
Attestations OR Interviews and other related concepts.              January 2003

During the meeting of the consistory with the congregation on Dec 5 2002, it was quite evident that 
basic misconceptions hampered understanding each other. Therefore, these misconceptions about 
ourselves or about what we confess and do in the Canadian Reformed Churches, do not contribute to a 
growth towards unity with others. On the contrary, they sooner lead to disunity also among ourselves.

1. It seems to be a general understanding among us, that our consistory cannot admit guests to the 
Lord's Supper without a valid attestation.

2. Another misconception is that such a requirement is prescribed in our reformed Church Order.

These fallacies result in making false claims, false dilemmas and unwarranted demands on others.

First, the Church Order does not prescribe anything. The Church Order shows that we have agreed to
only admit to the Table those, who have not only made public profession of the reformed faith, but who
also lead a godly life. Only those who are sound in doctrine as well as irreproachable in their conduct
shall be admitted to the Lord's Supper celebration (art. 61, C.O.).

Secondly, therefore, visitors can be admitted as guests at the Table, after the consistory determines that
they indeed profess “the Reformed faith and lead a godly life”, or that they are sound in both doctrine
and conduct. This can be ascertained by communicating with their  own overseers  in one way or
another. Visitors could again “profess the Reformed faith” in an interview, but only witnesses or their
own overseers can testify to their conduct and lifestyle. (compare 2 Cor 3:1).

On the other hand, the above need to communicate with visitor's overseers is fulfilled when members
present a letter of commendation, written by their overseers, who  testify in black and white that the
bearer is indeed “of sound doctrine and irreproachable in conduct”.
Such a testimony or attestation is based on an observable life style.  (The phrase “as far as is known”
may often follow, but should not be necessary. After all, overseers cannot judge the heart or what future
behaviour may be like, but they do observe and judge lifestyles). Office-bearers must make a judgment,
and who can be better qualified than the visitor's own consistory with respect to lifestyle or conduct?
Such  a  positive  attestation  from  a  sister  church  should  not  be  questioned,  doubted  or  verified.
Therefore, in art. 61, C.O., we consented to express our unity in faith, by agreeing that

“members of sister churches shall be admitted on the ground of a good attestation concerning 
their doctrine and conduct”.

Refusing to accept or attempting to verify such a testimony given by fellow office-bearers, is an act of
distrust, doubt and an expression of disunity among sister churches and so it is in fact a breach of that
unity. 
It has been argued that Certificates of Membership are  similar to Attestations, because the term to
certify as well as to attest mean to declare a thing to be true, accurate, certain, confirmed and verified.
With this statement, people are led to believe that the difference is a matter of semantics, preference or
familiarity of terms. This is therefore misleading, because the one declares membership while the other
addresses lifestyle. 

Point 3. 
The Certificate of Membership, it has been said, (minutes of the second phase 2 meeting, Sep 19/02,
part 4), “lists all the family details including birth dates, date of baptism, date of profession of faith”. In
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other words, it  declares these statistics to be true, accurate and verified. The apparent purpose and
subject of a certificate is attesting to the truth of  membership and  statistical information.  Such could
simply be certified by a reliable administrator or clerk of the archives with a stamp.

However, the purpose and subject of an  attestation is not to only address membership, statistics, but
above  all  it  addresses  lifestyle. It  testifies,  gives  witness  to  a  member's  faith and  conduct. Such
testimony is not made by one or two persons, but by the whole consistory involving the congregation as
well. (Our consistory uses a form that also requires evidence of how faith and conduct is demonstrated
in their lives). When a sister church declares that a communicant member is “sound in doctrine and
conduct”,  statistical  information  is  rather  immaterial  and  location  and  dates  of  baptism,  public
profession does not require certification, because the fact that the member was baptized and indeed did
make public profession of faith, shown in doctrine and conduct, are important.

Point 4.
“Using a method of either statistical certification and an interview OR using attestations to properly
guard the Table, is a matter of preference, familiarity or historical development”  is another fallacy. 

This  misconception   1)  upholds  earlier  ones,  2)  ignores  scriptural  examples  and  3)  minimizes  or
belittles the struggles since the Great Reformation. Those struggles to maintain the truth did lead to the
Church Order of Dort(1619). A consequent decline in church government  in the Chr. Ref. Church
should not merely have resulted in adaptive  solutions, but in reformatory action as in 1834 and 1886.

The growth of denominational-ism in the Christian Reformed Church of North America with its false
ecumenism, resulted in an obvious decline and even a loss of the true unity of faith. Together with the
increasing  Bible  criticism,  individualism  and  independent-ism,  office  bearer's  testimonies  were
questioned, for they “did not always mean much”. Regrettably, this did not lead to reformatory action.
On the contrary, it led to further  weakening of unity in faith, for a return to the scriptural truth was
neglected.  Instead,  adaptive  actions  fostered  notions  of  independent-ism,  individual-ism,  and
denominational-ism or  vice  versa,  these  'isms'  led to  adaptive  solutions.  For  example,  having  the
receiving office-bearers assess the doctrine and conduct of visitors through a personal interview or by
speaking on the telephone  and so confirm 'self-commendation' cannot compare to a written attestation.
Following scriptural examples (Acts 18:27; Rom 16:1) can never be classified as just “historical” or
“cultural development”. The above misconception is, however, encouraged and believed to be verified
by the following statement or misconception.

Point 5.
“Using one method or another does not matter, as long as proper supervision of the Table is exercised.
After all, the Bible does not  prescribe any method in this respect. Therefore, we should respect both
methods of guarding the Table”.

Such a  clincher  can  be  used  to  favour  any personal  opinion that  refuses  to  recognize  and follow
Biblical examples. This reasoning lets people believe, that the Bible does not show what is most proper
by either example or prescription. Again, this idea upholds other misconceptions, minimizes lessons
learned in reformed church history and above all it ignores scriptural examples or lessons.

a) With respect to reformed church government, did the churches not agree since the 16th century and
later in the Church Order, to give attestations to departing brothers and sisters after the examples of the 
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early church in Apostolic times (art. 62 C.O.)? Did we not agree with the apostle Paul that “God is not
a God of disorder (or confusion), but of peace”? Was that not the reason that all reformed churches,
also on this continent, consented to do everything “in a fitting and orderly way”, as it had been shown
from the very beginning of the Christian church?? (1 Cor 14:33,40; C.O. Art.1).

b) Biblical examples make a N.T. prescription unnecessary, and these should, however, not be ignored. 
The brothers at Ephesus gave Apollos letters of recommendation for the apostles (Acts 18:27), and Paul
gave Onesimus the slave an “attestation” for him to hand over to Philemon (Phil. vs.10-21). Phoebe 
was commended to the church at Rome (Rom 16:1) They were to receive her in a way “worthy of the 
saints” and help her , whether she stayed there briefly or permanently. Rather than self-commendations,
the letters that testify to a person's doctrine and conduct appear to have been commonly used in the 
early N.T. churches (compare 2 Cor 10:12.)

c)The  decline  of  the  Christian  Reformed  Church  in  North  America,  as  well  as  the  growing
denominational-ism and  independent-ism,  caused  the  reliance  on  attestations  to  disappear  on  this
continent. In 1966, the Christian Reformed Church adopted a new church order. In 1974 the rules for
inter-church  relationships  were  changed,  so  they  were  no  longer  required  to  evaluate  doctrinal
pronouncements in other churches, thus promoting pluriformity and pluralism of churches.

Instead of maintaining the truth of the Gospel,  the doors were opened since that time to as many
denominations as possible and all in the name of 'ecumenicity”. Heresies could then enter through the
front door. 'Unity of true faith' became an old-fashioned concept and no longer decisive for the unity of
churches in Christ. Therefore, it is no longer a surprise that attestations or letters of commendations
meant little or nothing, for those who wrote these testimonies did themselves give cause for misgivings,
doubt  and lack of trust.  After all,  many were allowed to teach that  Adam and Eve were not real,
historical persons, that the chapters 1-11 of Genesis do not present actual historical events, and that the
authority of the Holy Scriptures as the Word of God can be questioned and doubted,  for men had
written it. The Bible was no longer regarded as the only truth and foundation of the church of our Lord
Jesus Christ.

Point 6.
“A (so-called) travel attestation is only for the purpose of attending the Lord's supper at another place.
Therefore, it is different than the 'regular' attestation”.

Such an idea appears to come from bureaucratic influences.
a) An attestation is at any time a commendation, a testimony of one's faith and conduct. It is given to
members who wish to present themselves in the area where they will stay. It is dated, so that those who
receive it may be aware of any possible time lapse in supervision. Of course, one must be able to
account for a time lapse between departure and arrival.  Presenting an attestation  shows a desire to
submit one self to the authority and supervision of the church in the new area. 

b)  Therefore,  what  may be  different  between  one  and  the  other  attestation  is  whether  it  is  for  a
temporary stay or a permanent one. The purpose is the same, namely to submit to the supervision of
the church in the area. Every attestation is a testimony of one's lifestyle in faith and conduct. In either
case, the member has left the authority and supervision of the church where he/she used to live.
For a permanent move, extra information can be given and the church in the new area can be notified
of a pending arrival. For a temporary stay, there is no need to notify anyone, nor to provide detailed 
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information. A brief testimony of doctrine and conduct is sufficient to fully regard the bearer as a true
brother or sister in the Lord, and to accept him or her on that basis “in a way worthy of the saints”.

Point 7.
“Professing to be the true church of our Lord, means that everyone who does  not belong is lost or
cannot be saved into eternity”. 

a) We believe and confess the church to be a holy congregation and assembly. And that “there is no
salvation outside it” (art. 28 B.C.). Can we defend that? Or do we prefer to ignore it and set it aside? 
Not defending that statement of faith may indeed lead to thinking that it  actually means that non-
members are lost for ever. Nevertheless,  it is really true that outside the church of Christ there cannot
be salvation (John 14:6).

b) Since the Reformation, and in most recent memory since 1944, we have been accused of claiming
that only those who join us are eternally saved. This accusation is simply false and as persistent as what
the Jews had the soldiers testify about Christ's resurrection, which is still believed by many. The words
“There is no salvation outside” the church, is simply not a statement about eternal life or death, but
about finding salvation. More over, decisions about eternity are not within the domain of man. It is
Christ who will lead into eternal life those whom the Father has given Him (John 17:20-26).

People who refuse to join the true church do indeed “act contrary to the ordinance of God” and in
disobedience.  This  is  not  a  judgment  about  a  person's  eternal  salvation.  Rather,  it  simply  shows
disobedience to God's call. 

Conclusion
Desiring unity on the basis of goodwill, accommodation or compromise while neglecting and ignoring
the truth of Scripture and Confession, might eventually result in an agreed upon Church Order, but it
will be detrimental to the truth the church is to uphold. Getting tired of debating issues may also factor
into  the  present  situation.  At  the  same  time  desiring  unity  of  faith  without  actually forming  one
federation is just as detrimental. This means that unity of faith is declared and respected, but each side
continues to maintain what was before. This is called denominational-ism and we get used to the idea
of pluralism of churches while the whole truth of God's Word is doomed to evaporate and disappear.

Even within a federation, this appears possible when also synods decide that differences of customs,
interpretations and opinions are negligible , or when churches in synod cannot decide between one or
another 'whatever' out of fear of hurting the feelings of the other. When Scripture and Confession are
no longer the  only valid reason, then true unity of the one church of Jesus Christ may eventually be
lost.

Therefore, lets  exercise that unity of faith, not just for the show, but in all deeds. How can overseers
refuse or question a testimony by office-bearers from a sister church? Overseers may be able to judge a
visitor's faith by an interview, but they cannot know the conduct of life. How can self-commendation
ever be more valuable than the testimony of two or three witnesses, who have a history of supervising
the member? Relying on the testimony of brothers in Christ is an act of exercising unity. Demanding
self-testimony above or beyond the presentation of an attestation, is an exercise of disunity and an act
of independence that promotes the concept of denominational -ism to the detriment of the unity of the
one true church of Jesus Christ.                                                                                                            DT
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