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Introduction

It can be argued that each branch of the Protestant family of churches is
known for a distinctive contribution to the life and work of the whole church.
Baptists, for instance, are known for evangelism and Episcopalians for liturgy.
Methodists are identified with social action. If evangelism, liturgy, and social
action are distinctive contributions of Baptists, Episcopalians, and Methodists,
education would be the special gift of the Reformed family of churches.”

This paper explores the distinctive characteristics of Christian education in
the Reformed tradition, from the particular perspective of the Reformed Church
in America (RCA). Attention is given to education in the Reformation period,
and developments are traced from their foundation in the Netherlands to their
appropriation by the Reformed church in New Netherland. The assets and
liabilities of this education legacy are examined, and some agenda items for the
future suggested.

Foundations in the Old World

The association of the Reformed tradition with education dates back to the
Reformation and the influence of John Calvin and John Knox. Richard Robert
Osmer, associate professor of Christian Education at Princeton Theological
Seminary, has called John Calvin “the Protestant theologian of the church’s
teaching ministry.” This assessment is not surprising, given the importance
Calvin attached to education. Calvin created resources for the church’s teaching
ministry. And while his Institutes of the Christian Religion is widely regarded as
a textbook for theologians and pastors, it was also used in the education of the
laity. His many tracts were intended to be instructional.

Calvin wrote two catechisms: Instruction in Faith (1537) and Catechism of
the Church of Geneva (1541). Peter Y. De Jong has commented on Calvin’s
approach to catechesis:

This understanding of catechesis as an intensely personal
speaking and listening and responding completely dominates
the form as well as the contents of Calvin’s catechism. This is
one of his signal contributions to the nurture of children in and
by the church. Here the self-revealing triune God is powerfully
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ministry was neither an office nor an assembly. Allan J. Janssen’s note on the
BCO sums up the situation:

This relatively new article introduces a new category into the
church order, an “associate in ministry.” “Associate in
ministry” is not an office. Oddly, the article does not describe
such associates. They were intended to be Christian educators,
and they were included within the classis in order to grant them
a higher profile in the church. The classis was designated as
supervisor to regulate more closely their lives and conduct.
However, they are not members of the classis. Indeed, since
they are not officers of the church, they cannot be (and one
wonders how they would be conceived in such an office).
Thus, it is doubly odd that the classis would supervise them in
any way.’

One wonders if a reconsideration of the nature of the office of teacher would
offer a way out of this dilemma. Could the understanding of the so-called
“fourth office” be broadened to include Christian educators? Perhaps, although
the RCA's historic identification of the office with theological education would
be a significant barrier to opening it to other teachers in the life of the church.

The Reformed Contribution to Christian Education

As a distinctive quality of the Reformed church, education represents a
contribution of that church to the wider church. Specifically, it offers the
resource of the Heidelberg Catechism in Christian education, the role of the
pastor as teacher, and the reinforcement of Christian education through the
constitution.

The Heidelberg Catechism: A Resource for Christian Education

The Heidelberg Catechism occupies a central position in the Reformed
tradition of education. Osmer notes two important functions of catechetical
instruction: (1) It affords individuals the opportunity to appropriate the vows
made on their behalf at baptism, confessing their faith before the congregation,
and (2) it provides every member of the church with a common set of beliefs.”?
It is the second function especially that qualifies the Heidelberg Catechism to
serve as one of the RCA’s “Standards of Unity,” along with the Belgic
Confession and the Canons of the Synod of Dort. In addition to use in the
nurture of the young in the context of home and family, the Heidelberg
Catechism was also the text for catechetical instruction by pastors in the church
setting and a basis for preaching themes. Brouwer observed that in terms of a
congregation’s worship and preaching, the catechism was “the instrument which
nurtured the core of their community life.”?
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