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The battle which rocked the Christian Reformed Church to its foundations during the 

years 1919-1922 swirled around Prof. Ralph Janssen, professor of Old Testament in Calvin 

Theological Seminary. 

Ralph Janssen was born to a family of farmers in the Zeeland-Holland area in 1874.  As a 

youth he attended the Christian Reformed Churches of Niekerk and Zeeland, the later 

congregation pastored at that time by Rev. Johannes Groen, who, it seems, had a great deal of 

influence on him. 

After completing his high school education, he studied at Hope College, but because of 

his intellectual abilities pursued his studies in various universities.  In this country he studied at 

the University of Chicago where he received his A.B. degree in 1898.  From there he went to 

Europe where he studied at The University of Strasbourg, The University of Heidelberg, and The 

University of Halle, where he received a Ph.D. in 1902. 

In that same year, through the influence of Rev. Johannes Groen, his former pastor, he 

was appointed Professor of Old and New Testament at the Theological School of the Christian 

Reformed Church and served as Lecturer in Old and New Testament until 1906. 

Very shortly after his appointment trouble arose in the Seminary.  It seems as if the 

trouble was partly that the other professors were all ordained ministers, while Janssen had never 

been ordained.  But already at this time Janssen seemed to hold to views on the relation between 

the authority of the church and the authority of science with which the other professors did not 

agree.  The result was that he was not reappointed in 1906. 

Janssen took this opportunity to continue his studies at the Free University of 

Amsterdam, the Netherlands where he earned a Th.D. in 1908.  From 1908 to 1914, he was 

professor of Greek in Knox College, Galesburg, Illinois.  In 1914, he was once again appointed 

to Calvin Theological Seminary as Professor of Old Testament, even though he was still not an 

ordained minister. 

Not many years went by before trouble arose once again between Janssen and his 

colleagues in the Seminary.  The other professors with whom he had trouble were:  Profs. Louis 

Berkhof, William Heyns, Foppe Ten Hoor and Samuel Volbeda.  Probably there were some 

underlying reasons why these troubles arose.  Some said that Janssen was a man of different 

“academic spirit and theological temperament” than the others; by which they probably meant 

that Janssen was a man of somewhat strange personal characteristics.  He just did not fit in with 

the others.  The problem of Janssen’s ordination was still troubling some of the professors.  

Janssen himself claimed that the problem was rooted in jealousy on the part of those who 

opposed him, and he saw in the opposition of the other professor’s plots to turn students against 

him.  There is no question about it that Janssen was an intellectually superior man and that his 

gifts were many and great. 

However, all this may be, the real trouble surfaced when Professors Berkhof, Heyns, Ten 

Hoor and Volbeda became suspicious of the orthodoxy of Janssen’s teachings.  Their suspicions 

were aroused by statements made by some students during Seminary huisbezoek or “house 

visitation.”  Periodically all the students in the Seminary were visited by the professors to discuss 

the spiritual welfare of the students.  At the same time, the professors, in mingling with the 



students, overheard some conversations of the students, which suggested that Janssen was 

teaching heresies in his classes.  And, at the time students were examined after their graduation 

for entrance into the ministry, some gave strange answers to questions which were put to them. 

These professors were so concerned that they decided to present a petition to the 

Theological School Committee, which was the governing body of the Theological School, the 

members of which were appointed by Synod.  This committee was sometimes called The Board 

of Trustees. 

At a meeting in June of 1919, this petition was presented.  The professors did not file any 

formal charges against Prof. Janssen, but asked for an investigation of his teachings on the 

question of the authority, infallibility, and credibility of Scripture.  The Curatorium appointed a 

committee which met first with the four professors and then with Prof. Janssen.  They submitted 

a report to the Curatorium which was adopted by that body.  The complete report reads: 

 

Report of Committee On Communication by four Profs. 

 

Brethren: 

The communication referred to us contains a request, signed by Profs. Ten Hoor, Heyns, Berkhof 

and Volbeda—that the Board of Trustees examine Prof. Janssen’s position in respect to the 

authority, the infallibility and the credibility of the Holy Scriptures.  They state that the question 

whether the instruction of the said professor does not fall short of doing justice to these things, 

rises irresistibly. 
 

They ascribe the origin of this question to three sources:  1. Statements of some students made to 

the above named profs. during their official student visits; 2. Questions asked by certain students 

in the classroom of one of the Profs.; 3. Rumors of what has transpired at certain classical 

examinations. 
 

After examining the communication of the four professors, your committee heard them 

personally and found: 
 

1.  That, according to their own testimony these four professors had not personally 

brought these matters to the attention of Prof. Janssen; and 
 

2.  That the remarks touching the instruction of Prof. Janssen, as made to these four 

professors concerned:  a. the authorship of the Pentateuch; b. the historicity of Job; c. the 

Old Testament miracles, e.g. the collapse of the walls of Jericho; d. the inspiration of the 

Song of Solomon; e. his theory of inspiration. 
 

Thereupon your committee met with Dr. Janssen and informed him of the contents of the 

document and requested him to explain himself. 
 

In very frank and open discussion the professor explained himself fully on all these points.  He 

read freely to us from his lectures. 
 

I.  Prof. Janssen gave most heartily the assurance that touching the authority, credibility and 

infallibility of the Holy Scriptures he is wholly in accord with the Form which bears his signature 

(The Form for Professors of Theology). 
 

II. Prof. Janssen states that the Reformed Organic Theory of the Inspiration of the Scriptures is 

his. 
 



III. Touching the remarks made by students to the other professors the professor quoted freely 

from his lectures, that: 
 

a. That certain portions of the Pentateuch are not of Mosaic origin, but that the 

Pentateuch as a whole is the product of a Redactor under the Inspiration of the 

Holy Spirit. 
 

b. Job.  That the professor has always assumed the historicity of Job. 
 

c. Miracles.  In all these O.T. miracles there is operating a divine causation, but 

the Lord uses in many cases natural agencies, e.g. that the walls of Jericho did 

not, as Borstius says, fall of themselves, but possibly thru an earthquake, though 

the Scriptures do not indicate the manner. 
 

d. Song of Solomon.  That, though the Song of Solomon may not contain 

Messianic prophecy, but shows the Divine Origin and the Sacredness of Love, the 

professor has never thought of doubting the inspiration of said book. 
 

IV. Furthermore the professor produced evidences by signed statements, containing confessions 

and apologies of various parties that had been instrumental in spreading these damaging reports, 

that he has been the victim of persecution. 
 

Your committee examined these signed statements and confessions also. 
 

Recommendation: 
 

1.  The Board of Trustees express their disapproval of the fact that the four professors 

came with this document to the Board before having personally conferred with Prof. 

Janssen on these matters. 
 

2.  The Board express their full confidence in Prof. Janssen. 
 

When the Theological School Committee met to discuss and decide upon the report, they 

basically agreed with the Committee.  They decided in the first place, that the four professors 

who had objections against Janssen should have gone first of all to Prof. Janssen with their 

objections before they came to the Theological School Committee.  They also decided to give 

Janssen a vote of confidence as the committee advised. 

So, the result of the matter was the Prof. Janssen was cleared of all charges.  In a way this 

was too bad because Prof. Janssen’s answers to the committee were not altogether acceptable.  

While Janssen did a good job of defending himself, he left some room for doubt concerning his 

views.  E.g., he specifically denied that Moses wrote the first five books of the Bible called the 

Pentateuch, and said that some editor had put these books together from many earlier documents.  

Furthermore, he really denied the miracle of the falling of the walls of Jericho when he insisted 

that it might have happened through an earthquake. 

There surely was some smoke and the old proverb, where there is smoke, there is fire, 

should have alerted the Committee to possible heresies in Janssen’s teachings. 
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