
 

The decline of the institutional church has been a long time in coming. Some 
people saw it already happen in the Reformation, or alternately, the French 
Revolution, moments in time when the church lost much of its secular power. 
The industrial revolution and advances in science have been said to distance 
people from the church, and undermined its authority. Still, at some level the 
church was a pretty important institution, locally and nationally, in many parts 

of Western Europe and North America until the 1960s, when the habits of the heart and 
mind, as well as social structures supporting the church, rapidly declined in the face of 
economic prosperity and, above all, material security. 

 

Perhaps this trend that hit the churches in many places hit the Netherlands particularly hard. 
The verzuiling had helped preserve the role of churches for their own members for a long 
time, yielding more faithful members than in surrounding countries. Half the Dutch 
population went to church weekly until the mid-1960s. After that, the ontzuiling rapidly 
reduced the authority of the churches, to a greater extent than in surrounding countries, 
where the former state churches continued to maintain some semblance of public authority, 
and continued to baptize and bury at rates significantly higher than Dutch churches did. 
However empty the churches may have become, churches in other parts of Western Europe 
remained national institutions. 

 

 

Some Dutch churches tried after the Second World War to reclaim the public sphere through 
a more activist stance in politics and society, But by the 1980s it became clear that this 
strategy had run into a dead end – it was too decisive, and failed to impact a society less 
interested in what the church had to say. But in the course of the 1980s a new model 
emerged for churches to play in society: one in which they could offer services to the 
community around them. No longer were they expected only to take care of their own, but 
to care more for the context around them: helping alleviate poverty and loneliness, helping 
asylum seekers and other immigrants, and offer solace in times of disaster, as recently in the 
case of Apeldoorn and Alphen aan den Rijn. The church had become, according to its modest 
means and the modest expectations of society, a primarily local player, a helpful if not 
indispensable partner in making society just a little more loving and caring. 

 

 

Not all the churches participated in this trend; some did not know how, or were unable to do 
much with very limited resources. Others, like many, though certainly not all, of the 
orthodox Protestant churches, primarily distinguished themselves in the care they offered 
their own members, rather than seeking offer a structural commitment to the society 
around them. In some cases, their presence as a church, and as a real witness, was near 
zero. To their credit, they had doubts about the role of the church as social service institute, 
but beyond a not always very well developed sense of evangelism, had they found an 
alternative? 



 

 

 

So the Dutch churches found themselves at the turn of the last century in a 
position of substantially reduced influence and capacity, but not without 
possibilities. But it remains a challenge to think how the church can be a 

source of light to the world in this new context. 

 

 

One suggestion that I advance in my book Stad op een berg is that the church must be a 
contrasting community, a community that looks different to the world than other 
institutions, that points in a different direction, to a different Lord. Perhaps it is most 
contrasting in unchurched Holland in the fact that the church is a community of faith. 
Religious faith is hard to come by these days, but certainly faith in Christ as Savior even 
more, as foolishness to the Greeks and a stumbling block to the Jews. That faith is often also 
hard to find in churches themselves. But this contrasting element can be a distinctive and 
powerful testimony. 

 

 

Moreover, that faith is fed by worship, with a leiturgia that reveals God’s actions in the 
world. Ultimately, church worship must make clear to us the story of God’s actions in the 
world, thereby creating a space and orientation that lets us see things more clearly as they 
really are. This then can and must be the starting point for the kind of ‘contrast community’ 
that shows distinctive characteristics: a community of deep care; a community of discipline 
where Christians learn how to practice their faith; a community where the traditions of the 
world church are cherished; and a community with an well-considered plan of 
communication that allows for critical dialogue with the world. 

 

 

This vision for the church in this century is a choice for a ‘pure’ church over a ‘broad’ church, 
aware of the Reformed understanding that the church is called out of the world. But part of 
the consideration is born also of an understanding of what the church needs to be in this 
particular day and age. It is no longer possible to attempt to reclaim the culture along 
Kuyperian lines, and the fact that ‘verzuilde’ organizations offer less the life world for many 
Christians than before means that the church must figure in a more central way as ‘frontline’ 
organization, in which does more to equip the saints, and itself has many points of contact 
with the world. The fact that the institutional church itself must have those points of contact 
with the outside world shows that a ‘pure’ church cannot be withdrawn into itself; indeed its 
very vitality in the long run depends on having a relationship with the world, even if it is a 
contrasting one. This model of the church is what is needed for this age. 
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