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The Church Order does not deal with 'membership, as such, for it is not a series of articles and by-laws,
that constitute an organized society. The C.O. is also not a series of rules and regulations imposed by a
hierarchical Synod to regulate the administration of the churches. As fruit of the Great Reformation, the
Church Order expresses how independent churches live together in unity of faith and in that way assist
each other in securing the purity of ,

1. the proclamation of the gospel
2. the administration of the holy sacraments
3. the use of discipline.

The  Church  Order  presents  a  series  of  articles  that  show  how  the  churches  govern  themselves
according to the pure Word of God. Together in unity of faith,  the churches  consent or  agree and
promise each other to abide by these articles, not surrendering their independence, but maintaining true
and full dependence on Jesus Christ, the only head of the church. That unity is secured by following the
advice, judgments and opinions expressed in these articles of the Church Order, for the maintenance of
good order (art.1).

The federation of churches is based on unity in faith and it is also the result of an agreed upon Church
Order. Therefore, just to mention one operational example. A credential for office-bearers (art.32), who
form a classis or synod, includes the commitment to abide by all decisions which that assembly will be
making, providing they are made in accordance with God's Word and the Church Order. This does not
diminish independence  nor establish hierarchy. On the contrary it  promotes unity of faith, trust and
peace. It prevents hierarchy and maintains independence of churches, for we agreed that “no church (or
assembly of churches) shall  in any way lord it  over other churches...” (art.74).  Moreover,  we also
agreed that the decisions made by these assemblies shall be considered settled and binding, unless (not
until) they prove to be in conflict with the Word of God and … the Church Order. (N.B. Not with the
Confessions or  the Three Forms of  Unity,  but  the Bible  and the C.O.) See articles  that  deal  with
assemblies (29-51).

A society's  'Constitution  and  By-laws'  generally  starts  by  addressing  membership issues.  Church
membership as such is not an issue in the Church Order. After all, it does not affect relations within a
federation,  nor the unity of faith  or the preservation of the gospel,  sacraments and discipline.  The
Church  Order  may  touch  upon  membership,  but  only  indirectly  when  it  deals  with  discipline,
sacraments, marriage or church records. For example, art.61 addresses the requirements to keep the
celebration of the Lord's Supper pure. And art. 62 states that consistories  shall issue attestations for
anyone  who  moves  to  the  area  of  another  church.  This  applies  to  both  communicant  and  non-
communicant members. Acceptance by another church is implied as a natural consequence. Refusing or
doubting its content means  dissolution of the federation and instant  excommunication. Art. 61 shows
how the unity of faith is put into practice by honouring each other's testimony to keep the Lord's
Supper  pure.  Therefore,  guests  or  new  members  from other  churches  in  the  federation,  or  sister
churches, are admitted  “on the ground of a good attestation concerning their doctrine and conduct”.
That means a testimony, not one  we consider valid or believable, but one with a description of the
bearer's positive way of life. After all, what can be more truthful than the testimony written by Christ's
appointed office-bearers or overseers.

With respect to people from outside the circle of sister-churches, the Church Order makes no 
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comments, for it deals with church relationships. Eligibility for church membership is faith and outside
the scope or purpose of the Church Order. For the past ten years or so, However, the following notion
has been proclaimed and practiced in Winnipeg, namely, that

mature baptized persons ('outsiders') cannot request to join the church as members, by placing
themselves under the authority and supervision/oversight of the consistory. In other words only 
those who made profession of faith can do so. Granting their request, therefore, means that  
they are accepted as members, communicant members.

This means then that baptized outsiders cannot be granted membership. So, those newcomers who have
“the covenant of God sealed by baptism” (art.57) are  kept outside, because the consistory refuses to
assume authority and oversight, until they have made public profession of faith. Of course, one might
say, that they are welcome to attend church services and catechism instruction, but they cannot (yet) be
recorded as  members,  non-communicant  members.  This  may be  the way we address  non-baptized
outsiders, for we must welcome anyone. Should those who  have the sign and seal of the covenant,
however, be addressed in that way?? Or is their baptism  different than ours? Should we not rather
explain that outsiders, who are baptized, are duty bound to positively respond to God's calling, just as
well as our children??

Refusing membership to baptized outsiders defies reason, common sense and reformed church polity. It
also condemns previous decisions of the Winnipeg consistory. A family with children left the church,
but their oldest daughter eventually decided at age 14 to return and she was granted membership. The
elders assumed oversight and exercised spiritual authority over her way of life on behalf of Christ.
They demanded that she regularly attend the services and catechism instruction classes. In due time or
some four years later, she made public profession of her faith. Another example is a baptized fellow,
who wished to join the church. He was dealt with in the same way. A third situation I remember, was a
young lady who had never attended church, being brought up by agnostic parents. After distancing
herself from her parents' teachings, her initial step towards professing her faith was to place herself
under  the authority of  the consistory.  The office-bearers assumed oversight  and provided doctrinal
instruction. Eventually she publicly professed her faith and was consequently baptized. “Your people
will be my people and your God my God”(Ruth 1:16).

Was the consistory wrong in all those cases. The Church Order does not answer that question in my
opinion,  because  this  never  seemed  to  have  been  an  issue.  Apparently  nobody  ever  asked  Dr.
F.L.Rutgers either (Kerkelijke Adviezen, Kok, Kampen, 1922).From a reply to a related question under
different circumstances in this book, it becomes clear that it was a given to accept 'baptized outsiders' as
members and officially include them in the records of the church. 

So, how is it possible to decide not to accept baptized outsiders as members? It makes me wonder how
we are to regard the teenagers in church. Are they not supervised in the same way as communicant
members? Is discipline not exercised to keep them safe? Is disciplining them perhaps unfair, because
they  had  not  yet  committed  themselves  to  the  Lord  nor  to  the  oversight  and  supervision  of  the
consistory?  (  Question  4,  page  593 BoP).  Please  read  the  Forms in  the  BoP.   The Form for  Re-
admission speaks more correctly of returning “to the fellowship or communion of the saints” and not
'under the authority of the consistory'. So, how is it that 'baptized outsiders' cannot place themselves
under the authority of the consistory?

Apparently there are several 'rungs of that ladder'  to get to such a notion. First of all,  it  has been
claimed that 'placing oneself under the authority of office-bearers'  means “professing one's faith” or
that public profession had been made. But that is incorrect. It puts the horse in front of the wagon. It is 
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correct that 'willing submission' is promised, but that is only one aspect of the profession of faith,
(question 4).

Another  notion is  that  admission into membership is  the  same as  admission to  the Lord's  Supper.
Accepting a person as a member, however, does not mean the same as accepting an attestation as the
ground for admission to the Lord's Supper. Membership and admission to the Lord's Supper are two
similar, but different consequences of attestations. It is either the one or the other. It is either the ground
for admission to the Holy Supper,  or it is the  reason for acceptance into membership (art.62 CO). It
entitles  communicant  members  access to  the  celebration  of  the  Holy  Supper  and  it  entitles  both
confessing and baptized individuals to  be recorded in the church registry as either communicant or
non-communicant members (art.64).  Therefore,  admission to  the  membership and admission to the
Holy Supper are not the same things. Article 61, therefore, shows who can attend the Lord's Supper and
not that only professing members can become members. They are not synonymous.

To summarize,  the Church Order does not  address membership as such, because it  defines church
relationships. Eligibility for church membership depends on faith and conduct of life. However, the
Church Order does mention membership in relation to baptism, attestations and others. The idea that
baptized 'outsiders' cannot become members by placing themselves under the authority and supervision
of the consistory, is a  false notion. Such a notion  may lead to believe that the sign and seal of the
covenant, therefore, is different from one church to another, or that the baptism and the Word of God in
a false church (art.29, Belgic Confession), is invalid, meaningless or useless  until they confirm their
baptism by their confession and conduct. When such postponement of membership is necessary, non-
scriptural doctrines and heresies may fester in the dark. Refusing to take-on oversight on behalf of
Christ means in such a case, shirking the responsibility of an office-bearer. It is also a departure from
the established reformed practice that is based on God's Word, the Church Order and the Three Forms
of Unity.

D.T.
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