The Scientific Calling of the Church: Herman Bavinck’s Exhortation for the Churches

in Mainland China

Abstract: Herman Bavinck (1854-1921) describes the twofold scientific calling of the Church.
First, the Church needs to read the historic Reformed confessions contextually and distill the
Reformed principles to meet its contemporary needs. Second, the Church should pursug,a
scientific (wetenschappelijke) life, particularly in the university. Bavinck’s two theological
insights can be applied to the churches in mainland China. The first reminds Chines@Reformed
churches of the necessity of composing a Sino-Reformed confession. The second“insight
exhorts churches to develop scientific life publicly. In this sense, the scientifié®calling of the
church, which Bavinck has envisaged more than one century before, can be,fulfilled in the

twenty-first-century mainland China.
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I. Introduction

Over the past decades, Reformed church@swproliferated in mainland China. Concomitantly,
many Western Reformed theologians becamejwell-known in the circle of Sino-Christianity.
Amongst these theologians, the Duteh neo-Calvinist Herman Bavinck (1854-1921) is
prominent. His Our Reasonable_Faith was translated by Charles Chao and published in 1989
in Taiwan. Due to the gcarcitygofftheological literature in mainland China of the 1990s,
Bavinck’s work became a ‘prescribed textbook of systematic theology in many seminaries.
Moreover, the Chinése translation of The Philosophy of Revelation and the abridged volume
of Reformed Dggmatics‘€ame out successively in 2014 and 2016 in mainland China.

Bavinek?®s reputation in the Chinese churches is, nonetheless, out of proportion to the
studiesgonchis theology therein. Other than the three Chinese publications, the majority of
Chingse Christians have no access to Bavinck’s other writings. This paper is intended to
remiedy the Chinese Christian unfamiliarity with Bavinck’s theology by exploring his early
Journal article “The Scientific Calling of Our Church” (De Wetenschappelijke Roeping Onzer
Kerk) (1882).! Furthermore, my intention is to demonstrate that Bavinck’s theology, which
was developed one hundred plus years ago, can lend support to the Chinese (Reformed)
churches—particularly Chinese Reformed churches—in contemporary mainland China.

The rise of the Reformed faith in mainland China entailed two pressing issues. The first

is Reformed confessionalism, which exclusively upholds Reformed confessions. It is not rare



that the Chinese Reformed churches do not have a healthy connection to other denominational
and traditional churches in mainland China.? The second is concerned with the role that the
Church plays in public affairs. Many Reformed churches energetically engage in legal and
political activities, which is explicitly contrary to the sacred-secular separation held by the
majority of traditional Chinese churches.

In this paper, I will demonstrate that Bavinck’s “The Scientific Calling of Our Church?
provides a significant response to the twofold issue in mainland China. At this point,“a
clarification needs to be made on the Dutch noun wetenschap or the 4adjcetive
wetenschappelijke. As the cognate of the German word wissenschaftlich, wetensehappelijke
can be translated “scholarly”, “academic” and “scientific”. Since Bavinck enftertaing a’broader
definition of wetenschap, which is not limited to the natural sciences, lfuse Zsciéntific” as the
English equivalent of wetenschappelijke throughout this paper.’

According to Bavinck, on the one hand, the Chinese Reformed chutch has its calling to
take a scientific study on the word of God, which repudiates any‘sert of Reformed hegemony
and seeks to contextualize Reformed theology by composing a'Sino-Reformed confession. On
the other hand, the Chinese churches, not only theyReformed, have the responsibility to bear
witness to the Christian faith in public spheres; particularly in the academy. In what follows, I
will first spell out Bavinck’s viewgof the seientific calling of the Church in reference to
Reformed confessions and the Chuseh’s, public mission. Second, I will describe two issues
pertinent to the Reformed churches iymainland China. Third, I will reflect on how Bavinck’s
“The Scientific Calling of Qur.Ghurch” offers a heuristic approach to the development of the

Chinese churches in mainland China.
II. The Church’s Scientific Calling

The intende@¥eadership of “De Wetenschappelijke Roeping Onzer Kerk” was the members of
the Chsistian Reformed Church (Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerk), that is, his own
denomination. The Christian Reformed Church is known by its secession (Afsheiding) from
theDutch Reformed Church (Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk) in 1834. This secession was
resonant with the revival of piety in the early nineteenth century in the Netherlands.* According
to Bavinck, the Christian Reformed Church was established to combat the “[spirit] of the cold,
lukewarm, indifferent supernaturalism, which, mingled with rationalistic elements,
predominated outside and in our national church in the beginning of this century.” This early

nineteenth-century Dutch supernaturalism, as described by Bavinck elsewhere,



maintained revelation, asserting its necessity, possibility, and validity on a variety of
rational and historical grounds. [t sought to be biblical but was anticonfessional,
antiphilosophical, and anti-Calvinistic. It produced a dogmatics that was deistic in its
doctrine of God (theology proper), Pelagian in anthropology, moralistic in Christology,
collegialist in ecclesiology, and eudaemonist in eschatology.®

As will be seen, with this supernaturalism in mind, Bavinck’s viewpoint of the scientific calling
of the Church should be Calvinistic and confessional.

The Groningen school, the Leiden school and the ethical school, which were thtee
theological movements in the nineteenth-century Netherlands, arose to respond tojthis
supernaturalism.” However, in contrast with them, Bavinck asserts, the Christian Reformed
Church “has been proved to be much scientific in the following years and to hayeya much
profounder theological outlook than all who then bore the name of theolegian. *®EhiS§ is because
his denomination has discovered earlier than the three theological meveéments the inadequacy
of the theology and preaching characterized by the indifferent supernaturalism.®

What does Bavinck mean by judging the prevailing theology of his time as inadequate?

Bavinck explains this point immediately. He writes:

[The Christian Reformed Church] had takenWithithe Reformed confession and then sat
“in a small corner with a booklét.®w,..the Réformed confession is maintained and
defended [by the Christian Reformed'€hutfeh)] as a holy property. While the schools of
thought superseded one another in the Hervormde Kerk because none could captivate
the spirits for a few years, the®Christian Reformed Church has remained the same and
satisfied many people’s heartand mind with the same principle. In any case, this proves
that the more sustainablé®®nergysof life is in its principle than in all the other together.’

It is clear that the Christiafi, Reformed Church has the more scientific theology on the ground
that it always holds fast teythedReformed confessions. Although Bavinck does not clarify the
relationship between the ecclesial confessions and the scientificity of the Church’s calling in
this article, he hag’explicated it one year earlier. In 1881, Bavinck argued that dogmatics is a
science that is the Church’s undertaking.!'® Hence, “[d]ogmatics is nothing other than the
scienfific deséfiption of the confession of the church.”!!

It\dees not mean that Bavinck makes dogmatics determined by the ecclesial confession.
Ifistead, he contends that scientific dogmatics has three requirements. First, Holy Scripture is
the source from which all dogmatic statements “has sprung forth and continues to spring forth.”
Second, dogmatics is ecclesiastical that embodies in the confession of the Church. Third,
dogmatics is “relevant, taking into consideration and corresponding to the needs of this

generation, being progressive and striving for perfection.”!? Accordingly, Scripture has a

higher authority than the ecclesial confession, and thus is foundational to dogmatics.!?



In “De Wetenschappelijke Roeping Onzer Kerk”, Bavinck’s concern is about the latter
two requirements. Having pointed out the Christian Reformed Church’s insistence on the
Reformed confession, Bavinck locates the issue about the scientific calling of the Church in
the third requirement. He raises the question: “Do we have a theology, a divinity, which to
some extent meets the need and stands on the height of this time?”!* In retrospect of the
founding of the Theological School in Kampen by the Christian Reformed Church, Bavinck
recognizes that the School’s initial task was to respond the challenges timely and train mindsters
to meet the needs of that generation. However, it has been proved that the task failed to, be
fulfilled. He concedes that until his time no scientific work was produced out of the Christian
Reformed Church, whereas multiple theological writings have been authored, by other
theologians who hold differing principles other than the Reformed. A'he_stafiis quo of the
Christian Reformed Church at Bavinck’s time is reflective of the deatth of.th€ scientific study
of and reflection on Reformed theology.!> To put it another way, Bavinck regards the calling
of the Church and scientific theology as correlative.

Bavinck’s fundamental concern here is aboutghowy, théy Christian Reformed Church

sufficiently fulfils the needs of his contemporaries¥ia a scientific study of theology.

Now a church without a theology is ‘@ybodywithout a head. A theology without church
dies. A church without theology languishes. The Christian Church has felt that from the
beginning. Therefore, there issalscady the school of catechism in the ancient Christian
time. Therefore, there is the schelasticism in the Middle age. And the Protestant
churches were conscioussef.itlequally well and much better. Protestantism and science
belong together. A univertsitygwas Calvin’s ideal. And his example was followed in the
Reformed churches everywhere. '

Two observations argfworthynoting with respect to the statement above. First, Bavinck stresses
that the scientifiemstudygof theology is central to the life of the Church. The history of
Christianity_seesithe rise and development of theology that is sitting at the heart of the Church.
Hence, BayvincK strongly argues that the Reformed church does aim not only to cultivate
religious and moral life but also to develop “a flourishing scientific life” insofar as the treasures
ofyReformed (Gereformeerde) theology cannot be exhaustible.!” Considering his theological
and ecclesial milieu, Bavinck’s calling for scientific life targeted his own denomination, the
Christian Reformed Church. Since its secession from the Dutch Reformed Church, the
Christian Reformed Church upheld Pietism and conservatism and thus did not strive for a
scientific approach to knowing God by making an effective use of the past abundant Reformed
theologies. This also explains why Bavinck’s “De Wetenschappelijke Roeping Onzer Kerk”
was published in De Vrije Kerk, which was founded by the progressives of the Christian



Reformed Church to propel the Church to respond to its contemporary cultural and scientific
issues. On this score, “a flourishing scientific life” that is grounded in Reformed theology is to
deploy Reformed tradition via scientific studies to tackle the issues that the Church confronts
both inside and outside.

Second, Bavinck explicitly locates the scientific study of theology in the university. On
the one hand, Bavinck’s intent is to repudiate the Higher Education Act of 1876, which aimed
to substitute the faculty of religious science for the theological faculty in Dutch universities.®
By arguing for the scientific study of theology in the university, Bavinck painstakingly retains
the due place of theology in the sphere of science. On the other hand, Bavinck’s afgumentywas
historically corresponding to the founding of the Free University in Amsterdam ing 1880, two
years earlier than Bavinck’s publication of “De Wetenschappelijke Roeping Onzet Kerk”. The
Free University in Amsterdam was founded with two purposes. “In thefirstplace, it was meant
to practice pure christian scholarship based on the foundationfof reformed, or calvinist,
principles. Second, it was meant to be the training school that could produce leaders for all the
organizations of the nation’s gereformeerde pillar.° This ‘does not mean that Bavinck’s
argument was contingent on the founding of the'Ftee University. Early on 6 January1880, the
time before the founding of the University, Bayinck ha$ said in his letter to Christiaan Snouck
Hurgronje (1857-1936) that there would be no¥purely scientific theology” at the Theological
School in Kampen.?® With this in mifidjit can be inferred that Bavinck’s purpose seemed to
draw his Church’s attention to the scientific studies of theology in the university rather than in
the seminary.

A question would_arisey What does it mean that theology is central to the Church but
located in the univef8ity? Bavinck offers a pneumatological account of the three correlatives.

The Church and theologyyhe writes,

fotm ongywhole, an organism; they belong together closely. Both are the fruits of the
activity, 0t the Holy Spirit. Or more preferably, the Church, with everything belongs to
it, i§ wholly a creation of the Spirit. So is theology in it. The Church reveals itself in
gonfession, government, institution, life. Yet the richest, the holiest, and the most
conscious, is in theology. This is its finest, noblest blossom. ... The theologian is thus
... by the Spirit the finest and richest instrument to shine forth the Church, its life and
treasures in the world.?!

This statement could explain the nature of the triad of the Church, theology and the university,
though it does not explicitly make mention of university. For Bavinck, it is theology that sheds
light on the treasures of the Church in the world. Of course, as a science, theology should bring

the ecclesial treasures into the spheres of science, the university par excellence. Bavinck’s



argument is resonant with Jiirgen Moltmann’s defense of theology in the university. Moltmann
contends that “[a]Jcademic theology has to achieve the master stroke of linking church theology
in the training of clergy and teachers with the offer of a general theology for interested people
from other faculties, whether they are Christians or not.”?? On this basis, the scientific calling
of the Church is fulfilled in the Church’s action in transmitting its treasures to the public
through theology, particularly the theology undertaken in the university.

In the case of the Christian Reformed Church, Bavinck needs to explicate what its
treasures are. At bottom, he should spell out the meaning of “Reformed”. Etymolegicallys
Bavinck points out, the Reformed faith is not a new religion but refers to the purification of
errors and corruption incurred by the Roman Catholic. Historically, the term “Reformed”
indicates a group of people that purified the mistakes in the Church in afertain tiie so that the
Christian truth shined again. The etymological and historical seriSes are gorrelated.?® It is
evident that Bavinck does not think of Reformed theology asysomething that has been
accomplished. Rather, he defines it as the church’s continugus undertaking.

The twofold sense of the Reformed, for Bavinck! is erucial to one’s Reformed identity.
On the one hand, etymologically, what the Reformed 4s can be defined by Reformed
confessions. On the other hand, historically; the essence of the Reformed cannot be explicated

simply in reference to the Reformed confessiofis.>* Bavinck contends:

Then, we must put [the Forms of Unity] in the framework of their time, explain, clarify
and comment on them thseughthistorical circumstances where they exist. Then, we have
to consider and comparefthem in relation with the confessions of other Reformed
churches, to tracelandielueidate their peculiarity, and to penetrate the spirit that
animates them,?

This historical concernyis determined by the function of the Reformed confessions. Inasmuch
as these confessiofts fwveréysymbols and served to unite churches, they often fall short of
characterigtics, Ztheological-scientific definiteness and sharpness”, and “do not contain the
wholé'concepis6f teaching.”?¢ In this light, Bavinck never suggests a mechanic way to apply
the historie Reformed confessions to the churches of the different ages and in different cultures.
LS pivotal for one to distill the principles and quintessence of those confessions and then apply
them to specific contexts.

Having laid down the basic rationale of the appropriation of the Reformed confessions,
Bavinck asserts that in a broader sense these confessions cannot always define the term
“Reformed”. This is because the Reformed confessions do not cover the entire life, though they

do involve with the main part of life. The powerful principles enacted by the confessions



remain to be developed and applied in specific contexts.?’” This means that for Bavinck the
scientific calling of the Christian Reformed Church is to develop, translate and apply the
historic Reformed confessions to its contemporary churches and society. As noted earlier, Holy
Scripture is the sole principium of dogmatics. Hence, this scientific calling should be carried
out under the guidance of the Word of God. By such doing, the essence of the Reformed

sketched by Bavinck is comprehensive and far-reaching.

The Reformed is an entire world- and life-view. It places human beings in@ patticular
relation to God, and thus also in a peculiar relation to all things, to family housecholds
city, society, art, science and so forth. Except for dogmatics, there are thus also moraly
political, social, scientific and artistic contemplative principles. Ther€%s nething on
which the Reformed principles do not press their peculiar stamp.?®

The analysis hitherto leads to two conclusions. First, by arguing for thé%scientific calling
of the Church, Bavinck registers a critical and contextual readingyof#historic Reformed
confessions. The critical and the contextual are correlative. Inasmuch,asthe historic Reformed
confessions were authored in specific historical contexts, the proper understanding of these
confessions cannot overlook the contextual import. ThiSymeans that the recipient of the
Reformed confessions should not draw on and‘implement them rigidly. A critical study is
indispensable to grasping the essentials of the cenfessions. This critical and contextual gesture
toward the historic confessions is“teflective “@f the belief in Holy Scripture as the sole
principium and God’s continuous work“imn the Church’s construction of theology, which is

further clarified in Bavinck’s oth€tpwritings. To name one example.

Thus, theology is €ssentiall§ conservative. It accepts the legacies of former generations,
not to throw themiawaybut to augment them as soon as possible and pass them to the
ensuing generations much more Reformed. It receives the acquired treasures not to
throw them over@and over again into the melting pot of criticism, but to present them to
us if we €an find%in our soul their truth and beauty as strong as in the previous
centuries. m*But at the same time, it is a progressive science. Respecting the past, it
builds on the laid foundation until it is completed and reaches the final goal. ...
Theolegy is penetrated by the conviction that God is willing to ignite in this and
following ages more lights about what was hitherto still hidden in Holy Scripture and
wrapped in mystery. As long as theology has not fulfilled its task, it does not reach its
final end. Meanwhile, the history of this dispensation does not yet have an end, which
is consecrated to the interpretation of the Word.?

On the one hand, Bavinck holds fast to the Reformed confessions and articulates theology in a
confessional way. For Bavinck, there is no such a theological approach that is separated from
the past. To receive something from the past means to confess the validity of predecessors’

achievements. On the other hand, Bavinck identifies the critical reception of the tradition of



the Church as essential to the progress of theology. In any case, no theology can fathom the
Word of God. Furthermore, Bavinck describes the interpretation of the Word, which is the core
of theology, as an ongoing enterprise in “the history of this dispensation”. That is, this

dispensation involves the work of the Holy Spirit.

After Jesus completed his work, he sent forth the Holy Spirit who, while adding nothing
new to the revelation, still guides the church into the truth (John 16:12—15) until ¢
passes through all its diversity and arrives at the unity of faith and the knowledge of'the
Son of God (Eph. 3:18, 19; 4:13). In this sense there is a good, true, and glorious
tradition. It is the method by which the Holy Spirit causes the truth of Scripfiire,to pass
into the consciousness and life of the church.°

On this basis, the critical and contextual reading of the Reformed confessions isghe human
response to the work of the Spirit. Moreover, Bavinck relates the wofk of theé®Spirit to the
theological diversity embedded in the Church. Not only the Reformed, but also the other
theologies are the fruits of the work of the Spirit. Accordingly, the #igid and autocratic
application of the historic Reformed confessions to a specific context nowadays is, in essence,
the denial of the abiding activity of the Spirit in the Chufchaf hetrue Reformed theology should
respect the theological diversity in such a way thag,it needs to listen attentively to what God
has conferred to other theological traditionSaln fact,"Bavinck has implied this point in “De
Wetenschappelijke Roeping Onzer Kerk.” Given the insufficiency of the scientific study on
theology in the circle of the Christian“Reformed Church, Bavinck says, “So we honour and
practice an eclecticism, which cannotywork detrimentally to our Church and its principle in the
long run.”3! 1t is clear that to hold f4st to the Reformed confessions is not to take an egotistic
or myopic stance to engageWwith other theological traditions. Instead, the Church’s calling to
undertake a scientifi€ studyion Reformed theology should pay attention to what benefits it can
obtain from oth€rs.

The anmalysisyefBavinck’s “De Wetenschappelijke Roeping Onzer Kerk™ above leads to
the secendiconclusion: Bavinck’s account of the scientific calling of the Christian Reformed
Chureh unyeils the fact that all churches, not merely Reformed churches, are responsible to
undertake scientific theology and then fulfill their scientific calling. Although Bavinck
highlights that Reformed theology presses its stamp on every aspect of human life, his
sentiment betrays the sense that not only the Reformed church but also all churches should
exert their impacts on all spheres of human life. It is perceptible that underlying Bavinck’s
stance here is his notion of common grace. Whilst explicating the theology of common grace,
Bavinck brings to the fore natural gifts and virtues, which embody God’s good purpose in

creation.?? If God’s good purpose in creation is still maintained via common grace after the fall,



human life that can manifest the good and the true must be traced back to God. In this light,
the church’s engagement in all spheres of human life is indicative of its positive response to
God’s grace and continuing work in creation.

It is the Christian duty to glorify God in every sphere of human life that gives rise to truth,
beauty and good. This is intrinsic to one’s Christian identity, which is established by God’s

special grace. Hence, Bavinck contends:

[s]pecial grace is encircled by common grace; the vocation which comes teyus in faith
is connected and connects us with the vocation presented to us in our earthlyacallings
the election revealed to us in faith through this faith communicates its power to, oun
entire life; the God of creation and of regeneration is one.*

This statement conveys a collective significance. That is, all Christians should,actialize their
earthly calling in ordinary life so as to substantiate their heavenly calling” Thereby, “ordinary
human life ... is also made serviceable to the thoughts of Géd.”** P take it further, the
individual actualization of earthly calling is part of the colléctive calling of the Church.>> In
this light, the pervasive influence of Reformed theologypupon human life is established as a
model of the Church’s public testimony to the Goed whe creates and recreates. Therefore, the
scientific calling of the Church consists crucially'in the Church’s proactive action in all areas
of human life.

How are these two conclusions pertinent to contemporary churches in mainland China?
Before answering the question, we, need¥first to explore the current situation of Chinese

churches, particularly Reforméd churches, in mainland China.
II1. ‘Fhe Urgent Need of Chinese Reforming Churches

The Reformed faithyplays«a crucial role in the revival of Christianity in the past four decades
in mainland_Chista. Yet Reéformed theology was introduced much earlier. The theological
faculty ofilCheeldo University (Qilu Daxue), for example, was presbyterian. In September 1919,
the Amerigan presbyterian missionary Watson McMillan Hayes (1857-1944), who once
studiedathicology with B. B. Warfield (1851-1921) at Western Theological Seminary in
Pittsburgh, founded North China Theological Seminary (Huabei shenxueyuan), which was

later called the sister school of Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia.
1. Non-Indigenized Reformed Theology

Despite the long history of Chinese Reformed theology, China’s modern history did not

see the rise and thriving of Reformed theology. Not until the occurrence of the reform and



opening-up policy, which was registered by Deng Xiaoping in 1978 but comprehensively
implemented after the middle of the 1980s, Reformed theology obtained a historic opportunity
to expand its influence significantly.” Against this historical context, it became easier than
before for Chinese Christians to access to theological resources, the Reformed par excellence.
More importantly, initiated by Jonathan Chao (1938-2004) and advanced by Stephen Tong, the
movement of the lay lectures of Reformed theology that started in the 1980s swept across
Chinese churches.?® Then, Reformed theology grew rapidly.

It is worth noting that both Chao and Tong are closely connected to WeStminstes
Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. This turns out that the expansion of the Reformedifaith
after the 1980s was largely characterized by theological unicity. For many ChineseyReéformed
Christians, there are no Reformed theologies but the Reformed theology, whosé™ickname is
Westminster. This narrow understanding has been improved in recént yearsfowing to a large
number of diverse theological publications.

However, another issue remains to be unsettled radigally.“In assaying the situation of
Reformed theology in China, Paul Wang observes ghat@many who regard themselves as
‘Reformed’ in China have little regard, understanding, or g#espect for fellow Christians from
other confessional backgrounds. They cehstire, othersas lacking legitimacy and authority as
Christians.”® Clearly, despite that the notion‘ef “Reformed” was somewhat broadened, the
Reformed movement exhibits the miindset of theological hegemony. Hence, the Reformed
groups are often in conflict withtraditional local churches in some regions of mainland China.
On the one hand, in some,cities, young church leaders strive to push ahead the Reformed
theologization of churches by, enforcing all church ministers to subscribe to the Three Forms
of Unity without corfipromiSe. Those who refuse to accept are not allowed to preach at churches
any more. Evidently, the'Reformed unicity remains to be influential. Needless to say, such a
Reformed gheologization incurs disharmony and even schism within churches. On the other
hand, gmany, Reformed pastors and Christians choose to build new Reformed presbyterian
churches. Most of them are well-educated and some have received theological training in

WesStern countries. Many of these emerging churches (F1>¢#{ <) have a characteristic feature

that they virtually import theological and ecclesiastical resources from American presbyterian
churches without indigenization. In my estimation, they are not Chinese churches but Western
presbyterian churches in China. To a great degree, these churches are preconditioned by the
fact that only those who prioritize Western Reformed theology can settle down themselves in

these communities.
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The cause of the two issues above is twofold at least. First, the Reformed unicity still has
latent influence. The work of collected creeds and confessions, which is primarily edited by
Jonathan Chao, partly evidences such an unsound situation. On its copyright page, Jonathan
used the English title Ecumenical Creeds and Reformed Confessions and Catechisms. However,

the English title is not the equivalent translation of the Chinese. The Chinese title is [JFI <
2 ¥E1E, which should have been translated The Select Creeds, Confessions and Catechisms

of the Church Through the Centuries. This differing translation matters in that the book censists
of four ecumenical creeds and six Reformed confessions and catechisms.*® The Ghinese title
and the content of the book together may induce Chinese Christians to arrivesatya ‘€¢enclusion
that Chinese churches should be built according to the Reformed faith alone.

The second cause of the non-indigenized Reformed theology €onsists in the general
mindset that was being shaped in the course of the modern history of €hifia: During 1840-60,
the two Opium wars turned China to be a semi-colonial and semisfetudal€ountry. In 1886, some

N—

officials of the Qing dynasty registered the Self-Strengthening Movement (J£553z5)), the
slogan of which was “Chinese learning as essen@e, Western learning as tool” (R 4K,
= 4 A). This largely paved the way fomthe massive influx of Western civilization and

scientific technologies into China. In the 19108, Chmese traditional culture was under serious
and critical scrutiny due to the New Gulture Movement and the May Fourth Movement, which
drove Chinese intellectuals to admire,the Western culture. Some intellectuals even argued for
entirely national Westernization.Despite that the ten-year Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) to
a great extent suppressed thejthirst for Westernization, the reform and opening-up policy in the
1980s led to the resurgenceiof xenophilia. The ethos of Westernization and xenophilia exerts
an impact on ghurehes. The contemporary Chinese Christians seem not to realize the
importancgsand ‘necessity of the indigenization of the Christian faith. Instead, they are not
reluctant to, employ and apply Western theologies, particularly Reformed theology, in the

contexts offmainland China.
2¢'The'Public Mission of Theology

My analysis of the non-indigenization of Reformed theology does not attempt to deny the
blessing of the Reformed faith to Chinese churches. Reformed churches in mainland China
blow some fresh air of theology’s public mission into today’s traditional churches.

The rise of the Reformed faith in China after the 1980s reminds traditional churches in

mainland China of public theology. In this paper, I follow Duncan Forrester’s notion of public
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theology. Forrester argues that “public theology is rather a theology, talk about God, which
claims to point to publicly accessible truth, to contribute to public discussion by witnessing to
a truth which is relevant to what is going on in the world and to the pressing issues facing
people and societies today.”*!

It does not say that the Chinese Church in mainland China never has public theology. Nor
does it say that the churches there have no bearing on the public sphere. Alexander Chow;§
recent research has showed that there are three generations of public theologians in the history,
of Chinese Christianity. The public theologians of the first generation are primarily tHese ftom
the three-self churches, who strove to build a sound state-church relationship.**The seeond
generation refers to cultural Christians (wenhua jidutu) whose academic Study gertains to
Christianity. These intellectuals usually distance themselves from thé Church®but keen on
bringing the Christian faith into academia and public discourse.***Accordifig to Chow, the
contribution of the Reformed Chinese churches to public theology is/ptimarily of the third
generation, which consists of urban intellectual Christians #who arlargely under the influence
of Calvinism, especially Dutch neo-Calvinism.* The§e utbantintellectual church leaders are
representative of Reformed public theologians W¥mainland China and are preoccupied with
legal and political issues, such as constitutiohal reformyrights defense and religious freedom—
—primarily the religious freedom andyrights ofhouse church—and so forth.*

These Reformed public theologians, have a significant bearing on China’s society and
churches, which, as Chow_.dcsecribes, “make[s] the Chinese government quite
uncomfortable.”*® Traditional (Clfine§e churches focus on, individual salvation, personal piety
and building up household aceording to the word of God. However, they rarely teach Christians
to bear testimony to‘their faith through their engagement with public affairs. In this light, the
ecclesial milieg” insmainland China is similar to that of Bavinck’s denomination in the
nineteenth<€etituryNetherlands. The revival of Reformed theology to a certain extent changes
such agsituation.#’ Granted, the Reformed public theology in mainland China is largely political
theology. The state-dominant religious policy seems to catch contemporary public theologians’
whele,attention.*® Nonetheless, a large number of traditional churches has been reminded of
their responsibility to engage with public affairs. This can be evidenced by some popular

slogans in Chinese churches, such as cultural mandate and the Christianization of culture.
3. Summary

The analysis of Chinese Reformed churches thus far suffices to prove the need for Chinese

Reforming churches. The term “Reforming” has twofold connotation. First, Chinese Reformed
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theologians need to be reforming the Reformed faith by indigenization. Second, traditional
churches in mainland China need to be reforming themselves to develop their own public
theology, which must go beyond political theology and make testimony to the Christian faith
in every corner of human life.

On these two points, Bavinck’s view of the scientific calling of the Church affords pretty
valuable guidance. The value of Bavinck’s viewpoint can be manifested in answering two
questions. (1) What is Bavinck’s approach to the indigenization of Reformed theology?
Granted, the argument that the Reformed Church must contextualize or indigenize its+istosical
confessions is not novel. As will be seen, Bavinck’s stance is going beyond a “mere
contextualization or indigenization of Western Reformed confessions. (2) In @rder to construct
a Chinese public theology, what should contemporary Chinese churchés prioritize? Now, we
are turning to wrestle with these two questions by applying Bavinckls view of the scientific

calling of the Church to the contexts of mainland China.
IV. Bavinck on the Scientific Calling of the ' Chinese Churches

As soon as Bavinck’s “De Wetenschappelijke Roeping ©Onzer Kerk™ is related to the situation
of the churches in mainland China, one €afgperceivedquite apparent appropriateness to use
Bavinck’s theological insights in this journal*asticle as the antidote to the Chinese Reformed
and traditional churches.

First, Bavinck’s stance on_the Reformed confessions is rather supportive of and
meanwhile going beyondythe indigenization of the Western Reformed faith in mainland China.
As has been illustrated, altheugh Bavinck insists on the considerable significance of ecclesial
confessions, he never regards them as equivalent to the Reformed per se. The historic
significance of the Reformed confessions is reflective of the necessity to perceive the spirit of
the Reform@@andythén contextualize it in a new age. In this light, the exclusively normative
practiceofithe Reéformed confessions (especially the Three Forms of Unity) in mainland China
is in_essence anti-Reformed. Instead, Bavinck’s Reformed eclecticism points the Chinese
Refommed churches to the theological conversation with other theologies. This sentiment is
underpinned by Bavinck’s concluding remarks in the journal article. There, he highlights that
diversity is characteristic of the Reformed; simultaneously, the diverse Reformed theologies
share “a common fundamental character” (een gemeenschappelijk grondkarakter).*® Moreover,
he underscores that no attempt should be taken to eradicate the diversity in that it evidences

the universality of the Reformed principles, which can be applied to all living conditions.>
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“No identity, but rich, variegated diversity is precisely the characteristic feature of the unity of
the Spirit.”!

Following Bavinck’s view of the Reformed diversity, it could be inferred that he de facto
advocates a sort of Reformed indigenization. In some sense, he sees it as the future of

Calvinism, as proved by the following lengthy quotation.

Calvinism wishes no cessation of progress and promotes multiformity. ... It does not
demand for itself the same development in America and England which it has found m
Holland. This only must be insisted upon, that in each country and in every Reformed,
Church it should develop itselfin accordance with its own nature, and shouldnotipermit
itself to be supplanted or corrupted by foreign ideas. ... As of every nation‘that honors
its independence, so it is the calling of every Church to guard fand preserve its
individual character, and, instructed by the teachings of history, tolabex forjghe Church
and theology of the future.>?

Bavinck’s view of the Reformed diversity is explicitly predicated @pofifthe reality of the
individual character of each church on its own right around theyworld.«Of course, the Chinese
Reformed church must be humbly instructed by the historyief Reformed theology as well as
historic Christian theologies. Nevertheless, it dees not mmean the Chinese Reformed church
should give up its independence and peculiarity based imwspecific Chinese culture. Bavinck’s
stance is reminiscent of Andrew Walls’ argumentiof the twofold principle of Christianity’s
engagement with culture. First, the indigenizingyprinciple means that God redeems us “as we
are” and thus a Christian is still fordied by, “his own culture and history”. Second, the pilgrim
principle is indicative of God’ ssptitposesef transforming one “into what He wants them to be”,
which means to lead onejdutside of the particular culture and to have communion with the
people of God througheticentusies.”

Combined Bavinek’s and Walls’ viewpoints together, it can be argued that the Chinese
Reformed chureh shotild adigenize the Western Reformed theology into the Chinese context
and simultaneously have communion with the universal Reformed faith. For example, the
Westminstctm@onfession does not regulate women ordination. However, women church
leadershiphas a long history in China.>* Nowadays, many female leaders are of those churches
that ac€ept Reformed theology. They regularly preach on Sunday, but the majority of them are
not ordained to be permitted to administer sacraments. In this instance, the church implicitly
grants the visible word of God (sacraments) with greater significance than the audible word of
God (preaching).’> However, Reformed tradition does not teach such hierarchy. Based on the
pilgrim principle, the Chinese Reformed church should be instructed by Reformed tradition

concerning the audible and visible forms of the word of God, which would result in the
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recognition of the equal status of preaching and the administration of sacraments. Grounded
on the indigenizing principle, it should give respect to the specific tradition and history of the
Chinese church, which was and is guided by God’s hands and approves the women’s eligibility
to preach. The two principles finally turn out to approve women ordination.>®

The two principles can also be applied to the state-church relation in mainland China.
Western Reformed confessions seems to agree in the teaching that the magistrate should proteet
the church and sacred ministry.>” In my view, it is unrealistic to appeal to this confesgional
teaching in mainland China. What is more, those similar confessional statements would wossen
the state-church relation in mainland China.>® If these confessional statementSiare stgictly:
applied in the Chinese church, it is in fact to place the church under the control of the
government. The price the church needs to pay for such a rigid applicdtion.is th€ deprival of
the church’s independence and religious freedom. By and largéjthe geligious policy in
mainland China is to control the church and bring the church to the knees of communism and
atheism.

These historic Reformed confessions hardly offgf any, farsreaching Reformed principles
that guide the Chinese church to deal with the state-church relation in mainland China. How
could one expect the Chinese Christian in‘theycontext of atheistic ideology to understand and
adopt the idea of the state-church relation asidescribed by Reformed confessions that were
formulated in Christendom hundred y€ars,ago? In China, a Reformed confession should engage
with the relation between the Chsistian faith and communism and atheism.

The above two instancesgSubstantiate the necessity to articulate a Sino-Reformed
confession, which is essentiaklto Bavinck’s view of the development of the Reformed faith. I
would like to arguéithat Bavinck’s innovation in the indigenization of the Reformed faith
consists in his ifisisience'on the composition of confessions according to specific contexts. For

him, this igfcharacteristic of Calvinism.

Angther feature which serves to commend Calvinism consists in this—that it allows of
various minor shades, and in the application of its theological and ecclesiastical
principles avoids all mechanical uniformity. Lutheranism, strictly speaking, has
produced but a single Church and a single Confession. Calvinism on the other hand has
found entrance into many nations and founded many and multiform Churches. /¢
created not one but a number of Confessions.>®

Combining this argument with Bavinck’s view of the scientific calling of the Church, it could
be argued that one calling of the Church is to study on the Word of God and the Reformed
treasures scientifically in order to work out new confessions that meet the demand of people in

specific contexts around the world.
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A question can be anticipated at this point: If Bavinck advocates the formulation of new
contextually-based confessions, why did neo-Calvinists not work out their own confession?
Despite that Bavinck does not shed light on this point, it can be inferred that inasmuch as
Bavinck recognizes the continuity of Western culture, he believes that the historic Reformed
confessions can still satisfy the needs of his contemporaries. In “Revelation and Culture” of
Philosophy of Revelation, Bavinck contends: “Thought has often to a great extent emancipated
itself from Christianity; but life goes quietly on and is continually fed from the sources ¢f the
past. Modern culture would like to be absolutely modern, but it is not and cannot be®o; s a
product of, and thus also a moment in, history.”*® To be sure, Bavinck’s Stone [egturestaims
for articulating a philosophy of revelation in relation to the early twentieth=centuty Western
culture. In Bavinck’s system, thus, the historic Reformed confession§ that wéfe composed
several centuries ago could still settle his contemporary issues, Which_the neo-Calvinist
movement wrestled with. Of course, it is inevitable for neo-Calwinists“to take a subtle and
nuanced reading of these confessions by focusing on their historical contexts.

In the case of mainland China, however, there is W0 sueh essentially cultural or contextual
continuity with the Western. Nonetheless, Chinese,Chfistians should not discard all historic
Reformed confessions. Note that Bavinck®s insistehce on a common fundamental character of
the Reformed is indicative of the ongness of the Reformed faith throughout the centuries and
around the world. Chinese Chrisi@nsymust appreciate and probe into these Reformed
confessions inasmuch as they atepartof the treasures of the Church. The point of gravity here
is that personal appreciation i§not n€cessary to be upgraded to ecclesial commitment because
of the necessity of the indigenization of the Reformed faith. Hence, Chinese Reformed
churches should noterely draw on Western Reformed confessions. Based in Chinese context,
they need to workout their own Reformed confessions, which in turn multiply and enrich
Reformed gfaditiongthroughout the centuries. In so doing, the scientific calling can be fulfilled
in the&hinese Reformed church’s effort to reflect on the word of God in a scientific way in
the context of mainland China.

Bavinck’s second exhortation for the Chinese churches in mainland China is their
scientific calling to make public testimony to the Christian faith. This exhortation is twofold.
On the one hand, Bavinck’s ‘De Wetenschappelijke Roeping Onzer Kerk’ reminds the Chinese
Reformed theologians of a broader conception of the public character of the Christian faith.
Theology does not only deal with the state-church relation, but also engage extensively with
every aspect of human life. On the other hand, concomitantly, Bavinck who is widely respected

in the circle of Sino-Christianity exhorts the traditional churches to have social and cultural
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engagement. This is not unfamiliar to Chinese churches. T. C. Chao (1888-1979), the most
prominent Chinese theologian in the twentieth century, has argued in 1937 that ‘[f]or
Christians . . . religion is not merely a matter of relationship between the individual and his
God, but also a matter of ethical concern and social consequence.’®! Bavinck’s and Chao’s
viewpoint sharply challenges the sacred-secular dualism that is influential in house churches.
The early house churches leaders, including the likes of Wang Mingdao (1900-1991) and Yuan
Xiangchen (1914-2015), robustly emphasized the holiness of Christian life, which led to the
argument that Christians can never dispense with a world-flight stance. By and lasgeythis
dualism hinders the Chinese churches from bearing full-scale witness to the Christian faith in
human life.

Bavinck’s appeal to the church to hold fast to its scientific callingfiegates séch a view of
world-flight.®? The Chinese church undertakes a scientific study of'theolegy provided that it
communicates the results of study in public spheres. By doing soyGod*s grace is confessed,
and the word of God is proclaimed. As has been demonsttated eatlier, the idea of university
features in Bavinck’s view of the church’s scientificg€alling 1o take public engagement. For
him, the university is, as it were, the hallway viaywhich the treasures of the church can be
brought into public spheres. In this regardfAbraham Kuyper (1837-1920) argues with Bavinck
that ‘our duty is that we who confegs Jesus Christ take hold of science as an instrument for

’63 By“doing this, Christianity can exert influences on public

propagating our faith-conviction.
opinion and general mentality. Otheswise, Christians would be enchanted with the life-and-
world view produced by, the unbelieving science. Moreover, Kuyper maintains that these
influences can be entailed via university education, which ‘manifest[s] a different mode of
perceiving and thinking, reproducing it among people who pursue these university studies.’%*
At this point, ofie cah peteeive a feature of neo-Calvinism—that is, neo-Calvinism strives to
have the ChriStianyfaith exert its influence on human intellectual life.

Bawinek’s vista of the church’s engagement with science in the university is of particular
significance to Chinese churches. As mentioned earlier, it is the cultural Christian who is the
primagy practitioner of an academic or scientific study of theology in the academy. Note that
cultural Christians distance themselves from churches. Apparently, this scientific theology
contradicts Bavinck’s statement: ‘A theology without church dies.’®®> Hence, Bavinck’s idea of
theology in the context of university reminds Chinese churches of their calling to undertake

the scientific study of the word of God in the academy. The church’s voice should resound in

the Chinese academia. Although some urban intellectual church leaders are academics, their
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proportion in Chinese churches of mainland China is low. A crucial development in this regard

1s in demand.
V. Conclusion

What is the scientific calling of the Chinese church? Bavinck offers the answer in the twofold
aspect: scientific study and scientific life. Of course, Bavinck’s point of departure is his owil
Reformed tradition. However, he does not insist on this tradition exclusively. Rathgf, he
stresses the indigenization of Reformed theology in differing specific contexts in sugh away,
that the composition of new confessions in new contexts is methodologically the parexcellences
This theological mindset is critical of the Reformed theological hegemony.

For Bavinck, the scientific study of theology should turn out to the scientific life of the
Church—that is, the church’s public engagement. Given the parfigular, religious policy of
mainland China, most public theologians are preoccupied withythe state-religion relation,
especially the state-church relation. However, Bavinck’s wiew ofyjthe scientific calling of the
church exhibits more than political engagement. In particularjthe church has the mission to
import its treasures into the academy.

The analysis thus far demonstrates thatBavinek offers, so to speak, an earnest exhortation
for the churches in mainland China.;He seemsjto have insights into the issues of the Chinese
churches a hundred-plus years agogdndeed, the contemporary Chinese churches can learn
significant lessons from Bavinck whe,they highly respect. The scientific calling of the church,
which Bavinck has envisaged mof¢ than one century before, can be fulfilled in the twenty-first-

century mainland China,

* The early shottéversion of this paper was presented at Kuyper Conference at Calvin College
and Seminary iApril 2019. I would like to thank Dr Jordan Ballor, the Kuyper Conference
director, fog offering the stipend, and Acton Institute for awarding me the Calihan Travel Grant.
am alsegrateful to Dr James Eglinton and Dr Alexander Chow for their comments on this
paper.
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