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Editorial

At one time or another, we may have been told not to judge. The trouble
is, it is an inescapable part of life. There are times when we need to make
judgements about a variety of things. It is not possible to go through life
without making a judgement about something.

Of course, when we are told not to judge, or more likely reprimanded,
it usually has to do with what someone has done or said and their angry
response is to lash out and demand that we judge not — lest we be judged!

In many cases, those who don’t know what is in the Bible, will know this
famous statement which comes from Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount in
Matthew 7:1. However, Christians are prone to get this statement wrong too
and at times respond in exactly the same way the unbeliever does. What
we need to realise is, this is not a stand-alone statement. It has context,
and that context is seen in the following verses 2-5. And, it is precisely that
context that helps us when dealing with such a topic or situation.

Verse two deals with the standard of your judgement. By the standard
that you judge, you also will be judged according to that standard. A very
sobering thought and a good antidote to harsh or unrighteous judgement.
Verses 3-4 instruct the careful reader about the prevalence of hypocricy in
judging — a matter of practising what you preach, or look at yourself first
before making judgements about another.

Our contributors to this issue, write about the exegetical understanding
of judging according to Matthew 7:1-5, accompanied by some very practi-
cal and charitable application.

Mr Michael Flinn examines what Jesus really meant in Matthew 7:1-5.

Mr Ken Sande, an attorney and author, gives an antidote to judging others.

Mr William Boekestein looks at an important implication of the resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ.

Mrs Sally Davey considers small-town New Zealand and the gospel message.

Mrs Veronica Hoyt recommends some good books to read.

“Will you pray for me?” asks Miss RD Korvemaker.

Mrs Harriet Haverland and her team of gleaners provide some news from
the churches.

Mr Cornelis Van Dam editorialises about adolescent Christianity.

Mr Wes Bredenhof reviews, The Juvenilization of American Christianity,
by Thomas E. Bergler.

“Seek for happiness and you will never find it. Seek
righteousness and you will discover you are happy. It will
be there without your knowing it, without your seeking it.”
D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones

The opinions expressed in this magazine are not to be considered the official position of the
Reformed Churches of NZ unless they expound the Biblical system of doctrine contained in
the Heidelberg Catechism, the Belgic Confession, the Canons of Dordt, or the Westminster
Confession of Faith, or reflect the successive Acts of Synod of the Reformed Churches of NZ.
On the other hand, care is taken to ensure that articles and opinions do not directly contradict
the official position of the Reformed Churches as contained in the above sources without
attention being called to that fact.

NB: In line with common publishing practice Faith in Focus reserves the right to publish the
names of all contributors with their articles, unless compelling reasons are given to the editor
for not doing so. This applies to both print and online versions.
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From the

to the sky:
(aining godly fear for farthtul living

William Boekestein

Have you ever thought about the power
of fear? Men will do things when they are
scared that they would never do if they
were at ease. Fear can be an energizing
splash of cold water on a face drooping
with drowsiness. There is good reason
why the Scriptures, particularly in the
Old Testament, describe vital religion as
the “fear of God.”

Still, we tend to think of fear only
negatively. Franklin Roosevelt famously
stated: “The only thing we have to fear
is fear itself.” The Gospel accounts of the
40 days following Christ’s death would
amend that motto: The only things we
have to fear are unbelieving fear and God
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himself. Mark 16 opens a window into
the power of godly fear as it spans the
time from Jesus’ burial to his disciples’
ministry following his ascension.

Christ’s awakening (vv. 1-8)

The piety of three women (vv. 1-3)

In the early, dew-drenched morning three
female disciples (Luke 8:3), approached
Jesus” tomb to apply additional ointments
to his body. Their love for their Savior
was tempered by worry: “Who will roll
away the stone from the door of the
tomb for us?” (v. 3). The women forgot
that Christ would rise on the third day
(ch. 10:34). Little faith sees problems
where they don't actually exist. The
stone had already been moved! (v. 4).

grave

The Presence of Angels (wv. 4-7)

The open tomb surprised the women.
But when they saw the angels they fell
face down in fear (Luke. 24:5). Their fear
is not a reflection of their being “weaker
vessels” (I Peter 3:7); even the war-hard-
ened Roman guards shook and fainted
(Matt. 28:4) when they saw the angels
who flashed like lightning (Matt. 28:3)
and shone like the sun blazing off fresh
snow (Luke 24:4). Despite their frightful
appearance, the angels’ first task was to
speak words of comfort from God: “Do
not be alarmed” (v. 6).

Second, the angels affirmed the reality
of Jesus’ resurrection. They pointed to
the grave clothes (John 20:6,7) through
which Jesus’ body had risen. The tomb'’s
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stone was rolled away not to let Jesus
out but to let witnesses in and alleviate
their unbelieving fear!

Third, the angels gave instructions for
faithfulness (v. 7). “Tell his disciples — and
Peter — that he is going before you into
Galilee; there you will see him as he
said to you” (Cf. Mark 14:27-28). What
gracious words. The nod to Peter is es-
pecially touching considering his recent
lapse (14:66-72).

The Women’s Pursuant Action (v. 8)
The women fled from the tomb in a
state of wonder and fear.

According to many scholars Mark’s
Gospel ends at verse eight. | believe
God's preserving of the “long ending”
of Mark authenticates the remaining
12 verses. But what if verses 9-20 were
removed? The “short ending” is striking:
“They were afraid!”

Christ’s resurrection filled these
women with the kind of fear greatly
needed today. When we think about the
resurrection, we might only think about
going to heaven with our friends. But we
should also tremble in awe before the
God who has crushed the great enemy,
death, and who will judge everyone who
refuses his rule.

The women'’s fear did not derail their
mission. Unbelieving fear cripples; godly
fear energizes.

4

Christ’s appearances (vv. 9-14)

At this point, Jesus’ disciples should have
gone to Galilee to meet him as he had
instructed (Matt. 26:32). But their faith
was small, their unbelieving fears were
great. Knowing their little faith, Jesus lin-
gered in Jerusalem for a week to bolster
his followers’ confidence.

While the women prepared to leave
the tomb to find the other disciples
(Cf. John 20:11-18), Jesus appeared to
Mary. He comforted her grieving heart
and steeled her to face a doubting audi-
ence. Later, Jesus appeared to two dis-
ciples who also met with disbelief after
reporting their encounter with the res-
urrected Lord (vw. 12-13).

When the 11 remaining disciples were
gathered, Jesus rebuked them for doubt-
ing his heralds’ reports (v. 14). Like the
disciples we might resist the testimony
of others because we think so highly of
ourselves. How many times have we
shrugged off a word from God because
we didn't like the message (or the mes-
senger)?

But Mark’s focus on doubt also com-
municates comfort. Doubt is not praise-
worthy in believers, but it is a reality as
demonstrated by Jesus’ closest friends.
God graciously gives us the Word and
sacraments because of our weakness and
failures, in order to increase our faith by
feeding us with the body and blood of
Jesus Christ.

As the disciples grappled with their
little faith, and with the wonderful, fearful
reality of the resurrection, Christ issued
his Great Commission.

Christ’s assignment (vv. 15-18)

As the disciples huddled around a table
in a secret room, the risen Lord entered
through shut doors to give his marching
orders. He had arrested his disciples’ at-
tention! A healthy fear of the risen Christ
is essential to a faithful response to his
evangelistic imperative. If we don’t have
the fear of God we will view the Great
Commission merely as a good suggestion.

Jesus’ commission contains two parts.
The first part is a commandment to
preach the gospel. Our message is not
morality but the offer of free grace for
sinners based on Christ’s merits. This
gospel is a two-edged sword. He who
believes, and confirms his faith with
baptism, will be saved. But he who does
not believe will be condemned.

These 11 men couldn't go into all
the world and speak to every creature
(v. 15). That's the job of the Christian
church and individual believers in every

age. There are people in your life who
will never meet a minister or sit under
the formal preaching of God’s Word.
You may be their evangelist.

The second part is a promise of God'’s
abiding care for his faithful followers (vv.
17,18). These verses foreshadow what
would happen when Jesus’ authority was
transferred to his disciples. They would
cast out demons, heal the sick, speak
in new tongues, and not be harmed by
serpents and poison. Like Elisha receiving
the mantle of Elijah (1 Kings 19:9-14), as
the apostles spoke on his behalf Christ
would confirm his blessing through signs.

But in these unusual verses God still
speaks to the modern church. Faith in
the gospel is self-authenticating. The
fruit of faithful living will testify to
God’s miraculous working in believers’
lives. God calls us to live courageously,
trusting him for protection. This does
not authorize us to throw caution to the
wind. But it does assure us that God
supports his troops.

Mark’s last verses summarize Jesus’
ascension and the outworking of his
Commission.

Christ’s ascension

Forty days after his resurrection Christ
physically departed. He was received
up into heaven as a visible affirmation
that his redeeming work had been ac-
complished and that he was taking up
his exalted reign over all things. Jesus
passed through the heavens (Heb. 4:14)
to sit at God'’s right hand (Heb. 9:24) to
fulfill his eternal ministry of intercession
for those who come to God through him
(Heb. 7:25).

But true to his promise to never
forsake his disciples Christ remains
spiritually present. No mention of
Pentecost is made in the last two verses.
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But Mark’s claim that the previously
tremulous disciples went out and
preached everywhere (v. 20) can only
be explained by the coming of the Holy
Spirit. He is the “other counselor” whom
Christ had promised (John 14:16, Acts
1:7,8). Believers today have the same
spiritual presence of Christ that made
the disciples braver than ever.

Jesus walked this earth as a true
human, having a real human body and
soul. When he returned to heaven he
did not shed his humanity the way a
snake sheds its skin. The disciples saw a
real person go up to heaven. What an
encouragement for us whose hope is not
only for our souls but also for our bodies
to live in heaven. Christ ascended into
heaven as a pledge that he will take us
to himself. Of this promise the Holy

Spirit remains as earnest.

If unbelieving fear cripples and godly
fear energizes, we need more godly fear.
In his book Hipster Christianity (subtitled,
“When Church and Cool Collide”), Brett
McCracken says this: “A healthy fear of
God is totally lost on contemporary Chris-
tianity, which sees him as more of a ‘bud-
dy-friend-therapist-guru’ than the creator
and sustainer of the universe. More and
more young people are growing dubious
of God-lite and prefer thinking of him as
a commanding, dominating, dangerous
God who deserves our deferential fear.”

He then adds this quote from J.I.
Packer: “The pitiable Savior and the
pathetic God of modern pulpits are
unknown to the old gospel. The old
gospel tells men that they need God,
but not that God needs them ... it

does not exhort them to pity Christ but
announces that Christ has pitied them,
though pity was the last thing they
deserved. It never loses sight of the
divine majesty and sovereign power of
the Christ whom it proclaims but rejects
flatly all representations of him that
would obscure his free omnipotence.”

One of the saddest attributes of
modern Christians is lethargy, the state
of being sluggish, or indifferent. Those
plagued by lethargy need to (figurative-
ly) go to the tomb, believe that Christ is
raised and now rules, tremble in amaze-
ment, and be energized for faithfulness
to his Great Commission.

Mr William Boekestein is the minister
of Covenant Reformed Church in
Carbondale, PA (URCNA).

You musn’t judge

Michael Flinn

‘Do not judge, or you too will be
judged.” These words of our Lord Jesus
Christ, recorded in Matthew 7:1, are
perhaps some of the most misunder-
stood and misapplied words in Scripture.

Often Christians say: “Oh, | know I'm
not supposed to judge but ...” And then
comes a criticism about the behaviour of
another. Or: “l don’t want to judge you,
but you shouldn’t have done that. That
was sinful and you should repent and
apologise.” These kinds of statements are
made almost with an apology as if the
speaker thinks that by making a moral
criticism or judgement concerning the
behaviour of another, he is doing some-
thing wrong, but can’t help it.

Did Jesus intend to teach here that it
is wrong for us as Christians to express
an opinion about right and wrong? If our
instincts are making us mentally shake
our heads, we are on the right track. In
fact our instincts are confirmed by John
7:24. Here Jesus says:

‘Stop judging by mere appearances,
and make a righteous judgment.”
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Our Lord spoke these words to a
crowd of people, who had just accused
him of being demon-possessed. Not
only does he himself make a judgement
about these people (namely: they were
judging by mere appearances and they
needed to stop doing that), he tells them

to judge righteously. Make a righteous
judgment. Incidentally, Jesus uses here
exactly the same word that appears in
Matthew 7. He tells these people not
only that they can judge, but that they
must. However, their judgements must
be righteous. This is an important inter-




pretive clue for understanding what Jesus
meant in Matthew 7. We now have a
theory: Jesus was not condemning or
forbidding all judgement in the Sermon
on the Mount. Rather, he was condemn-
ing and forbidding judgement that is not
righteous. So let’s go back and put our
theory to the test.

If we follow the passage as it reads
in context, we can see that in the first
place, Jesus forbids judgement that is
harsh and unmerciful. Verses 1,2:

‘Do not judge, or you too will be
judged. For in the same way you
judge others, you will be judged,
and with the measure you use, it
will be measured to you.”

In other words, when you exercise
judgement over the action of someone
else, you have to realise that you will be
judged by exactly the same standard and
if you are harsh, critical and condemn-
ing, then you can expect to be treated
by others in the same way. In the par-
allel passage in Luke 6, Jesus says this:

“‘But love your enemies, do good
to them, and lend to them without
expecting to get anything back.
Then your reward will be great and
you will be sons of the Most High,
because he is kind to the ungrate-
ful and wicked. Be merciful, just
as your Father is merciful. Do not
judge, and you will not be judged.
Do not condemn, and you will not

be condemned. Forgive, and you
will be forgiven.”

Right here God’s Word is presenting
a challenge to all of us. We need to be
forgiven by others. Why? Because we sin
against others. We don’t want others to
treat us harshly and exact every ounce
of payment from us when we do wrong.
When we say, “sorry, will you forgive
me?” we want others to say, “that’s all-
right. 1 do forgive you.” We don’t want
people to hold grudges against us and
be merciless in their dealings with us.
And we can even say that there is a
theological reason for this. It is the char-
acter of God to be merciful and forgiv-
ing. When we sin against him, we go to
him in prayer and repent. We say, “Lord,
please forgive me for this sin that | have
done. Please be patient with me with
my shortcomings and failures.” And we
know that God hears that prayer. If we
confess our sins, he is faithful and just,
and he will forgive us our sins. That’s
what Scripture says. But if we ourselves
are harsh, condemning and unmerciful
in our judgements towards others, what
makes us think that others will be mer-
ciful to us? And what makes us think
that God will be merciful towards us?

So then we need to ask ourselves
before we speak: Why am | saying
this? Why am | criticising? Have | got a
carping, critical spirit? Do | need to be
this negative? Can | not give someone
the benefit of the doubt? If we have a
charitable spirit, a merciful spirit, and
we do not hold things against people,
then Jesus teaches that we are sons of
the Most High. To be a son or daugh-
ter of God is to be kind and merciful
in our dealings with others, especially
when we are in the right and the other
is very clearly in the wrong.

However, this is not all. Jesus also
condemns judgement that is hypocriti-
cal. In verses 3-5 Jesus says:

“Why do you look at the speck of
sawdust in your brother’ eye and
pay no attention to the plank in
your own eye? How can you say
to your brother, let me take the
speck out of your eye,” when all
the time there is a plank in your
own eye? You hypocrite, first take
the plank out of your own eye, and
then you will see clearly to remove
the speck from your brother’s eye.”

The plank is a beam or heavy piece
of timber that was used as a rafter or
joist of a building. The speck is a small

piece of wood, perhaps a tiny chip from
the beam. From this we can see the ri-
diculous spectacle that Jesus is describ-
ing. Here is a man with a huge wooden
beam in his eye. His sins are far greater,
by comparison, than the sins of the other
person, but here he is trying to correct
the behaviour of someone else and take
the speck out of that person’s eye. Jesus
implies that the man with the beam will
not see things clearly. His vision will be
impaired and he may well do damage
to the other person in this process. First,
says Jesus, take the beam out of your
own eye and then you will see clearly
to remove the speck from your broth-
er’s eye. Notice, Jesus does not forbid
taking the speck from someone else’s
eye. But he does condemn the would-be
eye doctor whose sin is far greater than
that of another, but who does nothing
whatsoever about it.

Finally, Jesus also warns against undis-
cerning judgement. In verse 6 he says:

“Do not give dogs what is sacred, do
not throw your pearls to pigs. If you do,
they may trample them under their feet,
and then turn and tear you to pieces.”

The word for ‘dog’ that Jesus uses
here is the word for the dogs that
roamed the street — large, savage and
unclean because they survived off
people’s rubbish. And pigs were unclean
animals in the Old Testament. Pearls
on the other hand, were very precious
and rare. They were obtained from the
Indian Ocean or the Persian Gulf and
were fabulously priced. In a parable,
speaking of the kingdom of God, Jesus
tells of a merchant who sells all his
possessions in order to obtain a pearl
of great price. It would be unthinkable
to throw pearls to animals who would
not appreciate them and who would
just as likely turn round and devour
the giver. What Jesus is saying is that
the disciples must not endlessly bring
the gospel message to those who scorn
and reject it. The good news of the
gospel presupposes and arises from the
bad news of man’s sinful, rebellious
condition (Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s
Days 2-4). In gospel proclamation, we
first have to speak about a person’s sin
and wickedness before God. In other
words, we have to make and convey
moral judgements about the behaviour
of the unbeliever! However, there may
well come a time when the appropriate
response to a particular person is to
remain silent because this person has
clearly demonstrated that he or she
is not interested in Christ and will
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most likely mock and scorn if we say
anything else.

Here, then, Jesus is calling for wisdom
and discernment in dealing with other
people. Far from saying we should not
judge at all, he is saying that we must
assess the character of another and if it
has become clear that the person will
despise and reject the truth and the one

who brings it, then the wise thing is to
remain silent.

In conclusion, as Christians, we must
exercise judgement. We must know the
difference between right and wrong and
we must be prepared to express this to
others. There are times when we need to
criticise the behaviour of another and try
to set that person right. But let’s not be

harsh and unmerciful in our judgments,
and let’s not be hypocritical or undiscern-
ing. Above all, let’s walk in the footsteps
of the one who came to pay the price
for all our sins so that we could receive
mercy and grace from God.

Mr Michael Flinn is an emeritus
minister living in Palmerston North.

You musn’t judge (2)

Charitable judgments: An antidote
to judging others

by Ken Sande

I Knew It!

“l knew he was too proud to take criti-
cism,” thought Anne, “and now | have
proof!”

On the previous Sunday, Anne had
dropped a prayer card in the offering
plate asking her pastor to stop in and
pray with her when she went to the hos-
pital for some minor surgery. When he
failed to come by, she called the church
secretary and learned that her pastor had
already been to the hospital that day to
see another church member.

“So he has no excuse!” she thought.
“He was in the building and knew |
needed his support, but still he ignored
me. He's resented me ever since | told
him his sermons lack practical applica-
tion. Now he's getting back at me by
ignoring my spiritual needs. And he calls
himself a shepherd!”

After brooding over his rejection for
three days, Anne sat down Saturday
evening and wrote a letter confronting
her pastor about his pride, defensiveness
and hypocrisy. As she sealed the enve-
lope, she could not help thinking about
the conviction he would feel when he
opened his mail.

The moment she walked into church
the next morning, one of the deacons
hurried over to her. “Anne, | need to
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apologize to you. When | took the
prayer cards out of the offering plates
last week, | accidentally left your card
with some pledge cards. | didn’t notice
my mistake until last night when | was
totaling the pledges. 1 am so sorry |
didn’t get your request to the pastor!”
Before Anne could reply to the deacon,
her pastor approached her with a warm
smile. “Anne, | was thinking about your
comment about practical application as

| finished my sermon yesterday. | hope
you notice the difference in today’s
message.”

Anne was speechless. All she could
think about was the letter she had just
dropped in a mailbox three blocks from
church.

Judging is necessary but dangerous
As Anne discovered, judging others can
put us in embarrassing situations. Does




this mean that we should never judge
others? Not at all. As you interact with
other people you must constantly in-
terpret, evaluate, and form opinions
regarding their qualities, words, and
actions, so that you may respond to
them appropriately (see Prov. 8:12-21;
9:1-6; Matt. 10:16; 1 Cor. 2:11-16).

For example, when you buy some-
thing, you need to decide whether the
seller is being honest about its quality
and value. If someone disregards your
advice, you need to interpret her actions
so you can approach her more effectively.
And when someone is nominated to a
church office, the congregation needs to
evaluate whether he is qualified to serve.

Although judging is a normal and
necessary part of life, Scripture warns
us that we have a natural tendency
to judge others in a wrong way. For
example, Jesus says:

“Do not judge, or you too will be
judged. For in the same way you
judge others, you will be judged,
and with the measure you use, it
will be measured to you. Why do
you look at the speck of sawdust
in your brother’s eye and pay no
attention to the plank in your own
eye? How can you say to your
brother, “Let me take the speck

out of your eye,” when all the time
there is a plank in your own eye?
You hypocrite, first take the plank
out of your own eye, and then
you will see clearly to remove the
speck from your brother’s eye.”
(Matt. 7:1-6)

As this passage teaches, when we
evaluate and judge other people, our
natural inclination is to ignore our own
faults and to make critical judgments
of others. Jesus is not forbidding criti-
cal thinking in the positive sense, which
is evaluating others’ words and actions
carefully so we can discriminate between
truth and error, right and wrong (see
Matt. 7:15-16).

What he is warning us about is our
inclination to make critical judgments
in the negative sense, which involves
looking for others” faults and, without
valid and sufficient reason, forming unfa-
vorable opinions of their qualities, words,
actions, or motives. In simple terms, it
means looking for the worst in others.

Critical judgments come naturally

When Adam sinned, he corrupted the

entire human race. He passed on to

each of us an inherent tendency to sin,
which includes a natural inclination
towards mistaken, negative judgments.’

This inclination is revealed throughout

the Bible. The Old Testament offers

many examples:

* After the Israelites conquered the
promised land, the tribes of Reuben,
Gad, and the half tribe of Manasseh
returned to their allotted land and
built an altar by the Jordan. When
the other tribes heard about the altar,
they assumed the worst and rashly
assembled their troops to go to war
against their brothers. Fortunately,
before a battle began, those who had
built the altar were able to explain its
legitimate purpose and avoid blood-
shed. (Joshua 22:10-34)

e In 1 Samuel, we read how the high
priest made a hasty, critical judgment.
When Eli saw Hannah praying in the
temple, moving her lips but making
no sound, he concluded that she was
drunk. Only after harshly confronting
her did he learn that she was com-
muning with the Lord in a way that
put Eli to shame. (1:12-17)

* Even King David made critical judg-
ments. When he fled from his son
Absalom, a man named Ziba brought
David a critical report regarding Saul’s
son, Mephibosheth, saying that he had

turned against King David. Without
waiting to hear Mephibosheth’s side
of the story, David passed judgment
against this innocent man and turned
all of his property over to a false
witness. (2 Sam. 16:1-4; 19:24-30)

The New Testament also portrays this
pattern of making critical judgments.

* When Jesus was doing miracles and
healing the blind, the Pharisees stub-
bornly closed their eyes to the good
he was doing and interpreted his
actions in the worst possible way,
saying that he was actually serving
the devil. (Matt. 12:22-24)

* In Acts 21:26-29, we see that Paul
meticulously followed all of the Jewish
customs as he prepared to come into
the temple. Even so, the Jews assumed
the worst, jumping to the conclusion
that he had defiled the temple and
should be stoned.

* As 1 Corinthians 10-11 reveals, the
Apostle Paul repeatedly was con-
demned falsely, not only by the
Jews, but also by people from within
the Christian community. Like many
church leaders today, he learned the
hard lesson that servants of the Lord
are often misunderstood, criticized,
and judged by the very people they
are trying to serve.

But we don’t need to look back thou-
sands of years to see people making criti-
cal judgments of others. Just think how
easily we ourselves believe the worst
about others’” motives or actions.

* If someone delays answering a letter
or fulfilling a commitment, we assume
too easily that he is avoiding us or
evading his responsibilities. Could
it be that he’s been in the hospital
recovering from a serious accident?
Could he be overwhelmed by other
responsibilities?

* If our children do not complete their
chores on time, we conclude that they
are being disobedient. Could it be that
they are secretly wrapping a special
present for their mom’s birthday?
Could they have gotten distracted,
and a simple reminder would help?

* If an employer fails to give us a raise,
we assume she is unappreciative or
greedy. Could she be struggling to
keep the business going in the face
of increasing competition and oper-
ating costs?

* If someone at church seems un-
friendly, we assume she is proud
or aloof. Could it be that she feels
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awkward and unsure of herself, and is
hoping someone will reach out to her?

* If the elders do not accept a propos-
al we make, we may conclude that
they are narrow-minded and do not
understand or appreciate our opin-
ions or needs. Could it be that God
is leading them to give priority to a
different ministry?

e If church members raise questions
about policies or new programs,
church leaders may conclude that the
members are stubbornly unwilling to
consider new ideas or stretch them-
selves to grow. They may even be
labeled as rebellious troublemakers.
Could it be that they have legitimate
insights and concerns that deserve a
careful hearing?

Judge charitably

Instead of judging others critically,
God commands us to judge charita-
bly. The church has historically used
the word “charitable” as a synonym for
the word “loving.” This has resulted in
the expression, “charitable judgments.”
Making a charitable judgment means
that out of love for God, you strive to
believe the best about others until you
have facts to prove otherwise. In other
words, if you can reasonably interpret
facts in two possible ways, God calls
you to embrace the positive interpre-
tation over the negative, or at least to
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postpone making any judgment at all
until you can acquire conclusive facts.

For example, when Anne’s pastor did
not visit her in the hospital, she should
have realized that there were at least two
possible explanations. One explanation
was that he was deliberately slighting
her. Another was that he had not re-
ceived her note or had some other valid
reason for not visiting her. If she had de-
veloped the habit of making charitable
judgments, she would have believed the
positive explanation until she received
facts that showed otherwise.

Believing the best about others is not
simply a nice thing to do; it is not op-
tional behavior. It is a way to imitate
God and to show our appreciation for
how he treats us. God knows everything
and judges accurately. He has the final
say in criticism (and in commendation).
Yet he judges charitably, even mercifully,
passing over and putting up with many
wrongs. He is kind to ungrateful and evil
people (Luke 6:35).

Charitable judgments are also an
act of obedience to God. As we saw in
Matthew 7:1-6, Jesus himself forbids us
to judge others until we have done two
things. First, we must take responsibility
for any contribution we may have made
to a problem. Second, we must make
a diligent effort to “see clearly,” that is,
to accurately understand what someone
else has done and why he or she did it.
Therefore, whenever we gloss over our
own faults, assume facts, speculate on
motives, or jump to conclusions about
others, we have disobeyed our Lord.

Charitable judgments are also required
by Jesus’ command in Matthew 7:12,
where he sets forth the Golden Rule.
“So in everything, do to others what you
would have them do to you, for this sums
up the Law and the Prophets.” How do
you want others to judge you? Do you
want them to believe good about you
instead of evil? To interpret your actions
in the best possible way? To really try to
understand your side of the story before
drawing conclusions or talking to others
about you? If so, Jesus commands that
you do the same for others.

Our responsibility to judge others
charitably is reinforced by Jesus’ teach-
ing on the second great commandment,
“Love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt.
22:39). Just think of how quickly we
judge ourselves favorably! When we are
questioned or criticized, our natural re-
sponse is to explain our actions in the
best possible light and make excuses for
any perceived wrong. If this is how we

are inclined to love ourselves, it is also
the way we should love others.

Charitable judgments are also implicit
in the Apostle Paul’s teaching on love
in 1 Corinthians 13: 4-7.

Love is patient, love is kind. It does
not envy, it does not boast, it is not
proud. It is not rude, it is not self-
seeking, it is not easily angered, it
keeps no record of wrongs. Love
does not delight in evil but rejoices
with the truth. It always protects,
always trusts, always hopes, always
perseveres.

Pay special attention to the last sen-
tence: Paul teaches that love “always
protects, always trusts, always hopes,
always perseveres.” In other words, love
always looks for reasonable ways to trust
others, to hope that they are doing what
is right, and to interpret their words and
actions in a way that protects their repu-
tation and credibility. This is the essence
of charitable judgments.

Notice that | said we should look
for “reasonable ways” to believe the
best about others. We are not called to
suspend critical thinking in the positive
sense or to make judgments that are
contrary to clear facts. If we hear
someone say something that is patently
false or vicious, we can conclude that
it is wrong and legitimately confront the
speaker. But if we only hear second-hand
information or observe an act that could
be interpreted in different ways, God
calls us to withhold judgment and look
for a reasonable explanation.

The call to judge others charitably is
not something new or novel. It finds its
roots in the Ten Commandments and
is consistent with hundreds of years of
church doctrine. In Exodus 20:16 God
says, “You shall not give false testimony
against your neighbor.” The church has
historically interpreted this command-
ment not only to forbid lying but also
to require charitable judgments. Luther’s
Small Catechism teaches that this com-
mandment means, “We should fear and
love God so that we do not tell lies about
our neighbor, betray him, slander him,
or hurt his reputation, but defend him,
speak well of him, and explain every-
thing in the kindest way.”?

Similarly, the Westminster Larger Ca-
techism teaches that this commandment
requires “preserving and promoting truth
between man and man, and the good
name of our neighbor, ... a charitable
esteem of our neighbors; loving, desir-
ing, and rejoicing in their good name;
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sorrowing for and covering of their infir-
mities; freely acknowledging of their gifts
and graces, defending their innocence;
a ready receiving of a good report, and
unwillingness to admit of an evil report,
concerning them ...."”?

Jonathan Edwards, one of America’s
greatest theologians, thoroughly discussed
God’s call for charitable judgments in
his superb book, Charity and Its Fruits*
Drawing on the passages discussed above
(Matt. 7 and 1 Cor. 13), he shows that
the Bible condemns censoriousness,
which he defines as “a disposition to
think evil of others, or to judge evil in
them,” and commends charitable judg-

ments, which he describes as “a disposi-
tion to think the best of others that the
case will allow.”

The phrase “charitable judgments”
may sound new to many of us today,
but the concept itself is rooted deeply
in the Word of God and the teaching
of the church. Therefore, it should be
rooted deeply in our hearts and dis-
played in our lives.

Notes

1 In fact, we also have a tendency to make
mistaken positive assessments! We can be
impressed by things we ought to criticize (2
Timothy 4:3, 2 Corinthians 11:4, Galatians
1:6-9, | Samuel 16:6f., Proverbs 7, etc.).

2 Luther’s Small Catechism, Question 61.

3 Westminster Larger Catechism, Question 145.

4 Jonathan Edwards, Charity and Its Fruits: Christian
Love as Manifested in the Heart and Life
(London: Banner of Truth Trust, 1962; reprint
of 1852 edition).

5 Ibid., pp. 205, 204.

© Peacemaker® Ministries. Excerpt
from a booklet entitled Judging Others
by Ken Sande. Quoted with permission.
You are encouraged to purchase the
booklet at http://peacemaker.net/
bookstore or download the online
article, “Charitable Judgments: An
Antidote to Judging Others” at www.
Peacemaker.net.

Outward focus
Sally Davey

Do you live in a small town? Is Morrin-
sville, Taihape, Masterton or Gore your
home? Do you count Ashburton, Blen-
heim, Methven or Fairlie the centre of
your community life? If so, you have

There is usually one supermarket.
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some special opportunities for sharing
the good news about Christ. Your neigh-
bours and fellow-residents ought to
count it a blessing that they have you
living near them. Why? Because they get

to see you often, observe you closely,
and have every possibility of knowing
— because they know you — something
of Jesus Christ.

Small-town life has had bad press at
times. Sinclair Lewis famously depict-
ed it as narrow-minded and somewhat
claustrophobic in his novel, Main Street.
It is true: people can be interfering and
gossipy if there are too few of them living
in close quarters, and if they've lived
for a long time in the same place. They
can be disapproving, and easily critical
of newcomers to their community. But
small town life has also been idealised.
Small communities are sometimes char-
acterised as caring places where eve-
ryone knows their neighbours and no
one slips through the cracks. If someone
suffers, everyone knows about it. Chil-
dren’s stories like Milly-Molly-Mandy and
Anne of Creen Gables, and popular adult
fiction like Jan Karon’s popular “Mitford”
novels, have depicted small town life
through this latter type of lens. And it's
a welcome scene.

What makes small towns the way
they are? What constitutes their charac-
ter? Many are service centres for various
kinds of hinterland — usually farming hin-
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terlands. They grew up along railroad
routes, and clustered around schools and
various businesses which serve farmer
customers — engineering firms, mechan-
ics, stock and station agents, transport
companies, grocery outlets and the like.
Some have another reason for exist-
ence: they have become ski resorts in
the winter, centres of the racing frater-
nity, or popular retirement destinations.
Each of these special focuses helps de-
termine the social mix of the particular
small town.

All small towns include the people
who own businesses and those who
work for them. Depending on their
special character, they may have other
residents as well. Rural service centres
will have a scattering of farm staff who
prefer to live in town; retirement des-
tinations will have people who've gone
to live there because they find it a nice
setting or because they have family or
friends nearby. Ski resorts will have a
ballooning population of sporting types
passing through for a few months each
year. Some small towns, because they

You are never far from your neighbours.
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are situated near a larger, urban centre,
will be home to commuters who work
in the city but prefer living in a quieter,
less stress-inducing setting. And some-
times, the housing is more affordable.
[t's helpful to know who lives near us,
and why. That way we are in a better
position to figure out how to bring Christ
to them.

Not living in a small town myself,
and interested in the possibilities they
might provide for sharing the gospel, |
asked several who do to tell me what
they thought they were. Here are some
ideas they’ve passed on to me.

In general, small towns bring us into
contact with the same people more fre-
quently. Fewer people live in them in
total, and there is one common centre.
There are usually only one or two super-
markets in town, only one main street of
retail stores, one library, one high school
and only one or two chemists or medical
practices. Thus the likelihood of seeing
people, and being able to turn encoun-
ters into acquaintances and acquaint-
ances into friendships is much greater

in a small town. It often means you can
talk with people and get to know them
without having to actually call on them
as a stranger. And once you get to know
someone, they are only a 5-minute walk
or drive away.

It is not always easy to break into life
in a small town, however. You may find
that many of the residents have lived
there a long time, and have established
friendships and family ties. They may not
see the need for any new relationships
or be willing to get involved in church
activities. Sometimes older people find
it lonelier than they had imagined when
moving to a small town for retirement.
It's important to look out for people
who need friends.

A key to making friends in any small
town is finding people with a shared
interest. This gives us something to talk
about, a reason for being together, and
a window into each other’s lives. In
small towns you generally find plenty
of sporting activities, and clubs of many
kinds. My friends who live in small towns
have told me that if you join two or
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three activities you soon get to know
a range of people. (You may even see
the same people in more than one of
them!) The good thing is that the people
you meet will all live nearby — not scat-
tered across distant suburbs. Those you
meet you will probably see elsewhere
in the intervals between meetings. |
had a look myself in our nearest small
town “freebie” newspaper, and found
plenty of activities advertised. Apart from
rugby teams and an indoor bowls club
there were a book discussion group, a
pony club, a golf club and tennis and
netball activities on offer. You can also
go to the local weekly farmers’ market
— which would be a great place to meet
people. Not all of these activities require

Sunday involvement; and few are in any
way compromising of a Christian’s other
commitments. | think we need to get in-
volved in these kinds of activities more,
so that we do meet unbelievers in the
community, on their own ground, so to
speak. If we're too “busy” with church
activities, perhaps we need to consider
which of them should not be standing
in our way.

Several of my friends mentioned
involvement in service organisations as a
good way of getting to know people. They
also said helping in community activities
like these — St Johns ambulance, school
working bees, Jaycees or the voluntary
fire brigade come immediately to mind —
help our small town neighbours see that

There are usually only one or two Bible-believing churches.
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Christians are interested in serving others.
But you don't even need to join an
organisation to help. One of my friends
reminded me that older people in small
towns often have to travel to a larger
city for specialist medical appointments.
Driving can be a big burden, or even
an impossibility for some. Taking them
yourself is an opportunity to meet
an immediate need; an opportunity
to discover related needs with which
you may be able to help; and maybe
most importantly, an opportunity to
have an extended conversation without
interruptions as you drive.

One thing that is as true of small towns
as it is elsewhere in New Zealand is the
shrinking number of faithful churches.
This has been happening throughout
my lifetime, and is due to various trends
such as the decline of biblical teaching,
increased materialism, the lure of sports
and shopping, and misguided efforts to
“dumb down” the gospel or jazz up
worship in order to keep people in the
church (which always results in the op-
posite happening). Parishes have amal-
gamated and churches have renamed
themselves in order to sound more
“community” and less “denomination-
ally” oriented, but all to no avail. The
people have stopped coming, and there
are no funds to support ministers or
maintain buildings. Churches everywhere
have been closing. Sometimes, nowa-
days, there is only one Bible-believing
church in a small town, and that church
becomes a “vacuum cleaner” attracting
any Christian (or interested enquirer) who
wants to hear the Bible taught and to
meet with other Christians on Sundays.
While the disappearance of churches is
sad, it has actually clarified matters and
helps our communities to see (hopefully)
what a Christian church actually should
be. It provides an opportunity for keen
church planters who understand the
situation and know what to do with it!

It is a fact of life in small towns that
they lose their school leavers. Young
people usually need to head to a city
for further education or more varied
employment opportunities. Sometimes
these same young people return when
they are married, and about to buy their
first home or start a family. Small towns
recover their appeal at that point. You
are settled in life with your spouse and
don’t need the socialising opportunities
bigger cities offer. But teenagers are still
there — at high school — and often feel
the need for something to do in after-
school hours and weekends. They have
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energy, too. This often represents an op-
portunity for churches to run worthwhile
evangelistic activities which will show
them the gospel and let them know
that Christians are genuinely interested
in them and their families.

Despite all these unique opportuni-
ties that small towns provide, however,
my small-town friends remind me that
their neighbours experience all the usual
problems and stresses found elsewhere.
Marriages are in trouble; and separation
and divorce are common. There will be

broken homes and solo parents around
the corner, if not in your street. People
have all sorts of needs — some even strug-
gle in relative poverty. The Christians |
spoke with all said that it’s these kinds
of needs that give them the most typical,
ongoing opportunities to show Christ’s
love. In simple, ordinary, neighbourly
ways, they find they can provide some
babysitting help, a ride to the doctor
or even some food. This often leads to
talking about the Lord Jesus and the ul-
timate help that every neighbour needs.

It seems to me that Christians living in
small towns in New Zealand today have
a great variety of avenues open to them
in sharing the gospel. It is not difficult
to find ways to meet people, or to find
people who might appreciate some help.
Certainly, if you are looking to build big
churches that offer big programmes, you
may find small towns disappoint you. But
if you are content with serving smaller
communities in more personal, neigh-
bourly ways, you may build a church
that endures — and bears long-term fruit.

Feminine focus
Veronica Hoyt

Do you sometimes feel overwhelmed
with the number of Christian books
around? There is so much choice that
it can be difficult sometimes to know
where to start. Of course, it hardly needs
to be said that the best book ever is the
Bible, and if that’s the only book you
read regularly, take heart. You've made
the best choice. Godliness comes from
the beautiful Word of God - full of
grace and truth:

The law of the LORD is perfect,
reviving the soul.

The statutes of the LORD are trustworthy,
making wise the simple.

The precepts of the LORD are right,
giving joy to the heart.

The commands of the LORD are radiant,
giving light to the eyes.

The fear of the Lord is pure,
enduring forever.

The ordinances of the LORD are sure
and altogether righteous.

They are more precious than gold,
than much pure gold;

they are sweeter than honey,
than honey from the comb.

By them is your servant warned;
in keeping them there is great reward.

(Ps 19:7-11)

However, if you have the time and
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inclination to read more, then perhaps
this column, in which | briefly comment
on five books which focus in some way
on godliness, will be useful for you.
Godliness is focusing fully on the
Lord Jesus as you live out your life in
obedience to him. Wendy Alsup writes
on this topic:
In Scripture [godliness is] ...
a simple concept. The Greek
word for godliness is eusebia,
meaning devotion or piety. It
comes from the Creek word that
means dutiful. Some synonyms are
respect, veneration, or awe. The
opposite is irreverence. Godliness
simply means that you are devoted
to God. You are aligned with him.
You keep your posture toward Him.
You love Him. (34)!

Growing in godliness is thus an ac-
tivity in which, in the first place, our
devotion for God keeps growing and
expanding, as we understand more
and more the grace he has given us in
the forgiveness of our sins in the Lord
Jesus. It can be seen in a life that over-
flows with thankfulness (Colossians 2:7)
for being rescued from the kingdom of
darkness, and placed into the kingdom
of the Son (Colossians 1:13). This thank-
fulness should spill over in our life, af-

fecting every aspect of it. Hopefully, the
books that follow will help sharpen you
in your growth in godliness.

1 How People Change by Timothy S.
Lane and Paul David Tripp.?2 Have you
ever read a book about how to be a
better wife/mum/Christian, and then,
after the initial optimism, fallen flat on
your face again, and felt despairingly
that you will never measure up to the
standards set by that particular author?
Or, on the other hand, did you, perhaps,
somehow manage to meet the standard
and then felt pretty good about yourself,
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whilst at the same time wondering why
on earth some other woman you know
doesn’'t seem to grasp it. These situa-
tions describe most of us, at one point
or another, and thus How People Change
is for all of us. It points out that growth
in godliness is not about raising the bar
and trying harder to meet it. Instead, it
starts with God. Lane and Tripp write,
“This book is ... a celebration of the
Lord and his daily provision of grace. We
invite you to celebrate with us a grace
that not only forgives, but changes us
from the deepest, darkest corners of our
hearts to the smallest action and every
idle word” (16). This book unpacks what
it means to be changed from the inside
out, and points us again to the cross of
our Lord, as we live out lives of faith
and repentance.

2 Compared to Her ... How to Expe-
rience True Contentment by Sophie de
Witt.> Do you struggle with envy or jeal-
ousy; has life’s unfolding made you bitter,
despairing — or, alternatively, proud? Our
growth in godliness is stalled when we
constantly compare ourselves to others.
De Witt calls this Compulsive Compar-
ison Syndrome (CCS). As the blurb on
the back cover says, “This book will help
you to spot the effects of CCS in your
life, see what causes it, appreciate how
the gospel message treats it ... and dis-
cover how you can move beyond it to
live a life of true contentment.” Again,
it's a book that can be a tremendous
help for all of us.

The subject matter of Grace for the
Good Girl: Letting Go of the Try-Hard Life
by Emily P. Freeman* has some overlap
with Compared to Her and | therefore
won't list it separately. However, | think
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that this is a helpful book for many who
have grown up in the RCNZ. While this
is a generalisation, | suspect that, on
the whole, when we compare ourselves
with others — including other Christians,
especially in other churches — we feel
pretty good. This raises a vital ques-
tion: Do | understand God’s grace? Or,
am |, perhaps, like that older brother
in the parable who didn’t get it? That’s
where Grace for the Good Girl comes in.
Freeman was in that spiritual space, too,
and she writes about the pain of being
there. What she highlights is that living
like this is prison-like, soul and energy
sapping, as you constantly have to keep
up your image of goodness. She knows
what it’s like, but also the liberating effect
of grasping the beauty of living at the
foot of the cross. She writes:

As a good girl, every choice |
made was dictated by a theology of
self-sufficiency. Life was up to me,
and | was prepared to get it right.

And then Jesus.

There isn't any other way to
say it. Jesus makes it safe to walk
out from under that system. We
have a God who sees and cares
and notices. He will not come
undone. He remains un-overwhel-
mable. (14)

Both of these books teach us to rest
in God’s kindness in the Lord Jesus,
to find our fulfilment there, and not in
anything (or anyone) else, as we live our
lives for him.

3 Practical Theology for Women: How
Knowing God Makes a Difference in
our Daily Lives by Wendy Alsup.® This
book is intentionally simple; the chapters
are short, and jargon is at a minimum.
Its aim, however, is deep. It shows how
what we know about God, from his
Word, makes a difference in how we
live out each day. Alsup thus explains
a variety of theological concepts, but
at the same time shows how these are
relevant to the issues we face. In her
conclusion, she writes:

We have reached the close of this
book, and yet | could say so much more
about God the Father, God the Son,
God the Spirit, prayer, and Bible study.
| hope you take away a couple of key
ideas from this work. First and foremost,
you cannot be equipped for wise daily
living apart from knowing the charac-
ter and work of God, and the Word is
the primary way God reveals himself
to us. (151)

Godliness is wrapped up in loving and
serving God, and thus knowing him from
the Bible is vital. A book such as this
one is helpful in prompting us to think
about him more deeply and, most im-
portantly, to return again and again to
his Word in order to grow.

4 The Fruitful Life: the Overflow
of God’s Love Through You by Jerry
Bridges.® If you'd like to read an
appealing description of what godliness
looks like, then read The Fruitful Life.
In this book (in an earlier edition titled
The Practice of Godliness), Bridges writes
about the fruit of the Spirit, the nine
character qualities found in Galatians
5:22-23. In his Preface he writes, “These
godly qualities are not something we
can manufacture, take pride in, or lay
claim to as self-generated. Rather, they
are the work of God, and their source is
God alone. However, we have a crucial
role to play. I call these character traits
‘garments of grace’ because we must
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actively put them on” (9). | love Bridges’
elaboration of each aspect of the Spirit’s
fruit (love, joy, peace, and so on). They
are a lovely reminder that, as we develop
in godliness, we imitate more and more
the beautiful personality of our Lord
Jesus. Of course, this raises a question:
how can | grow better at this? Bridges
passes on much biblical wisdom about
this, too.

5 Stand: A Call for the Endurance
of the Saints edited by Justin Taylor.”
Holding a steady course in godliness is a
life-long challenge. It's not something we
“do” only in our 20s when full of energy
and enthusiasm. As has been said before,
the Christian life is a marathon, not a
sprint. Taylor writes in his introduction
that one of the best biblical definitions of
endurance and perseverance is provided
by the apostle Paul: “Not that | have
already obtained this or am already
perfect, but | press on to make it my
own, because Christ Jesus had made
me his own (Philippians 3:12). It is this
theme of “pressing on” that is the focus
of Stand. That is, in this life we have not
yet reached perfection, but, as we run
the race of faith, in the Lord’s strength,
making our salvation “our own” involves
intense effort. Taylor writes: “no one
should drift toward the finish line” (12).

The five main contributors to this
book are all saints who are seasoned
in “pressing on.” Jerry Bridges highlights
four foundational daily activities that will
help us fight the good fight and to finish
well. John Piper writes on how to grow
old to the glory of God, in which we
never stop delighting in the Lord Jesus as
our highest treasure — and also counters
the American (and, by implication, the
New Zealand) dream of retirement. John
McArthur draws on Paul’s endurance
in ministry, especially as outlined in his
second letter to the Corinthian church.
The final two chapters by Randy Alcorn
and Helen Roseveare recount enduring
in trial and suffering.

This is a book that is especially ap-
propriate for those whose retirement
years are (even if still distant) in sight,
and for those who are already retired.
However, it is relevant for believers of
any age bracket. It raises the question:
how (and what) am | doing in living out
the grace of the Lord Jesus in my life?
Am | “pressing on,” or loitering along
the way?

Hopefully this has whetted your ap-
petite. Of course, there are plenty more
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books on godliness. Feel free to recom-
mend those to your friends, too. The
important thing in our godliness is that
we grow in our knowledge of and love

for God, in which the orientation of our
lives is always the Lord Jesus. Think of
an indoor plant, for example, that strains
towards the sunlight; it angles itself to
get all that it can from the light's good-
ness. Similarly, the best general reading
books are those that stimulate us to con-
sider the Lord Jesus: “Forgetting what
is behind and straining toward what is
ahead, | press on toward the goal to win
the prize for which God has called me
heavenward in Christ Jesus. Those who
are mature should take such a view of
things” (Philippians 3:14-15).

1 The Gospel Centred Woman: Understanding
Biblical Womanhood through the Lens of the
Gospel, 2012.

2 New Growth Press, second edition, 2008.

3 Good Book Company, 2012.

4 Revell, a division of Baker Publishing, 2011.

5 Crossway Books, 2008

6 Navpress, 2006.

7 Crossway Books, 2008.

The Albany Free Reformed Church Education Association (Inc.)

JOHN CALVIN SCHOOL
has a teaching vacancy:

Lower Primary (full-time)

Commencing January 2015 (or July 2014)

Albany is a town of approx 40k people situated in the southwest corner of
Australia. We have a K-10 school with approx 250 students

Applicants will have appropriate academic and personal qualifications for
teaching in the primary school. They will be members of one of the Free
Reformed Churches of Australia or their sister churches. They will have a keen
desire to serve the cause of Reformed Education. Completion of the Reformed
Education Diploma Course (or similar) will be considered favourably. Eligiblity
for membership of the Teacher Registration Board of Western Australia will be
required.

Information regarding the criteria for this position and an application form can be
obtained from the Principal:
P. Witten, phone: 00 61 8 9841 3840, or email: pwitten@jcsa.wa.edu.au

John Calvin School Albany
9 Beaufort Rd
Albany Western Australia 6330
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Will you pray for me?

Recently, God has been showing me the necessity of
prayer. Prayer is a lot more than saying “God, I'm sorry
for my sin” and then listing off the things you want.
Prayer is talking to the Almighty, all-loving, all-wise
Maker of the universe...But you already know that. So
I’'m not going to explain what prayer is. Instead, I'm
going to ask you a simple question: will you pray for me?

Now, you could answer this question very quickly
and say, “Oh yes, I'll pray for you.” To which | would
reply, “What shall you pray?” You see, there are a
number of things you could pray for; but then you
need to know what they are. If you want to know what
the young people in your church need prayer for you
need to know them. Let’s take Holly for example. She
loves her youth group a lot but sometimes her heart
is very heavy. She knows that Lillian starves herself,
John eats too much to fill the empty feeling inside,
Melvin is addicted to porn and wants to stop but can't,
Ashley feels like she’s worthless, Amanda cuts herself,
and Henry’s parents fight all the time. Oh, and to top
it all off, Holly’s friend just told her she’s a lesbian.
These (maybe not all, but certainly some) are the young
people that attend your church. They sit all around
you. Their hearts might be angry or hurting, and some
of them probably don’t know where they would be if
Jesus came back tomorrow.

We need you.

Don't believe the lie that the we-got-it-all-together
type youth don’t need you, dear older Christian. We
are a confused generation placed in a confused, God-
hating world, with too much information and not
enough wisdom. We need to get to know you so that
you can show us what God has taught you. We need
you to display Jesus to us, and we need you to pray.
We can’t do this thing called ‘life” without you.

Will you pray for us?

RD Korvemaker

December 11, 2013 Christian Renewal
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Focus on home
Harriet Haverland

Gleanings

BY THE GLEANINGS
TEAM:

Odette De Kock — Auckland
Presbytery

Yvonne Walraven — Wellington
Presbytery

Frances Watson — Christchurch
Presbytery

Collated and Edited by Harriet
Haverland

MINISTERS AND CHURCH
WORKERS

Julian and Melinda Dykman have
arrived to do a vicariate in the Bishop-
dale congregation and are settling in well.

The Rev. Leo de Vos was installed at
Hukanui on Saturday, February 8™.

The Rev. Pieter van Huyssteen of
Foxton has accepted a call to the Re-
formed Church of Wainuiomata.

The Rev. John Haverland declined calls
from Wellington and Hastings to con-
tinue on as the pastor of the Reformed
Church of Pukekohe.

The Rev. Michael Flinn of Palmerston
North announced that he is retiring from
ministry due to ill health, but that after
a break, and health permitting, he is
willing to help out as a minister emeri-
tus, not serving on Session.

The Rev. Dirk van Garderen will con-
tinue to preach in Bucklands Beach, as
a minister emeritus, until the end of this
year, unless they are successful in finding
a minister before that time.

The Rev. David Waldron preached his
last sermon in Hastings early in March
and then took some leave before begin-
ning in Christchurch in April.

I-PHONES

Another good use for your phone! The
Navigator Topical Memory System is a
great tool for memorising Scripture. You
can buy it from a Christian bookshop
as a booklet. It is also available as a
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phone app. You can choose your Bible
version and keep tabs on your progress.
Just search the playstore (free) or itunes
($2.99) for Topical Memory System.

CHURCH BUILDINGS

Pukekohe: The congregation was very
excited and thankful to worship in the
newly constructed building for the first
time on Sunday, February 23, and to
hold a dedication service on Sunday,
March 16%.

MISSIONS

From the Overseas Mission Board: At
the recent On-Field Conference held
in PNG, delegates from the mission
boards of Canada, Australia and New
Zealand met together with the members
of Reformed Ministries PNG. At the
conference, it was agreed that there is
a need for a security fence to be built
around the perimeter of the ‘Garden’ and
‘River’ blocks of the Reformed Churches
Bible College. Part of the reasoning for
this is as follows:

A secure block will:

a. allow the gardens to be grown and

expanded:

i Without concern about theft.

i Without threat from dogs or un-
authorised people

iii. Allow students to continue to
develop gardening and other skills.

b. provide a firm mark of ownership
over the land.

c. Allow for building another missionary
house, if needed.

d. Allow the building of further student
cabins inside the immediate com-
pound.

Other options have been researched by

Reformed Ministries PNG, but a security

boundary fence is the most effective

for security and value for money. This

DEATHS

Hoving, Annie — Annie was the wife of
The Rev. Harry Hoving who served our
churches in both New Zealand and Aus-
tralia. She passed away peacefully into
the fuller presence of her Lord on Feb-
ruary 5" aged 89 vyears. It was nearly
three years ago that Harry died and
Annie has not been well mentally and
physically for quite a few years.

project will be jointly supported by the
Mission Boards of Canada, Australia
and NZ. With the quotes that have
been obtained to date, the maximum
contribution needed from the RCNZ is
NZ$20,000. Further quotes are being
worked on, and details finalised for
the cheapest and most effective way
to build the fence. The OMB currently
has $5625.20 allocated to the ‘Security
Fence Project’, leaving a balance of
$14,374.80 left to raise. The OMB is
sending this letter to the RCNZ and is
asking for you to please give this your
financial and prayerful support. If you
would like to contribute please see the
Deacons.

COMMUNITY OUTREACH and
EVANGELISM

Hamilton and Hukanui Home Mission:
The Home Missions Committee formed
a Holiday Club Committee to organiSe
a Holiday Club during the first school
holidays in late April 2014. The program
would run for three half days during the
school holidays. It is an exciting opportu-
nity to be able to engage with the com-
munity around the church and share the
gospel with children from the ages of 5yrs
—12yrs. Jesus said, “Let the little children
come to me, and do not hinder them,
for the kingdom of heaven belongs to
such as these.” Matthew 19:14

Wanganui: Hans Vaatstra will be chair-
ing meetings of the Wanganui Council
for Christian Education in State Schools
for a few weeks. One of the pressing
needs of our organiSation right now is

Do you have a

business?
Why not

advertise in




for more teachers to fill empty classes
to teach children to age 12 the Bible.
For many this is the only opportunity
children have to hear the gospel and
according to several testimonies | have
heard, some do come to Christ later in
life through Bible in Schools instruction.
It is a valuable kingdom work which in-
volves just one half hour per week class
instruction time. All materials are sup-
plied with support given by the Churches
Christian Education Commission.

CAMPS and CONFERENCES

FUEL Youth Group’s weekend camp:
Fuel is for youth from Aberdeen and
Hukanui congregations, aged 12-15 years
old. They have monthly Bible studies
with some fun activities with an aim to
grow their relationships with God and
each other. To kick start this year they
camped at Waitekauri for a weekend
during mid February.

CLASSES and COURSES

Palmerston North: We are planning
some cooking classes this year! The first
one is going to be taught by Rufina!
Please get in contact with Rufina if you
would like to attend or would like to
know more about it. Also, we would
love to use this as an opportunity to
evangelise and so if you know of anyone
else in the community that might like to

can be found on the
RCNZ Home Page

http://www.rcnz.org.nz
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learn an Indian style of cooking please
let Rufina know.

TOURNAMENTS

Ultimate Frisbee Tournament: The North
Shore youth group put on a frisbee tour-
nament for the Auckland Presbytery youth
in February at Massey University Albany’s
Recreation Center. Pukekohe put in three
teams and they came 1st, 2" and 3.

ACTIVITIES

Bishopdale: Men’s Breakfast 15 February
— All men, young and old, are invited to
a men'’s breakfast Saturday February 15th
at the Bishopdale Church Hall. Guest
speaker is the CEO of a large company
who will speak on the subject “A Chris-
tian in a non-Christian work environ-
ment”. The invitation is both to you and
your friends so be encouraged to bring

You are invited to the

20t Hamilton Easter Convention
Friday 18 and Saturday 19*" April 2014

Theme:

The Prototype
of God’s
Kingdom

Speaker:
Rev. Peter Collier

Convention Venue:
Hamilton Reformed Church
11 Aberdeen Drive
Dinsdale, Hamilton

Meeting Times:
Fri 3.00 & 7.00 pm
Sat 10.30 am, 1.00 pm & 3.00 pm

Convention addresses:

Friday
3.00pm
Sing when you are losing
2 Samuel 1
7.00pm
Don’t Miss Out
(2 Samuel 2-5)

Saturday
10.30am
How will you respond when
God comes to town?
(2 Samuel 6)
1.00pm
The most significant promise
in history (2 Samuel 7)
3.00pm

What will your fate be?
(2 Samuel 8-10)

Posters and pamphlets will
be distributed

Our guest speaker this year is

Rev. Peter Collier
Peter is currently Director of the Tim
Training Course in Christchurch.

Peter is married to Melissa and they
have 2 children, James and Millie. They
attend Cornerstone Community church in
Christchurch. From 2001 to 2009 Peter
worked as the Assistant Minister at St
John's Anglican Church Latimer Square.
Since then he has been the Director of
the TIM Training Course, a one year
intensive course which trains Bible
teachers and preachers. Peter is
passionate about raising up workers for
God’s harvest field in New Zealand. To
relax, Peter and members of his family
enjoy: violin, rhythmic gymnastics, Aussie
rules Football, coffee, the All Blacks and
the Crusaders, U2 and the Wiggles.

A bookstall will operate
on Friday and Saturday
Subject to timely bookings light meals are
available on Friday evening and Saturday
lunchtime

Inquiries: Pieter van der Wel
Ph. 07-849 6401
E-mail ecapp2014@gmail.com

Bookings:

http: rconvention.rcnz.org.nz
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along a work colleague, neighbour etc.

Masterton: Fifth Friday Fellowship — It
would be great if we all came in Cowboy/
Country Western style clothes, suitable
for a barn dance. We still need some
dance leaders to come forward ASAP
please. We also need a person with a

barbeque to come and help cook the
food. Bring your own meat and drinks
to share and don't forget to bring your
own plates, cutlery etc. Any questions,
offers of help, etc. just holler! (Masterton)

Palmerston North: You're invited to join
us for an English Country Dance in the

church hall. Please bring a gold coin
entry fee and a plate of supper to share.
Dress up and come back in time with
us to an old-fashioned English Country
Dance! Hope to see you there!

World in focus

Knife attack kills Christian woman in
southern Egypt

‘This is the beginning,” marchers
chant outside funeral

An Egyptian pharmacist has been arrested
in connection with the stabbing death
of a Christian woman earlier this month.

In a country where anti-Christian
violence is a daily occurrence, the death
of Madeleine Wagih on Feb. 8 was
not widely reported. It received brief
mention in one of the more lurid corners
of Egyptian online news. It was one act
of violence among the many that have
followed the military’s removal of former
President Mohamed Morsi last summer.

Since August’s deadly clashes between
pro-Morsi demonstrators and army,
scores of churches have been ransacked.
Kidnappings have become epidemic;
Christian doctors and pharmacists are
favoured targets. Christians generally are
seen as having access to money, and for
being supporters of the military takeover
that drove the Muslim Brotherhood
underground. Though the military-
run interim government has outlawed
the Brotherhood and rounded up
its leaders, Egypt’s Christian leaders
complain security forces do not show
the same determination to track down
the arsonists, kidnappers and killers who
have lashed out at Christians and their
churches.

In the case of the Madeleine Wagih’s
death, the man in custody, Mahmoud
Mohamed Ali Hamid, appears to be
preparing to plead insanity.

Where Christian victims are con-
cerned, that, too, is common.

On the evening of Feb. 8, Wagih
was working alone in Mahaba Pharma-
cy in Kom Ombo, a Nile River city of
about 60,000 people in southern Egypt,
famous for its ancient temple ruins,
and about 270 kilometres north of the
Sudan border. The pharmacy is owned
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by Semaan Fawzi Eskanda, a Christian.

A man charged into the shop, bran-
dishing a pocketknife. He stabbed Wagih
in the throat, severing an artery. She bled
to death quickly, said Rev. Rofael Rizk, a
Coptic Orthodox priest in Kom Ombo.

Madeleine Wagih was 35.

Outside, passing by the pharmacy, was
Marian Kamal Shafik. The attacker burst
out of the pharmacy, and stabbed the
18-year-old in her back, near her shoul-
der. He yelled “You Christians deserve
more than that!” then jumped into a
waiting car and sped away, Rizk told
World Watch Monitor.

He said Shafik was treated at the Kom
Ombo hospital and released.

Mahaba Pharmacy was the second
target of the evening. Only minutes
before, a few hundred metres up the
street, the same attacker had entered
another pharmacy, also owned by a
Christian, Michael Abadeer. This time,
however, there were several employ-
ees on duty, as well as neighbours who
rushed to their aid, and they were able
to turn the man with the knife back
out into the street and into his waiting
car, Rizk said.

The funeral for Wagih was held the
next evening, Feb. 9, at Mar Girgis (St.
George) Church in Kom Ombo.

“There was a march of the Muslim
Brotherhood passing [in] front of the

Pro-Life Facts

www.voiceforlife.org.nz

A few days before Christmas the Abortion Supervisory Committee report
for 2013 was published, revealing that in 2012, 14,745 women had
abortions down from 18,382 earlier. The number of abortions is at the
lowest level since 1995. The number of young girls under 14 having abor-
tions more than halved, from 104 in 2007 to 51 in 2012. The number
of abortions for young women in the 15 to 19 year old group dropped
from 4,173 to 2,489. It is not possible to pinpoint exact reasons for this
decrease in the number of abortions, as there are likely to be various
contributing factors. However, the advent of the Internet and social media
has increased the effectiveness of pro-life groups in recent years, enabling
groups like Voice for Life to show the reality of pre-born human devel-
opment in the womb and the horror of abortion. Easier access to this
important information is likely to have had an impact. Also, the wide-
spread popularity of parents viewing ultrasound images during pregnancy
must be making more and more people aware that the unborn baby is
a little human being — not a “product of conception”. Many people and
church communities are regularly praying about life issues plus Voice for
Life is receiving more inquiries from people who want to network with
others to pray that abortion will end in New Zealand. Prayer support
has no doubt already made a big difference to many mums, dads and
their precious babies. Nothing is impossible for God. For more infor-
mation on pro-life issues, phone Voice for Life on (09)4430995 or visit
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Church,” Rizk said, “and they were
chanting slogans against Christians,
threatening Christians, and they were
saying ‘We are going to kill you, O
Christians,” and ‘This is the beginning,’
and then the security forces came and
dispersed them.”

At the same time, other Kom Ombo
Muslims attended the funeral and de-
nounced the violence, according to a
priest quoted by MidEast Christian News.

Police arrested Hamid within a few
hours after Wagih was killed. Hamid, 31,
himself a pharmacist and a representa-
tive of a pharmaceutical company to
medical clients, is related to Mohammed
el-Omda, a former Muslim Brotherhood
member of parliament now imprisoned
in connection with deadly street violence
following Morsi’s removal. Hamid’s father
is el-Omda’s cousin, Rizk told World
Watch Monitor.

Though Hamid is licensed to dispense
medicine, Rizk said Hamid’s lawyers are
preparing an insanity defence.

“The lawyers of this assailant declared
to the Kom Ombo prosecution that
Mohamed is mentally ill, to acquit him
of this crime,” Rizk said. It is an auda-
cious argument to make, he said, given
that Hamid is subject to licensing and
review by the government in order to
work as a pharmacist.

But pleading mental incompetence is
a tactic often employed when accused
of crimes against Coptic Christians.

“Why are perpetrators of crimes
against Copts always mentally ill?”
MidEast Christian News quoted a Mar
Girgis priest it identified as Rev. Philo-
patir.

Freedom of religion an issue ‘whose
time has come’

Two reports presented at European
Parliament

Freedom of religion and belief is an
issue “whose time has come”, the vice
chairwoman of the U.S. Commission
on International Religious Freedom said
yesterday.

During the presentation of two reports
on religious freedom at the European
Parliament in Brussels on Feb. 12, com-
mission Vice Chairwoman Katrina Lantos
Swett said that the prominence of the
issue was highlighted by President Barack
Obama’s decision to choose it as the
focus of his speech at the recent annual
Prayer Breakfast in Washington.

The UN'’s Special Rapporteur on
Freedom of Religion or Belief, Heiner
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Bielefeldt, agreed that there is an “in-
creasing interest” in the subject, although
he said it is often connected with a
“certain degree of suspicion” and is
“perhaps the only right to freedom which
sometimes triggers mixed emotions”.

Speaking to World Watch Monitor
following the presentation of the two
reports, Bielefeldt said that life for Chris-
tians has “deteriorated in a number of
countries” in recent years, and highlight-
ed some prominent examples.

“We have, unfortunately, seen a de-
terioration of the situation for Christians
in a number of countries, particularly in
the Middle East,” he said. “Obvious ex-
amples include Egypt, Syria and Iraq.”

Bielefeldt said all minorities, not only
Christians, are at risk as the Syrian civil
war continues.

“The extremely volatile situation in
Syria includes increased risks for minor-
ities in general,” he said. “Everyone is
affected by the instability, it'’s not some-
thing that exclusively targets Christians,
but usually minorities are at dispropor-
tionate risk of ending up between the
big fighting camps.”

In Egypt, Bielefeldt said that discrim-
ination against Christians that existed
before the Arab Spring has worsened.
“During the Arab Spring we saw very
promising signs of a new cooperation
between various groups, but now au-
thoritarian regimes have taken over and
the situation has worsened there, cer-
tainly,” he said.

However, Bielefeldt said it would be
wrong to perceive that all Muslims and
Christians within the country are opposed
to each other. “Sometimes you get the
impression from some headlines that
it's perceived like that, but it's not that
Muslims in general persecute Christians
in general,” he said. “Muslims are also
fighting with Muslims, fighting about the
role of religion in public life and Sharia.”

The rapporteur added that there
has been “no meaningful change” on
freedom of religion in Iran, despite the
optimism surrounding last year’s regime
change. “So far, nothing has material-
ised,” he said. “You still have laws dis-
criminating against Christians. In most
constitutions you see freedom of reli-
gion as a guarantee which is surrounded
by lots of caveats, but in Iran you don’t
have freedom of religion even in theory.”

Bielefeldt said that for Christians in
Iran of Armenian heritage, it is usually
possible to “live and breathe”, provid-
ing they don't attempt to spread their
message. However, he said Protestant

and Evangelical groups are treated with a
“high degree” of suspicion. “[Protestants]
are simply associated with America and
perceived as doing missionary work,” he
said, “which by the way is covered by
freedom or religion and belief, but this
is not welcome at all in the country.”

The European Parliament Working
Group on Freedom of Religion or Belief
was presenting its first annual report,
noting an increase in violations of re-
ligious freedom around the globe and
recommending EU action within 15
countries (China, Egypt, Eritrea, India,
Iran, Iraq, North Korea, Libya, Mali,
Nigeria, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Syria,
Tunisia, and Uzbekistan), which were
labelled “serious violators”.

Peter van Dalen, a member of the
European Parliament, said: “Today is a
sad day, as right now many millions of
people are bullied, discriminated, per-
secuted and even killed for their faith.
| hope that our work may contribute
towards improving this situation.”

The United States Commission on
International Religious Freedom also
presented its annual report, in which
15 nations (Burma, China, Eritrea, Iran,
North Korea, Saudi Arabia, Sudan and
Uzbekistan, Egypt, Iraq, Nigeria, Pakistan
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Vietnam)
are designated as “countries of particu-
lar concern”.

China’s Christians still ‘persecuted’
The “persecution” of Chinese Christians
continued to increase last year, accord-
ing to an annual report from China Aid.

Churches were outlawed, house
churches raided and Christians detained
for practising their faith, according to the
report, which documented 134 cases of
“persecution” involving 7,424 Christians
in 2013.

South Korean ‘Christians’ attacked

Three South Korean tourists were killed
and more than a dozen injured after their
bus was bombed in Egypt on Feb. 16.

The American Spectator reports that
the tourists were all Christians from
the same church and had just visited a
popular monastery. The motive for the
attack is unknown.

The Spectator cites Egyptian authori-
ties as believing that an Islamist group,
Ansar Bayt Al-Maqdis, was responsible,
although no-one has claimed respon-
sibility.

Christian detained in North Korea
North Korea has detained a 75-year-old
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Australian visitor for passing out Chris-
tian pamphlets, according to his wife as
reported by Agence France-Presse. John
Short was arrested at his Pyongyang hotel
on Feb. 17, the second day of his visit
with a tour group, and was informed by
police he would be deported, said his
wife, Karen Short. He never arrived at
the airport, she said.

The Shorts are long-time residents of
Hong Kong and own the Christian Book
Room publishing company, which distrib-
utes Bibles, calendars and other Chris-
tian material. The Australian Department
of Foreign Affairs said it was engaged in
the matter through the Swedish embassy,
which represents Australia’s interests in
North Korea.

www.worldwatchmonitor.org

Bolivia Upholds Abortion Ban, Snubs
UN Committee
NEW YORK, February 21 (C-FAM) The
Constitutional Court of Bolivia has upheld
the country’s laws protecting unborn
children despite international pressure
from UN experts.

Bolivia’s highest court handed down
a surprise ruling in a challenge to its
criminal prohibition on abortion from ad-
vocacy group IPAS. The court held that
unborn life must be protected, though it
expanded a rape exception, and opened
the door to embryo destructive research
and the morning after pill.

The case has been highly publicised in
Bolivia, and was pending in the courts for

two years. President Evo Morales report-
edly weighed into the debate last year
saying that “any abortion is a crime.”

The court’s arguments for protect-
ing life are original. It asserted ancient
indigenous cosmic beliefs that life is in
constant perpetuity, without beginning
or end; therefore everything that is life
or “could potentially generate life” is
protected by the Bolivian constitution.
Abortion-on-demand should never be
permitted, it continued, and abortion
is a crime during the later stages of
pregnancy.

Of note to abortion groups will be
how the court disregarded the recom-
mendations of two UN committees that
asked Bolivia to de-criminalize abortion
last year.

Proponents of an international right
to abortion want domestic courts to
strike down national laws based on the
recommendations of UN human rights
monitoring committees in order to claim
there is an international customary norm
on abortion. So far they have not had
the success they seek.

Only two high courts in Latin America
have recognised the suggestions of UN
monitoring committees on abortion as
authoritative or binding, in Colombia
and Argentina. Most courts, including
the high courts of Mexico, Peru, and
Chile, have declined to follow the rec-
ommendations of UN monitoring com-
mittees on abortion.

While the court inflicted a stinging

defeat on IPAS and other abortion groups
working in the country, it did not leave
them entirely empty-handed.

The Bolivian justices followed the lead
of the Inter-American Court of Human
Rights in determining when life begins. In
a ruling about the legal status of embryos,
the Costa Rica-based Court decided that
human life does not begin at conception,
when an embryo is formed, but when
the embryo is implanted in the uterus.

The justices also struck down the re-
quirement that a woman press charges or
obtain a judicial order against her rapist
in order to avail herself of the rape ex-
ception in Bolivia’s criminal law.

Even though evidence shows this
could mean impunity for rapists and sex
traffickers, the court said these require-
ments would constitute cruel, inhumane,
or degrading treatment, echoing sug-
gestions to Bolivia from the Committee
Against Torture, a UN committee that
monitors the implementation of the UN
treaty against torture.

The justices also asked the legislature
and executive branch to follow the rec-
ommendations of UN monitoring com-
mittees on sexual and reproductive rights
more broadly.

What authority the court imparted to
those suggestions remains unclear from
the ruling and notes issued from the court
so far. A detailed explanation of the judg-

ment will be issued in coming weeks.
By Stefano Gennarini, J.D.

Cornelis Van Dam

Understanding the times we live in helps
us to cope and seek biblical solutions
to the issues that arise. It is no secret
that Western culture is in the throes of
enormous change, mostly at the cost
of biblical norms. There are of course
many reasons for that. One striking de-
velopment that is not often mentioned
has been the emergence of youth as
the new authority and trend setter for
much of today’s culture. Interestingly,
two recent books make this point from
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two completely different perspectives.
The one approaches the influence of
youth from a secular cultural vantage
point, the other examines its impact on
Christianity.

Where are the grownups?

In her insightful and provocative book,
The Death of the Grown-up (2007),
Diana West basically argues that our
culture has become a teenage culture.
The most significant expression of youth
culture is rock ‘n’ roll. It is the inspira-
tion for “the worldview of the perpet-

ual adolescent who sees constraint and
definition as padlocks on self-fulfilment
and self-expression” (34). Rather than
challenging these notions, adults have
in general abandoned their duty to give
leadership and direction to their offspring
and are content with giving them the
necessary information for them to make
their own decisions. This abdication of
responsibility is reflected in, for example,
sex education with lots of information
but little moral guidance. “Central to
the surrender of the adult was also the
collapse of the parent” (57). By embrac-
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& Many
people of

all ages “not
only accept a
Christianized
version of
adolescent
narcissism,
they often
celebrate it
as authentic
spirituality”. %

ing the values of youth, society began to
abandon the old authority of tradition,
accrued wisdom, and reason and em-
braced novelty, emotion, and feelings.
Age old practices and attitudes have
been overturned and nothing is sacred
anymore. The consequences are obvious
in society today both in our culture’s
attitude to authority in general and its
take on moral issues such as those relat-
ing to marriage and family. Those who
resist are considered old fashioned and
out of touch.

Our culture’s rejection of traditional
notions of authority and norms (often
biblically based) means that we now have
a culture and society that congratulates
itself on being non-judgmental. Basically
everything is okay. One can therefore no
longer distinguish between art and trash
(95) or between what is publicly decent
or not. So non-judgmental has society
become that a typical citizen is not even
sure of his own identity anymore and
has a hard time defending it over against
other cultures in a multicultural society.

Does this rise of an adolescent culture
with the rejection of tradition and an
emphasis on doing what feels good have
any consequence for church life?
Adolescent Christianity?

Thomas E. Bergler in his Notre Dame dis-
sertation published as The Juvenilization
of American Christianity (2012) presents
a fascinating study of how youth culture
has impacted North American church
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life. He defines “juvenilization” as:

The process by which the religious
beliefs, practices, and developmen-
tal characteristics of adolescents
become accepted as appropriate for
Christians of all ages. It begins with
the praiseworthy goal of adapting
the faith to appeal to the young.
But it sometimes ends badly, with
both youth and adults embracing
immature versions of faith. (4)

Juvenilization was a process of un-
intended consequences and a byprod-
uct of noble goals. Desiring to reach
the youth, churches in the first half of
the twentieth century catered to the
youth culture of the day. But, as Diana
West had already noted, the bounda-
ry between adult and youth was being
blurred and Bergler acknowledges that
the juvenilization of American Christi-
anity and the emergence of a new im-
mature adulthood mutually reinforced
each other. “Indeed, after fifty or more
years of juvenilization, adolescent spir-
ituality powerfully shapes the religious
identities of many adults” (7). Not all of
this is bad. Young people can be more
enthusiastic about their faith than jaded
adults and provide needed zeal and ide-
alism. On the other hand, adolescents
can be very self-centred and assume that
strong emotions authenticate their faith
and that God is there to help them feel
better or to heal their emotional pains.
Youth spirituality also “favours physical
activity, touch, and other bodily ways of
expressing faith” (9) which in the context
of worship can detract from focusing on
the Lord. Furthermore, their faith has
to be fun and entertaining and so the
church must use the latest music, tech-
nology, and cultural trends.

Bergler traces the developments
through the twentieth century that led
to the eventual triumph of the juveni-
lization of American Christianity. It is
a most interesting study in which the
struggles of keeping church and world
separate, while trying to hold on to the
youth, are described.

Although catering to the youth has
had some success in some churches,
Bergler also underlines some negatives.
A major one is that “as they listen to
years of simplified messages that em-
phasize an emotional relationship with
Jesus over intellectual content, teenagers
learn that a well-articulated belief system
is unimportant and might even become
an obstacle to authentic faith” (220). A
consequence is that many people of all

ages “not only accept a Christianized
version of adolescent narcissism, they
often celebrate it as authentic spiritual-
ity” (224). And so many are left mired
in spiritual immaturity. Young and old are
all adolescents regardless of their age.

If North American Christianity can
be described this way, where does this
leave us as Reformed Christians? Within
the limited scope of this editorial, let us
focus on some aspects of our Reformed
identity and worship.

The way forward

It is obvious, and Bergler acknowledges
this, that a feel-good faith is not enough.
Spiritual maturity is needed and that
comes from progressing from drinking
milk to eating solid food. An important
way to reach that goal is through the in-
struction of biblical truth. A godly home
where parents train their children, solid
preaching, catechism classes, and Chris-
tian education are very important tools
to reach that goal. These means need
to be carefully safeguarded.

A church should of course do what
it can to make the young feel at home
and be part of the congregation. For
that reason cultivating an inclusive fel-
lowship of the saints in the local church
is a matter of high priority. Young and
old belong together as Christians. This is
reflected in activities done together but
especially in corporate worship.

In Sunday worship, the entire congre-
gation comes together. All are involved
as they praise God in song and listen to
the preaching of the gospel. There have
been liturgical changes over the years in
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order to promote more congregational
involvement such as the singing of the
Apostles Creed and the use of communal
“amens.” Such changes can make young
and old experience a greater participa-
tion in the worship service.

In terms of meeting the challenge of
a juvenilizing culture, it is necessary to
ask whether we are sometimes more
influenced by it than we may care to
admit. To begin with what may appear
to be a superficial matter: more and
more are attending church dressed
down, that is, with casual clothes that
are more associated with leisure and
fun than with worship and church. Is
this a nod to our juvenile culture or is
it an enhancement of the seriousness of
meeting holy God in reverent worship?
When a minister introduces more stories
into his sermon, sometimes with a joke

thrown in, are such additions truly
making his message more effective or
is he catering to an adolescent culture
that craves merriment and informality?
Would the introduction of the latest
electronic technology be from motives
to improve worship or to be “cool” and
more appealing to the younger genera-
tion? Would the introduction of a youth
band in the worship service be for the
enhancement of praise or to accommo-
date the wishes of a teenage mind set?
Would the introduction of solo singing
and personal testimonies be an improve-
ment of the experience of focussing on
God and worshipping him or would that
be a sop to the young that wants at least
some entertainment?

In our day there is often a craving for
something new and exciting in Sunday
worship. The argument is sometimes

made that this will help us keep the
youth. However, any change should be
based on biblical norms with the object
of raising the level of holiness and focus
on our Lord and Saviour. It is after all a
worship service in honour of the King of
kings. It is not a feel-good, narcissistic
session for personal self-enhancement.
Changes should never be introduced in
order to keep up with the culture around
us. For in the end, we will just blend in
with the current culture of juvenilization
and seriously compromise our witness as
church of Christ.

Mr Cornelis Van Dam is professor
emeritus of Old Testament at the
Canadian Reformed Theological
Seminary in Hamilton, Ontario
cvandam@canrc.org
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It is fairly obvious that our North Amer-
ican culture idolizes youth. The Bible
says in Proverbs 16:31 that grey hair is
a crown of glory, but try telling that to
Clairol. This obsession with youth goes
deeper than one’s dermis — it extends
well into immature attitudes and be-
haviours. Sadly, what our culture values
makes its way into the lives of Christians
too. That’s what this book is about.
Thomas Bergler defines juvenilization
as “the process by which the religious
beliefs, practices, and developmental
characteristics of adolescents become
accepted as appropriate for Christians of
all ages” (4). He sees this phenomenon
as a distinct element of contemporary
American Christianity. Many American
churches, especially those that identify
themselves as evangelical, are predis-
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posed towards catering to the tastes of
teenagers in virtually all aspects of ec-
clesiastical life. Bergler notes that this
is particularly true with regard to what
happens on Sunday in public worship
services.

Two introductory chapters set the
stage for what happened with youth in
the 1950s and 1960s in the U.S. Bergler
especially notes the pressures of the
Cold War and the daunting threat of
communism. Youth were seen as crucial
players in the battle against communist
world domination. They were regarded
as the vital future of a free America.
The author then follows up with three
chapters which trace developments with
respect to youth ministry in the main-
stream liberal Protestant churches, the
black church, Roman Catholicism, and
“evangelical” churches. The book con-
cludes with two chapters of analysis and
reflection. Truthfully, the two chapters at
each end of the book were the most
readable and engaging. While the histori-
cal chapters about the different churches
in the middle are necessary, the writing
was occasionally tedious. For example,
the author himself didn’t seem all that
interested in developments in youth
ministry among the liberal Methodists.

The book is a helpful study of what
happens when priorities shift towards

accommodating youth, rather than chal-
lenging them. Bergler gives a clear picture
of how things came to be the way they
are in so much of North American Chris-
tianity. Among other things, juvenilization
has reinforced narcissism and the view of
Christianity as mere “lifestyle enhance-
ment.” Interestingly, according to Bergler,
the idea of small group Bible studies also
finds its origins with this phenomenon.
This idea is not without its downside:

But sometimes this way of learn-
ing encourages people to think
that their opinions are every bit
as important as what the Bible or
the church teaches. The discussion
format may sometimes reinforce the
idea that all theological beliefs are
a matter of personal preference. So
juvenilization has made the process
of finding, maintaining, and submit-
ting to religious truth more prob-
lematic. (224)

The author is plenty clear about the
problems that juvenilization has intro-
duced. Chief among them is a chronic
spiritual immaturity. Yet, strangely, he is
not ready to abandon it. He notes that
it has contributed to the “ongoing vital-
ity of American churches” (226). Youth
ministry is here to stay, and so are juve-
nilized churches, and Bergler thinks this
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to be a good thing. I'm left to wonder
why he concludes then with this sentence:
“After all, churches full of people who are
committed to helping each other toward
spiritual maturity are not only the best an-

tidote to juvenilization in the church, but
also a powerful countercultural witness
in a juvenilized world” (229). What do
we normally use antidotes for? Bergler
himself seems unsure whether juveniliza-
tion is ultimately a poison or a blessing.

As | read this volume, | felt acutely that
| was reading it as an outsider. Not only
am | a Canadian reading a book about
the American situation, but also I'm Re-
formed. Bergler gives no attention what-
soever to what was happening amongst
confessionally Reformed or Presbyterian
churches in this era and how they might
compare. Yes, | know that we are small —
there might be 500,000 of us. He can’t
really be blamed. Still, amongst many
of our churches, we have exceptionally
high retention rates of youth — and this
without juvenilization or the youth minis-
try models that dominate elsewhere. Why
is that? Our ministry philosophy has never
involved accommodation to the culture.
Instead, we have traditionally held the
doctrine of the antithesis in high regard.
And we do have a time-honoured type
of youth ministry — it’s called catechism.
The church instructs her young members

in the doctrines of God’s Word and chal-
lenges them with these teachings. The
covenant youth are challenged, not only
to embrace these doctrines intellectually
with their minds, but also with the affec-
tions of their hearts. Other factors that
need to be accounted for when consid-
ering our youth retention include a bib-
lical understanding of worship and how
it is to be regulated, our focus on Word
and Sacrament gospel ministry, paren-
tal responsibility in discipling covenant
children, and Christian education. In all
these ways, the world of Reformed and
Presbyterian churches is vastly different
from what is described in this book.
One can only wish that readers of this
volume from other backgrounds would
long for something different and find it
amongst us. Similarly, one can wish that
readers from our own background would
read it and be reminded of the riches
of our own heritage. Don't throw away
a good thing!

Mr Wes Bredenhof is pastor of a
Canadian Reformed congregation in
Hamilton, Ontario.
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