
The Disaster of 1944
and the consequent Church Liberation

A.  Doctrine of Covenant and Baptism

Ever since the days of the Great Reformation in the 16th Century, different views were expressed with
respect to covenant and baptism. Just think of the Anabaptists, the Belgic Confession of 1561 (art.34)
and the Heidelberg Catechism of 1563 (Lord's Day 26). Also after the Secession of 1834, fierce debates
were fought in the press (polemics) about these subjects. Since neither side insisted on 'binding the
consciences' of others, it never came to a split or a schism. Each side regarded the other as fellow-
believers. All wished to uphold the reformed confessions, and they warned each other to be careful in
their expressions and to avoid one-sidedness or extremism. Under God's blessing, further study and
debate might lead to greater understanding and stronger unity. Regretfully, the 'binding of consciences'
happened in the 1940's.

In the late 1800's, during the time of the 'Doleantie' in the Netherlands, Dr. A Kuyper taught a new
doctrine with respect to covenant and baptism. Reformed confessions clearly teach that baptism (like
circumcision) must be administered to all covenant children, for it is a mark of being a child of God,
sanctified in Christ, rather than a child of wrath, lost in Satan's darkness. Above all, this mark is a sign
and seal of God's promise of  salvation (forgiveness  of  sin  and eternal  life).  Therefore,  those who
believe will benefit and disbelief is a covenant breach that brings God's wrath.

Dr.  Kuyper,  however,  seemed  to  reason  on  the  basis  of  observations  or  from a  more  'scientific'
approach. Every one agreed that not all baptized children are saved and reach a life of faith. Dr. Kuyper
was of the opinion, that baptism seals the work of the Holy Spirit.  Baptism, he said,  is  a  seal of
regeneration. Of course, this work of the Holy Spirit only occurs in the life and hearts of the  elect.
Since not all are saved and because all must be baptized, parents are required to  assume that their
children are regenerated. He also concluded that baptism of non-elect children can therefore be called a
formal baptism, or a 'fake baptism'. The 'Pacification Act' of Synod 1905 intended to put a stop to these
theories. However, during the 20' and 30's, Kuyper's followers expanded his theories. Along with the
growing hierarchy, they managed to impose these opinions on others (see part B).

Synod 1942 made pronouncements on several concepts that supposedly (according to Synod 1936) had
led to much unrest in the churches (see below under B). About the covenant of grace, Synod quoted a
portion of the 1905 Pacification Act, namely, that with God's promise of salvation “the seed of the
covenant is to be presumed to be regenerated and sanctified in Christ until (when they grow up) the
opposite should become evident from their conduct and doctrine”. Please note that parents confess at
baptism (first question), that children of believers “are sanctified in Christ and thus as members of His
church ought to be baptized”. They now must believe that they are regenerated and sanctified in Christ.
Synod added that “this does not imply that therefore every child is truly regenerated”.

This decision solved little or nothing. It seemed to be just another compromise like 1905. The reasons
or grounds for this decision, however, were not provided. Instead of stating Scriptural grounds, Synod
1942  (June  8)  added  (unlawfully)  that  an  “explanation  was  to  follow”.  This  explanation  was  not
finalized by the synod as a whole. Nevertheless, it was in this way still given synodical status and
authority.
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The 'Explanatory Memorandum' that followed clearly showed that Kuyper's theories were the basis of
the new doctrine. Moreover, it was now declared binding as the only divine truth. The memorandum
explained that a  kernel of faith is implanted in the elect and, therefore, baptism is effective only for
them.  It  seals  their  regeneration.  Man's  inability  to  know who is  and who is  not  elected  requires
believers to presume that their children will be saved. Baptism is then either an unconditional promise
of grace to the elect or it is an offer of salvation, that means that it is a promise of conditional grace to
all who hear and respond to the gospel.

This  doctrine teaches  two kinds  of  baptism turning it  into a  baptism of  doubt. The  memorandum
concluded that to believe that all baptized children are personally assured of being children of God or
covenant children “is in conflict with the truth”. Although no proof from Scripture was given, Synod
demanded adherence to  this  false  doctrine.  God's  Word  of  promise  could  now no  longer  be  the
certainty of faith. Baptism had to be viewed as a seal of 'presumptive regeneration'.and the word of the
memorandum was supposedly infallible, because adherence was demanded.

It is true that baptism seals the promise of salvation. We can be assured of God's promise, for we take
Him at His word. It does not mean, however, that all are saved regardless of their conduct and doctrine.
In accordance with Scripture,  those who  reject the gospel-promise must  be judged to be  covenant
breakers that earn God's wrath. But the validity of the promise is not dependent on consequent faith and
conduct,because the promise is the true word of our covenant God Himself. When some do not show to
be children of God does not mean that the promise is a 'fake' promise, but that the recipient is 'phony',
disobedient, unwilling, rebellious, a covenant breaker and earning God's covenant wrath. He/she is like
a royal prince who lives like a pauper.

It is also correct that Scripture calls baptism the “washing of regeneration” (QA 73). Secular reasoning
concludes that what is not present cannot be washed so at least the root or a kernel of faith must be
present.  But  baptism  pictures  and  confirms  the  “washing  with  Christ's  blood  and  His  Spirit”
(L.D.26,27). It is like a written and signed promissory bank note or cheque and a mark of distinction.

Baptism signifies and seals what God in Christ …
 speaks to them 

and not what the Spirit in Christ might have already …
done in them.

The sister churches in North America, the Christian Reformed Church, decided in 1949, that there was
no valid reason for them to discontinue their relationship for they were of the opinion that there had
been  no change in doctrine. They added that new immigrants could join as long as they agreed to
maintain the decisions of Synod 1905, and to abstain from discussing the different opinions in the
Netherlands.  Therefore,  true  believers  could  no  longer  join  or  stay  in  the  Christian  Ref.  Church.
Consequently the Canadian Reformed Churches were established in the 1950's.

B. Hierarchy in Church Government

Soon after the Great Reformation, the churches established a Church Order to maintain good order and
to prevent hierarchy, which had ruled God's people for centuries. (hierarchy is government by church
leaders ranked at levels of progressing power). The root of reformed church government is that Jesus 
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Christ is the only absolute Ruler of the church (see art. 30, 32 of the Belgic Confession and L.D. 21,
Heidelberg Catechism). Throughout history attempts have been made to use Christ's authority as man's
own and subject believers to man-made rules, regulations and doctrines that benefit the church rulers.
Its ultimate pinnacle is the Pope. 

To curb this sin, a Church Order was established by the churches at the Synod of 1618/19. By common
consent, its regulations are intended to maintain good order and to prevent anything, any church or any
person to oppose or abuse Christ's authority and government of the church.

It is quite understandable that ministers and synods are tempted to take the reigns, to rule or to lord it
over others. The churches consented to help curb such inclinations (see art. 30,71,74). Also church
councils  are  prevented  from  misusing  their  authority.  For  example,  the  C.O.  mentions  that  the
congregation should be involved in appointing office-bearers (art. 3), in issuing attestations (art. 62)
and in discipline (art. 68). Moreover, any member who “complains that he has been wronged” by a
decision, has the right to appeal (art. 31) or turn to church visitors for advice or assistance (art. 46).

Hierarchical behaviour results from unscriptural ideas. It starts with using improper terminology. It is
incorrect, for example, to speak of making submissions to  the synod without identifying which one.
The reason is that major, broader assemblies are not permanent but  temporary bodies convened by
churches. 
A next  step on the hierarchical  path is  when matters  that  could have been completed by a  minor
assembly  are  passed  on  to  the  next  level.  Art.  30  speaks  of  certain  matters  that  “could  not  be
finished”(completed). This refers to an inability and not an unwillingness to complete it.
Another indicator is when broader assemblies make up their  own agenda and when churches expect
them to give direction on non-ecclesiastical matters or to provide pastoral counsel.
Yet another sign of hierarchical action is when a synod decides to notify the classis or the regional
synod of their decision.  Churches must be notified. Broader or major assemblies  do not exist until
lawfully convened by the churches. Copies of synodical decisions for a classis could at most be mailed
to the 'calling or convening church' who has the task to prepare and call the next classis.
It  appears  to  be  self-evident  that  major  assemblies  cannot  deal  with  appeals against  their  own
decisions, but this occurred repeatedly in the 1940's.

Proper church government started to derail already in the 1920's. On its own initiative and with a view
to the dangers in those days, Synod 1920 issued an 'exhortation' to remind all office bearers of their
duties with respect to doctrine and conduct. Synod acted, as it were, like a 'super council'. Then in
1926, a Synod suspended and deposed the Rev. Dr. Geelkerken. He taught that Genesis chapter 1,2,3
was not a historical but a mythological account of the fall into sin. Suspension, however, is the task of
the church  council (art.71).  In the Geelkerken case both the classis and the synod acted as  super-
councils. Geelkerken deviated from the confessions and refused to abide by the Subscription Form of
office-bearers. This amounted to a breach of the federation. Since the church did not suspend him,
classis should have refused their delegates, and so that church would have been excluded from the
federation.
After discussing the 'Geelkerken issue' (N.B. terminology), Synod 1926 suspended him although it had
no right to do that. Synod then ended, but it 'revived' itself five days later to depose him for refusing to
abide by the suspension. Hierarchy kept growing. Those who disagreed with Geelkerken were 'ordered'
to re-institute the church and an open letter was sent to all the churches to explain Synod's behaviour
and to regard these acts as lawful!!!
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The direct prelude to the 1944 disaster started in 1936. Press reports,  discussions and submissions
repeatedly showed that  a  synod was viewed as  a  super-council. Delegates  acted as  they might  in
supervising the members of their own congregation, providing guidance to public debates, clearing up
concepts, explaining cultural, social, political and religious trends etc. Office-bearers deal with such
issues, but not as  delegates to a Synod, for it is not the job of a major assembly. After all, making
general statements or exhortations is useless, because they confront and affect no one.

This also happened in 1936. Synod 1936 responded to a classical request for clarification by issuing a
general exhortation out of 'concern' about the 'style' of polemics or public debates. People were said to
be nasty and nit-picky, which is a lame way of avoiding direct confrontation of the core content of the
debates. Synod's words touched no one and solved nothing, but it was their way of further dealing with
the  classical  request.  On  their  own  initiative,  however,  they  then  also  reacted  to  statements  that
followed in the press and appointed a committee. They desired to get conclusive clarity on the proper
use of such concepts as, - common grace, - covenant grace, - immortality of the soul, - pluriformity of
the  church,  -  self-examination  and -  the  unity of  the  two natures  of  Christ.  Misunderstanding  of
Scripture and Confessions, Synod figured, had  caused that classical request as well as an apparent
disturbance in the membership. However, no church or classis (group of churches) had ever identified
that misunderstanding of concepts was a problem, because the confessions were clear.

Synod 1939-1942 was of course hampered by the war.  One committee member to deal with these
'doctrinal differences'  was in jail  and later he was prohibited from publishing anything. Paper was
scarce  and  certain  publications  were  banned.  This  restricted  the  flow  of  information.  Also  travel
restrictions  made  proper  polemics  impossible.  Moreover,  churches  were  not anxiously  awaiting
clarification of concepts. Two-thirds of the membership requested Synod via ecclesiastical assemblies
not to proceed but to wait until the war was over. One professorial adviser, however, proposed to push
forward,  for  he  judged  that  those  requests  and  appeals  “contained  nothing  new”.  Synod  agreed.
Although unlawfully, Synod then decided to deal with the “differences of opinion” in secret, in closed
session. A clear hierarchical act in violation of the Church Order, and many more such acts followed.
(Sliding down a slippery slope is virtually impossible to stop).

Synod 1942/43 demanded  immediate compliance with the doctrinal pronouncements (see section A.
above). They interpreted art. 31 as if it stated that a decision is “settled and binding” until instead of
“unless it is proved to be in conflict with the Word of God and with the Church Order”. Therefore, they
claimed that the right to appeal was upheld. In the meantime compliance was required until Synod
decided  otherwise.  Objections  were  dismissed  and  declared  unfounded.  Synod  '43  denied  any
wrongdoing  and  previous  synodical  actions  were  approved.  Moreover,  at  classical  exams,  new
candidates  were  required  to  voice  agreement  with  the  latest  doctrine  or  be  rejected.  This  synod
completed its partially self-made agenda, but again closed provisionally to be able to re-convene when
deemed necessary. It acted like a permanent board.

In 1943/44, Synod recalled itself and even arranged discussions with appellants. Appeals ought to be
dealt with by another synod, the next synod, which in this case was to be called for 1946. Synod's self-
perpetuating provisional closings resulted in dealing with appeals against its own decisions. It is almost
'natural'  that  objectors  were  rejected  because  which  power-hungry  body  would  overturn  its  own
decisions?

With all these things going on, hierarchy blossomed in 1944. As long as the possibility to appeal 
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existed, there was hope that unscriptural doctrines and unlawful acts might be stopped or reversed. True
believers did their utmost to prevent a disaster, a breach, or a split in the church. But it was to no avail.
They were classified as rebel-rousers. Anyone who did not abide by Synod's decisions was disciplined,
even  by  Synod  itself.  Synod  1944  disciplined  uncooperative  resisters.  Ministers  and  elders  were
deposed from office by Synod. Others were withheld from the administration of the sacraments by
consistories and by the  Synod. They were in fact  excluded from the church of Jesus Christ.  It was
indeed a disastrous situation that caused a rift, a breach, a schism.

The truth of God's Word had become  secondary to the pronouncements of Synod. Its authority was
seen as higher than Scriptural authority. Synod had turned into a Pope. The church had become a false
church. It no longer regarded Christ as the only Head. It compelled believers to confess a false doctrine
to boost its own authority rather than to correct and punish sin on behalf of Christ. Synod violated the
Church Order and no longer governed in accordance with the Word of God. Therefore, believers were
banned and persecuted. They were forced to disobey Synod. There was no other choice anymore. The
country was still under German occupation. The movement of news was restricted and postal services
were virtually non-existent. Personal travel was dangerous and train service was unreliable. In several
churches people were unaware of what was really at stake. Therefore, many believers simply followed
their leaders, by either staying in the false church or by joining the liberation. An Act of Liberation and
Return was drafted and announced in August 1944. Church leaders had managed to get together in a
church building at the Hague even in violation of German restrictions on some of them. Those who
afterward obtained the information of the Act, applied it to their local situation and re-established the
true church of Jesus Christ as confessed in L.D.21 and B.C. Art. 27,28,29.

P.S.
In my home town, Brunssum, the suspension of our assistant minister triggered the liberation. I was 12
years old at the time. While walking to church on September 10, 1944, our parents told us to pass the
church street. After about another kilometer, we ended up in a small building of a Lutheran church. A
small lectern/pulpit hung on the left wall near the front podium with an altar at the center under a large
cross. The American Army was hold up at Valkenburg's grottoes 15 km away, and low flying planes
would on occasion pass over. Being on the move was risky.

Later  I  learned what  had triggered the need to  join in  worship at  a  different  location.  The
Reverend Visser had requested baptism for their baby. He wished to answer the 2nd question in the
Form about the “doctrine-taught-here” in the affirmative 'except for the most recent changes made by
Synod'. I still have the brochure written by him in defense of his suspension, resulting in these  quotes,

    “The Church Council of the Reformed Churches at Treebeek and Heerlen in joint session on August
19, 1944,
 considering,     
a)  Rev. Visser's declaration to be unable to answer the 2nd  question of the Form for Baptism in the
affirmative,
b)  his plan to provide information about the problems in the churches without permission
c) the receipt of the act of liberation and return,
d) his intent to encourage his fellow-believers to join him in rejecting the decisions of council and
synod,
decides
 with regret to suspend the Rev. W. G. Visser for three months from performing any aspect of his office,
on the basis of art.79 and 80 “ (our art. 71,72).
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A few weeks later, the Rev Visser replied that, as much as he was able to, he would return to his duties
as shepherd of God's flock. His letter of explanation was published in a brochure, Why Suspended? He
questioned how he could be “guilty of a public and gross sin” mentioned in the C.O.
re a) He had repeatedly argued that the 1942 decisions were in conflict with the Word of God and       

unacceptable as the truth, but council had not shown the contrary.
re b) It was his duty to explain the new doctrine and council had failed to show that this was a mistake.
re c) The act had been provided for information and proof, but council had rejected such evidence.
re d) Is it a sin to exhort fellow-believers to live by God's Word alone and uphold the Confessions?

In an open letter on September 6, 1944, the Rev Visser addressed the members of the congregation. He
reminded them of their duty to join the assembly of true christian believers, to unite with those who
were excluded or banned for living by the truth of the Scriptures and the Confessions, which Synod had
made impossible.
   “As lawful office-bearer of Jesus Christ, I hereby call you for His sake to gather in public worship 

with all those who seek the unity not only in words but also in deeds, on Sunday September 10 
at 10.30 am in the Lutheran church building in Brunssum and at 3.30 pm in the building of the  
Baptist congregation in Treebeek”. (a class-room in an old school with a pipe-organ under

construction).

Out of about 600 souls, only about six families responded positively. Two elders and a deacon were
eventually installed. One family from the Heerlen congregation joined a few months later .

Church liberation was a fact in the south. The American Army arrived a week later on September 18,
1944. Personally for me, more exciting times were about to follow.

Originally written for the Senior Catechism Class in February 2006 and retyped in the spring of 2010
for this format.

Dennis Teitsma
Winnipeg, MB
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