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Holy Worldliness
BY LAMBERT ZUIDERVAART

G rand visions can prompt petty 
squabbles. Soon after Jesus was 

transfigured, his disciples began arguing 
about their own greatness. Jesus had to 
remind them of their mission to serve one 
another and embrace the outcasts in their 
society (Mark 9:33-37). The reminder is 
no less important today, when Christians 
tend to mistake petty squabbles for 
worthwhile conflicts.

Vision and Conflict. The Christian 
Reformed Church has inherited a grand 
vision of the church and the world. Ac
cording to this vision, Jesus completely 
transforms human life and calls for com
mitted partners in this transforming

work. Not one institution in society, not 
one area of culture, not one square inch in 
the entire universe lies beyond the scope 
of Jesus’ ministry. His followers are called 
to holy worldliness. They are in the world 
for the sake of the world.

This vision makes the details of life 
very important. If nothing lies outside 
Jesus’ transforming work, then all our de
cisions and actions seem significant. Thus
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we cannot avoid conflicts about education 
or politics or public morality. Conflicts can 
be worthwhile, provided they remain at
tuned to our vision.

Such conflicts occur in two areas. The 
first conflict is with the dominant forces in 
the world today. Though Christians are in 
the world for the world, they cannot sim
ply be “of the world.” We must resist the 
forces that destroy the world. Some of 
these forces seem innocent or attractive. 
For example, the North American dream 
of health and wealth can seem so normal. 
What could possibly be wrong with pursu
ing this dream? When we notice how the 
dream depends on social injustice, en
vironmental pollution, and personal emp
tiness, however, we must oppose this 
seductive gospel of success.

The second conflict is with fellow 
Christians. If we are partners in Jesus’ 
transforming work, then we have little 
room for simply “doing our own thing.” 
There is just as little room for simply 
letting the other side have its way. We are 
obliged to work together as Jesus’ part
ners, even when we disagree about how 
to do this. By emphasizing the details of 
life, we often intensify conflict among 
Christians concerning the vision of holy 
worldliness.

How much easier it would be to think 
that God only wants to save individual 
souls. Then we would not have to concern 
ourselves with poverty and racism. We 
would not need to debate the pros and 
cons of Christian schooling. We would not 
feel compelled to ask whether our parent
ing or our consuming pleases God and 
serves our neighbor. How much easier it 
would be simply to nurture our own souls 
and to win other souls for Christ. There 
would be fewer causes for concern and 
much less about which to fight.

A Sense of Struggle. The pursuit of 
holy worldliness is not easy. Immigrants 
with little money used to understand this. 
My mother’s Dutch-immigrant parents 
helped to start a Christian school in Cal
ifornia, even though this cost my grand
father his job as custodian at the local 
public school. My own parents some
times sold a cow from their small herd in 
order to pay for Christian-school tuition.

They did not expect life to be a bed of 
roses.

My generation has greater wealth and 
feels more at home in North America. We 
also seem less alert to the challenges that 
come with a transforming vision. “Baby 
boomers” need to recapture a sense of 
struggle. This will help us prepare for the 
challenges ahead.

Some of the old battles have been won. 
With the victory, however, come new 
tasks. In education, for example, the 
effort to establish Christian schools has 
succeeded. Now we must discover how 
to fulfill their promise in the twenty-first 
century. Among Reformed Christians in 
Canada, this concern has given rise to the

Institute for Christian Studies as well as 
The Kings’ College and Redeemer Col
lege. In the United States, a similar con
cern might require new ventures in gradu
ate education at Calvin, Dordt, or Trinity 
colleges. Are we ready for new efforts in 
Christian schooling?

Other of the old battles seem to have 
been abandoned. The Christian Re
formed Church used to discourage cer
tain forms of “worldly amusement. ” Later 
it encouraged thoughtful use of televi
sion, movies, and popular music. Al
though some members of the denomina
tion have gained respect and influence as 
media artists and entertainers, most 
members have done little to carry the vi-



sion of transformation into these areas. 
To do so requires a massive effort with lit
tle promise of success. We cannot sustain 
the effort without a sense of struggle.

The P ractice of Transformation. A
sense of struggle will not tell us exactly 
what holy worldliness means in practice. 
We will learn this as we pursue common 
projects and discuss them together. A 
few general topics are especially impor
tant to keep in mind. Let me mention 
three.

First, we need to consider how the 
doctrine of creation affects our lives. The 
Reformed tradition insists that God has 
created everything good and continually 
sustains the goodness of creation. This 
prompts us to see that sin has reversed 
God’s good intentions for all creatures. It 
also leads us to think of redemption as a 
reversal of the results of sin, leading to a 
complete restoration of creation’s good
ness. In practice, however, this wonder
ful doctrine can encourage complacency: 
confidence in God’s goodness easily turns 
into self-satisfaction with our own accom
plishments. Does sorrow over personal 
sin and anger over social evil remain deep 
within our transforming efforts?

Second, we must explore more care
fully the various levels at which transfor
mation does or can occur. Some of us 
have become cynical, thinking that no sig
nificant changes are taking place because 
the structures of society are stagnant. 
Others of us have become naive, acting as 
though if we ourselves are happy, then 
everything is all right and nothing any
where need be changed. Transformation 
occurs at five levels:
• Personal repentance
•  Interpersonal renewal (as in a family or 
friendship),
• Cultural reorientation (as in the shift 
from a national to global outlook),
• Structural transformation (as in the shift 
from a monarchy to a democracy), and
• Total reconciliation (which involves 
forces far beyond human control).

No one level is isolated from the oth
ers. Indeed, it is crucial for us to live as 
agents of transformation at all five levels. 
This does not mean, however, that you 
and I are responsible for all the changes

needed at various levels in the world. 
Many changes for the better do occur in 
the world, sometimes despite our own 
best efforts.

Third, we need a new consensus on the 
strategic value of Christian organizations. 
Reformed founders of Christian schools, 
hospitals, and labor unions used to argue 
for these as a matter of principle. Many of 
us are no longer convinced. Some of 
these organizations seem ineffective. 
Others do not seem particularly Chris
tian. We must ask anew which organiza
tions are important for pursuing the 
transformations needed today. We must 
also ask whether there are more effective 
ways to use Christian organizations in the 
pursuit of transformation.

D ream s and Stories. Jesus’ trans
forming work leaves little room for dis
putes about our own status. He wants us 
to serve one another and to embrace so
ciety’s outcasts (see The World: To Love 
or Not to Love, p. 8). Although we cannot 
avoid conflicts about the details of this 
work, we can find better ways to settle or 
work together in our conflicts.

I am convinced that Christians must 
learn once more to dream together. We 
do not invent dreams; we receive them as 
they emerge from details of daily life. But 
if we do not cultivate an openness to 
something new, to something unheard of, 
the vision of holy worldliness may become 
a slogan rather than a prophecy (Joel 
2:28-29). We must also find new ways to 
share stories of transformation. Human 
history is one great drama in which God 
acts and humanity responds. The Scrip
tures capture this drama in marvelous 
stories and psalms and parables. The 
drama is not finished. The God who has 
done great things continues to act, and 
humanity continues to respond. How do 
we capture this drama in contemporary 
terms? Who will show us God’s presence 
amid suffering? Who will help us cele
brate when God releases people from 
bondage? Stories of drama, of God’s pres
ence in suffering, and of celebrations give 
substance to our vision. They remind us 
that our conflicts over the details are not 
in vain, and that our dreams of holy world
liness are more than mere dreams. 


