
Minutes of Classis Chatham of North America
Westmount Christian Reformed Church

Strathroy, ON
Tuesday, January 24, 2012 

@ 9 a.m.

1. Opening
Rev. Peter Hoytema of the host church led delegates to opening devotions based on 1 Corinthians 
1:20-31.  Delegates also sang praises to God and Rev. Hoytema led the body in prayer.

2. Credentials Committee Report 
Jane Adema of Hope Community Church, Mt. Brydges reported for the Credentials Committee. 
She reported, with thanksgiving to God, that all 28 churches were present.  The total number of 
delegates is reported as 76, including 10 first-time delegates.  The first-time delegates have all 
signed the Form of Subscription.

               NB:  It was later discovered that some first-time delegates had not been noted during registration, 
so the number of first-time delegates was later adjusted to 15 and all signed the Form of 
Subscription.

        Later in the day, Jane Adema also reported the notes below from the credential forms to classis;

• Blenheim CRC requested continued discussion about a Classical Youth Coordinator.
• Essex CRC asked what can be offered to “singles and singles again” from a social aspect.
• Tillsonburg CRC would like to see a return “to the way it used to be” with bi-annual 

visits by Church Visitors to each church in classis to maintain dialogue between the 
churches and classis.

• Tillsonburg CRC asks how it is to be relevant in its community.
• Tillsonburg CRC asks how to teach young people to be leaders in the church.

3. Constitution of Classis
Rev. Peter Hoytema declared classis as constituted with Rev. Willemina Zwart of London-Good 
News CRC and Rev. Eric Groot-Nibbelink of London-Bethel being seated as chairman and vice-
chairman for the day respectively.

4.        Delegates
Church Pastor Elder    Deacon
Aylmer Louis Bosma Andy Kroondyk**
Blenheim Frank de Boer John Price**        Brad Vanderende**
Chatham-Calvary Chris Schievink Martin Bosveld        Doug Douma
Chatham-First Jack Kerkhof      Jack Bakker        Ineke Goossen
Chatham-Grace William Koopmans    Bram Schoon        Doug Wiersma**
Dresden John Moelker** Ernie Kramer        Jasper Smids
Essex Ben Schinkel Sr.        Jean Kuipers

Rita Overgraaw
Ingersoll Norman Visser Gary Klingenberg       Art Heidbuurt**
London-Bethel Eric Groot-Nibbelink John Van Til

Peter Beerda
London-Connections George Saylor
London-First Pieter Pereboom Nancy Dresser        Ben Vanderlugt
London-Forest City Rob Hogendoorn Jesse Terpstra
London-Good News Willemina Zwart John Haagsma        Dorothy Grysczuk**
Mt. Brydges-Hope Comm. Henry Bysma**        Jane Adema

Ben Linker**



St. Thomas-Destination Beth Fellinger Ron Arends**
Heather Franklin**

St. Thomas-Fellowship Tom Baird        Marlene Verhulst
St. Thomas-First Wilma Dykstra        Wayne Oegema
Sarnia-First Henry Meinen Pete Weening**        Henry Drope
Sarnia-Living Hope Richard VanderVaart John Griffioen        John DeJong
Sarnia-Redeemer Jim Poelman Jenny Douma**        Ted Stelpstra
Strathroy-East Gary VanSteeg

Wick Hamstra
Strathroy-Westmount Peter Hoytema Elise Cooper        Andrew Kingma

Tillsonburg Harry Dykxhoorn       Bram de Dreu
John VanderDeen

Wallaceburg Josh Tuininga Bernard Kraayenbrink Rob Kraayenbrink
Windsor                             Darrell Edgar                      Al Rupke
Woodstock-Covenant Bob Loerts Bill Poort        Christine Renkema
Woodstock-Maranatha Andrew Streuker        Bertus Kroondijk

Larry Nugteren
Wyoming Arnold Hoekstra        Fred Verroen**

Doug Korvemaker**

**First-time delegate

5.         Small Group Prayer Ministry
Rev. John Van Til of London-Bethel and the Classical Prayer Coordinator invited delegates to 
break into small groups and pray for ministers in Classis Chatham.

6.    Overture
Rev.  Tom Baird of St. Thomas-Fellowship reported for the classical overture advisory committee. 
He reported that the committer supports the overture from Sarnia-Living Hope that the CRCNA 
not adopt the Belhar Confession as a Confession, (a copy of the overture is attached to the bottom 
of these minutes) with the following provision.
Our Committee endorses Living Hope (Sarnia, ON) CRC’s overture with the advice that we add to 
it the following note to Synod:  “Classis Chatham requests that, should the recommendations of 
this overture be adopted, Synod communicate clearly to the churches in South Africa who have 
urged endorsement of the Belhar Confession that our non-adoption of the confession does not 
reflect a lack of support for them or the cause of racial unity.”  We request that a letter 
accompanying the report of Synod’s action should contain whatever information is necessary to 
convey this sentiment fully.

Following a passionate debate by speakers on both sides of the issue, classis delegates voted 54-19 
to both support the overture from Sarnia-Living Hope and the additional advice from the overtrue 
advisory committee.

7. Special Announcements
Chairperson, Rev. Willemina Zwart highlighted an invitation from the Calvin Theological 
Seminary for churches in Classis Chatham to consider a 10-week pastor ministries internship 
(formerly, summer assignment) as well as reminding churches to encourage those with requisite 
gifts and abilities to apply for the vacant position for a director with Back to God Ministries 
International.

8. Morning Coffee Break  

9. Speakers  



NB:  The speakers are listed below for ease of transcription.  They did not necessarily speak in the 
order in which they are listed.

• Retired Rev. Vic Vandermolen offered thanks to classis for its encouragement, love and 
support during his ongoing illness.  Chairman Rev. Willemina Zwart prayed for both 
Rev. Vandermolen and for Classical Treasurer Oscar DeBoer whose brother Bill is 
seriously ill and is in hospital in London.  Subsequent to our meeting, Oscar’s brother, 
Bill, was called home the following day.  We send our condolences to Oscar and the 
entire DeBoer family.

• Campus Chaplains Mike Wagenman and Kelly Sibthorpe reported on their activities at 
the University of Western Ontario and Fanshawe College respectively.  Mike talked 
about the opportunity to connect with a particular professor and students for Christian 
study and fellowship.  Kelly spoke in particular of his expanded role in the nursing 
program at the Fanshawe College satellite campus in Woodstock and he spoke of plans to 
initiate a “Creative Kitchen” program at London-First CRC.

• Chaplain Kelly Sibthorpe outlined the theme for the Classis Chatham Day of 
Encouragement to be held on Saturday, Feb. 11, 2012 at Good News CRC in London. 
The day will focus on retaining, encouraging and discipling young adults in our 
congregations.

• Rob Datema, the Executive Director of Lighthouse gave a presentation about the 
Toronto-based ministry and how programs there help those in a practical way in name of 
Jesus Christ.

• Rev. George Saylor of London-Connections Community Church spoke about how 2011 
was a “tough season” for him and his church due to a devastating fire at the church’s 
ministry centre last year.  But, he says after much love and support from other ministers , 
friends and family, he’s looking forward to 2012 and is genuinely excited about what 
God is doing in his life and his ministry.

• Dr. Hubert Krygsman and James VanderLaan of Redeemer University College told 
delegates that the institution has just under 900 students enrolment for 2011-12., 
including 55 from Classis Chatham churches. He also spoke of new programs, including 
International Relations, a Youth Ministry certificate program, and a new Bachelor of 
Science in Health Sciences next year.  He encouraged churches in Classis Chatham to 
continue to support Redeemer.

• Rev. Dr. William Koopmans spoke on his involvement in the World Communion of 
Reformed Churches. (WCRC)
He explained what the group does and asked for financial and prayerful support from all 
the delegates.

10. Morning Ministry Presentation
Ministry Associate Beth Fellinger of St. Thomas-Destination Church spoke on the topic, “How to 
be an Engaging Community (Do They Run When They See You Coming?)  Her notes were 
handed out to delegates of classis and a copy of her notes will be kept on file by the stated clerk.

11. Lunch Break 
Vice-Chairman, Rev. Eric Groot-Nibbelink prayed and we enjoyed food lovingly prepared by a 
group from Strathroy-Westmount.  Following the lunch, the group was given an appreciative 
round of applause by the delegates.



12. Afternoon Devotions
Rev. Peter Hoytema of the host church read Psalm 111 and led delegates in prayer for the 
afternoon session.

13. Discussion of Article 17-a involving Rev. George Rowaan and Tillsonburg CRC  
Chairperson, Rev. Willemina Zwart called for Executive Session.  The minutes of the Executive 
Session are on file with the Stated Clerk.  In Executive Session, Classis Chatham approved the 
release of Rev. George Rowaan from service in the Tillsonburg CRC, according to the provision 
of Church Order article 17-a, and the separation agreement between Tillsonburg CRC and Rev. 
Rowaan.
The Synodical Deputies concurred with the decision of classis and requested that the following 
comment be recorded as part of their participation in the process.
“As Synodical Deputies, we are distressed about the increased use of Article 17 by churches and 
pastors and we ask Synod to ask Calvin Seminary and the Candidacy Committee to take note of 
this.”

14. Afternoon Break

15. Classis Returned to Regular Session
A motion to appoint Rev. Pieter Pereboom of London-First,  Ministry Associate Grace Miedema 
of Aylmer and Mr. Harry Dykxhoorn of Tillsonburg as members of the oversight committee for 
Rev. George Rowaan is carried.

16. Ministry Associate Discussion  
Chairperson, Rev. Willemina Zwart, stepped down from the chair and handed it over to the Vice-
Chairman, Rev. Eric Groot-Nibbelink, since she is married to the Campus pastor at Fanshawe 
College.
Classis, with the concurrence of the Synodical Deputies, Rev,’s Nick Overduin, Jerry Hoytema 
and Ralph Koops, voted in favour of declaring the position of Campus pastor at Fanshawe College 
consistent with the office of Ministry Associate.
Vice-Chairman, Rev. Eric Groot-Nibbelink handed the chair back to Chairperson, Rev. Willemina 
Zwart at the conclusion of the discussion about the above noted campus pastor.

17. Classical Ministry Committee Report  
Rev. Norman Visser reported for the committee, noting the following;

• Churches are reminded to take time to do the “Appreciative Inquiry” exercise.  The 
compilation of the reports will come to classis in May 2012.

• Rev. Norman Visser, (Chairman), Mr. Machiel Talsma (Vice-all) and Rev. Peter 
Hoytema were named to the CMC Executive Committee at the most recent CMC meeting 
in Nov. 2011.  Barry Wright (Stated Clerk) also sits on the executive committee as an ex-
officio member.

• The Classical Youth Committee has been reinstituted.  Rev. Frank deBoer of Blenhaim is 
the chairperson.  The committee continues to seek new members, reviewing the mandate 
of the former Classical Youth Ministry Team and working on coordination of youth 
events with all churches in Classis Chatham.

• The results of credentials question #3 (outstanding ministry issues) were shared with 
delegates.  A list will be sent to all churches by the stated clerk.

• A copy of the proposed revision of the Classis Chatham Rules of Procedure will be 
distributed to churches for review and comment.  It was also suggested that a draft copy 
of the rules be put up on the website too.



• Ministry Shares for 2011 reached 101 per cent, thanks mainly to unexpected but much 
appreciated contributions from London-Connections Community Church.

• The Classical Home Missions and Diaconal Committees both report a need for 
revitalization and direction.  The nominating committee is seeking new members for both 
committees.

• A motion to appoint Elder Walt DeRuiter of Woodstock-Maranatha to join Rev. Bob 
Loerts of Woodstock-Covenant as Church Visitor for East Team #3 was carried.

• A motion to extend the Classical Licensure to Exhort for Mr. Barry Wright to May 2015 
was carried.

18. Church Visitors  
Rev. Jack Kerkhof told classis that church visits had recently been done for Dresden, Wallaceburg, 
Windsor and Essex, but the respective councils had not yet had a chance to review the reports.  He 
expects al four reports to come before classis in May 2012.

19. Church Counselors  
• Rev. Tom Baird of St. Thomas-Fellowship was appointed as Church Counselor for 

Tillsonburg CRC.  He and Rev. Peter Hoytema of Strathroy-Westmount and a third 
perond yet to be named with act as an oversight committee for Tillsonburg CRC.

• Elder Wick Hamstra reported that Rev. Derek Bouma has accepted a call to Strathroy-
East.  Rev. Bouma will begin his ministry on April 1, 2012.

• Rev. Craig Hoekema of Sarnia-Living Hope reported that Wyoming continues to work 
toward identifying a new pastor.

• Rev. Bob Loerts of Woodstock-Covenant reported that Woodstock-Maranatha continues 
to work toward identifying a new pastor.

• Elder Ben Schinkel reported that Essex CRC has identified a new shepherd for its flock 
and will vote in early February.

• Rev. Dirk Miedema reported that Candidate George Lubbers has accepted a call to St. 
Thomas-First.  He will begin as Stated Supply there on February 20, 2012.  His 
examination by Classis will take place in May 2012.

20. Delegates to Synod 2012  
Following several ballots, Rev. Craig Hoekema of Sarnia-Living Hope and Rev. Bob Loerts of 
Woodstock-Covenant were chosen as ministerial delegates to Synod 2012, while Jenny Douma of 
Sarnia-Redeemer and Martin Bosveld of Chatham-Calvary were chosen as elder delegates.
The alternates were Rev. Jack Kerkhof of Chatham-First, Rev. Dr. William Koopmans of 
Chatham-Grace. Elder Pete Weening of Sartnia-First and Elder Peter Beerda of London-Bethel.

21. Destroying Ballots  
A motion to destroy ballots from all the votes of the day was carried.

22. Closing  
Vice-Chairman, Rev. Eric Groot-Nibbelnk thanked the chair for her ability, compassion and sense 
of humour. 
Chairperson, Rev. Willemina Zwart thanked delegates for their support and closed in prayer.

23. Adjournment
Classis adjourned at 5 p.m. to meet again on Tuesday, May 22, 2012 at First CRC 
in London, ON, DV.  
Deacon Ben Vanderlugt reminded delegates that First CRC is an urban, downtown church and that 
parking availability will be at a minimum.



Overture:   That the CRCNA Not Adopt the Belhar Confession as Our Confession

The Council of Living Hope CRC in Sarnia, Ontario, overtures Classis Chatham to 
overture Synod 2012 to not adopt The Belhar Confession as our confession.

Grounds:
1.   The unity the Belhar promotes is not clearly centered in the gospel of grace and 

forgiveness in Jesus Christ and therefore ought not serve as a doctrinal standard.
The references to Christ in the Belhar are not sufficient to clearly identify the 

gospel as God’s reconciliation of sinful humanity to Himself by grace through 
faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  The Belhar’s language is 
sufficiently vague to be accepted by those whose understanding of the gospel is 
primarily about the power Christ gives us to do social justice, but has little to do 
with rebellious humanity’s need to be reconciled to God.  

We ought not conceive of unity and reconciliation apart from this clear gospel 
message.  The church works for unity and reconciliation by sharing this gospel 
message with lost humanity completely and utterly apart from whether people are 
poor or rich, oppressed or oppressor, weak or powerful, under- or over- 
privileged.   It is this gospel truth that not only makes us one in Christ, it also 
helps us to live together in unity by forgiving one another just as Christ has 
forgiven us.  Our power to reconcile comes from having been reconciled to God; 
our power to forgive comes from having been forgiven, and true reconciliation is 
possible only through forgiveness.

This central message is noticeably absent from the Belhar.  The primary 
means that the Belhar seems to offer for pursuing unity and reconciliation in 
Article 4 is through social action; lending credence to a conception of the gospel 
that de-emphasizes reconciliation to God.  This is a significant omission and 
ambiguity for a document being considered as a doctrinal standard of our 
churches.

2.   Some of the Belhar’s language invites interpretations that are both problematic 
and prevalent in certain segments of the universal church.
We have two such examples in mind:

a.  In Article 1 the Belhar states, “We reject any doctrine…which explicitly and 
implicitly maintains that descent or any other human or social factor should 
be a consideration for being a member of the church.”  While confident we 
can agree with the intent of this statement, the phrase “human or social 
factor” is troublingly unclear.  The issue of race is clearly covered under the 
term “descent.”  So what other “human or social factors” are to be read into 
this statement above and beyond race?  Some interpreters have stated their 
conviction that the Belhar ought to be understood to address the issue of 
homosexual relationships.  It’s not clear that such an interpretation of the 
Belhar is illegitimate.  The Apostle Paul provides multiple lists of what 
might properly be called “social factors” that the church should turn away 
from and even expel from our midst.

b. In Article 4 the Belhar states “We believe…that God in a world full of 
injustice and enmity is in a special way the God of the destitute, the poor 



and the wronged.” Our concern is particularly with the phrase “in a special 
way the God of.”  From scripture we learn that God takes special care and 
concern to protect such individuals.  To say, however, that God is “the God 
of” such individuals is to use explicitly covenantal language.  The 
implications of this phrase go beyond “care” or “concern” and imply a 
covenant relationship; a relationship that, according to scripture, has nothing 
to do with the categories of rich or poor, black or white, oppressed or 
privileged but has everything to do with the grace of Jesus Christ.  The 
Belhar is without biblical warrant for using the covenantal phrase “the God 
of” and thus is doubly without warrant for saying that He is so “in a special 
way.” 

3.   It is not clear what the Belhar addresses in our context or what it clarifies beyond 
our existing confessions.

The Belhar originated as a confession to specifically condemn apartheid in 
South Africa.  Once taken out of that context and placed in a North American 
context, it is not clear what the Belhar does or does not address.

In 2007, the RCA’s Commission on Christian Action stated their belief that the 
Belhar helped to clarify current issues before them such as the farm bill, Sudanese 
refugees, the Iraq War, socially screening RCA retirement funds, immigration 
policy, minimum wage increases, and America’s embargo of Cuba.  That a 
document written to address apartheid can now be argued to clarify such a diverse 
range of controversial issues strongly suggests that the political lens one brings to 
the text will largely determine what the Belhar does and does not say to our 
context.  And, since the intent of the Belhar cannot be appealed to in order to 
settle these debates, it merely opens the door to controversy rather than clarity—
which is quite contrary to the purpose of a doctrinal standard.

On top of this ambiguity, it is not clear what insights the Belhar offers above 
and beyond the clear principles already laid out in our existing confessions.  The 
issues of unity, reconciliation, and love of neighbor are addressed with a very 
clear biblical foundation in Belgic Articles 27-29 and Heidelberg Answers 54-55, 
105-107, 110-112, and 126.  It may even be said that our confessions speak to 
these issues from a much clearer gospel foundation.

4.   The Belhar will not serve the purpose of unity within our denomination as a 
confession.

It is evident that not everyone in our denomination is in favor of adding the 
Belhar as a normative doctrinal standard on par with our existing confessions.  To 
so bind consciences in spite of this reality is not a step toward unity within the 
CRC but a step away from it.  

                                                                            Council of Living Hope CRC, Sarnia, 
Ontario
                                                   MaryAnn Richie, clerk




