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“The matter of academic freedom, 
like that of political liberty, is still with us. 

From time to time it keeps bobbing up 
in some form or other. . . .”

Calvin Professor Jacob B. Vanden Bosch 
(May 1940)





Summary of Key Ideas

Section 1
Confessional commitments and academic freedom are indispensable 
and interdependent elements which shape our ecology for Christian 
teaching and learning at Calvin College.

Section 2
The confessions which bound our academic freedom arise out of and 
serve the lordship of Jesus Christ. They are subordinate to, and 
function to support, the authority of scripture. They call us to exer-
cise great care in the interpretation of scripture and the confessions 
themselves.

Section 3
The confessions offer a set of both orienting convictions and bound-
aries in which academic freedom is exercised. While not every topic 
is addressed explicitly in the confessions, we commit to addressing 
every topic from a perspective grounded in the confessions. Topics 
that are not addressed explicitly in the confessions may well have 
positions associated with them that are òconsistent withó or òincon-
sistent with” the confessions.

Section 4
Deþning the precise limits of confessional boundaries is an organ-
ic and often informal process. When formal action is required, the 
meaning and implications of the confessions are determined by duly 
constituted deliberative bodies, rather than individual persons. While 
CRC synodical decisions are òsettled and bindingó with respect to per-
tinent aspects of institutional policy, they do not automatically limit 
academic freedom unless they are offered as òinterpretations of the 
confessions.” In fact, the CRC encourages ongoing debate and dis-
cussion about synodical decisions precisely to ensure that the church 
is always promoting biblical faithfulness and confessional integrity. 
This requires an appropriate level of tolerance of a range of ideas and 
practices under the overall umbrella of confessional subscription. At 
the same time, the existence of a confessional boundary does not de-
pend on Synod offering an explicit interpretation of the confessions. 
Such interpretations are only offered when necessary.
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Section 5
Confessional commitment and academic freedom are together nur-
tured by high-trust methods of communication and accountability. 
The most difþcult decisions with respect to academic freedom involve 
the decision about how and when to enforce boundaries. For these 
decisions to be made well and have perceived legitimacy, they need to 
be made on the basis of the best possible information, through the due 
processes established in the faculty and board handbooks.

Section 6
Confessional commitment and academic freedom are of vital impor-
tance for our continuing work. Practicing these commitments togeth-
er in mutually accountable and encouraging ways will help us become 
at once more þrmly grounded and hospitable to each other as we seek 
to serve together as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ.
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community, this ethos is protected by what is known as academic free-
dom: the freedom of both an institution and individual faculty members to 
pursue truth without undue restraint.3 At Calvin College, a confessional-
ly-grounded academic freedom makes possible teaching and learning that 
challenges settled perspectives, explores formerly unexplored dimensions 
of God’s world and human experience, and allows passionate Christian 
commitments to develop without coercion. In a fast-paced society, with a 
complex web of inter-related and competing ideologies, worldviews, politi-
cal and economic interests, the Christian community needs safe space, un-
der a confessional umbrella, to engage in intellectual, moral and spiritual 
inquiry, to discern the shape of a faithful Christian way of life.

Just as the concepts of force and mass have interdependent deþnitions 
in Newtonian physics, so too at Calvin College confessional subscription 
and academic freedom have interdependent deþnitions. Neither can be de-
þned without reference to the other. Just as interdependence of force and 
mass in Newtonian physics produces an internally consistent picture of 
causality in nature, so too, the interdependence of confessional commit-
ments and academic freedom at Calvin aims to produce a generative envi-
ronment for faithful Christian scholarship and discipleship. As the Hand-
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sions of anti-racism, ecumenical Christian engagement, and musical and 
artistic engagement with a wide spectrum of works by non-Christian art-
ists, playwrights, and composers. The daily life of the Calvin College com-
munity as we know it has been made possible because of this freedom in 
the past. Our classrooms, co-curricular programming, and research agen-
das are each shaped by these possibilities, to say nothing of the Festival of 
Faith and Writing, the Festival of Faith and Music, The January Series, 
the Worship Symposium, and a host of other lectures and seminars, which 
are both the result of and an expression of academic freedom.

Confessional commitments and academic freedom make possible critical 
engagement with the working commitments of the Christian community 
across the spectrum of opinion, addressing challenges and opportunities 
on both the òrightó and the òleft,ó and frequently questioning the false di-
chotomy implied by this or any number of other interpretative schemes. 
Confessionally-grounded academic freedom in past generations has made 
it possible for Christians to gratefully celebrate the authority of scripture, 
without being constrained by a view of inerrancy that involves a herme-
neutic of simplistic literalism. It has made it possible to profess without 
reservation that God created the heavens and the earth, without being 
bound by a certain type of creationism or an approach to evolution that 
entails philosophical naturalism. Without confessionally-grounded aca-
demic freedom, it is almost inevitable that institutions become beholden to 
particular political parties or social agendas, usually tied to economic in-
terests (and it is important to note that academic freedom is only one, but 
not the only safeguard necessary to protect against this). These economic 
pressures may come from opposite or competing points of view: profession-
al organizations, grant making entities, donors, and potential students. It 
is important to be aware of all of these implications, but not to allow any of 
them to erode institutional mission and identity.

Given these values, it is no surprise that Calvin College has produced 
a procession of defenses of confessionally-grounded academic freedom, in-
cluding works by Henry Stob, W. Harry Jellema, Anthony Diekema, Ed 
Ericson, George Monsma, Lee Hardy, David Hoekema, and Joel Carpen-
ter (see the attached bibliography). These writings feature a þrm defense 
of academic freedom in the context of confessional subscription, aware of 
threats to academic freedom from multiple sources. Over against the secu-
lar academy, these voices have defended the legitimacy of a bounded aca-
demic freedom at Christian colleges. Over against those who would want to 
further limit academic freedom, these voices have defended the importance 
of academic freedom from ad hoc attacks, informal silencing procedures, 
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or other threats to well-intentioned, conscientiously-developed, confession-
ally-grounded teaching and scholarship. In other words, these writings 
simultaneously afþrm both the freedom of the institution to establish a 
particular academic freedom policy and the freedom of individual faculty 
members to fulþll their calling as teachers and scholars.4

As a result, Calvin College is a Christian community of learning that 
stands in contrast, on the one hand, to institutions with an atmosphere 
that is both authoritarian and compromised by populist suspicion of intel-
lectual pursuits, and on the other, to institutions with the kind of theolog-
ical or religious pluralism that often leads to a lowest-common-denomina-
tor discourse. In theory, and often in practice, Calvin College has created 
an environment where professors and students can be free from both the 
often unquestioned ôorthodoxiesõ of the secular academy and from the un-
questioned extra-confessional ôorthodoxiesõ of Christian communities. This 
is a fragile balance that requires ongoing attention.

II.	 Scriptural Authority, the Reformed Confessions, and the 
Call to Faithful Interpretation

The faculty handbook at Calvin states that òCalvin College faculty mem-
bers on regular appointments are required to sign a synodically approved 
Covenant for Faculty Members5 in which they afþrm the three forms of 
unity—the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism, and the Canons 
of Dort
�R�I�D�W�H�V�� �UP&�D�H�� T•�@�`�€�ð�p�À�0 �I€H�P 
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common work pertains to all scriptural teaching, not only to matters which 
the confessions state explicitly.

The authority of scripture, in turn, is grounded in the work of the triune 
God. Both the inspiration and interpretation of the Bible are an exercise of 
the authority of Jesus Christ, made possible by the work of the Holy Spirit. 
As the Belgic Confession explains: òWe believe without a doubt all things 
contained in them—not so much because the church receives and approves 
them as such but above all because the Holy Spirit testiþes in our hearts 
that they are from God, and also because they prove themselves to be from 
Godó (Belgic Confession 5). This means that òdiscerning the spiritsó is one 
of the most signiþcant ongoing tasks for disciples of Jesus in all walks of 
life. Scriptural authority is also not an end it itself. It is grounded in and 
points to the authority of Jesus Christ.

Interpreting the Bible and the Confessions
This vision calls us to exercise great care in our interpretation of the Bible, 
a challenging task given the diversity of biblical materials, the varying so-
cial and historical conditions in which the biblical texts were þrst written, 
the different assumptions and capacities that we each bring as interpret-
ers, and the challenges of the interpretative task in a post-modern age.

Faithful interpretation arises out of communities of disciples. The Bible 
is authoritative for the body of Christ constituted by every member’s sub-
mission to the lordship of Christ. The Bible instructs us in the pathways of 
true liberty and freedom from the power of sin. As redeemed sinners, sub-
mitted to the lordship of Christ, we anticipate that God’s Word to us will 
typically challenge, subvert and condemn many of the human assumptions 
and preunderstandings that characterize our comfort zones, convicting us 
as well as comforting us. Hearing and obeying God’s Word entails the life-
long cultivation of certain moral, intellectual and volitional capacities that 
are essential to a healthy Christian life. In sum, as confessional Chris-
tians, we interpret the Bible òin the context of the triune activity of God, 
the God who uses scripture to reshape the church into Christ’s image by 
the Spirit’s power.”8

While the confessions do not themselves include an extended discussion 

description of two approaches to the role of tradition in the reception of scriptur-
al teaching. See also Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 1, ed. John Bolt 
(Baker, 2003), 489ð494, and especially Jaroslav Pelikan, òConfessional Rules of 
Biblical Hermeneutics,” in Credo (Yale U. Press, 2003). 142–157.

8	 J. Todd Billings, The Word of God for the People of God (Eerdmans, 2010), xiii.
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terpretation? Are we bound not only to the claims of the text, but to the 
assumptions made by the text?

The complexities of these questions can certainly create points of ambi-
guity and disagreement. This is one reason it is so important to interpret 
the Bible and the confessions together as part of the body of Christ. When 
ambiguity and disagreement do arise, then we rely upon a set of delibera-
tive bodies and duly approved procedures that are consistent with a polity 
that is grounded in the confessions—a polity that allows for the exercise 
of authority and mutual accountability by duly constituted deliberative 
bodies.

We engage in such interpretive deliberations with great care, eager to 
avoid two extremes: a community that is so rootless that any interpreta-
tion is deemed acceptable, and one that is so authoritarian that interpreta-
tions are too þrmly drawn.

Even if confessional subscription is regarded as an imperfect system, it 
is what we have (and, as many have noted, it may well be one of the least 
problematic options available to Christian colleges and universities).

III.	The Function of the Confessions as Orienting Center and 
Boundary Marker

The confessions have two primary functions with respect to academic 
freedom: a centering and a boundary function.11 These two functions were 
succinctly noted by an observer of Calvin College, Robert Benne, who com-
mented that the Form of Subscription (now named the Covenant for Fac-
ulty Members) ònot only sets dogmatic boundaries, but also delineates a 
particular way of thinking and seeing.”12 These functions are related, but 
distinct from the function of the documents during the time in which they 
were written. That is, while confessions may have been written in par-

11	
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ticular historical circumstances to combat particular heresies and testify 
to particular aspects of the gospel, they perform a different function once 
they are adopted by a denomination or a college as an ongoing doctrinal 
standard.

The Confessions as an Orienting Center or Common Point-of-View
The Covenant for Faculty Members which all Calvin faculty sign includes 
the following: òGrateful for these expressions of faith, we promise to be 
formed and governed by them. We heartily believe and will promote and 
defend their doctrines faithfully, conforming our preaching, teaching, writ-
ing, serving, and living to them.”

Over the course of e -
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it is better to ask how a point of view grounded in the confessions shapes 
our approach to any given topic. On some topics, the confessions will rather 
explicitly shape the conclusions we draw. On others, the connection will 
be much more indirect (e.g., on which arguments help us decide on the 
value of a given economic or philosophical theory).14 On many technical 
questions, a confessional perspective may make no noticeable difference 
(e.g., on the functions of a dominant chord in music) though it may shape 
how we would describe the signiþcance of those questions and their rela-
tionship to other þelds of knowledge. Indeed, the confessions do not dictate 
a speciþc outcome to many of the questions which faculty explore in their 
research and teaching. The confessions do not address every topic, but at 
Calvin, we address every topic from a scriptural Christ-centered point-of-
view, which is articulated in the confessions.

For this reason, many faculty members develop a confessionally-ground-
ed perspective without frequent explicit reference to confessions, choosing 
instead to draw on the same Biblical texts and themes that inspired the 
confessions in the þrst place, as well as on the contributions of theorists, 
artists, theologians, and others who work in ways that are consistent with 
the confessions. Many of these resources will, in fact, come from beyond the 
Reformed tradition. In this way, the confessions function as a kind of òfun-
damental” articulation of core commitments rather than a comprehensive 
statement of Christian responses to all topics. At the same time, given the 
particular status of the confessions in the Covenant for Faculty Members, 
it is important for Calvin faculty to be aware of which speciþc confessional 
claims are especially pertinent to their own work. In many cases, they may 
well offer faculty access to a rich vein of theological resources.

There is also a danger that confessional subscription can foster an un-
healthy Reformed triumphalism. This is why it is important to remember 
that many confessional claims are not unique to the Reformed tradition, 
including a substantial number of the claims that most directly inform 
ongoing teaching and research. At the same time, there are instances 
where Reformed angularities can factor quite prominently in how we ap-
proach an issue. For example, the Reformed tradition’s high view of the 
ascension has been a resource in faculty publications. Indeed, the Re-
formed tradition provides an especially strong context in which to pursue 

14	 Indeed, on some questions, people taking opposite sides on a given debate may each 
make arguments that are based on scripture and are consistent with the confes-
sions. The Bible and the confessions do not provide a deþnitive approach to several 
contested economic and political claims in the Christian community.
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academic callings, and that strength is carried, in part, through confes-
sional subscription.

This confessional form of perspectival teaching and research does not 
emerge without care. It needs to be practiced.15 This is, in part, why the 
college instituted the Kuiper Seminar, requires faith-and-learning state-
ments, and funds perspectival scholarship through the Calvin Center for 
Christian Scholarship (CCCS). The confessions are, of course, only one re-
source to help us hone this perspectival vision. We also have the Contem-
porary Testimony, commentaries on the confessions, publications in nearly 
all disciplines that arise out of Reformed confessional commitments, and 
statements and confessional documents from a variety of other Reformed 
bodies around the world.

It is important to stress that this process is an academic undertaking. It 
is a process driven by questions, pursuing topics that are often þlled with 
ambiguity. The undertaking involves give-and-take, frank disagreement, 
and occasionally dramatic shifts in frameworks of understanding. In this 
process, some of us use technical argumentation, some write satire, oth-
ers create poetry or novels or sculptures, still others write devotionally. 
We engage works that are both pious and blasphemous, deeply orthodox 
and subtly heterodox. Controversial topics may sometimes cause us to sus-
pend judgment or speak prophetically, to empathize with opponents and be 
self-critical of friends. All of this work is spiritually dangerous, though no 
less dangerous than avoiding this kind of activity.

Calvin faculty members spend most days working at this task: pursu-
ing teaching and learning in a way that exercises academic freedom from 
a Reformed point-of-view. We do so within an ethos of freedom: we freely 
choose to sign the Covenant for Faculty Members, and we freely work to ad-
dress the world from a confessional perspective. We also do so as members 
of Reformed congregations, participating in communities who strive, how-
ever imperfectly, to live out these confessional commitments. All of this 
already happens, never perfectly, but often with great vigor. This positive, 

15	 Charles Taylor offers a fruitful set of categories to develop this, as he describes the 
interplay of òrulesó and òpractices.ó See òTo Follow a Rule,ó in Philosophical Argu-
ments (Harvard U. Press, 1995), 178ð180. As Taylorõs essay probes the signiþcance 
of unformulated background understanding, communal acts of interpretation, and 
formulated rules, it offers a particularly interesting framework in which to think 
about how confessional subscription, church membership requirements, the Chris-
tian schooling requirement, and faculty development programs promise to sustain 
the mission and ethos at Calvin College.
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constructive mode of engagement with the living tradition should continue 
to be nurtured and strengthened.16

The Confessions as Boundaries or Standards
When necessary, confessional commitments function as a boundary to 
limit academic freedom.17 Apart from issuing a formal gravamen which 
expresses disagreement with the confessions, Calvin faculty are not free 
to argue, for example, that the resurrection of Jesus did not happen, or 
that God did not create the earth.18 We often speak about this boundary 
function using metaphors of legal infringement: the boundaries need to be 
òenforced.ó We might also speak of these boundaries in covenantal terms: 
to have made a covenantal commitment to one community means living 
within the boundaries established by that community.

When we speak of the confessions as boundaries, it is possible to speak 
of a given argument or position as being òconsistent with the confessionsó 
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òin what way do the confessions bear on a given topic?ó and òwhat positions 
may be consistent with or inconsistent with the confessions?”

There are several reasons why boundaries are important.20 First, the 
confessions make claims about topics that are of central importance to the 
Christian faith. Several claims made by some Christians today (including 
some people who might identify with the broad Reformed tradition) either 
contradict or are inconsistent with the confessions and should be simply 
out-of-bounds at Calvin College: the claim that God is not sovereign, the 
claim that the Trinity is a fourth-century invention that offers a funda-
mentally distorted view of divine life, the idea that the resurrection of Je-
sus was not an historical fact in any sense. This does not mean that these 
ideas should not be studied; but it does mean that faculty members are not 
free to advance them apart from issuing a gravamen.

Second, stating boundaries explicitly serves the community by warning 
of possible danger, much like an ordinance which prevents people from 
swimming in riptides. Such a rule is not necessary if everyone always exer-
cises good judgment and is an expert swimmer. Still, because our capacities 
vary and judgment is often clouded, articulating the rule is well-advised. 
It alerts swimmers that to persist in swimming entails risk of danger. So 
a confessional boundary regarding the signiþcance of the resurrection, for 
example, functions to alert members of the community to pay special at-
tention when discussing views that minimize its importance. The language 
about chastity (Heidelberg Catechism QA 108–109) functions at minimum 
to make us very aware of any position we might take about sexual expres-
sion that erodes the link between sexuality and holiness.

Third, naming speciþc boundaries is necessary for the same reason that 
due process requirements are necessary: they are institutional processes 
for effectively responding to problems that inevitably arise. The reason we 
ultimately need them is because of our own imperfections, and the ways 
that individual judgments can go awry. They are, in part, an institutional 
response to the effects of the fall. To deny that we need boundaries is to 
deny the limitations in knowledge and perspective that we all share. To 
choose a dramatic example, the declaration that the theological defense 

20	 The history of Christianity attests to wise use of boundary language: a) the fa-
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of apartheid was a heresy was a boundary-setting act that was necessary 
because of a profound error in judgment.

Fourth, care for boundaries can, under the right circumstances, estab-
lish and nurture trust. The confessions are a sign of unity and identity for 
a broader community. Confessional boundaries need care—whether we 
specify them, reinforce them, add to them, or adjust themñfor the sim-
ple reason that church unity needs to be actively tended. When we think 
about any speciþc topic, our concern should be with addressing a con-
stituency of 5,000 faculty, staff, and students on campus, 55,000 alumni, 
240,000 people in the CRC, and several hundred thousand others around 
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cidental to a given doctrine as well as the importance of submission to the 
assemblies of the church. This paragraph is a strong clue about the oper-
ative philosophy of confessional subscription in the CRC. There have been 
intense debates about the nature of confessional subscription in almost 
every generation since the Reformation.26 The CRC was, in fact, founded 
in the context of a dispute about the nature of confessional subscription.27

On the spectrum of views about confessional subscription, the CRC has 
avoided two extremes: a) the view that subscription binds us to the exact 
wording and inherent philosophical assumptions of each confessional arti-
cle, and b) the view that the confessions are merely òpoints of departureó or 
òreference pointsó for discussion. This approach assumes that confessional 
subscription entails a commitment to a set of convictions and to practic-
es which are consistent with them, but also that signers are not bound 
by every assumption or implicit philosophical conviction of the sixteenth 
century, nor to incidental details or the exact wording of ee exac05600uc -
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Biblicist 
Anti-Confes-

sionalism

Strict Subscription Subscription that is binding and 
plenary, but not repristinatingi

The view 
that 

confessions 
are 

unnecessary 
distractions 

from the 
clear 

message of 
scripture and 

undermine 
its authority

verbatim subscription

Repristination 
Juridical 

confessionalism 

Strict constructionist

“ipsissima verba”

Closed 
confessionalism

The view that 
subscribers are bound 

to the exact words 
of the confession, as 

they were understood 
when they were 

written.

òSubstance or Substantial 
Subscriptionó;ii

òDifferentiating Complete 
Subscriptionó;iii

òConstructive confessionalismó;iv

òquia



Subscription that is 
“appropriating” but not 
“loose” or indeterminate

Lenient Subscription Liberal 
Non-Confes

sionalism

òEssential Tenetó 
subscriptionvi

òAppropriating 
confessionalism” (as 
opposed to òbinding 
confessionalism”)

The view that subscribers 
are bound only to the 
essential tenets of a 

given confession, rather 
than to the entirety of 

the documents, and that 
subscribers only agree to 
ôappropriateõ the themes 
of the confessions, rather 

than be bound to them and 
to promote them actively.

òAttitudinal 
Interpretationó; 

òQuatenus” (insofar as) 
confessionalism (see note v 

below);

òFloatingó or òopenó 
confessionalism;

òLooseó or latitudinarian 
subscriptionists;

Confessions as òpoints of 
referenceó or òguidepostsó

The view that the 
confessions are only 

binding òinsofar asó they 
agree with scripture, and 
that they primarily offer 
an instructive example 
of how to speak of God 
and the world, rather 

than offering any binding 
content.

Opposition to 
subscription to 
confessions on 
the grounds of 
religious and 
intellectual 

freedom

More Lenient

matters, and greater tolerance around less weighty matters. The term is used to 
describe the confessional views of Groen van Prinsterer, one of Abraham Kuyper’s 
mentors. See R. Janssen, 383–386.

iv	 A term coined by Lutheran theologian Carl Braaten.
v	 Quia subscription refers to the claim that confessions are binding òbecause they 

agree with scripture.” Quatenus subscription refers to the claim that the confes-
sions are binding òinsofar as they agree with scripture.ó This distinction has been 
prominent in both Reformed and Lutheran discussions of subscription.

vi	 The current practice of the Presbyterian Church (USA).
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it would not be fair to dismiss this communal interpretation as entirely un-
workable. When faced with prior discussion about the role of government, 
a posture toward Anabaptists, and a Reformed assessment of Roman Cath-
olic eucharistic theology, the CRC has altered the presentation of the text 
of the confessions, placing certain passages in the footnotes. When given 
an opportunity to add a confession related to an especially crucial topic 
(e.g., the Belhar Confession), the CRC has moved to actively consider that 
possibility. On other issues, such as the exact formulation of the doctrine 
of divine election or divine simplicity, the church welcomes or tolerates a 
range of opinion. On still other issues, the whole church can unwittingly 
move beyond the confessions, and the confessions can be invoked as a way 
of bringing the church back to a common understanding or set of practic-
es.30 Any individual, congregation, classis, or agency that believes that the 
boundaries are too unclear or that they have been too narrowly or laxly en-
forced can ask for a clariþcation. Thus, even though they have not always 
been perfectly utilized, we do have processes in place to address challenges 
that may arise.

Sometimes boundary setting is associated with unhealthy and destruc-
tive fear: fear of change, or fear of the unknown. Indeed, some boundaries 
have been deþned or enforced because of unhealthy fear. Yet boundary 
making or enforcing is not necessarily the result of unhealthy fear. Some 
fear may be healthy. It is healthy to fear losing something good, right, and 
true when there is a real danger that such loss may occur. Further, some 
boundary setting is driven not by fear, but by moral courage. It was an 
act of moral courage when some South African denominations declared 
that the theological defense of apartheid cr3>-21.3 d]TJlared 
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fy dimensions for materials along with tolerances, indicating the amount 
of variation that is acceptable without compromising the design. At some 
point, the amount of variation will compromise the design (e.g., the truss 
is too long and will not þt in the bridge or the truss is too thin and will not 
support the weight it was designed for). The topic of divorce is one example 
where the church has, in practice, chosen to live with some measure of am-
biguity. Some discussions of creation and science have been strengthened 
by holding off a rush to judgment about the exact nature of a boundary. 
John Calvin himself called for tolerance for a certain range of views about 
the exact way Christians speak about what happens to the soul at the time 
of death.31

An appropriate level of tolerance strengthens the common good. Lee 
Hardy explains, òBy tolerating that which we disagree with, we seek to 
protect an end against inappropriate means for attaining it.” Further, 
some level of tolerance is absolutely necessary given the þnite capacity of 
human beings, including the writers of the confessions, all faculty mem-
bers, and any ecclesiastical or administrative unit. As Hardy explains, òIf 
it is the duty of professors at a Reformed university to root out error in the 
Reformed tradition, then it is also the duty of the Reformed university to 
grant them the permission to do so. To suppress all critical discussion of 
the creeds at the institutional level would be to adopt means that work 
against the end of having true belief on matters religious. A church-related 
institution of higher learning should encourage reÿection within certain 
religious boundaries and reÿection upon those religious boundaries.ó32 We 
need what Presbyterian theologian Benjamin Warþeld once described as 
òall reasonable liberty with all reasonable strictness.ó33

The urge to invoke a confessional boundary as a means of forcing a com-
munity to conform is tempting on both the left and right. How do we avoid 
the twin temptations: to fail to enforce boundaries on the one hand and to 

31	 Institutes IV.1.10.
32	 Hardy, 5–6. 
33	 Presbyterian Review, 10.40 (Oct. 1889), 656–657, in a discussion of confessional 

subscription. The 1986 statement òThe Confessional Nature of the Church,ó by the 
Presbyterian Church USA, concludes with these words: òDifþcult as it is to þnd 
the way between church authority without personal freedom or personal freedom 
without church authority, a distinctive mark of the Reformed tradition is the belief 
that it is only by seeking this difþcult way that the church can be a united com-
munity of Christians who are both ôreformed and always being reformedõó (Section 
29.154–155).
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set them too quickly on the other? We work together, over time, with the 
best available resources, according to duly established processes. Discern-
ing when to articulate and defend a boundary is difþcult at best. When a 
boundary question does arise, it is answered through duly established pro-
cesses over time—a process that inevitably involves discussion, disagree-
ment, and dialogue, and that must be transparent and widespread enough 
to generate signiþcant buy-in over time.

Specific Boundaries at Calvin College and in the CRC
There are many examples of how more-or-less clear boundaries operate in 
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are each consistent with the confessions and thus do not cross a confession-
al boundary (e.g., women’s ordination).36 Taken together, these examples 
show that some positions on some issues can be contrary to the confessions 
even if Synod has not speciþcally declared them to be contrary, some are 
known to be contrary without the need for synodical action; some bound-
aries remain constant across cultures and historical periods, others may 
shift because of changing contexts. At times, a particular boundary has 
been very clearly and painstakingly articulated (e.g., the Board of Trust-
ees’ 1991 report on Howard Van Til’s work on faith and science). More 
often, some ambiguity is tolerated. That ambiguity should not be viewed 
as the absence of a boundary, only the absence of an articulated boundary. 
The boundary may be unarticulated because it has never been questioned, 
or because it cannot be determined with conþdence. Here we must be very 
careful to extend grace and hospitality particularly to new members of the 
community who may inadvertently step on these boundaries. This also 
points to a tension around the explicit naming of boundaries. On the one 
hand, it is unwise to state boundaries prematurely; on the other, unstated 
assumptions can so easily lead to inhospitality.

Finally, it is important to note that there are implicit boundaries at stake 
with respect to a range of controversial topics, and that these boundaries 
affect both the òrightó and òleftó of the political or ideological spectrum. This 
is why it is in everyone’s best interest not to settle for either a general ne-
glect of boundaries or for a culture of overly zealous boundary enforcement.

CRC Synodical Statements on Ethical and Doctrinal Issues
Over the past several decades, the CRC has issued several statements and 
reports on signiþcant doctrinal and ethical issues (These statements can be 
found in summary form at http://www.crcna.org/pages/positions.cfm with 
references to the full statements and reports). These statements do not au-
tomatically serve as boundary markers for academic freedom unless they 
are approved as an ofþcial interpretation of a confessional document.37 Yet 
these statements are useful for the college in several ways. First, these re-
ports are a resource for learning. They offer an interpretation of scripture 
on the topic at hand, establishing a kind of benchmark for work on a given 
topic. Those who disagree with a given document, especially one which ex-

36	 Acts of Synod 1988, 1989.
37	 Acts of Synod 1975, p. 44. The Synod of 1926 did speciþcally say that certain state-

ments about the Lordõs Day òare to be regarded as an interpretation of our confes-
sions” (Acts of Synod 1926, 191–192). 
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plains òthe clear teaching of scripture,ó need to demonstrate that an alter-
native position is based on an equally tenable interpretation of scripture 
consistent with the confessions. Second, they are useful for helping faculty  
understand the constituency of the college. Third, they are case studies in 
approaching complex issues from a confessionally informed point-of-view. 
Calvin College’s own expanded mission statement describes the role that 
these documents play as follows:

Over the years the Synod of the Christian Reformed Church has 
enacted many such decisions that guide the teaching, scholarship, 
and daily living at the college. For example, Synod investigated 
and established a position on life issues well before the landmark 
Roe v. Wade case of 1973. Synod established decisive moral views 
on how we are to consider people of other cultures and racial back-
grounds, and thereby has identiþed and condemned the racism 
prevalent in our culture. Synod adopted a resolution on pornogra-
phy and sexuality that addresses a major moral concern in society. 
These positions grant a common reference point for the frequently 
more pluralistic views found at the college. Thereby Synod has es-
tablished a structure for the college within which further debate 
may occur (Expanded Mission Statement, I.C.).

Third, these documents may help the college in determining institution-
al policy. This brings us to a complex decision issued by Synod in 1975 
about the status of synodical actions. This decision includes both of these 
assertions:

òSynodical pronouncements on doctrinal and ethical matters are 
subordinate to the confessions, and they ôshall be considered set-
tled and binding, unless it is proved that they conÿict with the 
Word of God or the Church Order’ [Church Order, art. 29]. All of-
þce-bearers and members are expected to abide by these synodical 
deliverances.”

òThe confessions and synodical pronouncements have nuances of 
differences. They differ in the extent of their jurisdiction, in the 
nature of their authority, in the distinction of their purposes, in the 
measure of agreement expected, and in their use and function. The 
use and function of synodical decisions are explicitly or implicitly 
indicated by the wording of the particular decision itself:
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the alteration of how the confessional materials on the Roman Catholic 
Mass, the Anabaptist tradition, and the role of church and state are pre-
sented in CRC publications (the CRC has moved some of the historic texts 
to footnotes, and provided explanatory notes with other materials).39

Synod itself has noted this freedom by commenting, in response to an ac-
ademic freedom case at Calvin College, that Article 29 of the CRC Church 
Order òdoes not preclude faculty discussion, debate, or disagreement with 
the substance of a synodical decision or position taken.”40 In practice, there 
is tension between this tradition of ecclesiastical freedom, even with re-
spect to the confessions, and the Covenant for Faculty Members, which 
says:

We also promise to present or receive confessional difþculties in 
a spirit of love and fellowship with our brothers and sisters as to-
gether we seek a fuller understanding of the gospel. Should we 
come to believe that a teaching in the confessional documents is 
not the teaching of God’s Word, we will communicate our views to 
the Board of Trustees, according to the procedures prescribed by 
the Handbook for Teaching Faculty. If the board asks, we will give 
a full explanation of our views. Further, we promise to submit to 
the boardõs judgment and authority.

Some Calvin faculty have expressed their òdifþcultiesó when signing the 
Covenant for Faculty Members. But it is not a widely known practice for 
Calvin faculty to engage in this type of communication following their ap-
pointment. It may be constructive to imagine what kind of future practic-
es would best ensure confessional integrity and make possible signiþcant 
learning opportunities for our students and constituents.

At minimum, the Covenant for Faculty Members points us to an appro-
priate tone and strategy for expressions of ecclesiastical freedom. It sug-
gests a strategy that begins by consulting with those in authority, and 

39	 Indeed, this freedom for pastors has sometimes been invoked—by parties as dispa-
rate as Arminius and Herman Hoeksema—as libertas prophetandi (òthe freedom of/
for prophesying”). See, for example, Peter White, Predestination, Policy and Polem-
ic: Conflict and Consensus in the English Church from the Reformation to the Civil 
War (Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 24; and Christoph L¿thy and Leen 
Spruit, òThe Doctrine, Life, and Roman Trial of the Frisian Philosopher Henricus 
de Veno (1574?-1613),” Renaissance Quarterly 56 (Winter 2003): 1112–1151.

40	 Acts of Synod 1996, p. 528. 
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a tone of bold humility that cares enough about the confessions to raise 
difþcult issues and, at the same time, is willing to submit to the judgment 
of the church.

V.	 Strengthening Confessional Commitments and Academic 
Freedom

A healthy culture of confessional subscription and academic freedom is 
dependent upon a climate of trust, transparency, mutual encouragement 
and accountability. In our work together, our standard mode of operation 
should be with high-trust communication patterns that presume good mo-
tives and confessional integrity on the part of all parties: faculty, adminis-
trators, and the Board of Trustees.41 We need to honor each other by follow-
ing due process scrupulously. We need to have sufþcient processes in place 
not only for the large scale issues, but also for dealing with what seem like 
minor disagreements. Calvin constituents should be assured that Calvin 
faculty members are teaching and writing in ways that are consistent with 
the confessions. Calvin faculty should be able to trust that those who may 
assess their work will be doing so on the basis of discerning biblical rea-
soning, using established processes, deeply aware of Calvin’s policies on 
academic freedom.

This culture is, in turn, dependent upon both informal and formal prac-
tices which strengthen vibrant confessionally-grounded teaching and 
scholarship and which approach difþcult issues at the boundaries with 
collegiality, wisdom, and discernment. As Nicholas Wolterstorff has sug-

41	 See Adrianna Kezar, òWhat is More Important to Effective Governance: Relation-
ship, Trust, and Leadership, or Structures and Formal Processes,” and Myron L. 
Pope,” A Conceptual Framework of Faculty Trust and Participation in Governance,” 
in William G. Tierney and Vicente M. Lechuga, eds., Restructuring Shared Gover-
nance in Higher Education (Jossey Bass, 2004); D. Gambetta, Trust: Making and 
Breaking Cooperative Relations (Cambridge: Basil Blackwell, 1988); R. C. Mayer, 
J. H. Davis, and F. D. Schoorman, òAn Integrative Model of Organizational Trust,ó 
Academy of Management Review 20 (1995): 709ð734; A. K. Misra, òOrganization-
al Response to Crisis: The Centrality of Trust,” in R. Kramer and T. Tyler, eds., 
Trust in Organizations (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 1996); D. Rousseau, S. B. Sitkin, 
R. Burt, and C. Camerer, òNot So Different After All: A Cross-Discipline View of 
Trust,” Academy of Management Review 23.2 (1998): 393ð404; R. B. Shaw, Trust in 
the Balance: Building Successful Organizations on Results, Integrity, and Concerns 
(Jossey Bass, 1997); and W. G. Tierney, òOrganizational Culture in Higher Educa-
tion,” Journal of Higher Education 59.1 (1988) 2ð21; V. Braithwaite and M. Levi, 
eds., Trust and Governance (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1988).
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gested, òalmost always it is in the procedure, not in the qualiþcations [of 
academic freedom] as such, that the injustice lies [when there is an in-
fringement of academic freedom].”42 Great care must be taken to avoid both 
over and under responding to speciþc situations.

First, the college needs to promote awareness and understanding of 
these policies. It does so through a clear description of these policies in the 
Handbook for Teaching Faculty and Board of Trustees Handbook, through 
sessions in faculty orientation, Board of Trustees orientation, the Kuiper 
Seminar, the faculty-staff conference, and through regularly scheduled 
board-faculty discussion sessions on academic freedom, planned by the Ac-
ademic Freedom Subcommittee of PSC.

Second, the college promotes a confessionally-grounded perspectival 
approach to Christian teaching and learning through faculty faith and 
learning statements, the Kuiper seminar, faculty development opportu-
nities, and through the initiatives of Calvin’s Centers and Institutes. In 
addition, some of the most generative work in encouraging vital confes-
sionally-grounded scholarship happens in departmental colloquia, peer 
learning groups, book study groups, and many informal discussions among 
colleagues. Faculty members ask colleagues to read scholarly work prior to 
publication. They present public seminars to faculty and students, conduct 
adult education classes, and submit work for publication in peer-reviewed 
journals. Further, when students ask faculty members how their views 
square with scripture, when faculty members discuss their work with col-
leagues or review peer review comments, or when faculty hear from par-
ents or constituents about their work, the process of accountability is in 
motion. The same process happens when a faculty member questions a 
commonly held opinion on a given subject. These encounters can be very 
challenging. But at their best, they can be invigorating and instructive.43

42	 Nicholas Wolterstorff, òAcademic Freedom in Religiously Based Colleges and Uni-
versities,” 253.

43	 As Lee Hardy explains: òThe real danger to academic freedom comes from the in-
formal cultures of intolerance that can easily grow and embed themselves in any 
academic institution. They are sometimes subtle, and come in many forms: from a 
Board of Trustees that sees itself as an ideological agent of certain elements in the 
collegeõs constituency; to a President with a pronounced authoritarian streak; to a 
donor with lots of money and a political agenda; to a department dominated by a 
rigid party line; to faculty members quick to impute ignoble motives to those who 
disagree with them; to well-intentioned administrators eager to enforce the latest 
social orthodoxy. The real constraints on the freedom of inquiry are for the most 
part unofþcial and informal, not institutionaló (6).



40

Third, the college also strengthens this centering function in its response 
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encouraged to engage with the confessions and discern how best to work 
in ways that are consistent with them, only duly constituted deliberative 
bodies may render authoritative judgments about the meaning of the con-
fessions (Church Order Supplements, article 5). The confessions are docu-
ments that belong to the church. For the ongoing life and work of the CRC 
and its agencies and educational institutions, the authority to make bind-
ing judgments about the meaning and implications of the confessions is 
assigned to Synod. Under the authority of Synod, the church delegates au-
thority with respect to the functioning of the confessions for the life of the 
college to the Board of Trustees (as is made clear in the particular version 
of the Covenant for Faculty Members which faculty members sign). The 
Board of Trustees, in turn, delegates authority to the college’s governance 
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nerable to manipulation by the culture at large, as well as by internal 
groups and constituencies, and their rhetorical patterns, political ploys 
and power plays.

VI.	Continuing Significance of Confessional Commitment and 
Academic Freedom for Our Common Mission

Cultivating healthy practices around confessional commitment and aca-
demic freedom is a vitally important task for us, integrally related with 
Calvin’s Reformed identity. This work is especially crucial because of our 
goal to become a more multi-ethnic, multi-cultural community uniþed in 
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College. Nor is it a call to create some undifferentiated, common-de-
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Faculty Handbook on Signing the Covenant for Faculty 
Members

3.6.1.1 Signing the Covenant for Faculty Members
Calvin College faculty members are required to sign a synodically ap-
proved Covenant for Faculty Members in which they afþrm the three forms 
of unity—the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism, and the Can-
ons of Dort—and pledge to teach, speak, and write in harmony with the 
confessions.

The current Covenant for Faculty Members46 reads as follows:

We, [the undersigned], believe the Holy Scriptures of the Old and 
New Testaments to be the inspired Word of God, which proclaims 
the good news of God’s creation and redemption through Jesus 
Christ. Acknowledging the authority of God’s Word, we submit to 
it in all matters of life and faith.

We afþrm three creedsñthe Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed, and 
the Athanasian Creed—as ecumenical expressions of the Christian 
faith. In doing so, we confess our faith in unity with followers of 
Jesus Christ throughout all ages and among all nations.

We also afþrm three confessionsñthe Belgic Confession, the Hei-
delberg Catechism, and the Canons of Dort—as historic Reformed 

46	 The Covenant for Faculty Members (https://www.calvin.edu/admin/provost
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expressions of the Christian faith, whose doctrines fully agree with 
the Word of God. These confessions continue to deþne the way we 
understand Scripture, direct the way we live in response to the 
gospel, and locate us within the larger body of Christ.

Grateful for these expressions of faith, we promise to be formed 
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congregation. At the same time, the college recognizes that while these 
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the teacher should be free from institutional censorship or discipline un-
less his or her Christian character is compromised or Christian witness 
impaired. However, a special position in the church and in the community 
imposes special obligations. The Calvin College staff member should re-
member that the public will tend to judge the profession and the institu-
tion by his or her utterances. Therefore, he or she should be accurate at all 
times, exercise proper restraint, and respect the rights of others to express 
their opinions. The faculty member shall not attempt to politicize the in-
stitution in purely partisan matters, and shall dissociate the college from 
political activities.

Staff members are permitted and, normally, even encouraged to run 
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also common intellectual convictions about what is true. Their consensus 
becomes a positive asset for the Calvin faculty; it forms a community of 
scholars and teachers engaged with each other and with students in the 
pursuit of truth.49

This is a more generous notion of academic freedom than exists at many 
private, church-related colleges. At the same time, the practice of academic 
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tionship with the church; the church, in its synodical documents, supports 
the academic and intellectual mission of the college. Faculty members at 
Calvin take seriously the right and the responsibility to assess and critique 
the views of the church. There is very wide appreciation, moreover, for the 
enrichment of community and church life that results from careful pro-
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educational institution resides in a process of free postulation, in-
quiry, interpretation, and conclusion. While the task of scholars at 
any college is to keep alive, develop, and pass along the root ideas 
of a culture, and while the task of scholars at a Christian college 
is to engage those ideas, to examine them, and to challenge or af-
þrm them as consequential for the Christian faith, the Reformed 
Christian academic especially feels obligated to engage alternative 
points of view in order to learn from them, to be challenged by them, 
and to bring a Reformed and Christian witness to bear upon them.
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