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Grand Rapids, Michigan was at one time considered to be the city “with a church on every 

corner” and the Jerusalem of the Christian Reformed Churches, since many of the churches in the city 

were Christian Reformed Churches. The early immigrants who came to America from the Netherlands 

were mainly members of the Afscheiding (The Secession of 1834) who were being sorely oppressed by 

the authorities of the Netherlands. We should bear in mind that the State Church from which they 

seceded was controlled by the Netherlands’ government. Therefore, the churches of the Secession had 

to pay their ministers’ salaries, build their own schools for the children, and were persecuted in many 

ways. Therefore, many sought religious freedom in America. 

These people, who came with Van Raalte, settled in the Holland-Grand Rapids area, so that this 

was at first an entire Dutch community. As you travel through the area you meet such names as: 

Holland, Zeeland, Drenthe, Overijzel, Friesland, and others. The same was true in Grand Rapids. Some 

of the Hollanders had settled in the southeast end of the city, some on the west side, and some on the 

south-west. Those that settled in the southeast section of the city, and more particularly with those of 

the Eastern Avenue Christian Reformed Church, of which I was a member since my baptism, is now 

my focus. 

Today this whole area lies virtually in shambles. The stores are boarded shut, the houses are 

dilapidated, the lawns are not kept up, and even many crimes are reported in this area. It is a bit hard to 

realize that in the early part of this century these stores—bakery shops, meat markets, grocery stores, 

drug stores, clothing stores and book stores were doing a thriving business, owned mainly by the Dutch 

community. The houses were not expensive homes, but they were very neat, and the lawns and yards 

were well kept. Moreover, it was a peaceful, quiet community of people living contentedly together. 

Besides the Eastern Avenue Church, which had a membership of about five hundred families, 

there were five more Christian Reformed Churches in the area. The Dutch had pretty well taken over 

that part of the city. On Sunday the streets were black with people going to or coming from the various 

churches. 

It may be interesting to note that in the early years of Eastern Avenue congregation the street car 

company planned to run a horse drawn street car past the church. The members objected, but to no 

avail. The company began to lay tracks. But at five o’clock in the afternoon the church bell rang, men 

came from all directions and pulled up the tracks. The next day the same thing happened. It became a 

matter of perseverance. The street car company gave up, and a street car never rumbled and clattered by 

to disturb the Sunday worship services. 

By 1918, the Eastern Avenue Church had been served 18 years by a certain Rev. Johannes 

Groen, who tended toward more liberal preaching. He was accustomed to address the congregation, not 

as “Beloved congregation,” or “Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, but rather as “Esteemed 

audience.” Many had grown up under that preaching and seemed content with it. The older element in 

the congregation realized that there was something radically wrong, but most of them had difficulty 

laying their finger on the problem. 

Groen retired in 1918, and the congregation called Rev. Herman Hoeksema to be their pastor. 

This call Rev. Hoeksema accepted, and at thirty-four years of age he became the pastor of Eastern 

Avenue CRC. 



There were at that time two elements in the churches, the one quite contrary to the other. There 

were the “conservatives” who maintained the truth of the antithesis between the church and the world 

and there were the “liberals” who asserted a “synthesis” between the two. The word ‘antithesis’, 

according to the dictionary, means “a direct opposite.” There is a thesis, a reality, and there is an 

antithesis, the very opposite of the reality. Since the dawn of history God has made separation, an 

antithesis between day and night. There is also an antithesis between white and black; white being the 

combination of all colors and black the absence of all color. Immediately after the fall God made 

separation, the antithesis, between the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent (Gen. 3:15), thus 

making a separation between the elect in Christ Jesus and the reprobate, who perish in their sins under 

the righteous judgment of God. Throughout history there is the enmity, the conflict between Cain and 

Abel, Esau and Jacob, carnal and spiritual Israel, the nations of the world and the true Israel, the 

kingdoms of Satan and the kingdom of Christ, the world and the church. Paul teaches us in II 

Corinthians 6:12-18: “Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers: for what fellowship hath 

righteousness with unrighteousness? and what communion hath light with darkness? and what concord 

hath Christ with Belial? What part hath he that believeth with an infidel? And what agreement hath the 

temple of God with idols? for ye are the temple of the living God; as God hath said. I will dwell with 

them, and walk with them; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people, Wherefore come out 

from among them, and be ye separate, saith the Lord, and touch not the unclean thing; and I will 

receive you, and will be a Father unto you, and ye shall be my sons and daughters, saith the Lord 

Almighty.” 

On the other hand, there were those in the Christian Reformed Church who wanted to maintain 

a synthesis, that is, a combining of or cooperation between the church and the world. Rev. Herman 

Hoeksema wrote in “Niet Doopers Maar Gereformeerd” (Not Anabaptistic but Reformed): 
 

There were those in the Netherlands of late, who cried for something new, 

something different, something that would make it possible for them to 

move about more freely in the world and would fit the existing 

government. They have forgotten the antithesis and have appealed to the 

theory of common grace to let that determine their world and life view. 

The result is worldly-mindedness in every respect. 
 

There is a cry for culture! A cry for art! There is an attempt to cooperate 

with the world. A demand for the dance and for the opera and for the 

theater. Any desire for something edifying has disappeared. The outcome 

is worldly-mindedness. 
 

This is true in the Netherlands. This is true also in America... It is quite remarkable that we can 

expect from these “culture men” no praise for our Reformed confessions. They do not readily speak of 

principle, unless it is the principle of common grace. It is also remarkable in this connection that the 

doctrine of free, sovereign election is forced to the background. The very essence of the Reformed truth 

is forgotten, so minimized that it can hardly be found. But common grace, which our confessions do 

not mention, is exalted to a fundamental tenet of our Confession. 

This is the situation into which Rev. Hoeksema found himself in 1920. ♦ 
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