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GUILT, GRACE AND GRATITUDE

 

The Heidelberg Catechism in twentieth-century Dutch theology

Introduction

The Heidelberg Catechism (1563) (HC) has always occupied a special position in Reformed Protestantism in the Netherlands. In my opinion, the main reason for this is that in the HC, Christian comfort has a central place. Its very first question asks what should be understood by this comfort, and the answer is, in short: to belong to Jesus Christ. Next, the question is raised in what way one shares in this comfort? The answer to this question is that one may live comforted if one knows three things. First, the greatness of your sins and wretchedness. Secondly, how you are freed from all your sins and their wretched consequences. Thirdly, what gratitude you owe God for this redemption. Here we see what I will call the ‘threesome’ of guilt, grace and gratitude. 

A. Five models

In this article I like to share the results of my research into the way in which this set of three has functioned as a theological paradigm in the Netherlands in the twentieth century. To this end I have examined about eighty commentaries on the HC, which were published in the twentieth century in the Netherlands. I found that these commentaries reflected five distinct models of explanation for this threesome. These are: 

1. The experiential-chronological model 

2. The so-called ‘doctrine of the supposed rebirth’ model 

3. The model according to the first conception of the covenant

4. The model according to the second conception of the covenant

5. The model according to the christocentric conception.

In this lecture I will discuss these five models and afterwards present an evaluation.

1. The experiential-chronological model 

According to this view,

a) the threesome of guilt, grace and gratitude must be known in an experiential way, that is to say, as an inner experience, in order for the believer to be comforted, and

b) this experience is chronological. This means that first one has to experience the depth of one’s sins and wretchedness. After that, the knowledge of the redemption through Jesus Christ can follow; after that, one can become grateful for this redemption. Theologically speaking: the knowledge of a precedent forms the condition for the knowledge of what follows.


An example of this model is the commentary by G.H. Kersten (1882-1948), a Dutch minister.  He says: In order to receive the unmistakable comfort, an experiential knowledge of guilt, grace and gratitude is necessary. In the temporal order of things knowledge of our sin comes first. This knowledge leads us to an inner remorse. Only in this way one comes to know Jesus Christ, and attains the second part of the threesome: the knowledge of redemption. After that, in third instance, gratitude is possible. 


In this model, various factors play an role. Firstly, there is the view on the relation between the Law and the Gospel. In line with Lutheran opinion, remorse for past sins, which one sees in the light of God’s Law, precedes comfort by the Gospel. 
 Secondly there is the view on what is called the ‘order of salvation’. This term denotes the specific path that one follows in order to share the comfort of God. This ‘order of salvation’ involves the threesome of guilt, grace and gratitude. This puts additional emphasis on the conditional character of the knowledge of a preceding step in relation to the following. 


A psychological factor also plays a part in this model. Experience teaches us that nobody needs a redeemer if they do not feel wretched, in the same way as patients do not need a doctor if they do not see that they are ill. 


One of the things that strike me in Kersten’s explanation is the fact that it focuses so much on the experience of wretchedness. This knowledge is the condition for belief in Christ. 
 This means that the knowledge of wretchedness itself is not a part of the belief in Christ, but must be known before the belief in Christ. This opinion has not remained uncontradicted in the Netherlands. A theologian such as J.G. Woelderink disputes Kersten’s idea that knowledge of sin precedes knowledge of Christ. In his opinion knowledge of sin is not a preparation for knowledge of redemption, but inseparable from it. To put it more strongly: knowledge of wretchedness without knowledge of the Redeemer is no real knowledge of wretchedness. 


C. Graafland, too, rejects a view of knowledge of wretchedness as separate from the knowledge of the Gospel. Hoe does this for pastoral reasons. In his opinion this form of knowledge can lead to psychological depression. 

Thus far the first model. 

By the way, I should point out that in the Netherlands this model exists in all kinds of gradations. For instance, one may appreciate the experiential and even for the experiential-chronological nature of the knowledge of the threesome, but reject the conditionality of it. This sometimes -- not always -- points to a relationship with the Kohlbruggian trend represented in the fourth model. I will return to this point later.

2. The so-called ‘supposed rebirth’ model 

I now come to the second model, which follows the view of the threesome based on the doctrine of the ‘supposed rebirth’.

This model is rooted in the theology of  Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920), the father of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands. Kuyper developed the doctrine of the supposed rebirth in connection with his view on baptism. He was a supporter of infant baptism. In his opinion, infant baptism was a symbol of and a seal on the rebirth of the child. This conception of baptism involves the notion that the little child to be baptised is already reborn. A new-born in the Christian community by rebirth becomes a seed of new life. This means that the child already has the so-called habitus fideï: the capacity to believe. 


From this point of view we will consider Kuyper’s view of the threesome guilt, grace and gratitude. In his commentary on the HC, E Voto Dordraceno (s.a.), he says: when a baptised, reborn child grows up, he or she will be converted by the preaching of the Word of God. At that moment the capability to believe turns into actual believing: the actus fideï. 


To believe is to become aware of a knowledge of which the reborn unknowingly already possessed the seeds. Applied to the threesome this means that the reborn faithful at a given moment becomes aware of the fact that he is a sinner, that he is redeemed by Jesus Christ and that he is called to gratitude. The habitus of this threefold knowledge turns into to the actus of this knowledge. 

Characteristic for the knowledge of guilt, grace and gratitude in Kuyper’s rebirth concept is that it forms one organic whole. 
 Kuyper does not hint at any chronological view of the threesome, and of course this would not be relevant, because the reborn has possessed already  the seeds of the knowledge of guilt, grace and gratitude since rebirth. 


Also, we see that in Kuyper’s concept knowledge is rather rational. This curbs the experiential element. 


The Kuyperian view on the threesome was not shared by everybody in the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands. In the opinion of a growing number of church members, Kuyper’s ideas led to superficiality in belief. A countermovement came up, which had already been present as an undercurrent. 
 Theologians of this movement pleaded for the necessity of self-examination. That is to say: everybody who had been baptised because they were supposed to be reborn, had to ask themselves in the light of specific marks if rebirth had actually taken place. 
 The synod of the Reformed Churches of 1905 accepted this criticism and declared that the doctrine of supposed rebirth should be complemented by the element of self-examination. 

This introduction of the self-examination allowed more room to the experiential aspect of the knowledge of the threesome.


This is illustrated by the ideas of A.G.Honig (1864-1940). 
 Much more than Kuyper he recognised that the knowledge of wretchedness has an experiential side. This knowledge is necessary in order to obtain knowledge of redemption. 


In this conception, knowledge of the third element of the threesome, gratitude, acquires a new function, in connection with the self-examination. The fruits of gratitude now become an important criterion to determine whether one really has been reborn. 


For some decades this bipolar model of supposed rebirth on the one hand and self- examination on the other hand remained influential. Then a new critical view on the chosen positions came up, calling for more attention to the aspect of the covenant. 
 Kuyper was certainly aware of the idea of the covenant, but in his theology this concept could not be developed because it was overruled by the theology of rebirth and election. 

3. The model according to the first conception of the covenant.
This brings me to the third model, explicitly based on the idea of the covenant. Because the next model, the fourth, also thinks in these terms, I will simply distinguish the two by speaking of the first conception of the covenant now, and later of the second.


As I said just now, in the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands this covenant model replaced the former model of Kuyper’s. An important exponent of the new model was K. Schilder (1890-1952). In his theology the notion of the covenant plays a dominant role, as it does in his view on the threesome in the HC. 


In this change I note a transition from a more subjective to a more objective way of thinking, of which Schilder’s salvation-historical theology is an exponent. 


I will now look at the ideas of B. Holwerda (1909-1952), another representative of the third model, on the threesome of guilt, grace and gratitude. In Holwerda’s commentary on the HC his view on this threesome is indeed found to rest on the notion of the covenant. In relation to this covenant Holwerda thinks of two things: firstly, God’s promise of salvation, and secondly, the response of the faithful to God’s promise. If the faithful do not respond the covenant is not complete. 


I will now explore the consequences of Holwerda’s notion of the covenant for the knowledge of the threesome of guilt, grace and gratitude. According to Holwerda, knowledge of all three parts is a qualified knowledge, resulting from the faith that originated in response to the covenant. 
 That is to say: in the knowledge of the threesome, the belief in Christ as Redeemer has a central place. From this point of view Holwerda emphasises the unity of the knowledge of the three parts. He sharply rejects the idea that knowledge of wretchedness precedes knowledge of redemption. 


It should also be noted that the knowledge of both wretchedness and redemption is rather rational. In this, Holwerda’s ideas are similar to Kuyper’s. For him, to believe is to accept God’s promise of salvation. To doubt God’s promise is the result of pietistic aberrations and leads to uncertainty. 


As regards gratitude: this element receives much attention. The point is that this represents new life in the covenant. All who accept God’s promise of salvation become grateful human beings. It is exactly in this gratitude that the bilateral character of the covenant becomes visible. 


Whether the fruits of gratitude could be a criterion to decide if one is a true believer is not an issue in this model. The question is quite beside the point. The idea of self- examination is rejected; instead, in this third model the term ‘self-testing’ is used. The point is not whether one is a true believer, but whether one lives as a true believer. 
 This explains why the commentaries related to this third model always contain extensive discussions of the Ten Commandments.

4. The model according to the second conception of the covenant

I will now discuss the fourth model, the second model viewing the threesome from the idea of the covenant. We now leave the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands and enter the theological territory of the Dutch Reformed Church. Here, the movement viewing the threesome from the perspective of the covenant is that arising from the theological ideas of Ph.J. Hoedemaker (1839-1910) 
 and secondly, at later stage, those of H.F.Kohlbrugge (1803-1875). 
 How do the representants of this fourth model see the knowledge of the threesome of guilt, grace and gratitude? We can firstly say that for them, this knowledge functions within the area of the Christian community as the space where God’s promises are valid. 
 In the covenant Jesus Christ has a central place. That is to say: all knowledge of wretchedness, redemption, and gratitude is connected with knowledge of Christ. 
 This fourth model especially emphasises the thought that nobody can really know their wretchedness without the relation with Christ. 
 Knowledge of gratitude, too, is seen as closely linked with knowledge of Christ; a crucial difference with the previous, third, model. 


What next strikes me is the fact that among the main representatives of this model the theological dimension of knowledge occupies a central place. Little attention is given to the experiential side of knowledge. 


It is exactly this point that requires elaboration. This is interesting: in the same way as the Kuyperian model was extended with the aspect of experience, so this model is expanded, too. It is here that the line inspired by the theology of Kohlbrugge comes in. This view also stresses the experiential dimension of the threesome, thus fine-tuning this second covenant model. On the one hand Kohlbrugge agrees fully with Hoedemaker when he says that there is no separate place for knowledge of wretchedness learned from the Law. Wretchedness is to be learned at the feet of Christ, in the light of the Cross. 
 On the other hand Kohlbrugge leaves room for the experience of the threesome, and even a chronological experience: first of wretchedness, then of redemption, and then of gratitude. 
 However (and this is different from Kersten in the first model), for Kohlbrugge this order is never conditional. 

 
The view on gratitude in this fourth model is remarkable. Believers do become new creatures, but only in Christ. Gratitude is spoken of in christological terms. The idea that the believers themselves should be capable of bringing forth the fruits of belief is rejected. 

5. The model according to the christocentric conception

We have now come to the fifth model, the christocentric view. 

This is the model inspired by the theology of K. Barth (1886-1968) and his thinking ‘from the middle position’. Barth recognises the importance of the classic threesome as given in the HC., but his perspective is new: his approach is in principle christocentric. 
 According to Barth, Sunday 1 of the HC is the confession of a person redeemed by Christ. This is not only because we here have the confession of the believer, but also because -- from the perspective of the revelation -- it is not legitimate to speak of any human being other than a redeemed human being. 
 The history of mankind is qualified by the Cross and the Resurrection of Christ. The reconciliation through Christ is the radiant centre of the history. At Golgotha, judgement has been passed over all people. Man separated from Christ has no independent significance. 


Well then, in this theological frame the old threesome: knowledge of guilt, grace and gratitude, can be seen in a new light. It will not surprise us to hear Barth say that the knowledge of redemption in principle precedes the other two. 
 At this moment, we are living under the Gospel. This is why he says: ‘ Wird nie den Mensch an sich gesehen, sondern immer als das Eigentum seines getreuen Heilandes.’ 
 Only from the knowledge of redemption can we attain knowledge of wretchedness. 


From a theological point of view the relation between Law and Gospel plays an important part in this fifth model, just as it did in the first. However -- as we know --, Barth reverses the order: he first speaks of the Gospel, then of the Law. In other words: the Law is the form the Gospel takes. Knowledge of wretchedness is derived from the Law, but it does not precede the Gospel; instead, it is included in the Gospel. 


That this knowledge is not necessary at cross-purposes with the experiential dimension is shown by K.H. Miskotte (1894-1976). He emphasises that the knowledge of guilt, grace and gratitude is also derived from experience. 
 However, he is at pains to stress the difference between his view and the piety of the conventicles, where experiential knowledge of wretchedness is a necessary condition for redemption. 
 As to the knowledge of gratitude: this arises from the deliverance by Christ and should not be considered an independent theme. It rests exclusively upon God’s grace. 

B. Evaluation

I will now again go over the field I have just outlined, and comment on my findings.

1. Characteristics of the five models

In the first place I hope to have made clear what is characteristic of each of the five models. In the first model, that of the experiential-chronological conception, the focus is on the knowledge of wretchedness. This is the model which sets out to retain the inheritance of the so called Further Reformation, the Reformed Pietism in the Netherlands.


The second model, following the doctrine of the supposed rebirth, did not initially place much emphasis on the knowledge of wretchedness, but all the more on knowledge of redemption and gratitude. In reaction to this, exponents of the school of the so-called self-examination pointed to the importance of the knowledge of wretchedness. 


In the third model, based on the first conception of the covenant, the knowledge of redemption is stressed. While the knowledge of wretchedness remains in the background, the emphasis on gratitude scores high. This model is the least experiential of the five.


In the fourth model, starting from the second conception of the covenant, the knowledge of redemption also occupies a central place. Knowledge of wretchedness is derived from this, although Kohlbrugge’s followers grant it more place. The knowledge of gratitude is not a separate theme. Both these covenant-models see themselves  - together with model 2 - as the legitimate continuation of the Calvinist branch of the Reformation of the sixteenth century. 


Model five, the christocentric model, in some respects follows model four. Here, however, the priority of the redemption is radicalised into a preliminary theological condition.

2. Polemics

Secondly, I will now discuss the relations between the five models. What do exponents of one model think about the others? I have found a remarkable amount of polemics between the defenders of the various models.


G.H. Kersten, an exponent of the experiential-chronological model (model 1), criticises the other models. He considers them superficial and deceptive as far as the well-being of humankind is concerned. 


Conversely, model 1 is always the object of criticism from adherents of the other models. They sharply reject the conditional character of the experiential-chronological view.

3. Approaches and retreats

Yet, we cannot say that all the five camps do is fight each other. The picture is not quite so black-and-white. When we compare the models to rail tracks, we see that sometimes they do run together. Let me give some examples.


Both model 3 and 4 are based on the concept of the covenant. Because of this they follow the same track for a while, for instance when they say that the knowledge of the threesome should be placed within the framework of God’s promise of salvation. 


Something similar may be said of models 1, 2 and 4 in connection with experience. When Kersten emphasizes that there is no knowledge of redemption without a preceding knowledge of wretchedness, this meshes with Honig’s plea for self-examination in model 2, and with the space given to self-knowledge in the Kohlbruggian way of thinking in model 4. 


But let us make no mistake in this. At decisive moments the points are reversed and the models again follow separate tracks. Both model 3 and 4 hold that the covenant is the starting point for the knowledge of the threesome, but when we then ask how their adherents see the covenant they are found to have different opinions, as we saw. And on the point of the knowledge of gratitude these two models are diametrically opposed. 


The same may be said of the experiential aspect, on which models 1,2 and 4 follow the same route. However, there comes a point when model 1 says: before sharing in the redemption, one must first be afraid, through the experience of wretchedness. At this, model 2 gets a little irritated and says: ‘that goes too far’; model 4 says model 1 is on the wrong track, for in this way knowledge of wretchedness is no longer knowledge of belief. Model 5 hastens to agree. 

5. My own position

At the end of this historical survey of the perspectives on the Heidelberg threesome in the twentieth century in the Netherlands, I will conclude with my own view on the question of how to interpret the triplets of guilt, grace and gratitude


I think the best approach is to consult the Palatine church order of 1563. This church order was introduced in the year of the publication of the HC. 
 It is beautifully set up: first, the baptismal fomula is given, then the HC follows, and then the Communion formula. It is remarkable that these three parts of the church order follow the order of the threesome: guilt, grace and gratitude.


Therefore I conclude: baptism teaches us three things: the child who is baptised is wretched, is redeemed and is called to gratitude. Holy Communion teaches us the same three things: the person who takes communion is wretched, is redeemed and is called to gratitude. Therefore we have to see the threesome in the HC as positioned between the Baptism formula and the Communion formula. The child of the Christian community, following the learning process that leads from Baptism to Communion, learns: I am wretched, I am redeemed and I am called to be grateful. 


Before Ursinus wrote the HC, a Lutheran Catechism was published in Heidelberg in 1558, in which the threesome is already mentioned. 
 At the end of this catechism we find a confession of the child, who confesses to be wretched, to be redeemed, and to be called to gratitude. In my opinion the view on the threesome as expressed both by Ursinus and in the church order of 1563 must be seen in this historical light.


The triptych of baptism formula, HC and Communion formula teaches us that knowledge of one of the three parts without the knowledge of the other two can never be real. To separate here is to tear the beautiful tissue of the threesome of Heidelberg.


To conclude: in my opinion the Kohlbruggian conception of the threesome does this trinity most justice.
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