(Note: this article was written for the February 10, 1967 issue of The Covenant Companion. Though it should be read in that light, its sum and substance are not as far removed from where we are today as the years between its writing might seem. Paying attention to root principles among our forebears is no less useful as we move forward in 2008 than it was seeking our way in 1964—JRH)

What Did the Forebears Intend?

‘To refer back to our inheritance is not

to cut ourselves off from our call to proceed.’

The Covenant Church is my home. I am grateful for its institutions, thankful for its fellowship, and concerned about its welfare.


I am troubled, therefore by criticism that undermines its life and stunts its growth. I am not surprised by it, diverse as we are. But I am often disappointed for I know that there are resources of spirit in our past that current events sometimes prevent us from grasping and using to God’s glory.


I cannot deny the criticisms their place. I have many of my own to offer. Thought we are 82 years old this month, we are far from mature. While we think of ourselves as companions of all those who fear God, we are less and less the companions of one another. When face to face, we do not seem to meet. When separated, we do not seem to care. Camps often mean more to us than the fellowship as a whole, and the mission we have in common goes begging. It is so among the people, and it is so among the leaders too. Each one has his [or her] rampart to defend. We may form ourselves occasionally into companies, sometimes even into divisions, but we are far from a marching army.


Where is the fault?


Does it lie with our forbears, in the original design? Did they deceive us, or were they deceived? Is the Covenant a dream past finding out?


Should we blame our brothers, as if all would be remedied if they became like us? Does our only hope lie in a monolith of one man’s [or woman’s] designing?


Should we blame our children who couldn’t care less, seeking their own will in rebellion?


Is it the world, as so many are saying, demanding our energies and sapping our strength?


Thus do we deal with the problem before us, looking for scapegoats—seeking an out. The mood is deep, and it is urgent. Where lies deliverance? Is there, in fact, a shadow of hope?


Often when driven by moods of this kind, I find myself returning to a wonderful chapter on “Covenant Ideals,” written originally in 1929 by the first president of North Park College and Theological Seminary, David Nyvall, as part of his book on The Swedish Covenanters. Those interested in pursuing this will also find it in The Evangelical Covenant Church, which represents updating of the earlier volume in 1954 by the [then] president, Karl A. Olsson.


I never fail to be refreshed by the vision Nyvall gives us there of what our forebears really intended the Covenant Church to become. It is a stirring draft for the future—something to be proud of as an ideal, something to strive for every day. And the more one reads and reflects on that chapter, the more he [or she] is made aware of the larger purposes for which the New Testament itself was set forth.


Thus, to refer back to our inheritance is not to cut ourselves off from our call to proceed. To be a Covenanter, as I intend to show, is not to be limited beyond measure in an age of expanding horizons, where God dwells who first called us forth in the beginning.


David Nyvall’s vision is the kind of enlarging one that makes real progress possible. Neither unfaithful nor confining, it rings true as something both real and possible. It is nowhere parochial and defensive, but everywhere brimful of life and purpose. I turn to it now, stating the ideals as he states them and seeking their relevance for our day.


WE ARE A FREE CHURCH.


What does this mean? What makes a church free? Let us hear Nyvall, and in him the forebears:

Not as if declaring our independence of someone or something, the free church ideal grew rather from a position of ‘voluntary and unlimited dependence’ upon God, and the willingness to accept any and all opportunity for service. Not as a mark of preference but as the common birthright the church is free.


What is he saying? The whole approach sounds like a commentary on our Lord’s teaching that to seek life is to lose it and to lose life for his sake and the gospel’s is to find it. The point is that we have been born into freedom as a church by God’s grace in Christ. This is our status now, even if totally unearned and undeserved. We need not worry about our worthiness to be free for ours is a new estate—born initially from above and borne continually from above. Nor dare we, as some do, boast of our freedom as though it were an attainment—something we achieved or decided on our own, a mark by which to distinguish and set ourselves apart from others, i.e., as “the church of the free.”


To be thus born into freedom is to be set free to proceed—to love in spite of the risks because Christ has made us secure. And be borne by this freedom, to be carried by it, is the power to proceed, in the full assurance that the Spirit will make us more than adequate to meet the need.


Such freedom enables us to arrive at what Nyvall calls:

The more excellent way of the New Testament tolerance, which is neither indifference nor bargaining leading to a compromise, but love, the greatest of all abiding things, the other two abiding things being faith and hope.
Likening life to a ship, he goes on to say that we may think of faith as its anchor, strong in the night and the storm, with hope as the sail, prevailing in daytime when we need to move on—both indispensable to the journey as a whole. “There can be but one thing greater than both,” he says, “and that is the determination to proceed, love itself.”


So the church is free by grace. No declarations of independence are necessary. This is what our forebears meant. It represents the kind of free church they wanted us to become: not independent—guarding our rights and preserving our privileges, but anchored in faith, filled with hope, and driven by love to serve. We are set free to be free in obedience.


OUR CONSTITUTION IS THE NEW TESTAMENT.


The constitutional ideal is: “the very mind and soul of the denomination, the force behind action, the authority to execute, and the purpose determining the character of institutions.” In other words, the ideal informs all others built upon it. And what is the ideal for us?

With us, as with the apostolic church, strength lies not in number and accomplishments, nor in order and discipline, nor even in health and wealth. Our outlook is certainly not in any telescopic vision of the immensity of nature, nor in any microscopic vision of its depth, but in the constitutional sufficiency of faith. We are free—if not quite ready—not only to federate ourselves but also to unite with all who side with Christ, and we stand behind all the confessions, which accept and glorify him….


Give us any old, any new convincing interpretation of truth and we have already adopted it by having adopted the New Testament confession of faith. Besides offering the only workable formula for an all-inclusive unity of believers, the New Testament way is the only unassailable position of defense. All the confessions have their weak and strong points. The New Testament, not being in any formal sense a confessional, is everywhere brimful of life, of experience out of which confessions are made, whenever needed.

Nyvall is willing to admit that there are times when creeds and confessions might be necessary. But not of them are as rich in truth as the New Testament from which they are drawn. They are like textbooks. They need to be kept young.

Thus the basis of fellowship is not a creed, final in itself, but faith in the person of Christ—in all that he is and came to do for us.

The New Testament is not necessarily a guide to correct thinking, to proper conduct, though favorable to both. It is a live testimony of faith in Christ for the avowed purpose of winning and keeping souls for him.


We are called as a church, therefore, not to drink forever from the dippers (creeds, confessions, and the works of theologians—helpful as these may be), but to drink from the well, which is the New Testament itself:

A constitution unparalleled, if what we desire is not only a condition for living in peace with our neighbors in the manner of comity and federation but the only tested and approved condition for organized unity, including all the followers of Christ on local, national, and international lines. The New Testament was in the freest manner the constitution of the only catholic church ever known. With creeds came denominations and sects, the Roman sect included.


This was the forebear’s constitutional ideal: a church broadly based on the whole New Testament and finally focused on Christ.


WE ARE OPEN TO THE FUTURE.


How does one execute all this, and make it practical? How does one tie it down to earth?


Nyvall does not claim to know the whole answer. He says, referring to the future: “It is first of all the discovery of the next generation, its speech and its soul,” a task with which he sees his generation “woefully unacquainted.” He continues:

I have no inclination and ability—I am hopelessly nearsighted—to set the horoscope of the Covenant Church, reading its future.


Here, too, we can learn. Are answers all our children really want—answers to questions they have not yet even raised? Are we to presume on their future by setting the terms for circumstances so largely unknown? No! What they need is what we needed—freedom to work out the answers as the circumstances require. I am proud that, at its heart, our tradition was never fixed against time. The gospel is the same, but conditions change, and we are to understand ourselves free to change with them if that be necessary.

….Organization…to the free, unfettered spirit of New Testament life was largely a matter of adjustment to existing conditions within the church and to existing conditions within the world as a field of action. Nothing can be more evident than a slow, honest determination to accept new conditions and learn from them new methods.


Nyvall demonstrates how forms of church government which various groups try to prove primary in the New Testament were actually variations on a common theme—the authority of Christ worked out as conditions demanded: democracy in Jerusalem under the regime of Peter, modified later under James and Paul to presbyterianism of a sort, ending in Asia with a complete episcopacy under Pail and John—all in Acts, all to meet the needs.


How foolish to bind the gospel to our forms! Must our children meet at 9:30 on Sunday morning? Must they keep the Sunday evening tradition if other forms are forms to be more viable? Is our Sunday school setup inviolable? Are new ways of doing things less spiritual because they are new? Do our young people have a right to experiment with the forms?  Will the demands of a new day find us flexible enough to change, free enough to break up our fallow ground and begin anew? Must a changing scene find us forever the same?


May it not be! The forebears intended that we should be as open to our future as the apostolic fathers were to theirs.


WE ARE COMMITTED TO INSTITUTIONS!


This sounds like a denial of all we have been through, but is it really? Are institutions unimportant?

No church with any self-respect advertises her faith and her hope and her love in any other way than by pointing to Institutions embodying them as an obligation and a trust. In this manner the loyal support of institutions is after all the test of loyalty to the denominational ideals in general.


Nyvall reminds us that our institutions of learning, of charity, of missionary enterprise, etc., “are the habits into which spiritual activities are materialized.” They are more than things in themselves. They are the symbols of our giving habits, pointing to the degree of stability and reliability with which we can be depended upon to respond. He knows that their health is not always a direct index of the health of the denomination. But “their weakness and a lack of a tendency to grow are always an index of a corresponding weakness in the constitutional and executional life of the denomination,” and that calls for radical remedies.


It seems to many that we are now overloaded with institutions. We must always resist that danger. But opposition itself may stem from a fundamental unwillingness to give continuously and increasingly of what we are and have to the faith we profess.  Not all our criticism and/or withholding is honest. Some of it is selfish—pure and simple—and that, too, needs to be faced.


Here, then, is the heritage embodied in at least some of the ideals that moved our forbears and expressed their will:


--they intended us to be free;


--they intended us to be faithful;.


--they intended us to be flexible; and


=they intended us to be loyal.


Though we do not yet see the fulfillment of all these intentions in our common life, the fact remains that they are there—a part of that inheritance now handed down to us. We thank God for the challenge and conclude gladly with David Nyvall that:

The founders of the Covenant built wiser than they knew

for a purpose which may not yet be ours to fully see.
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