
CALVIN 04

DREAMS
This same Daniel, whom the king named Belshazzar, is known to have notable
spirit, with knowledge and understanding, and the gift of interpreting dreams. Daniel
5:1.

Our Old Testament reading for today (Daniel 5:10-31) is all about Daniel, a
legendary figure of the Babylonian captivity who kept his faith in Yahweh while
all around him people continued to worship local gods.

King Belshazzar gave a party for a thousand of his nobles using the gold and
silver goblets which his father Nebuchadnezzar had taken from the temple in
Jerusalem Suddenly in the middle of all the carousing the king saw human
fingers writing on the plaster of the palace wall opposite. ‘He turned pale, he
became limp in every limb and his knees knocked together (Daniel 5:6).’

All the wise men from the realm were called in, ‘but they could not read the
writing or interpret it to the king (Daniel 5:8).’ Then the queen came in and
reminded Belshazzar that his father had appointed Daniel from the Jewish exiles
as chief of the magicians, exorcists, Chaldeans and diviners and that he might
be able to interpret the writing.

Daniel was summoned and the king promised that he would be ‘robed in purple
and honoured with a chain of gold round your neck and ranked as third in the
kingdom (verse 16)’, if only he could interpret the vision.

Daniel said that he would do so, but that he did not want the gifts. Before doing
so, however, he reminded Belshazzar that Yahweh had given ‘your father
Nebuchadnezzar a kingdom and power and glory and majesty; and because of
this power which he gave him, all peoples and nations of every language trembled
before him and were afraid. He put to death whom he would and spared whom
he would, he promoted them at will and at will degraded them (verse 19).’

However all this made Nebuchadnezzar ‘haughty, stubborn and presumptuous
(verse 20)’ and therefore Yahweh deposed him from his royal throne. ‘He was
banished from the society of men, his mind became like that of a beast, he had
to live like wild asses and to eat grass like oxen, and his body was drenched
with the dew of heaven, until he came to know that the Most High God is
sovereign over the kingdom of men and sets up over it whom He will (verse
21).’

Then boldly Daniel suggested that Belshazzar was not much better. ‘You did
not humble your heart, although you knew all this. You have set up yourself
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against the Lord of heaven. The vessels of his temple have been brought to your
table; and you, your nobles, your concubines, and your courtesans have drunk
from them. You have praised the gods of silver and gold, of bronze and iron, of
wood and stone, which neither see nor hear nor know, and you have not given
glory to God, in whose charge is your very breath and in whose hands are all
your ways (verses 21-23).’

Finally after the damning speech Daniel comes to the main point, the writing on
the wall. ‘Mene’, he says means ‘God has numbered the days of your kingdom
and brought it to the end (verse 27).’ ‘Tekel’ means ‘you have been weighed in
the balance and found wanting (verse 28).’ ‘Upharsin’ means ‘our kingdom has
been divided and given to the Medes and Persians (verse 29).’

And so it happens. Chapter five of Daniel ends as follows: ‘That very night
Belshazzar King of the Chaldeans was slain and Darius the Mede took the
Kingdom, being then sixty-two years old (verse 30-31).’ The point of the story
is not to present a historical account, but to let the reader know that earthly
rulers cannot escape God’s justice and that particularly those who have absolute
power will eventually come to nought if they abuse that power.

Calvin obviously underlines the ‘humility’ aspect of the story. It is his favourite
theme in his all commentaries and the book of Daniel is no exception. Both Kings
Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar have or will come to a gruesome end because
they suffer from what seems to be the ‘folly of all kings: to transfer the glory of
divinity to themselves.’ ‘There is no power but of God’, Calvin says. The power
given to kings is ‘on loan’ as it were. Yet ‘the royal power which they may freely
exercise over their subjects does not rest on its lawfulness but on the tacit consent
of all men.’ ‘Powerful as they are, kings must hereafter render an account to the
Supreme King.’ And they will be doomed, if pride prevents them from remaining
constantly aware of this ultimate duty (Commentary on Daniel 5:19).

On dreams, there are essentially two kinds, according to Calvin. There are the
house and garden varieties. They are produced by ‘the various affections of the
mind and body.’ Calvin uses his meditation during daytime as an example. It
recurs during sleep ‘because the mind is not completely buried in slumber, but
retains some seed of intelligence, although it is suffocated (commentary on Daniel
2:2).’

One ought to be careful, Calvin says, not to ‘seek a divine agency or fixed reason’
in those kinds of dreams. They all have natural causes. Yet he does not want to
go as far as Aristotle who ‘rejected all sense of divination’, because he wanted
to ‘reduce the nature of Deity within the scope of human ingenuity.’ Aristotle
‘does not think it probable that dreams are divinely inspired.’

Calvin thinks otherwise. His second kind of dreams is the ones mentioned in the
Book of Daniel. They are very much inspired by Yahweh, he thinks. The entire
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story of Daniel and the Babylonian court is proof of God’s revelation in dreams
and visions, according to Calvin. God here speaks to Daniel, as he has spoken
before to the other prophets in the Bible.

Yet he gives the wise men (magicians, soothsayers, astrologers) credit for
whatever science he can find in their efforts. Superstition to Calvin is different
from astronomy which is a true and genuine ‘consideration of the order of nature’
(commentary on Daniel 2:27) and therefore not to be condemned. To Calvin the
order of nature is God’s gift to man and therefore not to be sneezed at when it
comes to understanding creation.

The reason why the wise men ‘could not explain the King’s dream’ was that ‘the
dream was not natural and had nothing in common with human conjectures,
but was the peculiar revelation of the Spirit.’ And Calvin concludes: ‘the real
sense of Daniel’s words is this: the magicians, the astrologers and soothsayers
had no power of expounding the King’s dream, since it was neither natural nor
human (Daniel 2:27).’

That supernatural power was only given to Daniel. ‘All human sciences are
included so to speak, within their own bounds and bolts.’ ‘Men’s minds move
hither and thither and thus make clever guesses; but Daniel excludes all human
media and speaks of the dream as proceeding directly from God (commentary
on Daniel 2:28). ‘God is the ‘author of the dream (commentary on Daniel 2:29).’
By contrast both the king and the wise men had no means of transcending the
natural and the human and therefore the writing on the wall escaped them
altogether, according to Calvin.

These comments fit with the power of prophets in the Old Testament. The power
of their faith in Yahweh was stronger than their fear of the earthly power of the
rulers or other individuals they were addressing. In contrast with the wise men
this faith allowed them to be fearless in their recriminations. To their way of
thinking and believing the ruler’s power was only relative to God’s power. And
as Yahweh reigned beyond time and place, both the past and the future were
in his hands.

God’s order spreads beyond time and space. Yet the prophet’s efficacy did not
just depend on the strength of his faith. It depended just as much on his capacity
to accurately discern and interpret past and future. Daniel’s success at the
Babylonian court was not just founded on the rock of his faith in Yahweh’s
supreme power but also on his accurate interpretation of the future. If God were
in charge of supreme order and the prophet the genuine and reliable mediator
between heaven and earth, future outcomes would ratify his authenticity.

The Bible insists that Daniel did fit that bill. Both Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar
succumbed to the fate Daniel as God’s mouthpiece, had predicted. By contrast
the wise men failed because they did not recognize a greater authority beyond
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the absolute power of the monarch. They therefore had no basis for interpretation
even if, at best, they had valid insights in the ruler’s predicament or immoral
abuse of power.

In his comments on Acts 2:17 (the section in Peter’s sermon on Pentecost, when
he refers to the ‘visions and dreams’ of young and old) Calvin suggests that the
prophets were accurate observers of their times and spoke figuratively to ‘fit
their time’ and applied ‘their style unto the capacity of their time.’ This means
that their message was adjusted to a mundane frame of reference. Or better that
their local situation was reflected in what they had to say so that their audience
would have no doubt as to its precise meaning.

Yet it also means that their realism and Calvin’s eagerness to rationally understand
what God’s nature was all about (his admiration of reason as God’s gift to men)
led inexorably to the secularization of the very mystery and revelation that
Calvin uses when he ran out of rational explanations for the phenomena he
encountered, such as Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar’s visions and dreams. For
Calvin reason can logically intrude on this realm of mystery and revelation.

Calvin assumes that science, intelligence and reason (all of them God-given) exist
harmoniously within God’s order. To Calvin, God comes into the picture in the
realm of mystery and revelation beyond what reason can discover. This realm
together with the realm of reason and science provide Calvin with a more
comprehensive, cosmic, view of existence overshadowing men’s partial
knowledge and enriching that existence with its divine aspects. Natural, house
and garden dreams belong in that first realm together with the wise men. By
contrast the dreams of Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar together with Daniel
belong to the second realm.

Yet this is not the way that present-day knowledge regards dreams.
Psychoanalysis sheds a different light on dreams. It relegates reason to a partisan
and less than comprehensive position in the cosmic scheme of things. It promotes
faith/commitment to a much more prominent position in contrast with Calvin
for whom mundane dreams ‘suffocated intelligence.’

This means that there is a much closer bond of all dreams (even the most mundane
ones) with ‘wholeness’ or ‘salvation’ in Biblical terms than Calvin could visualize
in his day and age. Psychoanalysis nowadays explains dreams as ‘compensating
for’, and ‘completing’, daily experiences and events that otherwise would be
left dangling in emotional limbo. The brain ‘restores’ and ‘unifies’ these
experiences and events in order to integrate the memory bank.

What is more, this ‘compensating’ and ‘completing’ takes place wholly and
entirely outside human reason and direction. Rather than understanding these
latent forces to ‘suffocate intelligence’ as Calvin thought, they ‘heal’ and
contribute to sanity and wholeness independent of the human will. There is
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good evidence from research that dream deprivation invariably leads to forms
of insanity.

This psychoanalytical view of dreams fits better in the Biblical view of God’s
ordering activity in human affairs than Calvin’s (and Aristotle’s) assumption of
the superiority of reason over feeling and emotion. Salvation by faith or
wholeness through commitment is by definition a non-rational phenomenon.
Even so psychology goes too far by insisting that the unconscious will have to
be subject to the conscious. Ultimately it too favours reason over feeling and
analysis over synthesis.

In Calvin’s way of thinking, salvation or whole making by faith is not well
integrated with reason. He tends to dismiss it by isolating it as an
incomprehensible mystery only known by God, whereas in present day
psychology the saliency and independence of commitment, loyalty, love etc. for
human wellbeing as compared with purely logical/rational processes is much
more in line with basic, understandable religious functioning.

Dreams figure heavily in religions and have obviously contributed impressively
to the relativization of man’s rational autonomy, and submission to powers
beyond his conscious awareness. After all, humans discovered soon enough that
they could not in any way affect their dreams and visions. The latter obviously
were quite independent from what humans could control.

Dreams are closely associated with gods in native religions. In Australia the
dreaming of aborigines was the centre of their system of meaning. It can best
be described as primeval order, connecting parts divided by strife or wholeness
juxtaposed by what the Murimbata in Arnhem Land called ‘the crackedness of
existence.’

The French missionaries to the Canadian Indians in the seventeenth century
regarded native dreams as their main obstacle to conversion efforts. They wrote
about native dreams as the gods of the country and the seal on tradition, legality
and authority They complained in their letters to France that native dreams were
so powerful that they determined all major decisions, such as travel, hunting,
attacking, defending, curing etc.

Of course, the missionaries were unaware that the natives strong beliefs in dreams
as the safest guide for appropriate action in a whimsical world were basically
not that different from their own conviction that God would transfer messages
and issue warnings through dreams of individuals such as Nebuchadnezzar and
Belshazzar.

In both instances dreams were closely linked to central meaning systems that
formed the core of motivation. In both, decisiveness and trust in action were
strengthened at the expense of indecisiveness and potential dissent. In both,
order was rescued from chaos and disorder. Yet both were also embedded in
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sharply different cultural milieus and these were essentially the cause of the
conflicts and the ardent attempts to defend each separate, taken for granted,
culture.

Dreams in both instances acted out, dramatized and reconciled opposites. Dreams
prevented experiences and events from being meaningless and emotionally
disconnected. Dreams digested those undigested experiences and events and
thereby contributed to wholeness. This is often done through dramatizing conflict
in daily living and through putting these conflicts in a larger context. Dreams
represented symbiosis between social pressures and human instincts or the spirit
and the ‘flesh’ as we find it in the New Testament, for instance in Galatians 5:17.

Yet it should not be forgotten that the symbiosis has merits in its own right. It
is not just a means to wholeness or wellbeing or sanity as an end product. It is
also a means to growth. God is not just the author of creation (the way things
are). He is also creating (the way things develop). Explanation should not obscure
or take the place of dramatization.

To put this differently: dreams lead to better physical integrity or personal
sanity, essential for ‘perfect order.’ In Calvin’s commentary on Psalm 72:2 this
‘perfect order’ is virtually synonymous to ‘predestination’ and ‘election.’ Yet
simultaneously and inevitably dreams are also examples of a ‘moving
equilibrium.’ They have a dynamic as well as a stabilizing quality.

Yet this also means that the symbiosis of reason and faith, instinct and
sublimation, the mundane and the spiritual, can be mitigated and reconciled in
dreams. The fact that the dreamer has no control over this reconciliation
corresponds with God’s superior authority and order, pardoning and forgiving.
From this point of view the reconciliation between nations and cultures may be
advanced through understanding the functions of dreams, myths and religion
rather than through the assumption that reason is superior to commitment.

Are dreams God’s messages? Yes, but not as Calvin thought they were. The
interpretation of dreams has moved out of the realm of mystery and revelation
and into the realm of a more inclusive understanding of salvation by faith or
wholeness through commitment.
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