
 

 

Questions for a Missionary 
Rev. R. Van Overloop 

 

Rev. R. Van Overloop is missionary pastor of the Protestant Reformed Churches’ 

Birmingham, Alabama, Mission. The following questions were prepared and given to 

him by the editor in the hope that his answers to them would be informative to our 

readers. Often questions such as these arise and sometimes go unanswered or are 

answered inadequately. We think that you will find his responses to them of interest. 

 

 
Q.  You have been a missionary pastor for almost two years. You have also spent 

time in New Zealand. Is there a growing interest in the historic Reformed faith? 

 

A. This is not an easy question to answer. At times, it does seem that there is more 

interest in that faith we hold so dear. I pray that this will be so. However, I am inclined to 

think that not the interest itself has increased as much as our knowledge in general of 

other churches around the world has increased. Within the last ten years, our churches 

have had an increasing amount of contact with others who have expressed themselves as 

being Reformed. Just think of Singapore, New Zealand, Australia as examples of this 

increased contact. This broader contact has shown us that there are other pockets of 

interest in the historic Reformed faith. 

 

Q. What need do you see the Protestant Reformed Churches filling in the church 

world today? 

 

A. It is without doubt that as churches we do have a role in the Reformed church 

world. But it is almost impossible for anyone to fix that role for every situation. What I 

have in mind is this. The relationship which the hand has to the eye is different from the 

relationship it has to the foot. To define specifically the role our churches can fill in any 

given contact is determined by the one with whom we have that contact. Generally, there 

are some principles which I believe must lie behind the idea of our role. First, it is not 

only that we can help, but that we also can be helped by other parts of the Body of Christ. 

Secondly, this contact must be only on the basis of doctrinal unity. And thirdly, this 

contact need not be of a strict formal nature, but can and often is an informal contact 

which any individual has with people of other Reformed churches. 

 

Q. Do you think that mission work interferes with our established congregations? 

I.e., is it right that an established congregation with many families be vacant while our 

missionaries work with only a few people? 

 

A. This too is not an easy question to answer because it is an emotional one. My 

heart truly bleeds for a vacant congregation and the struggles it has being without a 

pastor. In answering the question, there are some factors which we must consider. First, 

the Lord commands us to do mission work (Matthew 28:19,20; Mark 16:15,16). This is 

not a matter of choice or convenience. We MUST do it. And we must do it regardless of 



 

 

the numbers involved over against a pastorless congregation. Secondly, I personally find 

that often mission fields are evaluated only on the basis of the number who are in 

attendance at the worship services. This, in my opinion, should not be the only factor in 

evaluating. A much broader witness is usually being given than is evidenced by a 

Sunday's attendance. Simply stated, when it comes down to it, it is not a question of what 

is fair or nice, but a question of the will of God.  

  

Q. When you preach and teach among those outside the sphere of Reformed 

thinking, what reaction do you get most often from them? 

 

A. I have found that generally speaking the first thing necessary is to explain what 

"Reformed" means. This just is not well known, especially in the south. I have found it 

best to point out that our historical connection is with the great Reformation of the 16th 

century under Luther and Calvin. We are able to point out that our name indicates our 

relationship to the Protestant Reformation. Next, I have found it best to speak of the 

sinfulness of man under the ideas of the bondage of the will and then of justification by 

faith alone in Jesus Christ the only Savior. 

 The reaction then is varied, as varied as personalities. But generally the reactions 

fall into the categories of rejection and interest. 

 

Q. What reaction do you receive from those of Calvinistic background? 

 

A. First, you must understand that the number of those that I meet who are a 

Calvinistic background is not very large. I have found that most of the clergy who are 

Calvinistic do have a little knowledge of the Protestant Reformed Churches. Generally 

their conception of us is that we are like the proverbial ostrich with its head in the sand. 

 

Q. Do you think there is enough enthusiasm for missions in the Protestant Reformed 

Churches? 

 

A. Among many I have seen a desire for the extension of our churches, not out of the 

motivation of the flesh for growth and numbers, but out of the motive of the extension of 

the truth and the gathering of the Body of Christ. There is generally a consciousness of 

the command of Christ to do mission work and the desire to be obedient to this 

command.  

 At the same time, I sense among some a fear of missions; that somehow it will 

lead us into heresy and that we will lose our distinctiveness. Our history prior to 1953 

feeds this fear. I can understand this, but am saddened at the same time. We must see that 

it is possible to be zealous for the extension of God's kingdom in missions without any 

fear of doctrinal errors creeping into our midst. That other denominations have fallen 

from doctrinal purity through missions should caution us, but never give us reason to 

deter from or even hesitate to perform this calling and to perform it with zeal. 

 

Q. How can we increase our enthusiasm as a denomination? 

 

A. If enthusiasm and zeal for anything must be increased, it seems to me that the 



 

 

proper way to do that is to increase the knowledge of that thing. 

 There is no better way to increase zeal for missions than to study the passages of 

Scripture which deal with evangelism and missions. I think it is especially important to 

learn what the Scriptures teach on the proper motive for this work. Then, as with 

everything spiritual, there must be the prayer for the continued blessing of a sustained 

proper motivation. 

 Also, enthusiasm comes from knowing more about the work itself. Often, it 

seems, the general conception of mission work is rather simplistic. Some would think it 

to be merely preaching in our established congregations, believing that if anyone is 

interested they will come and join them. Others think that all that it consists of is setting 

up preaching services and advertising them in the local newspaper, Much, much, much 

more work is involved both in the work and in the evaluation of the work. It strikes me 

that we must gain more intimate knowledge of the nature of the work as well as 

possessing the proper motivation. 

 

Q. Do you think working alone as a missionary limits mission activity in a given 

place in light of the fact that the apostle Paul was accompanied in his mission work? 

 

A. It is almost impossible for me to pass final judgment on this question. I do not 

know what it is to work with another for a period of time in a field. However, there have 

been times when I have thought it would be good to find out what it is like to work with 

another. I can conceive of more reasons for Christ sending out His disciples two by two 

than the amount of work. In fact, I do not believe that the amount of work is the major 

reason for Christ sending them out two by two. I am thinking of the real, but rather 

intangible benefits of constant encouragement, of confidence that someone is near to 

help, and of the fact that the work would be expedited because of a constant conferring 

one with another. A pastor in an established congregation always has his elders with 

whom he can do this. I certainly know the encouragement of Rev. Engelsma along with 

the South Holland Council and of the Mission Committee, but I wonder if that can 

compare with the daily presence of a fellow-missionary. This subject is worthy of further 

consideration some time.  

 

Q. Is the establishment of a congregation the primary purpose in the work of 

missions? 

 

A. It is true that the establishment of a congregation is definitely a final result or goal 

in the work of missions. However, there is much more involved. Missions is the giving of 

a witness of the praises of God in the way of the preaching of His Word. We pray that the 

Lord will bless the work so that a permanent witness may be established. Also, we must 

be conscious of the fact that there is much blessing and benefit which the Lord gives to 

our mission work which does not have to do with the establishment of a local Protestant 

Reformed congregation. The seeds sown often yield positive fruit among those children 

of God who are ministers or members of other churches. For example, through the 

distribution of literature, the truth is spread. It seems to me that this too must play a role 

when one considers the purpose of the work of missions. Closely related to this is the 

purpose of bringing lost souls to the knowledge of God in Christ. 



 

 

 

Q. What time table, if any, do missionaries set as to whether your work is bearing 

fruit? 

 

A. I have not been in the work of missions long enough to be able to say much about 

a time table. However, I have found that there is a general lack of patience in our mission 

work. If the group which gathers for worship services does not grow to sufficient size 

(whatever that is) within a few years, then the work is a failure and should cease. We 

must remember that it takes a long time to develop an orchard before any fruit is seen. I 

certainly am not in a position to say just how long the work must take, but in general, I 

would urge more patience. At the same time, we must evaluate each field on its own 

merits and according to its own unique situation. It is impossible to set time tables which 

will apply to every mission field. 

 Interestingly, I came across the following quote from a Presbyterian missionary 

who long labored in China at the turn of the century. With regard to that field (not unlike 

the situation in Jamaica) he said, “It will be early fifty years hence to determine with 

positive certainty what any individual life has or has not accomplished.” (J.L. Nevius, 

Planting and Development of Missionary Churches, p. 83) 

 

 I have attempted to answer the questions as best I can. If you or the readers have 

any questions or comments. I would be interested in trying to answer them as well. Thank 

you for this opportunity. 
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