s letter in Clarion of May 23,
“Yes, you are wrong!” I’d like to give my
heartfelt “amen” to it.

G. Wieske
Hamilton, Ontario



Recently Rev. R. Aasman and I, to-
gether with our wives, attended a Grief
Seminar, sponsored by Park Memorial
Ltd. of Edmonton. The speaker was Alan
D. Wo!felt, Ph.D., an internationally
respected author, educator and practi-
cal clinical thanatologist. He serves as
Director of the Center for Loss and Life
Transition Fort Collins, Colorado, and is
a consultant to hospices, funeral homes,
school and hospitals across North
America. He spoke about grief espe-
cially as it concerns children. As part of
his presentation he dealt with the ten
common myths of childhood grief, as
contained in his book, Healing the Be-
reaved Child, (Companion Press, 1996). 

In my experience there are many
misconceptions about proper grieving
in our circles as well. One of the latest
trends is to make mourning more of a
private affair for family and very close
friends only. The reason given is that
they do not want to have their emo-
tions publicly displayed. Scriptures,
however, teach us that death is still our
last enemy (1 Cor 15: 26). They do not
teach that a public display of grief is
wrong. It is true that for a believer who
dies in the Lord a wonderful heritage
awaits him or her. However for those
left behind it is a sad thing, especially if
it is someone who is taken in the prime
of his or her life. Dr. Wolfert counsels
openness in the grieving process espe-
cially as it concerns children. He writes: 

What follows is a list of grief myths
we as a society tend to pass along to
our grieving children. Sometimes
these myths seem harmless, but I
have found that when adults (and
subsequently the children in their
care) internalize them, they can
quickly become hurdles to healing. 

1. Grief and mourning are the
same experience. 

People tend to use the words
“grief” and “mourning” interchange-
ably. However, there is an important
distinction between the two – a dis-
tinction that becomes all the more
critical for adults who would like to
help grieving children.

Grief represents the thoughts and
feelings that are experienced within
children when someone they love
dies. Mourning, on the other hand,

means taking the internal experi-
ence of grief and expressing it out-
side oneself. Another way to think of
mourning is “grief gone public,” or
“sharing one’s grief with others.” 

We often refer to children as “for-
gotten mourners.” Why? Because
though children grieve, we as a so-
ciety often do not encourage them
to mourn.

2. Children only grieve for a
short time.

Bereaved children don’t “bounce
back right away” after the death of
someone loved. Still, many adults
simply do not understand that grief
and mourning are processes, not
events.

I continue to read in professional
texts comments like, “If the child’s
grief symptoms persist past six
months, he or she should be referred
for professional assistance.” Actually,
nothing could be further from the
truth. Around six months after a
death, it is not unusual to see more,
not fewer, visible signs of mourning
in a child. This is largely because for
children, grief gets intertwined with
the developmental process. If I’m just
five years old when I first come to
grief, that grief will change for me as
I mature and begin to understand it
with more cognitive depth.

So how long should a child’s
grief last? If ideal conditions exist
(which they rarely do) and the child
is actively mourning with the support
of caring adults and family members,
active mourning can still take 3-4
years. And even that lucky child will
encounter intermittent mourning as
he develops and reintegrates his grief
experience.

3. A child’s grief proceeds in pre-
dictable, orderly stages.

Have you ever heard a well-
meaning but misinformed person say
of a bereaved child, “He’s in stage
two.” If only it were that simple! Peo-
ple use the “stages of grief” to try to
make sense of an experience that is-
n’t as orderly and predictable as we
would like it to be.

The concept of “stages” was pop-
ularized in 1969 with the publication
of Elizabeth Kubler-Ross’ landmark
text On Death and Dying. Kubler-

Ross never intended that people
should interpret her “five stages of
dying” literally. However, many peo-
ple have done just that, not only
with the process of dying, but with
the processes of bereavement, grief,
and mourning as well.

No two children are alike. No
two children will grieve in the same
way. As caring adults, we only get
ourselves in trouble when we try to
prescribe what a child’s grief and
mourning experience should be.

4. Infants and toddlers are too
young to grieve and mourn.

In my experience, any child old
enough to love is old enough to
grieve and mourn. In fact, I see chil-
dren as young as eighteen months
old in my counseling center.

Infants and toddlers are certainly
capable of giving and receiving love.
While they cannot verbally teach us
about their grief, they protest their
losses in a variety of ways. A few
practical examples are regressive
behaviors, sleep disturbances and
explosive emotions.

Unless we support and nurture
infants and toddlers when they are
confronted with the loss of a primary
relationship, they can develop a lack
of trust in the world around them.
Holding, hugging, and playing with
them are the primary ways in which
we can attempt to help these young
children. We can also teach the par-
ents of bereaved infants and toddlers
how best to care for them.

5. Parents don’t have to mourn
for their children to mourn. 

My experience has taught me
that parents and other significant
adults in a child’s life have the
biggest influence on the child’s own
grief experiences. The problem
comes when these parents, however
loving and well-intentioned, try to
conceal their own grief and mourn-
ing from their children in an attempt
to protect them from more pain. This
is a mistake. Modeling is a primary
way in which children learn.

Children instinctively love and
try to emulate their parents. So when
the parents deny their own grief, they
teach their children to do the very
same thing. When Mom or Dad is
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openly sad, children learn that
mourning is OK and that the sadness
everyone is feeling is not their fault. 

One of the most loving things
we can do as grieving adults is allow
ourselves to mourn; the first step in
helping grieving children is to help
ourselves. In fact, our ongoing abil-
ity to give and receive love depends
on our willingness to mourn in
healthy ways. 

6. Bereaved children grow to be
maladjusted adults.

Grieving children can heal and
grow with early intervention and
compassionate care. Historical re-
search may have us believe other-
wise. Since the 1930s, numerous
studies have attempted to establish
relationships between childhood
bereavement and later adult “mental
illness” (depression, psychosis, so-
ciopathic behavior). More recently,
however, analyses of the research
literature have questioned these re-
sults because of methodological
problems with the studies. 

Still people perpetuate this myth.
You may have witnessed this when
adults approach bereaved children
with this patronizing attitude: “You
poor child. You will be forever
maimed by this experience.” 

I repeat: Bereaved children are
not damaged goods. In my own ex-
perience, if adults create conditions
that allow a child to mourn in healthy
ways, there’s no reason for the self-
fulfilling prophecy that the child will
be irreparably harmed by the death. I
do agree that grieving children are at
risk for emotional problems, but only
if they are not given compassion and
support in their grief journeys. If we
create conditions that help children
mourn well, they’ll go on to live and
love well. 

7. Children are better off if they
don’t attend funerals. 

Adults who have internalized
this myth create an environment that
prematurely moves children away
from grief and mourning. The fu-
neral provides a structure that allows
and encourages both adults and
children to comfort each other,
openly mourn and honor the life of
the person who has died. 

Children, who after all are
mourners too, should have the same
opportunity to attend funerals as any
other member of the family. They
should be encouraged to attend, but
never forced. I emphasize the word
“encouraged” because some chil-

dren are anxious when experiencing
something unknown to them.
Through gentle encouragement, lov-
ing adults can help bereaved chil-
dren know they will be supported
during this naturally sad and fright-
ening time in their young lives. The
funeral can even provide an oppor-
tunity for children to express their
unique relationship with the person
who has died by including a ritual of
their own during the service. 

8. Children who cry too much
are being weak and harming
themselves in the long run. 

Crying is the body’s natural and
cleansing response to sadness. It
helps children release internal ten-
sions and allows them to communi-
cate a need to be comforted.

Children may repress their tears
(and other emotional releases) either
because they have internalized adult
demands for repressing feelings, or
they have observed that the adults
around them repress their own tears.
Unfortunately, many adults associate
tears of grief with personal inade-
quacy and weakness. When be-
reaved children cry, adults often feel
helpless. Out of a wish to protect the
children (and themselves) from pain,
well-meaning, misinformed adults
often discourage crying through
comments like, “You need to be
strong for your mother,” or “Tears
won’t bring him back,” and “He
wouldn’t want you to cry.” 

Tears are not a sign of weakness
in children or adults. In fact, when
grieving children share tears they
are indicating their willingness to do
the work of mourning. As loving
adults, we can better assist children
by crying ourselves when we feel
the need to. 

9. Children are too young to un-
derstand death and religious be-
liefs about death. 

Perhaps you have heard an adult
say, “I’ll just tell them he’s gone to
Heaven and that will take care of it.”
If only it were that simple! As one
eight-year-old girl asked me, “If
Grandpa is in Heaven, why did we
put him in the ground?” Teaching ab-
stract concepts about death and reli-
gion is no easy task, but it’s one we
must take seriously as we try to help
bereaved children. 

It is true that children are too
young to completely understand
death and the religious and spiritual
belief systems surrounding death.
Only over time will children assimi-

late these beliefs, and this develop-
mental limitation must be respected.
But no matter the specific beliefs of
the family, the child must first be
helped to understand that the person
has died and cannot come back.

Many children naturally become
frightened when they hear that after
death people go to some poorly de-
fined place (such as “the sky”) for
some poorly defined reason. For ex-
ample, several times after a child
has died I have learned that the sur-
viving children – siblings and friends
– had been told by their parents or
church pastor that God needed a lit-
tle boy or girl in heaven, so the child
was “taken.” I have counseled sev-
eral children who were counting the
days until they too would be “taken.”

As adults, we needn’t feel guilty
or ashamed if we cannot give spe-
cific definitions of God and Heaven,
or what happens after death. Open-
ness to mystery is valuable not only
in teaching about death, but in teach-
ing anything about life. On the other
hand neither should we offer what
may frighten or confuse children.
10. We should help children get
over their grief.

Healthy mourning necessarily
takes a long time – months, years and
even lifetimes. In fact, children never
overcome grief; they live with it and
work to reconcile themselves to it. 

As the grieving child goes about
his work of mourning, he begins to
realize that life will be different with-
out the person who died. Hope for a
continued life emerges as the child
is able to make commitments to the
future realizing the dead person will
never be forgotten, yet knowing that
his life can and will move forward. 

No, children do not get over
grief; they learn to live with it. Those
who think the goal is to “resolve”
children’s grief become destructive
to the healing process.

These ten common myths of
grief, when internalized, all too of-
ten come between the grieving
child and healing. Being sur-
rounded by adults who believe in
these myths invariability results in a
heightened sense of isolation and
alienation in grieving children. A
lack of support in the work of
mourning destroys much of the
grieving child’s capacity to enjoy
life, living and loving. Grieving chil-
dren will experience the healing
they deserve only when as individu-
als and as a society, are able to dis-
pel these myths.
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An Introduction to
C.A.R.E.’s Review and
Editing Committee
By Karen Dieleman

In Ontario, matters which the Cana-
dian Reformed schools or school soci-
eties have in common are discussed for
mutual benefit by representatives from
each society in an association known as
the League of Canadian Reformed
School Societies in Ontario. From its
inception, the League has maintained a
subcommittee known as CARE, an
acronym which basically defines the
committee: Curriculum Assistance to
Reformed Education. CARE’s mandate
as described in the League’s by-laws is
“to structure curriculum development
and refinement, to publish results of its
work, to monitor the practical suitabil-
ity of its work in the classroom and to
publish annually a report of its activi-
ties.” In various ways, CARE has been
carrying on its activities of curriculum
assistance and development for many
years, reporting regularly to the League
on its work. 

Recently, however, members of
CARE have been reflecting on the cur-
riculum development projects currently
under their supervision. A key question
for the committee has become: how can
we ensure that the curriculum projects
we develop or supervise attain the high-
est possible quality in terms of Re-
formed character, thematic focus, accu-
racy, methodology, suitability for the
classroom, professional nature, and all
the other matters to be considered in
Reformed curriculum development?
Even supposing we had the time to con-
duct a thorough review of all projects
ourselves, could we gain sufficient dis-
tance from our own projects to pro-

duce a valid assessment? Consideration
of these questions led CARE to estab-
lish this past year its own sub-commit-
tee, the Review and Editing Committee
(REC). 

In the scope of the larger picture of
curriculum work, REC would take its
place as follows:
– Curriculum Review (assessment of

needs prior to curriculum writing)
– Curriculum Development (includ-

ing field testing and ongoing revi-
sions and improvements)

– Review and Editing Committee (pos-
sibly leading to further revisions)

– Curriculum Implementation
REC would be composed on an ad-hoc
basis, as determined by CARE for a par-
ticular curriculum project, with the fol-
lowing composition of members:
1. A subject expert
2. A representative from the Ontario

Principals’ Association
3. An experienced (ex-)teacher

4/5. Two representatives from CARE
Each member of REC would work indi-
vidually to review a given curriculum
according to a specific set of tasks or
questions, different for each member.
(Example questions: Are the themes of
the document biblically informed? con-
sistent with Reformed principles? Does
the curriculum flow from or fit with the
Reformed school’s educational aims?
Do the lesson plans sufficiently empha-
size themes or concepts rather than
facts? Does the curriculum clearly ex-
plain its methodology? Does the final
report take into account evaluation

forms submitted by teachers doing the
field-testing of the units?) The members
would then share their reviews together
and write a final report. This final re-
port would be submitted to CARE, who
would share the committee’s response
with the curriculum writer(s) and moni-
tor the revision process.

With this framework in mind, CARE
set about finding the first members to
constitute a Review and Editing Com-
mittee, to review one strand of the
Church History curriculum for grades
1-4 which is currently being written by
Miss Judy Kingma under the League’s di-
rection and CARE’s supervision. CARE is
now happy to be able to report that
some six months after the distribution of
the curriculum (four binders of mater-
ial!) to the various committee members,
REC submitted a very favourable report
to CARE. In addition, the process itself
went extremely well. The members of
REC studied the curriculum indepen-
dently, each according to their set of
questions, and then met to share their
critiques and recommendations and

340 CLARION, JULY 4, 2003

EDUCATION MATTERS

CARE’S MANDATE 
as described in the League’s by-laws is 

“to structure curriculum development and

refinement, to publish results of its work, 

to monitor the practical suitability of its work 

in the classroom and to publish annually 

a report of its activities.”

. . . how can we ensure
that the curriculum projects

we develop or supervise
attain the highest possible

quality. . . .

. . .the first exercise of
the Review and Editing

Committee has resulted in a
positive contribution to the

work of curriculum
development for our
Reformed schools.



agree on matters for inclusion in the fi-
nal report. The final report totalled five
pages of commentary and nine pages of
detailed appendices. We share with
you two excerpted paragraphs here:

As one of the foundational courses
being taught at our schools, it is im-
portant that [the] content and pre-
sentation [of the Church History cur-
riculum] are well thought out and
articulated. Over the years, this has
been a noted weakness within our
schools and many teachers lacked
either the time and/or the expertise
to correct the situation. Even where
subject specialists could be found
within a local school, the concep-
tual framework in which all lessons
across the grades could find their
place and purpose was lacking. This
document provides that conceptual
framework. While it takes some time

and careful thought to build the con-
ceptual framework in one’s own
mind, the payoff for one’s under-
standing of Church History and for
one’s ability to teach the material
effectively from a thematic perspec-
tive is very high. This is one of the
strengths of this project. 

Evidence of much thorough re-
search and detailed investigation of
the topics is obvious. It is good that
educational aims for this discipline
are now clearly and concisely stated
for all to read and understand.
While it may take some mental
work to digest the quantity of mate-
rial included in this document and
how it serves to meet the subject-
specific aims outlined therein, it
takes much less effort to acknowl-
edge that this curriculum can serve

to meet the greater aims of the
school itself. 

CARE members have studied the report
in its entirety and believe it to be com-
prehensive and professional, and in-
dicative of a very thorough review
process. We are grateful to the members
of the committee for their time and
work. CARE will give further support to
the curriculum writer during the revi-
sion process. With thankfulness, then,
we share with you that the first exercise
of the Review and Editing Committee
has resulted in a positive contribution to
the work of curriculum development for
our Reformed schools. 

The Education Matters column is spon-
sored by the Canadian Reformed
Teacher’s Association-East. Please email
any educational articles or questions to
abkingma@kwic.com.
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