Report of the Commission on Theology

The Commission on Theology was established by the General Synod of 1959 (Minutes

of General Synod [MGS] 1959, p. 123). It is assigned to “study theological matters
arising in the life of the church and referred to it by the General Synod or initiated

within the commission itself” (Book of Church Order Chapter 3, Part |, Article 5,

Section 9b [2025 edition, p. 115]). This is the commission’s 66th report to a General

Synod.

The commission met online on September 24, 2025, and met in person at the

Michigan Regional Center, with two members joining via Zoom and one member

absent due to illness, on February 3-4, 2026. In February, the commission was joined

for portions of the meeting by Zach Adams from the faculty of Hope College, who

spoke to us about theological and ethical implications of artificial intelligence;

Brandon Beebe from the General Synod Council (GSC); and Eddy Aleman, RCA

general secretary, who spoke with us about issues relating to the theological

definition of “church,” which he hopes the commission will address. Working groups

of the commission met online in between those meetings.

Assighment from General Synod 2024

The 2024 General Synod assigned the commission to send a representative to the ad

hoc task force to study the opportunities and implications of having Reformed

Church in America assemblies beyond North America in response to EC 24-9 (MGS

2024, p. 43). Dr. William Ruggles Church was assigned as the commission’s

representative. He reported to us briefly at the September meeting and in more
detail at our February meeting, at which the commission discussed the report at

length.

e One question from the commission was why the international churches want

to join the RCA. Would financial aid to train pastors be offered? Is there a

possibility of these pastors being trained at New Brunswick or Western

Theological Seminaries? Could the partnership the churches seek be with the

seminaries as well as with the denomination?

e The commission wondered which aspects of Reformed theology these
international churches liked, noting that there are many variations and
shadings of Reformed theology represented in the RCA.

¢ The commission had reservations about these churches joining (membership)
with the RCA, recognizing the reality of many variables and inconsistencies in

the histories, organization, and management of these churches, and also

wanting to avoid the errors of old colonial models. What sort of a covenantal
relationship would there be? The commission preferred a partnership model.

What additional benefits would the international church have in a covenant

relationship? What flexibilities and/or commitments would such relationships

have? Would classes adopting international churches skew the votes at
General Synod?
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All of these questions were shared with the task force, noting that the commission
was not opposing any ideas at this time. The commission appreciates the
consideration given to its questions and concerns, and we prayerfully look forward to
the task force’s report.

Assignments from General Synod 2025
The 2025 General Synod assigned the commission to work with two groups.

RF 25-1 directed the GSC to “establish a six-member working group to define and
address spiritual abuse within the RCA. If necessary, this working group will work
with experts in spiritual abuse” (MGS 2025, pp. 96-97). This commission and the
Commission on Christian Action were asked to send two representatives each. Sara
Nielsen and Douglas Scholten are representing the Commission on Theology. They
reported on the difficulty in defining spiritual abuse. The task force is working to find
resources and ministries and to create case studies.

ONB 25-3 directed the GSC “to form a task force to prepare advice for the church on
issues relating to the care of churches and supervision of consistories where there
are long-term ministerial vacancies, for report to the General Synod of 2027” (MGS
2025, p. 104). The Commissions on Church Order and Theology were asked to send
representatives. James Brumm is this commission’s representative. He reported on
their preliminary work, including creating a definition of long-term ministerial
vacancy.

Theology Beyond Our Papers

In addition to assignments from the General Synod and suggestions from other
assemblies or, this year in particular, individuals such as the general secretary, the
members of the Commission on Theology regularly examine active issues in both
church and society, looking for places where God is speaking that might inform the
entire RCA. In the past year, for example, the commission discussed more than nine
different issues before the church on the way to preparing the two papers that are
shared here.

Yet there was another, more practical, perhaps more existential question that was
part of the commission’s discernment: how do these papers become part of the
discussion in the larger church? How can this work impact both thought and action in
local congregations, potentially enriching both proclamation and ministry? Papers
and resolutions presented to General Synod, while referred to the broader church,
often don’t have much life beyond the Acts and Proceedings. While papers of this
commission have, in the past, had broader reach—three editions of The Church
Speaks published by The Historical Series of the Reformed Church in America have
made papers up to 2020 available to support further scholarship—how can God'’s
revelation be made more directly useful to local congregations?

Each of the two papers that follow are presented with recommendations that could,
with the support of this General Synod, the General Synod Council, and its delegates,
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make these papers more immediately useful to RCA members in ministry. Both come
to the synod with recommended questions for discussion in assemblies,
congregations, and small groups, and hope that the delegates to this synod will
encourage such bodies to take up these discussions when they get back home.

In preparing the paper on the “Purpose, Function, Opposition, and Support of the
Separation of Church and State in the United States of America,” the commission felt
strongly that Christian Nationalism is indeed a heresy in the light of Reformed
theology. The commission feels the world is waiting for the church in the United
States, especially evangelical, historically white denominations like the RCA, to stand
up and say this publicly. While all the members of the commission have great
appreciation and admiration for the letter written by our general secretary to the
president of the United States in January (www.rca.org/pastoral-letter-of-support-
and-lament-for-immigrants-and-refugees), it is important that there be a statement
that can be made by the General Synod to the church and the world in a timely
manner. The commission asked the GSC to appoint a small group to prepare a
statement for this General Synod to make, if possible.

THE CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE OF CREATION

What is the Christian doctrine of creation? And how should we properly understand
it? As Thomas Aquinas reminds us: “Any error about creation also leads to an error
about God.”? In other words, we must get our doctrine of creation right if we are to
accurately understand who God is. But what does it mean to get our doctrine of
creation right?

The Doctrine of Creation Outlined

Historical theologian Bernard McGinn argues that there are “four basic constituents
of the idea of creation” found in Christian theology. He calls them “The Four D’s”:
dependence, distinction, decision, and duration.®> We have enlarged McGinn’s list to
include three more ideas: design, defect, and delight. For each theme there are
several affirmations and several denials concerning both creation and God.

First, distinction. A central belief of the Christian faith is that there is a fundamental
ontological distinction.* God’s way of being is different from that of creation.
Creation is other than God in being and God is transcendent to creation. For
example, creation is finite while God is infinite. These affirmations are meant to
repudiate a number of other perspectives. For example, disavowed is any pantheism

2 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, ll, 3.

3 Bernard McGinn, “Do Christian Platonists Really Believe in Creation?” 208-209. McGinn states that
the list is not exhaustive, but rather “a heuristic device for raising some of the right questions”
concerning the adequacy of a given doctrine of creation.

4 See, for example, Hendrik Hart, Understanding Our World, 334-338.
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or ontological monism in which God and creation are fundamentally identical in
being. Creation is not divine or quasi-divine and God is not the same as or part of
creation. Creation is God’s, but not God.®

Second, dependence. Equally central to the Christian tradition is the conviction that
creation depends on God for its very existence. Creation is ontologically dependent
on God for its being, while God, in contrast, is self-existent.® As creator and sustainer
God is immanent in, with, and under creation. These affirmations seek to rule out
another set of alternative viewpoints, for example, an ontological dualism in which
matter is seen as independent of God.” Creation is not self-originating, self-
perpetuating, or self-explanatory. So, deism is unacceptable. God does not create
and then go on vacation. While creation is not God, it is God’s.®

Third, decision. Another basic conviction of the Christian faith is that God did not
have to create. Creation is both ontologically and existentially contingent.® That is,
God did not have to create any world at all, and God was not obligated or forced to
create this particular world. Creation need not be. It is, rather, a gracious act of a
loving God. Thus God is able to freely intend and effect action, unconstrained by
anything except the divine nature of grace and love. These affirmations rebut certain
historically prevalent perspectives, for example, both a Platonic cosmogeny in which
the creator is externally limited by recalcitrant matter and a neo-Platonic cosmogeny
in which a principle of plenitude necessitates that God create.’® Creation could not
have been. It exists only because of God’s grace.

Fourth, duration. Following Boethuis and the mainstream of the Christian tradition,
this claim affirms that creation is temporal while God is eternal. Creation comes to be
in time. God the creator, in contrast, stands outside of time altogether.” What is
denied with this affirmation are the claims that creation is eternal and that God is
temporal.”? Even those who argue that God is best viewed as everlasting rather than
eternal still insist that, however God is in time, God is temporal in a quite different
way than creatures.” While able to act in time, God is also the master of time. God’s
relationship to time is unique—unlike that of any creature.

Fifth, design. Another central conviction of the Christian faith is that creation is both
orderly and purposive. Creation is a cosmos—a universe of patterned regularity—and
hence intelligible.* Creation is, furthermore, an intentionally ordered cosmos. It
exhibits the order it does for a reason, namely, because God the creator made it so.

5 Joseph Sittler, “Ecological Commitment,” 178.

6  Thomas Morris, Our Idea of God, 157.

7 Langdon Gilkey, Maker of Heaven and Earth, ch. 3.

8  Joseph Sittler, “Ecological Commitment,” 178.

9 Robert Russell, Cosmos as Creation, 195.

10 Thomas Morris, Our Idea of God, 148-149.

m  See, for example, Elenore Stump and Normann Kretzmann, “Eternity,” 219-252.

2. Except perhaps for ontologically dependent and eternal things, e.g., ideas in the mind of God.
3 Nicholas Wolterstorff, “God Everlasting,” 181-203.

4 Langdon Gilkey, Maker of Heaven and Earth, ch. 5.
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As Psalm 104 declares, creation is fashioned in wisdom to manifest the glory of a
creating and sustaining God. Thus, any perspective that views the world as ultimately
chaotic or that understands the order of the world as entirely arbitrary is rejected.
Also rejected is any position in which God is construed as non-personal or capricious.
Creation is the ordered system it is because God made it that way.

Sixth, defect. One of the distinguishing features of Christian theology is the belief
that creation is essentially good.” Evil is real, but it is a perversion of God’s intentions
for creation—an adventitious quality rather than an essential property. The fall, in
other words, is contingent, not necessary. God is, correspondingly, omnibenevolent.
These affirmations are intended to repudiate a variety of commonly held beliefs, for
example, that finitude is evil and hence something to be escaped. Contra
Manicheanism or certain forms of Gnosticism, evil is not intrinsic to creation. Evil is all
too real, but it is an alien intruder with no legitimate place in God’s good creation.
God is not morally imperfect. God is, rather, the summit of moral goodness.

Seventh and last, delight. An often-overlooked aspect of the Christian doctrine of
creation is the conviction that creation is a place of beauty and enjoyment. In the
effusiveness of divine grace, God has created and continues to create and sustain a
profusion of beings whose existence provokes wonder and whose value extends
beyond their usefulness to humans. Instrumental value to humans is only one of
several values non-human creatures have.'® Hence God is not only a faithful supplier
of things needful but also a generous giver of that which evokes joy." Any
utilitarianism that finds creation valuable only insofar as it serves human needs and
wants is repudiated. In contrast, this last D insists that creation is valuable
irrespective of its usefulness for humans and that God is generous in creating a
bountiful and beautiful world.

The Doctrine of Creation Performed

The above is one fairly common approach to understanding the Christian doctrine of
creation. But what does it mean to get our doctrine of creation right? What exactly
constitutes an error about our understanding of creation? In answering this question
most people have assumed that understanding the doctrine of creation means giving
intellectual assent to propositions such as those above. Getting the doctrine of
creation right means adequately understanding the seven D’s. But this attempt at
stating the doctrine, like most such articulations, is too abstract. While helpful in
certain ways, it is a living, breathing world away from warblers and waxwings and
woodpeckers. Because we falsely assume that assent to such formulations means we
understand the doctrine, we are oblivious to how much of God’s work is being
destroyed. Our inadequate understanding of this doctrine has contributed to the
pillage and plunder of our planetary home.

5 Langdon Gilkey, Maker of Heaven and Earth, ch. 7.
6 Holmes Rolston, Environmental Ethics, ch. 1.
7" Nicholas Wolterstorff, Until Justice and Peace Embrace, ch. 7.
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What if an adequate understanding of the doctrine of creation means performing the
actions implicit in its claims? What if a proper understanding of the doctrine requires
doing what the propositions entail? What if rightly understanding the doctrine means
living every day knowing that “we are holy creatures living among other holy
creatures in a world that is holy”?'®

Nicholas Lash, in his insightful essay “Performing the Scriptures,” argues that
different kinds of texts call for different kinds of readings.” In his words, “for different
kinds of texts, different kinds of activity count as the fundamental form of their
interpretation.”?° Lash uses two analogies to help us understand what he means. For
a Beethoven string quartet, the academic skills of the text critics who make the score
available and the historical research of musicologists who contribute to the ongoing
history of Beethoven interpretation are important, but to properly interpret a
Beethoven score, skilled musicians must actually perform the music. As Lash puts it:
“The fundamental form of the interpretation of Beethoven consists in the
performance of his texts.”?' So also with Shakespeare’s plays. As Lash states, King
Lear is “another example of a text the fundamental form of the interpretation of
which consists in its performance.” As with the musical analogy, with a Shakespeare
play “the expertise required by actors and producer in order to perform well is of a
different order from that required of the indispensable but subordinate academic
interpreters: the textual critics, historians of Elizabethan drama, literary critics and
philosophers.”?? Lash’s point with these analogies is simply this: “There are at least
some texts that only begin to deliver their meaning in so far as they are ‘brought into
play’ through interpretive performance.”?® In sum, to understand the text is to
perform it.

Lash proceeds to argue that “although the texts of the New Testament may be read,
and read with profit, by anyone interested in Western culture and concerned for the
human predicament, the fundamental form of the Christian interpretation of scripture
is the life, activity, and organization of the believing community.” This Christian
practice, furthermore, “consists in the performance of texts which are construed as
‘rendering,” bearing witness to, one whose words and deeds, discourse and suffering,
‘rendered’ the truth of God in human history.”?* In other words, insofar as we
Christians live out the story we claim we believe, we represent the teachings of
Christ. This approach, Lash suggests, has the merit of reminding us “that the poles of
Christian interpretation are not, in the last analysis, written texts...but patterns of
human action: what was said, done, and suffered, then, by Jesus and his disciples,
and what is said, done, and suffered, now, by those who seek to share his obedience
and his hope.”?®> Could not the same be said for the doctrine of creation, namely, that

8 Wendell Berry, Sex, Economy, Freedom, Community, 99.
®  Nicholas Lash, Theology on the Way to Emmaus, ch. 3.
20 Nicholas Lash, Theology on the Way to Emmaus, 40

21 Nicholas Lash, Theology on the Way to Emmaus, 41.

22 Nicholas Lash, Theology on the Way to Emmaus, 41.

23 Nicholas Lash, Theology on the Way to Emmaus, 41-42.
24 Nicholas Lash, Theology on the Way to Emmaus, 42.

25 Nicholas Lash, Theology on the Way to Emmaus, 42.
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its “truth” ultimately is a set of practices, a way of being in the world that seeks to
follow the way of Christ? If so, then “getting the doctrine of creation right” means
enacting particular patterns of human action.

In his book The Moral Vision of the New Testament, Richard Hayes makes a very
similar argument. The last of his ten “proposed guidelines for New Testament ethics”
is that “right reading of the New Testament occurs only where the Word is
embodied.”?® As Hayes argues: “The hermeneutical enterprise is not completed by
the work of analysis and commentary; to interpret a text rightly is to put it to work,
to perform it in a way that is self-involving so that our interpretations become acts of
‘commitment at risk.”” By way of support Hayes explicitly seconds Lash’s claim that
“the fundamental form of the Christian interpretation of scripture is the life, activity,
and organization of the believing community.”?” Hence in his “diagnostic checklist”
Hayes emphasizes what he calls “the fruits test.” In other words, one crucial question
to ask of any interpretation is: “How is this vision embodied in a living community?
Does the community manifest the fruit of the Spirit?”?® Could not the same be asked
of the doctrine of creation? Paraphrasing Hayes’s key question: what sort of
communities result from putting this understanding of the doctrine of creation into
practice???

Sadly, Berry’s observation that many Christian organizations are indifferent to the
despoliation of the earth is all too true. All too often we are so busy debating the
origins of the universe (“creationism versus evolutionism”) that we do not notice
either the degradation of our watershed or the beauty of the night sky. We sing the
doxology (“Praise God all creatures here below”) while ignorant of, or indifferent to,
the fact that we are causing the largest mass extinction since the dinosaurs
disappeared 65 million years ago. Church parking lots on Sunday morning, with their
gas-guzzling cars, look no different than corporate parking lots on Monday morning.
Christian college and university campuses appear to be no different than their
secular counterparts.

However, we share Berry’s frustration that however just the indictment of Christianity
by anti-Christian conservationists may be, it does not come from an adequate
understanding of the Bible. The Bible begins and ends with rivers and trees. The Bible
speaks of Christ as the One for whom all things were created, the One in whom all
things hang together, and the One through whom all things will be reconciled. The
Bible portrays God’s glorious good future as earthly and earthy. Alas, we Christians—
and perhaps especially we Christian theologians, called to be teachers of the
church—have not done near enough to help people understand the full meaning of
the doctrine of creation as enacted, performed, and lived. A performative
understanding of the doctrine of creation would help us realize that knowing the
doctrine means living the doctrine. As Joseph Sittler presciently put it, in a 1973

26 Richard Hayes, The Moral Vision, 310.
27 Richard Hayes, The Moral Vision, 305.
28 Richard Hayes, The Moral Vision, 213.
29 Richard Hayes, The Moral Vision, 212.
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essay entitled “Evangelism and Care of the Earth”: “If in piety the Church says, ‘The
earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof’ (Psalm 24:1), and in fact is no different in
thought and action from the general community, who will be drawn to her word and
worship to ‘come and see’ that her work or salvation has any meaning? Witness in
saying is irony and bitterness if there be no witness in doing.”3°

An Example of The Doctrine of Creation Performed

Kent runs a church camp in upstate New York. In the summer, he trains staff, deals
with emergencies, and pays the bills. He also tells bedtime stories to the many kids
who flock to camp, and when he gets a chance joins in the evening music by playing
his mandolin. The rest of the year he runs retreats, raises money, and promotes the
camp among neighbors near and far. In his spare time, he puts up bat houses, cleans
composting toilets, and cultivates an organic garden in unforgiving Adirondack soil.
The work is seemingly endless, the job never done.

You sense things are different the moment you arrive at Camp Fowler. Whether it’s
the sign by the parking area that reads “Future world and local leaders in training
here,” the bicycles the maintenance workers use to haul their gear around camp, or
log buildings that properly fit their Northwoods setting, you sense that this camp has
been carefully thought through. Your first impressions are confirmed at the first meal:
the menu includes organic and vegetarian items seldom found among typical camp
fare, prepared by a woman who got a master’s degree in home economics so she
could more knowledgably align the camp kitchen practices with the core values of
the camp. After the meal the campers have a competition to determine which cabin
has the least amount of non-compostable food left over, with all the compostable
leftovers going into the bear-proof compost bins near the garden.

This is no ordinary Christian camp. There are certainly many of the usual staples of
church camp: morning worship before breakfast, time each day devoted to learning
the stories of the Bible, chapel time at night with enthusiastic singing. Much of this is
led by a local minister who volunteers as chaplain for the week. There are wilderness
trips for fishing, sailing, canoeing, and backpacking. Indeed, the Camp Fowler
philosophy is similar to many Christian camps: to glorify God, to foster growth in
Jesus Christ as Lord, to experience life in a Christian community, to encourage
people to live as disciples of Christ. But what is striking at Camp Fowler is that all of
it is suffused with a spirit of shalom. Among the camp’s core values are simplicity,
hospitality, and community. In recent years its summer-long themes have been peace
and justice. And woven through everything is the theme of earth-keeping.

Kent has been at Camp Fowler since 1986, and his imprint four decades later is large.
Through the years he has intentionally and creatively shaped the place and its
practices to reflect the core values of the gospel, including a commitment to care for
the earth. But that care is always specific to a particular place. So Kent knows the
history of his camp, and while he has learned much from its past he is not slavishly

30 Joseph Sittler, “Evangelism and Care of the Earth,” 206.
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bound by it. Kent also knows his home place well, the nonhuman as well as human
inhabitants. He knows the pileated woodpeckers and barred owls, the tamarack and
the golden birch, as well as the director of the library in the local village and the
owner of the local paddle shop down the road. Because of his extensive local
knowledge, Kent is able to discern the possibilities and the limits of his place. He
knows when enough is enough, and thus resists the pressures to think bigger is
better. Consequently, the camp remains relatively small—of a humane scale. In short,
Camp Fowler incarnates a kind of wisdom, and this wisdom joins arms with an
infectious joy, such that all who come to Fowler—campers, volunteers, staff—catch
the spirit of Kent’s joyful wisdom and wisdom-filled joy. Kent Busman not only
intellectually understands the Christian doctrine of creation, but he also performs it
every day at Camp Fowler. Each summer he and his staff attempt to live out “The
earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof” with their witness in doing.

Recommendations for Church Action and Resources

As we seek to follow Kent’s example in faith and life, there are a variety of ways for
churches and Christians to practice faithful care of creation. The following serves as a
non-exhaustive list of options for you and your congregation to engage:

e Walking or biking for transportation

e Sustainability around dishes, such as reusable or compostable coffee cups

e Mindful sourcing of food and drinks with awareness of creation impact

e Energy efficiency evaluations

e Planting a native species garden or area of property

¢ Working with local organizations on creation care (watersheds, native plants,
etc.)

e Engaging in a study of theology of creation care

e Gardening

e Solar panels

e Book studies

We recognize that these vary in scale and cost, but encourage whatever steps you
can take, knowing that no step is too small. While learning about this can feel
daunting, here is a list of resources to consider:

Arocha Ministries

Bauckham, Richard. The Bible and Ecology: Rediscovering the Community of
Creation. Baylor University Press, 2010.

Bookless, Dave. Planetwise: Dare To Care For God’s World. IVP, 2008.

Bouma-Prediger, Steven. Creation Care Discipleship: Why Earthkeeping Is an
Essential Christian Practice. Baker Academic, 2023.
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Bouma-Prediger, Steven. For the Beauty of the Earth: A Christian Vision for
Creation Care. Baker Academic, 2010.

Davis, Ellen F. Scripture, Culture, and Agriculture: An Agrarian Reading Of The
Bible. Cambridge University Press, 2009.

Harris, Peter, and John Stott. Under the Bright Wings. With Susan Rubira.
Regent College Publishing, n.d.

Hayhoe, Katharine. Saving Us: A Climate Scientist’s Case for Hope and Healing
in a Divided World. Atria/One Signal Publishers, 2022.

Johnson, Ayana Elizabeth. What If We Get It Right?: Visions of Climate Futures.
One World, 2024.

Lowe, Ben, and Ajith Fernando. Doing Good Without Giving Up: Sustaining
Social Action in a World That’s Hard to Change. IVP, 2014,

Richter, Sandra L. Stewards of Eden: What Scripture Says About the
Environment and Why It Matters. IVP Academic, 2020.

Rienstra, Debra. Refugia Faith: Seeking Hidden Shelters, Ordinary Wonders,
and the Healing of the Earth. Fortress Press, 2022.

Robinson, Kim Stanley. The Ministry for the Future. Orbit, 2021.

Swinney, Jo, and Miranda Harris. A Place at The Table: Faith, Hope and
Hospitality. Hodder & Stoughton, 2022.

Woodley, Randy. Shalom and the Community of Creation: An Indigenous
Vision. Eerdmans, 2012.

While this list is far from exhaustive, it will serve as a great starting point as you and
your congregation seek to faithfully engage and follow our Lord’s call to protect and
serve God'’s creation.®!

TH 26-1
To commend “The Christian Doctrine of Creation” to all
congregations and assemblies of the RCA; and further,

To commend the following questions to all congregations and
assemblies of the RCA and to encourage them to organize
discussions; and further,

To have a brief discussion among the delegates at this General
Synod.

31 Genesis 2:15
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1. What is something you or your congregation is already
doing to help steward and care for God’s creation?

2. What are one or two steps (remember, no step is too
small) you wish you or your congregation might take in
the next year to help steward and care for God’s creation
a bit better? Consult the recommendations in the paper
for ideas.

3. How might you answer and further promote the call to
care for creation in your life and circles, both within the
church and beyond?

Reasons:

1. The theological issues of creation care, from a Reformed perspective, have
both urgent and long-term impacts on the life and health of all our members
and the entire planet. We have a responsibility for the stewardship of creation.

2. The discussion questions are intended to help people in local ministries move
from theory and contemplation to action.

3. This can be done online with minimal effort or cost.

A REFORMED THEOLOGICAL EXAMINATION OF THE PURPOSE, FUNCTION,
OPPOSITION, AND SUPPORT OF THE SEPARATION OF CHURCH AND STATE IN
THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

The principle of the separation of church and state, protected in the First
Amendment of the United States Constitution, remains one of the most enduring and
contested tenets of American political thought. Far from being a merely legal or
historical construct, this principle carries profound theological implications for the
nature of faith, the mission of the church, and the role of the government of the
United States of America. Thus, the purpose and function of this paper is to examine
the theological foundations of the separation of church and state and argue that,
when properly understood, this policy stands and serves as a fundamental safeguard
for both the authentic religious liberty and the spiritual integrity of the church.

I. Theological Purpose and Function of the Distinction of Church and State

From a theological perspective, the distinction is not simply a pragmatic compromise
but a divinely harmonized arrangement that fulfills several critical functions. While
Christians affirm that Jesus Christ is Lord over all of creation and every aspect of
human life, going back to the early church, the church has recognized that within
human societies God has instituted two authorities for the ordering of our life
together, the church and the civil government. In the fifth century, Pope Gelasius
articulated this as the doctrine of the two swords.

A. Protecting Religious Liberty and Conscience

At its core, the distinction between the church and state ensures religion remains a
matter of personal conviction rather than political mandate and preserves both our
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freedom of conscience and our authenticity of faith. The distinction is basically a
theological safeguard, not just a legal principle.

Coercion in matters of belief is antithetical to the essence of worship. Scripture
consistently affirms that God desires willing hearts and genuine devotion, not forced
conformity (Deuteronomy 30:19; Joshua 24:15). Early Christian apologists and
Reformers (Augustine and Martin Luther) argued that faith cannot be compelled by
the sword but must arise from conviction. When the state dictates religious practice
or privileges a particular faith, it inevitably infringes upon freedom of conscience,
leading to persecution, hypocrisy, or the suppression of spiritual inquiry. Thus,
distinction functions as a safeguard against state-sponsored religious tyranny,
ensuring that individuals remain free to worship—or not worship—according to their
own understanding, a freedom grounded in God’s gift of free will.

B. Preserving the Church’s Spiritual Integrity and Mission

A primary theological purpose of distinction is to safeguard the church’s distinct
identity and eschatological mission. As Jesus declared, “My kingdom is not of this
world” (John 18:36). While the church exists within the world, its ultimate allegiance
and hope transcend earthly political structures. When church and state intertwine,
the church risks becoming secularized, its prophetic voice muted by priestly and
political expediency,*? and its focus diverted from spiritual transformation and
discipleship to temporal power.33

Historically, state-established churches often became instruments of political policy,
compromising their moral authority and prophetic influence. Distinction allows the
church to remain untainted by the corruptions of political power, to focus on its
mission of worship, evangelism, Christian salvation, Christian education and
discipleship, service, and justice. Distinction further enables and positions the church
to maintain its independence. To ensure that its primary loyalty remains to Christ, not
to any political party, historical ideology, or national agenda. Distinction is primarily
designed to prevent the idolization and idolatry of mixing and mangling the kingdom
of God with earthly regimes. As Paul exhorts believers to be “transformed by the
renewing of your minds” rather than “conformed to this world” (Romans 12:2), the
church’s distinctiveness is best preserved when it is not structurally dependent on or
beholden to any pocketbook, party, state, or nation.

C. Distinction and Mutual Discipling

From a Reformed theological perspective, the distinction between church and state
does not imply isolation or indifference, but a relationship of ordered differentiation
rooted in God’s sovereignty over all of life. In the Reformed tradition of the “two
governments” or “two offices,” God rules the church uniquely through Word and

32 Richard Rohr, The Tears of Things: Prophetic Wisdom for an Age of Outrage (Center for Action and
Contemplation, Inc., Kindle Edition), iv.
33 Barmen Declaration.
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sacrament for spiritual formation and redemption, and rules civil government
through law and coercive authority for the restraint of evil and the preservation of
public order (Romans 13). Mutual discipling occurs when each institution faithfully
exercises its God-given vocation without usurping the other’s role.**

The church disciplines through teaching, exhortation, pastoral care, and, when
necessary, ecclesial discipline aimed at repentance and restoration. The state
disciplines through laws, policies, and sanctions, recognizing that every
government—whether explicitly religious or not—inevitably forms and disciplines its
citizens by defining acceptable behavior, penalizing wrongdoing, and shaping moral
norms.

Reformed theology affirms that civil discipline is both legitimate and necessary, yet
inherently limited. The state may regulate outward conduct and preserve public
order, but it cannot govern conscience or confer salvation.*®> Conversely, the church
is called to shape moral vision, proclaim the demands of justice, and speak truth to
those in power. When each institution faithfully honors this distinction, their
relationship becomes mutually discipling rather than mutually destructive—enabling
the church to exercise a prophetic witness and the state to maintain civic order
without collapsing into either theocracy or secular absolutism.

D. Limiting State Power and Preventing Theocracy

Theologically, distinction also functions to limit state and national power. While
Romans 13 affirms the divine institution of governing authorities, it implies that their
power is delegated and constrained. No earthly government holds ultimate
sovereignty; that belongs to God alone. A government or ruler that claims divine
sanction for its every action or seeks to legislate religious truth oversteps its God-
given bounds and risks tyranny.3¢

Theocratic impulses often arise from a failure to distinguish between the “two
kingdoms” or “two cities”—the earthly city and the City of God—a concept
articulated by Augustine and later developed by Luther. While God’s sovereignty
extends over both, their purposes and ends differ. The secular nation or state is not
inherently anti-religious but is a provisional structure designed to maintain order,
administer justice, and protect the common good in a fallen world, without claiming
ultimate spiritual authority. Distinction thus protects the state (and the individual
political leader) from absolutism and prevents the imposition of one tradition’s

34 Belgic Confession, Article 36.

35 The application of freedom of conscience has been somewhat controversial within the Reformed
tradition. See J. Todd Billings and I. John Hesselink, eds., Calvin’s Theology and Its Reception:
Disputes, Developments, and New Possibilities (Westminster John Knox Press, 2012, Kindle Edition).

36 Timothy Snyder, On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century (Random House, 2017,
Kindle Edition), 4.
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doctrines upon a diverse populace, which historically leads to civil strife and
oppression.

E. A Theological Mandate to “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s”

The classic scriptural injunction, “Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what
is God’s” (Matthew 22:21), provides a foundational theological mandate for
distinction. This statement acknowledges the legitimate authority of earthly
governments in certain spheres (e.g., taxation, civil order) while asserting God’s
ultimate and distinct claim over human allegiance and services (care of the poor,
widow, etc.). It implies a duality of citizenship—earthly and heavenly—and warns
against conflating the two. Distinction is the institutional expression of this
theological difference, allowing both spheres to operate without one usurping the
other’s domain, while affirming that all earthly power ultimately derives from God
and remains accountable to God.

Il. Theological Perspectives on Opposition to Separation/Distinction

Opposition to a robust separation/distinction of church and state in the United
States often arises from deeply held theological convictions, frequently shaped by
interpretations of history, Scripture, and one’s understanding of the church’s ultimate
hope and destiny (eschatology).

A. The Notion of “A Christian Nation”

Many opponents of separation/distinction contend that the United States was
founded as a “Christian nation” and argue that the separation/distinction clause has
been misinterpreted to exclude religious influence from the public square; it only
restricts the establishment of a state-official religion. Theologically, the notion of a
Christian nation often rests on the belief that America’s historical success is tied to its
Christian heritage and that a return to explicitly Christian governance is essential for
national flourishing.®’ Laura Field identifies three major factions that promote the
idea of a return to a “Christian nation.”

1. Claremonters (Claremont Institute)3®: They idolize the American founding and
argue for a return to what they see as the original constitutional order. While
not explicitly theocratic, their vision often blends patriotic education and
Christian moral frameworks into state policy, eroding strict separation.

2. Postliberals (Catholic Integralists and allies)*?: This group is the most direct
opponent of separation. They advocate for a “confessional Christian state,”
rejecting liberal pluralism and seeking to align law and governance with
Catholic social teaching and biblical morality. Field notes that this faction

37 Laura K. Field, Furious Minds: The Making of the MAGA New Right (Princeton University Press, 2025,
Kindle Edition), 93.

38 www.publishersweekly.com/9780691255262

39 www.civitasinstitute.org/research/night-fury-and-the-intellectual-maga-new-right
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views secular government as illegitimate and sees separation/distinction as an
obstacle to cultural transformation.

3. National Conservatives*®: While less focused on theology, they promote a
culturally homogeneous nation rooted in biblical and nationalist ideals, which
often includes privileging Christianity in public life.

Field argues that these factions collectively aim to harness state power in illiberal
ways, dismantling modern liberal pluralism and undermining constitutional norms like
religious neutrality.

Field and Rohr critique this notion of Christian nationalism on several points:

1. Conflation of National Identity with the Kingdom of God: This view risks
creating a form of civil religion where nationalistic fervor overshadows
authentic Christian discipleship, elevating the nation-state above the universal
church and its divine head. Such conflation can become idolatrous.

2. Neglect of Historical Pluralism: It often overlooks the pluralistic nature of the
founding era and the concerns of dissenters who sought freedom from state-
established religion.

3. Misapplication of Theocratic Models: This perspective tends to apply a
simplistic reading of the Old Testament’s kingship structure and imports it to
the 21st century without hermeneutical wisdom.

4. Rohr seems to call for the unification of the priestly tradition with the
prophetic tradition to empower the church to maintain a healthy functioning
position inclusive of alliance to God, appreciation of the Founding Fathers,
incorporation of the early state constitutions, and adoption of the moral
influence of Christianity on American law.

B. Desire for Moral Reconstruction and Dominion Theology

A more assertive theological opposition emerges from traditions associated

with Christian Reconstructionism or certain streams of Pentecostalism and
Evangelicalism. These groups argue that Christians are called to exercise “dominion”
over all spheres of society—including government—to bring them under God’s law.
They view separation as an obstacle to fulfilling the mandate to transform culture
and legislate biblical morality. For them, secular government is inherently illegitimate
or, at best, a temporary compromise.

The theological challenge to this perspective lies in its interpretation of “dominion”
and its application of Old Testament law. While Christians are indeed called to be salt
and light and to influence culture for good, the means of influence are crucial. The
New Testament emphasizes persuasion, witness, and sacrificial love—not political
coercion or the imposition of legal codes. Attempting to establish a theocracy risks
repeating the errors of state-sponsored religion, imposing one group’s theology on a
diverse populace and undermining the voluntary nature of faith. Furthermore, this

40 www.publishersweekly.com/9780691255262
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approach often fails to distinguish between moral principles, which the church should
advocate, and specific legislative enactments, which require prudential judgment
within a pluralistic society.

C. Misunderstanding Separation/Distinction as Exclusion

Another source of opposition arises from the fear that “separation” means excluding
religious voices and values from the public square. Many believers rightly affirm that
faith calls them to engage in social and political issues—advocating for justice,
compassion, and human dignity. They perceive separation as an attempt to silence
religious perspectives, equating it with hostility toward religion.

The theological response is to clarify the meaning of separation: it signifies non-
establishment of religion by the state, not the exclusion of religious individuals or
their moral arguments from public discourse. The church is called to be a prophetic
voice in society—critiquing injustice, advocating for the marginalized, and promoting
the common good (Isaiah 1:17; Micah 6:8). This engagement is integral to its mission.
Separation ensures that such engagement occurs from a position of spiritual
independence, not as a state agent or a supplicant seeking privilege, thereby
preserving the church’s integrity and its ability to speak truth to power without
compromise.

I1l. Theological Perspectives on Support for Separation (Not Distinction)

Support for the separation of church and state draws from deep theological
traditions, often rooted in experiences of persecution and in nuanced understandings
of God’s sovereignty and human freedom.

A. The Baptist/Dissenter Tradition

Historically, Baptists and other dissenting groups (e.g., Quakers, Mennonites) were
among the strongest advocates for separation. Their theological support rests on a
profound commitment to the conviction that faith is a matter between the individual
and God (often referred to as soul liberty), which requires no coercion or mediation
by the state. Having endured persecution under established churches in Europe and
colonial America, these communities recognized that state control over religion
inevitably leads to oppression and compromises the authenticity of faith.

Their argument emphasizes the voluntary nature of conversion and baptism, the
priesthood of all believers, and the spiritual character of the church. For them, a state
church is a theological contradiction, undermining the principles of grace and free
will. Figures like Roger Williams, a pioneering advocate for religious liberty, famously
argued that a “hedge or wall of separation” was necessary to protect the “garden of
the Church” from the “wilderness of the world.” This position reflects a deep respect
for individual conscience as a God-given faculty and a clear understanding of the
church’s non-coercive mission.
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B. Catholic Social Teaching (Nuanced Support)

Although Catholicism historically maintained complex relationships with political
authority, modern Catholic Social Teaching (CST) offers a nuanced yet supportive
stance toward functional separation. Vatican II's Dignitatis Humanae (Declaration on
Religious Freedom) affirmed religious liberty as a fundamental human right rooted in
human dignity and the nature of faith.

Theologically, CST distinguishes between the autonomy of the temporal order and
the spiritual order, affirming that both derive authority from God but operate in
distinct spheres. While the church reserves the right and duty to speak on moral
issues affecting public policy and the common good, it generally rejects the notion of
a confessional state or direct ecclesiastical control over government. Instead, the
church seeks to influence society through moral persuasion, witness, and the
formation of conscience, rather than through political coercion or legal
establishment. This position, while affirming the church’s engagement in the public
square, aligns with the practical implications of separation—preserving the church’s
independence and ensuring the state’s neutrality regarding religious establishment.

C. Mainline Protestant and Ecumenical Support

Many mainline Protestant denominations and ecumenical bodies have long
supported separation, viewing it as essential for protecting religious pluralism and
ensuring justice for all citizens, regardless of faith. Their theological rationale often
emphasizes the common good, the inherent dignity of all persons (/imago Dei), and
the command to love one’s neighbor.

This perspective embraces a robust understanding of God’s universal grace and
providence, which extends beyond any single tradition. It recognizes that in a
pluralistic society, a neutral state—one that does not establish religion—is the best
guarantor of fairness and equal protection under the law. Such neutrality allows
diverse religious communities to flourish and contribute to the moral fabric of society
without fear of state interference or favoritism. Moreover, it reinforces the church’s
role as a prophetic voice, free to critique the state without being entangled in its
policies.

D. Excerpt from the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) Social Statement
on “Faith and Civic Life: Seeking the Well-being of All”

Civic participation as prophetic presence may be controversial, and
worshiping communities need to take time and care to discern and identify
common parameters for such action whether in service, in advocacy, or
toward social change.
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This prophetic role includes “the obligation to name and denounce the idols
before which people bow, to identify the power of sin present in social
structures, and to advocate in hope with poor and powerless people.”*

All public servants have a duty to ensure that government remains true to its
purpose of protecting and fostering the common good. Public partnerships
between nonprofits (which include all faith-based organizations) and the
private sector can be means to enhance the work of both partners when
dedicated to the common good. Finally, when government goes astray,
members of the public have an obligation to seek reform through the
procedures of democratic self-rule.

It is not possible for this church, or any civic actor, to identify a complete set
of ethical norms that apply in all cases for discerning failures in civic and
political life. Some criteria for discernment are elaborated on in the articles of
this statement and in previous ELCA social messages and social statements.
However, at a minimum, discernment regarding these everyday but weighty
questions should strive to include the perspectives of those affected as well as
fair representation of those served. That is the starting point for mutual self-
determination and deciding whether the neighbor is being well served.4?

IV. What is the Theological Position of the Reformed Church in America (RCA)?

The Reformed theological tradition, within which the RCA operates, has developed
distinctive approaches to understanding the relationship between church and civil
government. According to scholarship on Reformed theology, this tradition
articulates a framework that emphasizes the distinct roles of ecclesiastical and civil
authorities. The Reformed approach to church-state relations provides guidance
concerning the ways in which the church, in its organized capacity, may and may not
engage in matters that concern both the church and the state.*?

One significant principle emerging from the Reformed tradition is the protection of
religious liberty as a theologically grounded right. This theological commitment holds
that religious liberty is divinely guaranteed for all human beings, even when civil
governments attempt to abridge or usurp that authority.** This principle suggests
that Reformed theology, including as practiced within the RCA tradition, values the
relationship between church and civil government that protects conscience and

41 ELCA Churchwide Assembly, “Faith and Civic Life,” Evangelical Lutheran Church in America,
accessed 8 March 2026, https://www.elca.org/publications/2025-civic-life-theological-discernment-
social-statements. Article 16, p. 26.

42 ELCA Churchwide Assembly, “Faith and Civic Life,” Evangelical Lutheran Church in America,
accessed 8 March 2026, https://www.elca.org/publications/2025-civic-life-theological-discernment-
social-statements. Article 44, pp. 65-66.

43 G. P. Waters, “Church and State: The Promise of Reformed Theology for the Church Today,” UNIO
CUM CHRISTO, Oct. 2023, doi: 10.35285/ucc9.2.2023, art11.

44 Waters.
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religious freedom rather than a purely secular exclusion of religious voices from
public discourse.

Different Christian traditions and denominations have taken varying approaches to
engagement with political authority and the public sphere. Some Protestant bodies
have struggled with questions about when and how churches should engage in
political matters, advocacy, and social witness. The tension between maintaining
institutional independence and addressing injustice through prophetic witness
continues to occupy church theology across multiple traditions.*®

The question of the relationship between church and state remains complex within
contemporary Christianity, as churches navigate their roles as communities of faith,
witnesses to justice, and institutional participants in society.*®

V. Conclusion

The relationship between church and state in the United States—far from being an
anti-religious construct—emerges from a convergence of theological principles that,
when rightly understood, serve as a profound safeguard for both the church and
society. Its purpose is to protect genuine religious liberty, preserve the spiritual
integrity and distinct mission of the church, and restrain the potential for state
overreach.

Theological opposition often springs from a desire to see God’s law explicitly
embodied in national governance or from fears of religious marginalization,
sometimes misinterpreting “separation” as “exclusion.” Yet a careful theological
analysis reveals that these impulses risk conflating the kingdom of God with earthly
empires, compromising the church’s prophetic voice and spiritual essence.

Conversely, theological support for separation as distinction—particularly from
traditions emphasizing soul liberty and the common good—underscores its role in
fostering authentic faith, promoting justice for all, and enabling the church to fulfill its
mission of witness and service without the corrupting influence of temporal power.

In conclusion, the relationship between church and civil government, or distinctions,
should not be viewed as a “wall of hostility” but as a wall of protection—a structure
that allows the church to remain truly the church: a spiritual body whose ultimate
loyalty is to Christ, whose power lies in persuasion, and whose mission is
transformation, not domination.

Likewise, it allows the state to remain truly the state: a temporal institution charged
with administering justice and maintaining order without claiming ultimate spiritual
authority. This sacred divide stands as a theological good, ensuring that both Caesar

45 J, Pillay, “The Church as a Transformation and Change Agent,” AOSIS, Feb. 2017, doi:
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v73i3.4352.
46 Waters.
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and God receive what is properly theirs and fostering a society where faith can
flourish authentically and freely.

Our perspective must also address those who harness the church’s positive energy to
maintain positions of power and exclude neighbors they deem unacceptable. This
dynamic looms large in many politically driven distinction movements, where
governments and individuals act out of fears and anxieties, whether theological,
psychological, sociological, or cultural. These fears are often intensified by limited
exposure, inadequate education, and unfamiliarity.

As a Reformed, theologically grounded church, specifically within the RCA, we must
wrestle with how to respond to the erosion of the distinction between church and
state. While we do not seek to make our congregations politically partisan, we are
called to stand firmly for the teachings of Jesus, particularly his concern for the weak
and marginalized. When administrations advance hyper-partisan policies that do not
seek the broadest common good but rather inflict damage on many and hurt
vulnerable populations we must ask ourselves, both as loyal citizens and as faithful
followers of Christ: what is our duty to our neighbors, to our government, and to
God?

Faithful collaboration between the church and the government for the common good
is appropriate when it respects institutional distinction, preserves freedom of
conscience, and serves human flourishing without coercion or establishment. In areas
such as disaster relief, poverty alleviation, healthcare, education, and other social
services, the church may partner with governmental agencies as a voluntary moral
actor contributing its resources, compassion, and moral vision, not as an extension of
the state or a recipient of religious privilege. Such cooperation honors Romans 13’s
recognition of civil authority while remaining faithful to Christ’s teaching that the
kingdom of God is not of this world (John 18:36).

Crucially, these partnerships must avoid compromising the church’s theological
integrity: participation should never require doctrinal conformity, political loyalty, or
the dilution of gospel witness. Instead, separation allows cooperation without co-
optation, enabling the church to serve neighbors and society from a posture of
independence, prophetic freedom, and accountability to God alone. In this way,
collaboration becomes an expression of love of neighbor and pursuit of the common
good, not a breach of the sacred divide that protects both church and state.

TH 26-2

To commend “A Reformed Theological Examination of the
Purpose, Function, Opposition, and Support of the Separation
of Church and State in the United States of America” to all
congregations, assemblies, and members of the RCA; and
further,
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To commend the following questions to all congregations and
assemblies of the RCA and to encourage them to organize
discussions.

1. How have you thought about the relationship between
the church and the state in the past? Does one of the
models offered in this paper resonate with how you’ve
been taught to think about this relationship?

2. How do you think the church and the American
government have functioned together since the
formation of the U.S.? Can you think of examples that
would counter your dominant narrative?

3. If the church and state are meant to mutually admonish
each other, what might the church need to say to the
state in this season?

Reasons:

1. Christian Nationalism is a heresy in Reformed theology. It is a threat to both
church and society; all Reformed Christians must study and discuss this heresy
so the church may stand up against it.

2. The discussion questions are intended to help people in local ministries move
from theory and contemplation to action.

3. This can be done online with minimal effort or cost.

Looking Ahead

Moving ahead, in addition to whatever work is assigned to us by this synod, the
commission plans to follow up our paper on the doctrine of creation with a study
that includes action steps, a theological response to the use of technology and
artificial intelligence, and a study of how “church” is defined in Reformed polity and
theology.

The commission notes that James Hart Brumm is concluding his service as
moderator to the commission and is being replaced by Nathan Longfield. Finally, the
commission gives thanks for the work of Lyle Bierma, Steven Bouma-Prediger, and
Sara Tolsma on the Commission on Theology. They are all stepping down at the end
of this term.
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