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I f leading a denomination means car-
ing for and about all God’s children,
the Christian Reformed Church
has found a good man in Steven
Timmermans.

The CRC’s new executive director,
appointed by the CRC Synod in June, has
worked with some of God’s most challenged
children — including his own. I first met
Steve and his wife, Barb, not long after their
son, Paul, was born in 1986 with Down syn-
drome, congestive heart failure and other
health problems. It was a delight to recon-
nect with them at Synod and see Paul as a
friendly, healthy 28-year-old.

His parents were well-prepared profes-
sionally for such a child, Barb as a nurse and
Steve as then chief of pediatric psychology
at Mary Free Bed Rehabilitation Hospital.

But it was their faith and positive outlook
that impressed me most. Talking to Steve
now, I more fully appreciate his faith per-
spective on Paul — and all God’s children.

“Believing that all are created in God’s
image, that gives him value and worth and
promise and future,” Timmermans said
from his office at the CRC’s Grand Rapids
headquarters.

“God takes all of us,” he said warmly.
“Look at what he does with us despite our
warts and blemishes. And Paul’s a cool
young man.”

God’s transformative work through
schools, hospitals and churches, he added,
makes for “a kid that’s just as cool and won-
derful and full of potential as another kid.”

There you have on a personal scale the
faith and thoughtfulness Timmermans
brings to his role at the CRC, which contin-
ues to transform and reform to meet its own
challenges.

Timmermans is the first non-ordained
person to hold the post. I’d say the CRC is
fortunate to find a leader with such varied
gifts and experience.

He arrives after 11 years as president of
Trinity Christian College in Palos Heights,
Illinois. Before that, he spent a dozen years
at Calvin College, serving variously as a pro-
fessor of education, dean and director of stu-
dent academic services. That followed stints
at Mary Free Bed Rehabilitation Hospital,
and as a teaching principal at the Christian
Learning Center, a special-education
program of the Christian schools.

That sounds more like five people than
one to me, but whatever. Timmermans
strikes me as having broad skills to lead a
church committed to working in the dirty
trenches of society. He modestly protested
in his interview with Synod delegates, “I’m
not all that gifted, but I am suited tempera-
mentally for this kind of role.”

His temperament was shaped by growing
up in Grandville CRC, where Pastor John
Medendorp’s sermons drew him into the
church, and at Calvin Christian High School,
where Bible teacher Dale Cooper drew him
into Scripture.

The mandatory special-education law
signed in 1975 by President Ford drew him
toward that field and, in his first semester
at Calvin College, Timmermans volunteered
at Ken-O-Sha School for physically disabled
students. He eventually earned a doctor-

ate in education and psychology from the
University of Michigan.

He doesn’t believe God purposely pre-
pared him to have a child who would
require special-education services. He does
believe God equips people to help heal his
children and the world: “We’re called to be
part of his redemptive work, empowered by
the spirit.”

That conviction has guided his career and
his family life. Five years ago, he and Barb
adopted two Ethiopian orphans in addition
to their four biological children. Why?

“When God taps you on the shoulder, you
better pay attention,” he said with a smile.

That same faith influenced him to apply
for the top post of a denomination with plen-
ty of problems. Its membership of 245,000
is the lowest in at least 50 years, and it is in
the midst of a major structural overhaul.
But Timmermans calls this “an incredible
moment of possibilities” for the little denom-
ination that could.

“The landscape is changing,” he said. “It
doesn’t mean God is abandoning the church.
It just means the way we have organized
things in the past has to change.”

One need for change he cites is reaching
church-phobic young adults. Another is peo-
ple of the world bringing their many faiths
to America — much as the Dutch Reformed
did when they settled in West Michigan.

“For this denomination that came out of
an immigrant group with its own language,
we should get that,” he said. “Now, we have
this journey with other people. It’s kind of
fun.”

As for his latest journey with the CRC,
Timmermans defers to God’s will, as always.
Maybe a new kind of leader will help the
church serve a new kind of world.

Steven Timmermans is the new executive director of the Christian Reformed Church in North America. (Submitted photo)
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For the past few years,
America has been experienc-
ing a trend dubbed “the rise

of the Nones.” According to the
Pew Research Center, one-fifth
of the U.S. public, and one-third
of adults 30 and younger, are
religiously unaffiliated, includ-
ing agnostics, atheists and those
who refuse any label at all.

Despite this rise in numbers,
there remains a great deal of
intolerance and distrust between
religious and nonreligious
groups. In order to promote
understanding across our com-
munity, interfaith dialogue

needs to expand
beyond the
faith groups
and include all
world views.
That is why
Nones should
be welcomed
into our move-

ment toward understanding and
acceptance.

WHY?
As suggested by the statistics,

Nones are becoming a larger
part of our national religious and
cultural makeup every year. In
the past five years, the number
of Nones rose from 15 percent
to 20 percent of the U.S. popula-

tion, Pew surveys show. We must
embrace their perspectives into
our conversations. If we do not,
we risk more division between
religious and nonreligious com-
munities.

Just like many religious
groups, numerous negative
stereotypes exist against the
nonreligious. Being nonreligious
is wrongly equated with actively
opposing religion. However,
secular traditions vary, and these
stereotypes lead to misunder-
standing and discrimination.

In order to understand this
growing community, and to pre-
vent these harmful stereotypes,
interfaith dialogues should wel-
come these perspectives. We will

discover the potential richness of
nonreligious traditions.

But what steps do we take?

HOW?
To embrace our secular, athe-

ist, agnostic and nonreligious
neighbors into dialogue, we must
begin to define the Nones not by
the beliefs or identities they lack,
but instead define them by the
fullness of what they do value
and believe in.

In a new weekly column from
On Being written by author
Courtney E. Martin, “They Call
Us the Nones, But We’re So Much
More,” Martin writes secular
people offer new ways to view
the “burden and joy of trying to

understand how to be a good
human.” By welcoming nonreli-
gious citizens into interfaith dia-
logue, we will discover how these
traditions view compassion,
humility, service, community and
the meaning of life.

Interfaith work is about using
diversity to teach us about our
common humanity. It is about
people coming together not to
agree, but to respect and learn
from one another. The goal is
this will permeate into all other
aspects of society and culture.
But, in order for that to happen,
all people — regardless of faith
or nonfaith background — must
be included in the conversation.
Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Missionary groups
evacuate personnel
from Liberia

Two North Carolina-based
missionary groups ordered
the evacuation of their non-
essential personnel from
Liberia after a doctor and a
missionary contracted Ebola.

SIM USA President Bruce
Johnson announced July 29 his
group and Samaritan’s Purse
decided on the evacuation fol-
lowing an upsurge in the num-
ber of Ebola cases in Liberia.
A statement from SIM said no
symptoms of Ebola were pres-
ent in any of the evacuees.

Unfortunately, Johnson said
the SIM-Samaritan’s Purse
facility is the only treatment
center for Ebola in the West
African country.

NEW YORK

Appeals court allows
Sept. 11 steel cross

A federal appeals court has
rejected a lawsuit by an athe-
ist group seeking to stop the
display of a cross-shaped steel
beam found among the World
Trade Center’s wreckage.

The 2nd Circuit Court of
Appeals upheld a federal
judge’s ruling last year that the
decision to include the beam
in the National September 11
Memorial & Museum did not
advance religion impermis-
sibly.

American Atheists had sued
the museum’s operators in
2011 on constitutional grounds.
The group said it is disap-
pointed in the decision and is
considering whether to appeal
to the U.S. Supreme Court.

WASHINGTON

Millions displaced by
religious violence

The U.S. said millions of
people were driven out of their
homes because of their reli-
gious beliefs last year.

Secretary of State John
Kerry last
week released
the State
Department’s
2013 report
on religious
persecution
around the
world.

It said in
conflict zones, mass displace-
ment has become the norm.
Hundreds of thousands of
minority Christians have fled
Syria after three years of civil
war, and this month, Islamic
militants have forced Iraqi
Christians to leave Mosul or
face execution.

The report also highlighted
more than a million people dis-
placed in the Central African
Republic amid an upsurge in
Christian-Muslim violence.

Introducing the report,
Kerry also noted the continu-
ing imprisonment of American
pastor Saeed Abedini in Iran,
and said the U.S. will continue
to press for his release.
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