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Brief description of the Theme

The word “communion” is important in the name ofr auganisation: WorldCom+
munion of Reformed Churches. The Executive CommitteehefWorld Alliance of
Reformed Churches gave at its meeting in Trinid@dtg¢ber 2007) the following
definition of the word communion:
Communion is an expression of our being together in the body of Christ aswe
move towards that oneness which is the gift and calling of God, fully ex-
pressed in the Trinity. Our desire to enter into communion signifies the com-
mitment of our churches, in the richness of our diversity, to mutual caring, re-
spect and service of one another, as witness to our common calling by the
Soirit of God in Jesus Christ.
In a communion of Reformed churches the commun@&mot be a “super structure”
that overrules the autonomy of the member churchestarts with the member
churches coming together and being willing to fah@ communion. It is obvious that
first and foremost the communion is present whendhurches are together where
they share the Table, where they discuss and te&isidns, where they share their
glory and their suffering, where they pray and siogether. Concretely this means
that the communion needs a regular global gathéhiagbrings the communion into a
visible reality. It also means that the questiowbdly there should be a World Com-
munion of Reformed Churches is not one to be arevby the organisation itself.
The staff of the organisation does not have tol*ske need for it to the member
churches. The member churches want the organisatiey want to be in communion
and they are willing to support the communion aseisded.
In the constitution of the WCRC (lll B) it is saildat the organisation is a communion
of churches, also, through “interpreting Reformiedology for contemporary Chris-
tian witness”. In this sentence there is a clekatian between communion, theology
and Reformed identity. It is therefore importantttas first General Council of the
WCRC to give guidelines for fostering communion ibterpreting Reformed theol-

ogy for contemporary witness.

Analysis of the issues



Communion

Communion as a gift of God’s grace is first expeced in an awareness of growing
together. But what is revealed to us by God neemménuation in further theological

clarification. This may also help to answer quastithat are logically connected to
being a communion. Not only the implications ofgaund Table sharing are of im-
portance. Also the relation between the local mendheirches and the worldwide

communion needs further thinking. Will the commumiof Reformed Churches de-
cide what it is to be Reformed? Then there is testjon of how decisions are being
made. Will the so-called “consensus system” reb#lythe best option? There is the
discrepancy of wealth. Does “communion” not implgtearing of resources that could
have enormous consequences? There is the quektioa wle of the Secretariat and
its relation with the governing body. There is alse question of representation of the
Reformed world. Does the communion speak for it @madnember churches feel well
represented? Finally, | mention the important goassf how we can have great dif-
ferences in doctrine and life as member churchéssti be part of the same com-

munion.

Reformed identity and theology
The year 2009 was an important year for the Refdrfaeily worldwide. It was the
Calvin Jubilee year in which the 500th anniversafryJohn Calvin’s birth was com-
memorated. Of course, even in the celebrationisfahniversary the Reformed divi-
sion was made visible since the totality of thedReied world could not be brought
together in the festivities. However, an enormousmber of articles, lectures and
books were produced. It gave a great stimulustturie Calvin's theology and with
that also Reformed tradition and identity. Agaidigerse pattern came to light but
one could say that there is at least some sharn@ibopn what is essential for Re-
formed identity. The German theologian EberharddBusentions these basics for
Reformed identity:

* The unconditional subordination of the own traditend doctrine to the holy

scripture.

* The assignment of the own denomination to the ecemenical church.

! Eberhard Busch, Reformed Identity,Reformed World 58/4 2008, pp.207-218.



» The integration of the own denomination in the gifgage of God’s people.

* The continuing importance of the first commandment.

» The powerful claim of God to our whole life.

* The common character of the Christian life undex bead.
It is clear that what Busch mentions as fundamdntaReformed identity is descrip-
tive but also challenging. Reformed identity hasoadften been worked out theologi-
cally as a sort of fortress. The clearer Refornteahiity was, the more closed the cir-
cle. Reformed theology should see as its greatesdtenige to give clarity to the un-
derstanding of Reformed identity while at the sdimme being open and self-critical.
The dialectical tension between Reformed and ecigakrbetween scripture and
doctrine, between sovereignty of God over life Aberty should be made fruitful.
It is of great significance that theology in gehexrad thus also Reformed theology
has something of the global North and the globaitisoof men and women. Because
of this, Reformed theology over the years has lggeatly stimulated, with a fruitful
tension between tradition and renewal.
Notwithstanding the fact that Reformed theology bfisn been developed and is still
sometimes being developed from the perspectivetthtdt can only be found in the
Reformed Church, traditionally in the line of JoBalvin there should be awareness
that the true church can only be the universalathof all ages and all placé€alvin
always sought for a balance between truth and ukle was very critical of the
Church of Rome and was unable to foresee concrety of the whole church in his
time.
Reformed theologians have for a long time beerh&nforefront of the ecumenical
movement. They have seen themselves to be in lite@alvin regarding his desire
for the unity of the church. Regarding the aspddruth they were certainly not al-
ways following in the footsteps of Calvin. This dogot need to be a point of critique
in itself. Calvin is no saint in the sense thatsheuld always be respected. It is how-

ever more fruitful to work out the relation betwetre perspectives of ecumenicity

2 Most famous in this sense are the words of JohwirCin a letter of 1552 to the Archbishop of Can-
terbury Thomas Cranmer that he would like to cr@ss seas in order to promote the unity of the
Church.



and truth than to make a choice for one of thesktargive up any balanéeThis
could be the ongoing challenge for Reformed theoldgducation.

Theological education today must recognize theriieligious context of the world,
and that this context varies from place to plaaan&imes there are deep tensions,
sometimes there is silent animosity, sometimes @& an unbalanced openness and
sometimes an enriching dialogue. The patterns emgdiverse. Reformed theology is
part of these patterns.

It is often heard in the Reformed world that intenfessional dialogue is of less im-
portance than interreligious dialogue. This is esgdly understandable where
churches are in a frontline situation, for exampld’akistan. In that context there is
sometimes a critique of the “soft” attitude in mditeeral theological circles where a
too optimistic view of Islam, for example, is mast. On the other hand, especially
in Indonesia where there is a long tradition ofl@iae, there is a strong plea to re-
think Christian tradition so that openness to iatién dialogue will be a fundamental
part of Christianity’

It is difficult to find something in Calvin’s writigs that might be considered as a di-
rect statement about interfaith matt&fEhere is however in the Reformed world great
awareness of the fact that Calvin’s theme of Gadgereignty over all life can also
be a helpful starting point for interfaith dialogue

In Reformed tradition the relation between theola@gg society has always been a
vital part of theological education, which has stmes been criticised for being too
much part of ‘this world” and lacking spiritualitfrhis has not changed with the shift
of focus from North to South. On the contrary, megttof social justice, politics, and
economics are regarded more and more as theolagmas. Here Reformed theo-
logical education is really at a crossroads bec#dusay cause a paradigm shift in do-
ing theology and the related important question® #he poor and marginalised the

lens through which the analysis has to be made?aanrd like “sin” be used to

3 See Bernard WilliamsTruth and truthfulness, (Princeton 2002), p.8 for what happens when the
search for truth is being given up because then dveeindeed left with a space structured only by
power”.

“ It is worth noticing here that many Protestantrchas in Indonesia that have a Reformed background
do not call themselves “Reformed” and that in mafytheir theological schools there is no longer
teaching of subjects such as “systematic theoldgtyalone “dogmatics”. These churches regard them-
selves almost as post-denominational.

® Here there is a difference with Luther. See AdanFr@nciscoMartin Luther and Islam: A study in
sixteenth-century polemics and apologetics, (Leiden 2007).



characterise an economic system? Is a politiceiconomic statement in itself also a
theological statement?

For Reformed theology the whole process of beintgpmken in (Reformed) ecu-
menical circles is important because the positibtheological reflection itself is at

stake. What is the relationship between economadyais and theological vision? Is
any separation possible? The influence of liberatii@ology is very strong though, in
many cases it is a critical dynamic process. Wesesnat this point a paradigm shift
within “classical” Reformed theology.

Reformed theology is deeply rooted in culture. Thallenges are overwhelming, but
the fact that so many bright women and men fronoedlr the world are still inter-

ested in “doing theology” is a very hopeful sign fioe future.

A sdlective overview of work done

Communion

For the theme of communion the most important wawke were the eight consulta-
tions on communion and justice. They were doneoregly but in such a way that
more or less the whole WCRC constituency could deed. The “Fondation pour
'Aide au Protestantisme Reformée” (FAP), basedwitzerland, gave the required
funds for this project. It was a very generous dion& The eight consultations took

place in the following order:

Switzerland (Europe Region) March 2009
Lebanon (Middle East Region) March 2009
Brazil (Latin America Region) May 2009
Indonesia (South East Asia Region) June 2009
Ghana (Africa Region) August 2009
USA (North America and Caribbean Region) Octobé&¥0
New Zealand (Pacific Region) October 2009
South Korea (North East Asia Region) Novembera200

All consultations were organised by the Office Tdreology of WARC and the Ex-
ecutive Secretary for Theology was present at thénit was an intensive period of
travel and work. But it was also very fruitful. Anth and final consultation, also with
help from FAP, took place in March 2010 in Genévar this consultation one par-

ticipant of each of the regional consultations wasted. In this final consultation the



results of the regional gatherings were broughetiogr and a final document of rec-
ommendations was produced.

The regional consultations showed that our churehediving in very different con-
texts. Even the most basic confessional and tha@btyuths need a contextual reso-
nance that deeply influences the way these truthegpressed. We may all confess
that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, which is #&dstatement of Reformed theol-
ogy, but saying this in Indonesia in a context mioaerwhelming majority of Islamic
believers will have different implications than am African context where there is
still a vital presence of traditional religion. Hewer the difference in contextual re-
flection and expression will not exclude a globadlerstanding of each other. With all
our differences in language we are also speaketisabfPentecostal language of the
Spirit whereby we all can recognise the other bother or sister in Christ.

In the eight regional consultations the Accra Cesifen, adopted at WARC's General
Council in 2004, played a substantial role, espiycrehen we focused on matters of
justice. The Accra Confession is a text adopteadglbbal gathering with a global out-
reach. The basis of the Confession is a seriesigérsal truths, from biblical, social,
economic, ecological and political perspectivess lineant to be applicable in every
contextual situation of our worldwide Reformed coomity. The reception however
differs greatly according to the variety of localntexts. Difference does not mean
contradiction. But the implications of adopting thecra Confession are different for
Europeans than for Africans. Although even thitos general—as if the division be-
tween global North and South is only geographittalvas said in the North Amer-
ica/Caribbean consultation, for example, that ther global South in the North and
a global North in the South. However this differeme implications will not hinder us

from a global call to be committed to justice.

Reformed identity and theology

In conjunction with the Uniting General CouncilG#éobal Institute of Theology (GIT)
is being organised. The GIT is an event where hajloommunity of theological stu-
dents comes together for courses at academic levela place for theological reflec-
tion on the themes important to the Uniting Gen&alncil and the work of the
World Communion of Reformed Churches in the yeaneafter. The GIT is a place
of training for future global ecumenical leadershipd has as its objective to partici-

pate in the formation of Reformed theologians, wagkfrom a global ecumenical



perspective. For the GIT there is an internatidaalllty of renowned academic theo-
logians. The core course is on the theme of théndgnGeneral Council: “Unity of the
Spirit in the bond of peace”. And there are théofeing four elective courses:

* Interfaith Dialogue

* New Directionsin Mission for the 21st century

* Reading the Bible in Context

» The Epistle to the Ephesians
The Calvin Anniversary Year 2009 with all the eveeMWARC and REC were in-
volved in made us aware of the fact that we shaoldorget the need for theology as
the interpretative help for translating the ac$ivf God in his world. In the Reformed
world we have a great theological tradition. Wewta@lways be aware that theologi-
cal reflection belongs to the heart and matter Gbenmunion of Reformed Churches.
It should be part of what we do in covenanting jimstice work, mission work, etc.
Should the Reformed Communion have a theologicéititén its work, then this
work would become superficial and therefore no &nghallenging.
Important for reflection on Reformed identity was edition ofReformed World on
this theme (December 2008). Through it we can Batdefining Reformed identity
cannot lead to a fixed set of definitions. Agaie thallenge is to see unity in variety.
This Reformed World edition also clearly showed that defining Refornghtity can

only really be a global process.

Questions to be discussed

The following questions could be considered fotifar discussion:

. How do we affirm and guarantee our common undedétgnof our com-

mon faith as expressed in the constitution of tben@union?

. How do we strengthen the consciousness in the bbsrof what we have
in common?
. What theological hermeneutics and criteria (scrgtaeonfession, etc.) are

needed to strengthen the basis of our Communion?
. How can we work from the perspective of a dynamteraction between

Communion and justice?



. How can we work from the perspective of a dynamteraction between
universal and contextual?

. What kind of work will show the Reformed identitythe Communion?

Conclusion

In this short article more items have been sugdesbian really discussed. The field of
Reformed identity and theology is very wide. Condgg communion we are far from
saying that we have reached the final stage. dt aiché but not less true that with
these subjects we have great challenges befotéougever, to see these challenges as
part of our commitment will be the raison d’étre fle WCRC.
I will close with a brief commentary on a Bible tékat | see as inspirational. In the
letter to the Hebrews there is the famous chaptexbibut the examples of faith: Abel,
Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Moses... Rahab is the only womantioned, so we may
feel the lack of gender balance, but the list ipriessive. However the nicest part
comes in chapter 12 when, and now | cite the fivstverses, it is said:
Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay
aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with persever-
ance therace that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our
faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disre-
garding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God.
The author of the letter to the Hebrews uses héite tve word “race” an image of
athletes running in a stadium—a well known picttiroughout the Roman Empire
where sports were almost as important as nowaddyes athletes are surrounded by
the spectators or better said the supporters. d¢e in the stadium with the athletes
and the supporters is a metaphor for perseverdredgtim Our life of faith is a life of
joy and grief, of defeat and victory, of persevesam@nd having reached the finish!
We are not alone in that race; we are not the dingts running that race. We have our
supporters, those who have run that race beford/ashave our great coach, Jesus the
pioneer, who all the time encourages us.
As with every metaphor, we should not take this mwefar. The race in the stadium
does not mean that we as individual believers amaing a race in competition with

each other. There is competition but that is withe&il powers that would work



against our reaching the goal. In the struggle wittse we have the supporters and
we have Jesus the perfecter of our faith. As sbhehathole picture of the race in the
stadium is a metaphor for the Communion of SalRtscisely because of this we are
part of biblical salvation history. Precisely besauwof this our present time is part of
the ongoing salvation history. The Communion ofn&ais a matter of communion
throughout the ages. But it is also a matter of momion of all places. Communion,
koinonia in Greek, is first of all this most far going Comanion of Saints, of women

and men, of all ages and of all places. May Goeé givto work for that communion!
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