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Over the years Western Semi-
nary has experienced many 
schedule changes. As far as I 
can determine, however, one of 
the abiding traditions at the sem-
inary has been the chapel/ coffee 
hour. A worship service followed 
by a community coffee time has 
always been central to the daily 
life of the seminary. 

Since the early 1950s when 
the present seminary complex 
was built under the presidency of 
Dr. John R. Mulder, the coffee 
time has taken place in "the com-
mons." The dictionary defines a 
commons as a room in a building 
where food is served, but those 
who have attended or visited 
Western Seminary know that our 
commons is not merely a place to 
eat or drtnk. The commons is a 
meeting place, a gathering of the 
community, a forum for ideas. a 
fellowship of mends, a place for 
knitting Christians together. 

I am pleased that with this 
inaugural issue of the Commons, 
another meaning can be added to 
the word's definition. This new 
publication is for those with 
whom we have direct ties: our 
alumni/ae, participants in con-
tinuing education, supporters, 
and others with a variety of per-
sonal links to Western. The Com-
mons will consolidate and refresh 
several earlier publications, 
including Alwnline, Notes from the 
Corner Office, and the Faculty Let-
ter. 

The Commons, however, is 
intended to be more than the 
sum of parts of previous efforts to 
impart information. Like the 
commons at wrs, the Commons 
is also intended to be a meeting 
place, a vehicle for interaction 
about faith and life and ministry. 

Laurie Baron serves as editor 
of the Commons. She invites your 
comments as well as your partici-
pation in spreading the news of 
ministry "in the field," where you 
are. Through this new paper, we 
seek to become communicators of 
the life of the seminary, its gradu-
ates, and the church of Christ we 
serve together. 

Alumni Profile 

In the Spirit 
of Adventure 
Vern and Carla Sterk widertook a six-month student 
internship in Chiapas and stayed thirty years. Now 
they're back at Western, offering their experience to a 
new generation of mission-minded seminarians. 

VOL. 1 NO. 1 

electricity or plumbing as 
something like camping-
except, of course, thatthe 
relief of the end of the week 
when you can go home, take a 
shower, and throw everything 
in the washer never comes. 
For the young Americans, 
learning to master the newly 
required skills was an all-
absorbing occupation at first. 
But the time came when they 

H e couldn't resist 
the elephants. The 
letters that arrived 

from his aunt, Wilma 
Kats, a missionary in the 
Sudan and Ethiopia, filled 
the young Vern Sterk's 
imagination with tales of 
adventure in exotic 
places, but by far the best 
tale was her account of 
being chased by an ele-
phant! What other way of 
life could hold a candle to 
that? So he entered West-
ern Seminary, looking for 
his own adventures. 

could make clear to the village 
p:;;;;;-::=;=;;:--:::::::;--=-:=--Jill&i•.----::;::::;;;;;;;=:-------, that they had come 

He certainly found 
them. 

While still a seminari-
an, Vern was approached 
by the Reformed church 
with an opportunity to 
serve an internship in 
Chiapas, Mexico. He consulted 
his soon-to-be bride, Carla. 
Displaying her own spirit of 
daring, she agreed, thinking, "I 
can take anything for six 
months." 

But Chiapas wasn't to be an 
interesting seminary interlude, 
but a life-long call- the cou-
ple's ministry, passion, home, 
and joy. They count three 
stages in their lives in Mexico, 
one for each decade. A decade 
of pioneering evangelistic work 
in the villages of the Tzotzil 
tribal people; a decade of 
training the leaders of the 
Christian movement that was 
by then mushrooming among 
the indigenous people of Chia-
pas; a decade of translating 
scripture into the Tzotzil lan-
guage. This fall, the Sterks are 
serving together as visiting 
professors of missiology at 

Western before beginning a 
new chapter in Chiapas in 
February. 

The first chapter, the pio-
neer years, began when Vern 
and Carla returned to Chiapas 
following his ordination (and 
with a three-month-old daugh-
ter, Michelle, in their arms) 
and were sent to the village of 
Navenchauc to try to gain the 
trust of the Tzotzil villagers 
and to learn their language. 
The tribal elders allowed them 
to stay, provided they 
remained under someone's 
watchful eye, so they moved in 
with another family, dividing a 
one-room house with fiber-
board and getting down to the 
business of, as they put it, 
"learning the language and 
surviving." 

Carla describes the physical 
demands of living without 

_,.;,;-"""""' to serve, not just 
;.....;..._.;..'-"!_ survive. Was there 

anything they could 
do for the people? 

The clear answer 
was medical help--
and again the pair 
were off into new 
territory, for neither 
had any medical 
training. But they 
gamely and gradu-
ally became profi-
cient at first aid, 
basic suturing, and 
the treatment of the 
parasitical illnesses 
that plague the 
region. 

The medical work 
proved a powerful 
opening for the 
gospel the Sterks 

were longing to bring to the 
Tzotzil people. Before their 
arrival, the tribe's only source 
of medical help were shamans, 
holy men who offered healing 
prayers for a price. People 
often spent all they had to 
obtain healing for family mem-
bers, and often in vain. If one 
shaman failed, they tried 
another, for another fee. First 
cash, then crops, homes, and 
land were bartered for help. It 
became a kind of bondage. 

When the Sterks were able 
to offer help that often cured 
and asked no payment in 
return, the people were 
amazed and curious about the 
God behind this medicine. It 
came as good news indeed 
that this God's help did not 
have to be bought, that this 

Continued on page 4 
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Reflections of Ministry 

Practicing Christ 
bff ~~ fftWttwdt 

I found her crying quietly in the comer. 
One of a group of students who hmi given 
up their college spring break to Uve and 
work in the Heartside neighborhood, Anne 
hmi shown a great sensitivity to the people 
and seemed to be profiting from this experi-
ence. 

"What's up, Anne?" I asked. 
"It's Billy Joe. When I.first saw him this week I was 

really afraid of him. You know how he is, talking crazy and 
such. And he smelled so badly of urine and wine I couldn't 
stand to be close to him. But last night at Degage {a neighbor-
hood drop-in center] I got up my courage and talked to him. He 
started telling me about Jesus; and, you know, it was Uke they 
were best .friends." 

"I think they are, " I responded. 
"But even more than that," Anne went on, "when Billy 

Joe talked it was like I was talking with Jesus. " 

For twelve years I have 
worked among the homeless 
poor of the Heartside neigh-
borhood of Grand Rapids. 
Their needs have shaped my 
ministry. Their expressions of 
faith have given life to our cor-
porate worship. Their joys 
and their anguish have set me 
to laughing and driven me to 
despair. And, more and more, 
I realize that their stories have 
given new definition to Christ 
for me. 

Jurgen Moltmann wrote, 
'There is no Christology with-
out Christopraxis, no knowl-
edge of Christ without the 
practice of Christ." Ministers 
of the Word are uniquely situ-
ated to engage in Christoprax-
is. We walk among the people 
who are seeking Christ. The 
very act of seeking, winding as 
it does through the fears and 
doubts, successes and fail-
ures of people's lives, gives 
ever-new revelation to the liv-
ing Christ. Their stories are 
Christology written in laugh-
ter and tears, in loving and 
being loved, in striving, win-
ning, and losing. Those of us 
privileged to share those sto-
ries, even to help give expres-
sion to them, have front-row 
seats for the unfolding revela-
tion of God's Word in Jesus 
Christ. 

Heartside ministry recently 
gave me the opportunity to 
spend three months on sab-
batical leave. The product of 
that sabbatical uses the sto-
ries of my own ministry con-
text to describe the nature of 
Christ. I have come to realize 
that my understanding can be 
but a "snapshot" of Christ. 
For with each new story in the 
lives of Christian people, the 
ancient biblical story takes on 
contemporary meaning. The 
Christ who came as Jesus of 

Nazareth comes afresh for the 
believer in each new historical 
context. Gustavo Gutierrez 
wrote, 'If the commitment of 
the Christian community in 
fact takes different forms 
throughout history, the under-
standing which accompanies 
the vicissitudes of this com-
mitment will be constantly 
renewed and will take untrod-
den paths." 

The Christ who is revealed 
in the stories of the homeless 
people of the Heartside neigh-
borhood is a Christ whose 
story has never been told. He 
is utterly unique and his reve-
lation is given for the instruc-
tion of us all. If Jesus were 
but a character locked in his-
tory, then I could not say this. 
But Christians acknowledge 
that Jesus is the Christ, the 
living and glorified One who 
cares about the context in 
which we live. Furthermore, 
Christian faith holds that the 
eternal God is incarnate in the 
context of every age through 
Christ. If we would know 
Christ, we must know him for 
today and be prepared to seek 
him tomorrow. 

Ministers engage in Christo-
praxis when they tune their 
hearts and turn their skills to 
the ever-changing context in 
which they practice. As they 
go about the work of visiting 
and counseling, praying and 
teaching, they listen to the 
Christ who emerges from the 
stories of the people among 
whom they minister. They take 
that Christ back to their study 
of scripture and appropriate 
fresh, even novel, meaning 
therein. Then they return to 
their people, having put on 
this new Christ, and they live 
him in the congregation, fos-
tering yet further, and richer, 
expressions of his life. ~ 

Worship Links 
Drama and Preaching 

"Art" is a word that should be heard more often in churches. Ser-
mons should be crafted to engage the imaginations and emotions of 
the congregation and then thoroughly rehearsed for an effective pre-

CONnECTS 
sentation. These were among the 
ideas that gripped seventy lay 
and ordained worship planners 
who gathered Tuesday, Septem-
ber 30, for a day of exploring the Continuing Education for Christian Training and Service 

relationship between drama and 
preaching with Jeff and Karen 
Barker, theater prof es so rs at 
Northwestern College in Orange 
City, Iowa, 

The Barkers not only gave 
practical advice about creating 
more effective worship services, 
they challenged participants to 
think more deeply about the 
drama they use in their congre-
gations. The couple urged the 
worship leaders to allow drama to 
keep its integrity as an art form; 
to respect dramatic principles and let them inform the public per-
formance that is worship; and to support and help develop the tal-
ents of dramatic artists in their congregations. ' 

Coming up through CONnECTS: 
• Having a Real Fit: Mission in Context, November 4 
• The Place of the Bible in the Life of the Congregation, 

November 11 
•Assisted Suicide and the Sacred, November 18 

Call George Brown or Sharon Van De Vusse at 
1-800-392-8554 for more information. 

New Curriculm 
Shapes Up for 

For many months, the faculty, led by James Brownson, academic dean, 
has been designing a new curriculum for M.Div. students. Now nearing 
completion, the curriculum is set to take effect in the fall of 1998. 

The most obvious changes will include moving from a quarter to a 
semester system; replacing area requirements with concentrations in an 
area of the student's choice; 
and including more self-
designed learning units in 
actual ministry. 

Behind these changes lie 
the more subtle additions, 
subtractions, and revisions 
of specific courses, and 
behind those lie the values 
which guide the whole pro-
ject. The values this cur-
riculum seeks to express 
include spiritual formation 
of the student, development 
of a vision for the mission 
of the church and the stu-
dent's place in it, growth of 
practical leadership skills, 
and preparation for life-long 
learning. 

In order to shape a cur-
riculum which will provide 
the best possible education 
for ministerial students, the 
faculty consulted current 
and former students, cler-
gy, and lay leaders at vari-
ous points in the design 
process. 

Dr. Christopher Kaiser, professor of historical and 
systematic theology (standing), facilitates a small-
group brainstorming session on the revised M.Div. 
curriculum. Seated from left are Mark Davis, 
Ronald Hartgerink, Carol Myers, and Carl Ver 
Beek. The group was part of a three-day sequence 
of hearings last summer at which area lay people, 
clergy, and students critiqued the proposed new 
curriculum. 
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Faculty Interview 

With George Hunsberger a1;was 
Establish New 
Scholarship 

T he Rev. Dr. George R. Hunsberger is pro-
fessor of missiology and coordinator of the 
Gospel and Our Culture Network, an inde-

pendent ecwnenical organization which is 
housed at Western. We talked with him about his 
work with the network. 

COMMONS: One of the your recent 
brochures describes the GOCN's purpose as "to 
give careful attention to the interaction between 
culture, gospel, and church. Will you expand on 
that a bit? 

GRH: Churches like ourselves in America 
have sen t out missionaries all over the globe for 
200 years. We've come to know much about 
other cultures from our missionaries. How other 
societies find what is the best "good news" in 
their setting. How you get a variety of different 
forms when Christianity takes root among dif-
ferent peoples. 

Having learned that, we've begun to discover 
that here in North America we have been 
shaped by things like technological science, 
individualism, and economics. These things 
frame the way we see the world. We haven't 
recognized this in the past, and so we some-
times have missed hearing the gospel because 
our assu mptions make it seem like a settled 
issue. 

COMMONS: How has the network begun to 
address these issues? 

GRH: Through research, a newsletter, and a 
number of conferences and consultations, 
which result in a series of books, two of which 
are completed. The first, The Church Between 
Gospel and Culture, looked at those three 
things-church , gospel, and culture-and their 
interaction. It laid out the missional challenge, 
which is to engage all three and to wrestle with 
how they're related. 

The second book, Missional Church, which is 
poised for release ve:ry soon, is a more focused 
expression of a vision. It asks, in light of all this 
work (on gospel, culture, and church), what 
kind of church do we need to be? It tackles the 
problem of how to be churches that are formed 
in the knowledge that we are part of the mis-
sion of God, and it challenges churches to live 
into new patterns that emerge from that knowl-
edge. 

COMMONS: I understand that it's been the 
GOCN's aim during the last couple of years to 
move into a more active role--out of the acade-
my and into the church, so to speak. How can 
people become more involved? 

GRH: This fall, we're inviting groups in a 
number of places to discuss prepublication 
manuscripts of Missional Church. They'll be 
looking at the book from their various back-
grounds and asking how it relates to their his-
torical contexts. Does it open up issues of struc-
tures, unity, and leadership within their com-
munities? How would churches need to be dif-
ferent to follow this vision? How do we get more 
concrete, and how do you get there from here? 

COMMONS: The network has recently been 
awarded a substantial grant from the Lilly 
Endowment . How will you use that money? 

GRH: It will help us pursue the question: 
How do the lives of churches become trans-
formed in a missional direction? Part of that will 
be identifying churches who have been living 
into a way of being church that shows this 

A s part of the Cam-
paign for Western: 
Mission in the 21st 
Century, the semi-

nary's recently completed 
endowment drive, many 
alums have banded together 
to establish the Alumni/ ae 
Scholarship. Their contribu -
tions, along with seed money 
from the seminary, opened 
the account with $33,000, 
and additional contributions 
can be added at any time. 
Interest from the account will 
be awarded yearly to a 
deserving student . 

vision in action and learning how they got to 
this point. 

The first recipient, Trygue 
Johnson, was awarded the 
scholarship for the curren t 
academic year. 'Trygue is a 
middler and a graduate of 
Northwestern College in 
Orange City, Iowa. His home 
church is the First Reformed 
Church in Oak Harbor, Wash -
ington. 

What we learn will have implications for theo-
logical education and for denominational sys-
tems. We'll identify some places where congre-
gations, their denominational headquarters, 
and their theological seminaries are located in 
proximity and faciltiate a conversation that will 
pull together different aspects of these ques-
tions. 

He distinguished himself 
during his first year on cam-
pus as both a scholar and a 
worship leader and is serving 
this year as president of the 
student body. His undergrad-
uate career included pitching 
for the Northwes tern Raiders , 
and he has continued that 
interest by volunteering as a 
pitching coach for Hope Col-
lege baseball. 

COMMONS: Who is the "we" you've been 
talking about? Who makes up the GOCN? 

GRH: The network consists of about 2 ,200 
people on our mailing list and several hundred 
who have attended our conferences and annual 
consultations. They range from pastors and stu-
dents to denominational executives to acade-
mics to active lay people. There are pockets of 
people around the count:ry who are interested in 
making the work of the GOCN more concrete. 
They include American Baptists, .--------------------------, 
Mennonites, Presbyterians, Dis-
ciples, and in one case an ecu-
menical group of pastors. In the 
RCA, the Synod of Albany, the 
Classis of Orange, and a group of 
congregations in the Synod of 
the Mid-Atlantics are actively 
associated with the movement. 

COMMONS: How does your 
work with the GOCN tie in with 
your teaching here at Western? 

GRH: The most direct tie is 
the required course called 
Gospel, Culture, and Minist:ry, 
which begins a student's Master 
of Divinity program. Another is a 
new elective course that I'll begin 
teaching winter quarter which 
will use Missional Church as its 
text. But beyond that, there is an 
increasing awareness that we are 
living in times that call for all 
congregations to see themselves 
as missiona:ry outposts. That 
awareness has caused the facul-
ty here to look with a different 
eye at what we each, teach, and it 
will result in a missional empha-
sis in the new curriculum we'll 
introduce in the fall of 1998. ~ 

Thanks to a grant awarded by Lilly 
Endowment Inc. , the GOCN has embarked 
on a three-year program of research and edu -
cation. The goal of this program is to encour-
age and foster the transformation of church-
es towards mission. Specifically, the GOCN: 

• has established local groups to read and 
discuss the book, Missional Church. 

• will provide resources regarding the mes-
sage of the gospel for North America today. 

•will develop tangible congregational mod-
els of churches who seek to live as sent the 
people of God. 

• will create a forum for discussing a mis-
sional church vision among denominational 
systems and seminaries. 

• will develop educational resources in a 
variety of media for congregations, church 
systems, and pastoral leaders seeking mis-
sional formation. 

Anyone wishing more information 
or to join the network should contact 
George Hunsberger, coordinator, or Judy 
Bos, administrative assistant, at 
grhuns@hayburn.com or judybos@hay-
burn.com, phone 1-800-392-8554, fax 
616-392-7717, or write GOCN at Western 
Seminary, 101East13th Street, Holland, 
MI 49423. 
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Adventure 
Continued.from page 1 

God actually wanted people 
both to be healed and to be free. 

In the villages of the Twtzil 
and the other tribal people, there 
began to be Chrtstians. First here 
and there, then in profusion peo-
ple spread the word of the God 
who brought love and freedom, 
and the church grew. 

As it grew, so did the need for 
trained leaders. That need 
brought about the Sterks' second 
phase of ministry-a family move 
(with by then two children) to San 
Cristobal de las Casas to train 
indigenous leaders and develop 
materials for their use. For ten 
years the missionaries supported 
the growing Chrtstian church in 
Chiapas, helping its leaders build 
a church that is an authentic 
expression of their culture. 

The period of translation work 
was a natural outgrowth of work-
ing with the emerging Tzotzil 
church, for how could a church 
live and grow and nourish itself 
without access to the scriptures 
in its native tongue? So, for the 
third decade of service, Vern and 
Carla turned to revising the only 
existing Tzotzil New Testament 
and translating the Old Testa-
ment for the first time. The new 
Bible will be published in 1998. 

The call to adventure had 
become a call to service, one that 
bore abundant fruit. But the 
story has a dark side as well. In 
Chiapas, as Chrtstianity spread, 
persecution of the new Chrtstians 
began. Tribal elders often per-
ceived the new faith as a threat to 
their power and traditions. ln the 
beginning, known believers were 
killed in an effort to stop Chrts-
tianity simply by eliminating the 
Chrtstians. But the faith spread 
too quickly, to too many villages. 
The Chrtstians couldn't be wiped 
out. But they coufo, and still can, 
be beaten and run out of their 
homes, left to survive as best they 
can with others of the new faith. 

The era of persecution also left 

its mark on Vern and Carla. 
Years of threatening rumors and 
a couple of incidents of real per-
sonal danger helped them under-
stand the situation of their Chia-
pan friends. Yet their foreign 
identity and connections have 
given them a measure of protec-
tion and a passionate determina-
tion to work on behalf of the per-
secuted church, in Chiapas and 
wherever it occurs in the world. 
Vern was instrumental in starting 
the Defense Committee for Perse-
cuted Chrtstians, an organization 
seeking legal recourse for Chia-
pan Chrtstians, whom Mexican 
law enforcement agencies have 
not protected. He is also on the 
board of the international Open 
Doors, an organization concerned 
with persecuted Chrtstians 
throughout the world, and he is 
working on a book, The Dynamics 
of Persecution, which develops his 
profound belief that "persecution 
does not cause the growth of the 
church. The growth of the church 
is the cause of persecution." 

With this conviction and their 
years of experience, the Sterks 
place the emphasis in their 
teaching this fall at Western 
squarely on what they have 
learned about developing sensi-
tivity to another culture and to 
the possible ramifications of mis-
sion work in that culture. They 
teach mission and communica-
tion principles that will protect 
the people missionaries hope to 
serve. The things they wish they 
had not had to learn the hard 
way. 

Thirty years after setting out 
on their great adventure, Vern 
and Carla look youthful, laugh 
easily, and radiate gentle but 
untiring enthusiasm for their 
work. They have no regets over 
the choice they made, not for 
themselves and not for their two 
children, now grown. 

"Looking back," said Vern, "I 
think it was an ideal situation for 
a family. Not the safest, not the 
healthiest, but ideal. Because we 
lived in ministry together." ~ 
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Alum line 
Frederick Kruithof '64, pastor 

of the Second Reformed Church in 
Kalamawo, Michigan, was elected 
vice president of the RCA General 
Synod at its June meeting in Mil-
waukee, Wisconsin. 

Wayne Jansen '90 publishes a 
monthly periodical, Doors, to dis-
tribute at the Seirei General Hos-
pital in Hamamatsu, Japan, 
where he is a chaplain. He and 
his wife, Miho, welcomed twins 
into their family last summer. 

Michael Vanden Berg '79 is 
serving a term as president of the 
Classis of Canadian Prairies, and 
on the judicial review committee of 
the Synod of Canada and the 
General Synod Council. 

Rick Oppenhuizen '79 was 
elected president of the Classis of 
Southwest Michigan, where he 
serves the Bethany Reformed 
Church in Kalamazoo. 

Bruce Laverman '65 is minis-
ter for evangelism and church 
development at a new location in 
Corona, California, where a west-
ern regional center for Reformed 
churches is being developed. 

Deceased 
Anthony P. Dykstra • 44. 

Anthony Dykstra was raised in 
Orange City, Iowa, where he grad-
uated from Northwestern Acade-
my and Northwestern Junior Col-
lege. Following his graduation 
from Western, he served as pastor 
of the First Reformed Church in 
Marion, New York, and the Inter-
laken, New York, Reformed 
Church. He received a master's 
degree in English at the University 
of Rochester and subsequently 
taught for more than twenty years 
at Canandaigua Academy. 

Albertus Bossenbroek '36 
Albertus Bossenbroek died August 
25 in Hastings on Hudson, New 
York. He graduated from Hope 
College and Western and served 
several New York churches. He 
also served the RCA as field and 
executive secretary for the Partic-
ular Synod of New York; director 
of field education for New 
Brunswick Theological Seminary, 
president of the Synod of Albany, 
and president of the General 
Synod. 

Let classmates and colleagues know about the milestones in your life. 
Send your news items to "Alumline," Western Theological Seminary, 
101 E. 13th Street, Holland, MI 49423; fax 616-392-7717. 

Robert Schuller Honored As 
First Distinguished Alumnus 

At the Alumni/ ae Dinner held during 
last May's Commencement festivities, the 
Rev. Dr. Robert H. Schuller received West-
ern's first Distinguished Alumni/ ae Award. 
Dr. Schuller is pastor of the Crystal Cathe-
dral in Garden Grove, California, whose 
services are broadcast weekly through the 
"Hour of Power." He is a member ofWest-
ern's class of 1950. 

The Distinguished Alumni/ae Award 
was established by the Alumni/ ae Council 
to "celebrate the creative and distinguished 
ways in which our graduates live out our 
comon vision." Recipients are nominated 
by alums at large and selected annually by 
the council. 
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