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I have a big order on my hands, an order, or request, which I received from the staff of 

Beacon Lights. The substance of that order is as follows: “At a recent staff meeting we decided 

to ask you to write an article of two to clarify the question of the Liberated Churches in relation 

to ours, for the Young People of our churches”: That is, indeed, a big order. Big, in the first 

place, because the question is a big one and a serious one. Big, in the second place, because I am 

limited to an article or two in answering or filling the order. Big, in the third place, also because 

that order must be filled with a view to the “Young People of our Churches”. And perhaps the 

maxim, “Fools rush in where angels fear to tread”, may be applied in this case; but the fact 

remains that in a weak moment I gave my promise to the staff. And my material must be in by 

the 10th of February. And so I must proceed. 

Perhaps the title of my article has already caused some of you to pass it by in favor of the 

next article in our magazine. Perhaps the name “Liberated Churches” scared you off. Possibly 

the sight of the name has caused some of you young people to say within yourselves: “That’s a 

subject that can much better be left to the ministers, to the consistories, to the classes, and to our 

synods”. But possibly the curiosity of youth has caused you at least to read as far as this. And 

then you should also read and take this to heart: the question of the Liberated Churches in 

relation to ours is a vital question not merely for consistories and classes and synods, but a vital 

question for you, the youth of the Protestant Reformed Churches. A vital question it is basically 

because in the ultimate analysis, it concerns you as members of the body of Jesus Christ, 

Whatever answer may be given in the future to the question of the Liberated Churches in relation 

to ours, it is safe to say that that answer will have a tremendous influence upon our Protestant 

Reformed Churches and their future position and history. And for that reason alone this is a 

question which is vital for every Protestant Reformed young man and young woman that is 

worthy of the name, for all those Protestant Reformed young people who will soon,—if they 

have not yet done so,—assume the status of full membership in our churches. And wherever the 

situation in a church is healthy, it is only through that vital interest of the churches at large in 

such a question that a matter ever reaches the floor of synod and finds an articulate answer. And 

therefore as Protestant Reformed youth we may not pass this question up. 

Nor should we be afraid of the question really. One might almost have thought that 

Beacon Lights was until now trying to maintain a “hands off” policy because, as the staff also 

brought to my attention, until now, although much has been; written in our other papers in 

regard; to this subject, Beacon Lights has left if alone. Especially during the past half year, or so, 

attention has centered within our churches very much on the question of the Liberated Churches 

in relation to ours. Perhaps the germ strife would even be in place in this connection. And there 

have been some who have given expression to the thought that this so-called strife is nauseating, 

and that we should have none of it- within our churches and in our papers. But that would means 

death. If we are healthy, we should not be afraid of such strife; nor should we be afraid of a little 

strong and stern and “straight-from-the-shoulder” language on this subject. Rather we should 

view it as a mighty striving within the bosom of the churches, to come to a correct and sane and 

sound, and honest view of the matter, in order that also our churches officially may give 

expression to that which is the will of God concerning the question. And so we should not shy 

away from the subject, but rather face it and investigate it, discuss it and come to conclusions. 



And perhaps this article or two may serve to arouse some discussion and investigation and 

interest in the subject on the part of our young people. That, by way of introduction. 

But since our subject is far too large to treat within an article or two,—and brief articles, 

at that,—we shall at least limit the subject in this way, that when we speak of the question of the 

Liberated Churches in relation to ours, we shall speak concerning the official relation between 

our two groups of churches. And when we speak of “official relation”, we refer, of course, to the 

question whether there shall be correspondence between the Liberated Churches,—or as they are 

officially known, the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (maintaining Article 31 of the 

Church Order),—and our own Protestant Reformed Churches. 

And perhaps already that term correspondence has aroused question in your minds. 

Perhaps you have heard the term used. Perhaps you have read of it. Possibly you wonder what is 

meant by correspondence, and by its closely allied terms, sister churches and fraternal re-

lations. And I believe that in order to have an intelligent discussion of this question we must, 

therefore, first understand the idea of church correspondence. And in discussing that matter of 

correspondence lay for ourselves also the ground-work for a discussion of the particular question 

of correspondence between us and the Liberated Churches. 

Now, we all know what the term correspondence means in our everyday life, at least, in 

a general sort of way. And when the term is applied to the relations between two denominations 

of churches, it has much the same meaning. Basically the word correspond means: “to answer to 

something else in fitness, in character, in function, in amount, etc.” It means “to suit, to agree, to 

fit, to match”. Thus, for example, if in your Young People’s Societies you require of your 

treasurer and assistant treasurer to keep account of your finances, you require, of course, that 

their accounts correspond, that is, that the balance which your treasurer’s account show's should 

match the balance which the assistant treasurer’s account shows. And if the two don’t match, you 

look for an error somewhere along the line. If the figures agree, then, you say there is 

correspondence between the books of the treasurer and the assistant treasurer. Now, perhaps 

when you hear the term correspondence, you immediately think of the exchange of letters 

between two persons; and that is correct. But behind that exchange of letters lies the state or 

relation of correspondence, the agreement, the likeness, the match, between the two persons who 

correspond with one another. If that state or relation of correspondence, of agreement, of 

likeness, between you and your friend were not there, you would not exchange letters, 

correspond, with that friend. 

Now basically that same idea is at the bottom of the term correspondence when it is used 

with reference to churches. Thus, in a certain sense one might say that there is correspondence 

between all the various Protestant Reformed Churches. The only thing is that the term is not used 

in such a case. To describe the relation between our Protestant Reformed congregations we do 

not speak of correspondence, but we speak of a denomination. We believe that denominational 

relations are the calling of the church. That denominational unity is imperative mainly for the 

reason that the church is one, essentially the body of Christ, and that therefore she has the calling 

to come to manifestation as one to the extent that this is possible. And the basis of that 

denominational unity may never be anything else than the truth, confessional unity. That 

confessional unity must be strictly defined and not stretched and broadened with the express 

purpose of making the church outwardly powerful. The power of the church is always in the 

truth of the Word of God. 

But when it comes to the question of the relation between two or more denominations, 

the term correspondence is used. Basically, therefore, that must, mean that there is a state or 



relation of agreement between two or more denominations of churches. And, carrying over that 

idea of denominational unity and its basis into the sphere of correspondence between 

denominations, we must also say that this state or relation of agreement between two or more 

denominations must have its basis in the fact that the church is essentially the body of Christ, and 

that wherever it is, it seeks to come to a unified manifestation. Hence, also that agreement and 

likeness must not be sought in incidentals, but in likeness in regard to the truth, the confession of 

the church. 

Thus far we have proceeded from the meaning of the term, and have tried to point out 

how the term applies to the relationship between two or more denominations. We may also note 

that one looks almost completely in vain for any description or hint of description of the idea of 

correspondence as such in our Church Order or in our Confessions, There is a hint of the 

possibility of such a thing as correspondence in an expression of Article 5 of our Church Order. 

There, in connection with the calling of ministers already in the ministry of the Word, we read of 

“the general ecclesiastical ordinances for the eligibility of those who have served outside of the 

Protestant Reformed Churches”. And perhaps some ground for the idea of correspondence may 

be found in Article 85 of the Church Order, which reads: “Churches whose usages differ from 

ours merely in non-essentials shall not be rejected.” Whether from a historical point of view that 

last article has any bearing on the question of correspondence I am not in a position to say at 

present. It is true, however, that in the history of the Reformed churches there has actually been 

such a thing as correspondence between various denominations, either within the same country 

or between denominations in different countries. Thus, for example, already at the well-known 

National Synod of the Reformed Church held at Dordrecht in the years 1618-1619 there were 

present representatives of various church outside the Netherlands. You may find that information 

at the conclusion of the Canons in our Psalter. And thus, for example, in our times, there is 

correspondence between the Christian Reformed Church in America and the Reformed Church 

(Synodical) in the Netherlands. 

Now what could it mean that there would be correspondence between our churches and 

the Liberated Churches. Our Churches have a committee for correspondence with foreign 

churches appointed by the synod. And our synods and that committee have especially in the past 

couple years been working on the matter of correspondence with the Liberated Churches. 

However, as yet just what such correspondence would mean has not been officially declared. 

That very likely will be a question at our next synod. Our churches have not as yet defined what 

they mean by correspondence with foreign churches, although we all have a more or less general 

idea of the implications of correspondence. 

 In the light of the foregoing, and in the light also of what in some cases correspondence 

has come to mean, we may say that in theory at least there are the following possibilities as to the 

meaning of correspondence. 

1) It might be that there were two denominations, let us say one in America and one in 

the Netherlands, who were completely agreed as to their confessions and who also maintained 

those confessions exactly in the same way in every respect. In such a case correspondence would 

be a clear duty, to the extent that our pulpits would be open to their ministers, and vice versa; 

that the membership papers of their churches would be accepted in our churches by way of trans-

fer, and vice versa; that we would exchange fraternal delegates and of students, etc., and in every 

way full recognition of one another. 

 2) It might also be that there are two denominations which stand formally and officially 

on the basis of the Three Forms of Unity, but who actually maintain those confessions in 



opposite ways, or do not actually maintain those confessions, but nevertheless maintain the 

relation of sister churches. Each then opens its pulpits to ministers of the other, sends repre-

sentatives to each other’s synods, etc., without raising questions as to the differences, often rather 

essential differences between the churches. Such correspondence becomes a dead letter, and 

results in the fact that those denominations form together a sort of mutual admiration society, in 

the meantime often developing great outward power, 

3) Correspondence might also take place upon the basis that there are two denominations 

standing officially upon the basis of the Reformed confessions, but who actually differ with one 

another as to one or more very important points, while at the same time they have both a sincere 

desire to be Reformed, to maintain the Reformed truth, and to seek and develop that Reformed 

truth. In such a case correspondence could not rightly consist in that we in a general sort of way 

recognize each other as Reformed and even open our pulpits to each other and recognize each 

other fully. But you could possibly have correspondence in a lively and active way which would 

begin in this, that the two denominations through their representatives would discuss and 

enlighten one another with regard to the differences, with their purpose, with such lively, truth-

loving, and truth-seeking discussion and enlightenment being to arrive at unified expression and 

full agreement. The end of such attempts would be the correspondence described under “1”. 

They might thus come to full and real and vital recognition of one another as Reformed 

Churches. 

Thus, briefly, we would attempt to view the question of the meaning of correspondence. 

And it is upon that background that we would next time, the Lord willing, view the question of 

the relation between the Liberated Churches and ours. Until next time, then, for I have more than 

used my space. 
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