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Editor’s Note:

   In the course of contacting folks to write for In Touch, I 
realized that many retirees have much to contribute besides 
an accounting of how they spend their time in retirement. 
Given the years of service to the church and to the RCA 
specifically, you have accumulated a great deal of wisdom, 
so here is an opportunity to share some of your reflections 
as you look back on your life in ministry. Some have even 
suggested that In Touch could become a forum for discussion 
about being Reformed and about the future of the RCA.
   With that in mind, I present a few of the latest accounts 
from your colleagues in retirement. If you would like to 
respond or contribute your own musings, please feel free to 
contact me at the email below.
								      
Thanks,
Bob Terwilliger, editor

terwilliger@juno.com

Donald J. Bruggink

A Confession

After 37 years as the James A. H. Cornell Professor of 
Historical Theology, I must make a confession to a large 
degree of professional failure. I obviously failed for all too 
many to instill a love for and commitment to the unity of the 
body of Christ. Perhaps the history of the church with all its 



divisions led me astray, but each division should have been 
taken as an opportunity to emphasize Christ’s prayer “that 
they may be one even as we are one” (John 17:22).

As reported in the December 2021 issue of The Banner, 
“some churches” of the RCA have “decided that remaining in 
fellowship with classes that see this issue [same sex marriage] 
differently would be the same as endorsement” (p. 20). 
Really? As professed, baptized Christians, we can’t live in 
fellowship with one another because seeing things differently 
is the same as endorsement? My views on many subjects—the 
one above, as well as political views—are different than those 
of many in my home church of Third Reformed in Holland, 
Michigan. I certainly don’t plan on leaving Third or trying to 
get my sisters and brothers to leave because we disagree, nor 
do I even plan on breaking fellowship. Our taking communion 
together is not a sign that I endorse their views or that they 
endorse mine. The Lord’s Supper is a sign that we are one in 
Christ who forgives us each for wrong-headed ideas and even 
forgives us for uncharitably holding right ones.

I repent for not having taught more effectively the oneness of 
the body of Christ, and I pray for the charity that will enable 
the RCA to remain one body, growing in charity even as we 
differ.

Don got his AB degree from Central College, his BD (MDiv) 
from Western Theological Seminary, and a PhD from the 
University of Edinburgh. He also studied at the American 
Academy in Rome. Don served as pastor at Fordham Manor 
in Bronx, was a lecturer at New Brunswick Theological 
Seminary, a visiting professor, assistant professor, and, since 
1966, the James A. H. Cornell Professor of Historical Theology 
at Western Theological Seminary. He has also served as 
an adjunct professor at Hope College and San Francisco 
Theological Seminary and for many years was the editor 
of the Historical Series of the Reformed Church. He is now 
a General Synod Professor Emeritus. Don lives in Holland, 
Michigan. brugginkd@hope.edu



Ronald Redder

I retired from active church ministry in 2012, so it has already 
been ten years. I served the Pella Reformed Church of 
Adams in Nebraska; the First Reformed Church of Denver 
in Colorado; the American Reformed Church of DeMotte 
in Indiana; and then I served as an intentional, specialized, 
interim pastor for 12 churches within the RCA and the CRC. It 
was a most rewarding experience. Through it all, I was able to 
live “at home,” but then I was asked to go to New York. That 
was not for me. So retirement began.

One of the first things Fran, my wife, and I decided to do was 
to tour Israel, which proved a most wonderful experience. I 
encourage all who are able to do so before too much strength 
and desire leave your body. During the first couple of years of 
retirement, I would preach in local churches, but life became 
so full that I decided to stop and instead enjoy family and 
home, lots of which I had often missed during active ministry. 
Having built a little cottage on a lake just outside of Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, summers and falls are now spent having the 
children and grandchildren over.

During my post-retirement years of interim service, we found 
a wonderful church home at LaGrave Avenue CRC of Grand 
Rapids, where Fran became the director of the Kids Hope 
USA program, which she developed into the largest in the 
denomination. Each year, there are about 72 tutors/mentors 
and 72 prayer partners serving 72 students, along with several 
clubs both in the local school and at church. Each year, 
through generous DeVos grants, special events are held for 
the children, including summer Camp Roger experiences and 
reading and social study programs within the school. When 
I fully retired from ministry, Fran also retired from Kids Hope 
USA.

Involvement in our church has been a unique blessing for the 
two of us: Fran with her involvement in Kids Hope and now 
with a painting class, and I became an elder and a teacher 
for the fifth grade. I had taught that grade often during the 
pastorate and especially love that age of eager and inquisitive 
children.

In 2017, however, things began to worsen for me. My health 
began to deteriorate, and while spending January with our 



daughter in California, I entered the hospital. After I returned 
home, I was admitted to the hospital in Grand Rapids several 
more times. My well-being began to decline. Where once Fran 
and I regularly walked, I could no longer do so.  

The problem was something with which I was born, a 
humbling gift from the Lord. I had a congenital heart murmur, 
which suddenly worsened. My physicians told me I ought to 
have died around the age of 40, and every subsequent year 
was pure grace. Now, I was told that without surgery to repair 
the bi-cuspid aortic valve I was born with, which ought to 
have been a tri-cuspid valve, I had possibly ten months to live. 
So surgery, of course.

My surgery was in April 2018. Recovery in the hospital 
involved two weeks during which healing did not progress 
well. After the initial extended stay, I returned twice with 
multiple complications. Healing finally began. Today, I would 
consider myself back to good health, but it was quite a 
journey.

Since I retired, I have been able to achieve something I always 
thought I would never do. I got rid of much of my nearly 
4,000-book library. As most retired pastors realize, there is no 
treasure more precious to us, other than spouse and family, 
than that of our books. I can’t tell you how sad it was for me. 
However, now others, primarily pastors in Africa and Christian 
high school students, will be able to enjoy them as I did.

Fran and I attempt to spend the worst of the Michigan winters 
in California and, when her sister was alive, time in Florida. 
In the summer, we enjoy outside yard work and water fun 
surrounding what we call our “Quiggle Pond House.” Often in 
the fall, we have gone to the Rocky Mountains, enjoying hiking 
and the Aspen colors. Our son and family worship at LaGrave 
Avenue CRC as well, so we not only enjoy being with the 
children during the week, but also spending time with family 
for Sunday dinners, something which I had often previously 
missed when preaching.

Our daughter is a physician in California, married to a 
physician, and they have three children. Our son is a Learjet 
captain, married to an FSA actuary, and they also have three 
children.



My present joys, since active ministry in a congregation is 
over, are family, church, and reading. I often have two or three 
books going at the same time, with many projects to fulfill 
my desire to learn. LaGrave Avenue CRC still offers morning 
and evening worship services, and nothing surpasses the 
experience of the music, the preaching, and the wonderful 
fellowship of that congregation.

Ron received his BA from Hope College and his MDiv from 
Western Theological Seminary. He served as pastor at Pella 
Reformed in Adams, Nebraska, at First Reformed in Denver, 
Colorado, and at American Reformed in DeMotte, Indiana. 
He also served as an interim pastor at 12 different CRC and 
RCA congregations. Ron and Fran live in Ada, Michigan. 
ronaldleeredder@gmail.com 

Tom Boogaart

One of the matters that has occupied me in retirement is 
looking back at my Reformed upbringing and sorting through 
the themes of the tradition. Some of them have sustained me 
throughout my life but others have clearly not. It seems to me 
that we have to do a similar sorting as the Reformed Church 
in America if we hope to avoid dissolution and to play any 
role in the future of our unstable world. Perhaps my “sorting” 
will stimulate you in your “sorting,” and we can begin a 
conversation together about the future of the Reformed 
Church in America. What follows is the first in a series of 
reflections. Parts of it were previously published online with 
the Reformed Journal (https://reformedjournal.com/i-am-not-
alone). 

Sophie was born and raised in Quebec. She left the Catholic 
Church because its worship services were impersonal and it 
failed to hold abusive priests accountable. Yet she has not left 
faith behind. She speaks of moments in her life when she feels 
the presence of God and divine promptings in her heart. She 
is cautious yet curious about matters of faith. She came into 
our lives when she married our son Tom.  

My wife, Judy, and I had traveled to Gatineau, Quebec, to help 
Tom and Sophie refurbish their house. As Sophie and I were 
painting and chatting, she paused with paintbrush in hand 



and asked, “What does being a Christian mean to you?” It was 
such a basic question, yet it caught me off-guard.  

Being Christian has permeated my life, and I often take it for 
granted. Asking me about Christianity is like asking a fish to 
describe water. I grew up in a family whose life was caught 
up in the rhythms of the old Third Reformed Church on the 
corner of Diamond and Hermitage in the old Brickyard district 
of Grand Rapids, Michigan—morning and evening services 
on Sundays, catechism and prayer meetings on Wednesday 
evenings, elaborate pageants in the Christmas season ending 
with a Florida orange and a chocolate bar. I absorbed a 
Reformed worldview and see myself as part of a remnant 
blowing on the embers of a once blazing fire. I have spent my 
adult life studying Scripture, writing essays, and training people 
for ministry. I talk about God all the time, yet all my God-talk 
can function as a surrogate for faith, the real faith that moves in 
my heart and carries me moment to moment, day by day.

“What does being a Christian mean to you?” 

I realized the gravity of the moment. Sophie was standing at 
the threshold and knocking on the door. I hesitated. I thought 
about explaining the essential doctrines that define my faith 
but sensed she was more interested in the dynamic of my 
faith than its content. She wanted to know what animated 
me as a Christian. Her question demanded that I dive deeper 
into my heart where the waters were murkier, where there are 
undercurrents of longing and desire. 

What is in the depths of my heart? I reflect on this when 
I watch my grandchildren grow up full of energy and 
excitement as they move into ever widening circles of life; 
when I lay my parents in their graves and dispatch their 
earthly treasures; when Judy and I take our COVID-walks and 
witness the decline of flora and fauna in our small patch of the 
world and hear sounds of lament in the silence of the wooded 
lakeshore; when I discover that I have an incurable cancer 
and realize that my appointment with death is coming sooner 
than I had scheduled in my life planner.   

“What does being a Christian mean to you?”  

After hesitating for a moment, I answered, “That I am not 
alone, that in the walk of life, I have divine companionship.” 



My answer surprised me because it seemed to come 
unbidden, out of nowhere. The more I pondered this, the more 
I realized that the longing for divine companionship had been 
part of me from an early age. It had been awakened in those 
rare times when I felt God’s presence in my life and amplified 
in those times when I felt God’s absence. I realized as well 
that divine companionship was the central theme of the 
Heidelberg Catechism that was taught to me as a boy. 

We worked our way through the Heidelberg Catechism 
on Wednesday evenings at Third Reformed Church in 
preparation for making profession of faith.  I memorized 
a number of the catechism’s most beloved questions and 
answers as well as the corresponding passages of Scripture, 
and I complained endlessly about having to do memory work 
not related to school.  

I am so thankful now that our caregivers had the foresight to 
make us memorize key parts of the catechism. Memorization 
is a spiritual discipline practiced by believers of old but mostly 
neglected today. The practice of memorization echoes the 
practice of hospitality: the constant repetition of the words 
of the catechism or the words of Scripture prepares a place 
in the heart and invites these words to reside there. At home 
in the heart, they meld with your thoughts and shape your 
behavior. 

Olevianus and Ursinus, the primary authors of the catechism, 
distilled the content of the whole in the very first question 
and answer. Their focus on a personal relationship with God 
and their articulation of the triune God’s comforting presence 
are beautifully and succinctly expressed there, and believers 
for centuries have cherished and memorized their words:

Q. What is your only comfort in life and in death? 

A. That I am not my own, but belong—body and soul, in life 
and in death—to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ. 

As a young person I understood “not my own, but belong” to 
mean that I was not “on my own” and therefore not “alone.”  

Question and answer one end by saying that a sign of my 
belonging is the presence of the Holy Spirit who assures me 
of eternal life. I was not sure what eternal life meant, and 



my mentors were vague about that as well. At the time, in 
a famous interview, Billy Graham said that we would do the 
things in heaven that we enjoyed on earth, like playing golf. 
I liked playing golf but was hoping that life in heaven would 
be more meaningful than that. The notion of playing golf with 
Jesus did not move or motivate me. My mentors explained 
eternal life as a reward for good behavior (quasi-Arminian) 
or a gift coming to me after I died (quasi-Reformed). Both 
explanations downplayed the significance of God’s active 
presence in the world and God’s love for its manifold forms of 
life, and both invited me to adopt an otherworldly focus.  

I was never much moved by either notion of an afterlife 
even as a young person. I felt that this otherworldly focus 
ran against the grain of the catechism and the Reformed 
tradition as a whole. Question and answer one suggest that 
divine companionship was heaven on earth. The reference to 
“eternal life” was the catechism’s way of emphasizing that the 
“comforter” in my heart was instilling in me the steadfast love 
of God, a love that was irresistible and eternal, and that the 
good work that my savior had begun in me would be brought 
to completion. 

The Heidelberg Catechism’s theme of “belonging” or divine 
companionship is one of the themes in the Reformed tradition 
that has sustained me throughout my life.

Tom received his AB from Calvin College (now University), his 
MDiv from Western Theological Seminary, and his PhD from 
the University of Groningen. He taught at Central College 
and spent a year at the University of Exeter in England on a 
Leverhulme Fellowship. He then taught at Western Theological 
Seminary and was named the Dennis and Betty Voskuil 
Professor Emeritus of Old Testament. Tom and Judy live in 
Holland, Michigan. tomb@westernsem.edu

Albert Vander Meer

How A Childhood Experience Influenced My Ministry

In May of 1950, my family made the difficult decision to 
leave the Netherlands and immigrate to Ontario, Canada. I 
was seven but remember the experience well. On the day of 



departure, all of my relatives gathered around the large car 
that was to take us to Rotterdam, the port of departure. An 
uncle expressed the family grief with this comment: “This is 
like a funeral because we will never see you again.”

We made it to our destination. The dream of immigration 
was realized. But the loneliness experienced by my parents, 
myself, and my siblings was significant. In the Netherlands, 
we were surrounded by family and friends. Now, we only had 
each other for companionship. Imbedded within me came the 
realization, “People need people.”

So why did we immigrate? My dad had a vision to own a 
farm that would support him and his family. This vision was 
realized ten years after the immigration experience. In 1960, 
Dad purchased a farm of 200 acres with 50 dairy cows. My 
father’s vision was fulfilled.

How did the immigration experience influence my ministry 
and create the blessings of church growth in every church I 
served? A church must have the vision for growth and realize 
the primary reason people attend a particular church. People 
must have their need for fellowship met.

During my senior year at Western Theological Seminary, I 
received four calls to serve a church. Two calls came because 
I have a farming background and the search committee 
felt I would fit into their rural farming community. A church 
from Ontario called me because I am Dutch and speak the 
language. But a church in Royal Oak, Michigan, called me 
because they wished to grow. I accepted this call because of 
their vision.

And they did grow. We were able to attract 100 new members 
in 3 years. The key to church growth is fellowship. We added 
a Wednesday evening program called “Youth Club,” which 
ministered to our children and adults. The program included 
a fellowship meal, Bible studies, arts and crafts, and choir 
practice for adults. Visitors were called on by members of the 
congregation and me. New relationships were continuously 
formed. Worship attendance grew to 130 people.

Unfortunately, not all of the members appreciated the 
significant growth and used their political power to curb 
changes that would continue to accommodate ministry to the 



community. The church is now closed.

In 1977, the Classis of Illinois called me to start a new church in 
the Quad Cities. I accepted this call without reservation. Long 
before this call came, I had a vision of starting a church. 

But, like the immigration experience, when I arrived in the 
Quad Cities, I was quite lonely. I soon recruited a group of 11 
persons to meet with my wife and me every Sunday evening 
to share the vision of starting a church. My “disciples” owned 
the vision and together we planted a church called Christ’s 
Family. Our services were held in the Holiday Inn. This place 
of worship was visible because it was located on a major 
expressway. The place of worship was in the main ballroom 
and easily accessible. After worship, we met for coffee and 
formed small groups in the worship center for a discussion 
on the message. Visitors quickly became assimilated into 
the life of the congregation. Their need for fellowship was 
immediately met. In about three years, we grew to become a 
congregation of 200. 

Land was purchased, upon which we were to build. Building 
a suitable church with our limited financial resources was a 
challenge. But this challenge caused the members to own the 
vision for building a church. We found Zion Church Builders 
who allowed the congregation to become its own general 
contractor, utilizing volunteer labor and the resources of 
the congregation. In 1985, we dedicated a beautiful colonial 
church building. Our vision was realized.

In 1991, I accepted a call to another congregation in Florida. 
But Christ’s Family continued the vision, adding on to 
the building on two occasions and planting a daughter 
church called the North Ridge Community. Mother and 
daughter churches have a combined membership of about 
600 persons. (Visit www.christsfamilychurch.org for more 
information.)

What is the key to the success of a new church plant? Vision 
and the assimilation of new members into the community of 
the church. Vision and fellowship in Christ were key to the 
success of the early Christian church and continues to be the 
key to a successful ministry today. That is wisdom I discovered 
in the difficult immigration experience.



Al was born in Warns, Friesland, Netherlands, and received 
his BA from Hope College, his MDiv from Western Theological 
Seminary, and his DMin from McCormick Theological 
Seminary. He served as pastor at Redeemer Church in Royal 
Oak, Michigan, at Christ’s Family in Bettendorf/Davenport, 
Iowa, and at Rolling Hills, in Zellwood, Florida. He served as 
the synod executive for the Regional Synod of Mid-America, 
and, since retiring, has been an interim and contract pastor 
at numerous congregations. Al and Lenore live in Beecher, 
Illinois. avandermeer42@gmail.com 



This newsletter is distributed by 
Communication and Production Services 

of the RCA. 

BOB 2237


