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COVENANT and FAITH
Those who were ready went in with him to the wedding. Matthew 25:10

Covenant is another word for contract, mutual agreement, pact or alliance. In
the Bible it means contract between God and man. Each provides the other with
something they both need. God provides protection, guidance and order. Humans
promise obedience and faith. Even when the covenant is sealed with a solemn
oath, it may become null and void, unless it is kept alive with mutual goodwill.
Both a handshake and a 20 page legal document depend on mutual willingness,
trust and faith.

This is what today readings are about: covenant and faith, or about problems
with the covenant when the link with faith has become threadbare. Both Old
and New Testament reading can be summed up as the erratic relation between
God and men. Another summary of both readings may be ‘the precariousness
of faith.’ Joshua 24:14-25 is about the people’s lapse in idolatry until Joshua
manages to persuade them to re-new their pact with Yahweh. Similarly, the
parable of the ten virgins (Matthew 25:1-13) is about those maidens whose faith
in God is not strong enough to last their waiting for Him.

What is the message of Joshua 24? It is the story of Israel’s conquest of Canaan
and the pivotal importance of their leader Joshua. He is the successor of Moses
and like Moses he knows that it is the faith that kept the Israelites together as
a disciplined army. Faith is part and parcel of the covenant or pact that unites
them with God. They promise to unconditionally obey in return for God’s
protection and guidance.

Yet God’s covenant is more than a human contract. It deals with the deepest and
most solemn emotions. It transcends the mortality and failures of even the best
and most successful leader. After all, the most charismatic general, such as
Joshua’s predecessor, Moses, eventually dies before he can savour the fruit of
the goal, the conquest of Canaan. And human shortcomings are apparent even
in the most successful of managers. By contrast God’s leadership is not bound
by death. Nor is it flawed by personal deficiency.

Furthermore, the covenant between God and man also directs social order,
something mere mortals can only do imperfectly. It seals the norms and values
that oil the machinery of social relations. It condemns whatever mars those
relations, such as envy, greed, anger, hypocrisy, dishonesty, stealing etc. and
encourages those values and norms, such as altruism, humility, generosity,
honesty, kindness, love, understanding etc., that strengthen those relations.
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Yet above all, the covenant or pact concentrates all emotions in one supreme
focal point, God. It jealously rejects idols and other usurpers of its authority
over the minds and loyalties of people. Division and dissipation detract from
this focal point. They destroy unanimity and thereby diminish solidarity and
concerted action. And therefore Joshua strongly insists on renewal and on
putting new life in the covenant at Shechem.

It was time for the renewal. Yahweh had been closely associated with a nomadic
tribe. But now the Israelites had settled in Canaan and the local gods of the
Amorites, sensitively geared to settled living had intrigued a considerable number
of them. And so Joshua felt it his duty to remind them that Yahweh was more
than a nomadic god for an army on the march and that He could quite adequately
deal with the new situation. Yahweh to Joshua was as relevant for the nomadic
as for the settled life style.

Common faith in Yahweh had made the conquering Israelites into a formidable
fighting-fit force. Their faith was so strong that the Israelites began to think
about it as super-human. They did not think about it any longer as a human
product, or as their responsibility in the contract, but as Yahweh’s gift. The
remarkable conquests of the Islamic armies in the seventh century AD are rather
similar. Faith in Allah and the fanatic conviction of the followers that they were
carrying out his work, made them as formidable as the Israelites were in the
conquest of Canaan.

Calvin interprets Joshua 24 as an example of astute psychology. Joshua, he says,
badly wanted the covenant with Yahweh to be renewed, but he also wanted it
to be the people’s decision rather than his own. It would make the covenant all
the stronger, he felt, if they were to decide for themselves. And so he gives them
two options: either you follow ‘the gods of the Amorites in whose land you
dwell (verse 15)’ or you follow Yahweh. He stacks the cards by adding that
whatever they do, he and his house will worship the Lord. Calvin then says: ‘…
(Joshua) gives them freedom of choice that, they may not afterwards pretend to
have been under compulsion, when they bound themselves by their own
consent.’

But before we get too far involved in Calvin, let us look at our other reading,
the parable of the ten virgins. Life is waiting for a final climax, a fulfilment,
Jesus tells us here. And that climax has something to do with completion, being
unified. The wedding party is a good metaphor for the covenant between God
and man. It is a joyous occasion and yet it is the waiting and anticipation that
is almost as satisfying as the arrival itself.

As in Joshua 24, the strength of faith is the cardinal issue. The five virgins who
did not provide for a long wait were excluded from the wedding party. Jesus
implies that one has to be well prepared for the wedding party or man’s final
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destination, the Kingdom of God. What is more, one cannot borrow what is both
very personal and part of maturing, a growing in faith.

Therefore our text says that one has to be ready to enter the wedding party or
the Kingdom. It cannot just be a minor option or a minor interlude. It has to do
with basic meaning. It is serious business. It needs careful preparation. And
even with the most careful preparation, things can go wrong. Satan may interfere
even with the best intentions and tempt with the attraction of the immediate
and pleasurable rather than the long term and eternal. That was also the message
of Joshua 24: God is more than the immediately relevant. He is beyond all that.

And in all this faith is the glue that binds to what is long term and eternal. Faith
connects with a vision of final destination. It is basic commitment transcending
all lesser commitments, or actually infusing those lesser commitments with an
overarching, umbrella-like glow of understanding. Faith is the emotion-laden
link with God’s embattled order that Christians have solemnly adopted in
preference to the many sources of disorder impinging on existence.

The glue of faith binding Yahweh and Israel is central in both readings. What
is different is the understanding of what God is about. In the book of Joshua,
God is regarded as the exclusive possession of the Israelites alone, nothing more
than a god of a nomadic tribe. He is still an exclusive God, for the Israelites alone.
The quality and the sincerity of faith in God affect the cohesion of one ethnic
group. Yet, in Jesus' parable of the ten virgins, that cohesion is now universal.
The Kingdom of God now spans all humans and societies. Salvation and fulfilment
relate to both individual integrity and communal solidarity.

One can say all this somewhat differently: the new covenant has burst the ethnic
boundaries of the old covenant. Even now Judaism is an exclusive, ethnic
religion. In sharp contrast with Christians, Jews are not very comfortable with
making converts of non-Jews. This strengthening of ethnic identity has certainly
contributed to their survival as a nation in spite of dispersion, pogroms and
persecution, but it has also restricted their appeal to non-Jews.

Yet the new covenant has its own boundaries. The community of the faithful in
the New Testament replaces the Israel of the Old Testament. The boundary here
is between the elect within and the non-elect without, those who accept God’s
authority as central in their lives and those who do not, those who are saved
and those who are not.

How does Calvin see the link between election and faith? To him election is
primary and faith secondary. Election and predestination are conjoined with
faith, he says, ‘provided the latter holds second place.’ In the same section (Inst.
III xxii 10) he actually calls ‘election the mother of faith.’ He quotes John 10:29,
where Jesus says that his own sheep know his voice and that ‘no one shall snatch
them from my care’, explaining that ‘our salvation will always be sure and
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certain’ because ‘it is guarded by the invincible power of God.’ At the end of
the section Calvin insists that this and other biblical passages are ‘attestations
to the inflexible constancy of election.’ Yet these passages can just as well be
interpreted as trust in God’s invincible power of order over chaos and thereby
thinking of the believers as allies in an ongoing battle rather than wooden
puppets without inherent power of their own.

Election in this section is sharply contrasted with chance. Chance is not a
favourite in Calvin’s books and for that matter in the entire Bible. Election and
chance are opposites. Chance is a spoiler of security and delineation. In the above
section Calvin quotes from Amos (4:7; 8:11) that drought in one city and rain in
another is not accidental. It is God’s will, he says, assuming all along that
anything that happens must fit in Yahweh’s preference for order, security, and
delineation.

One way to undermine that order is rebellion against God and thwarting rules
of morality. But other sources of disorder, such as accidents, death, droughts,
famine, floods etc. have nothing to do with moral order. They are sometimes
called acts of God, as the existence of pure chance is too hard to contemplate.
They are therefore ascribed to God in order to minimize their power and their
assault on security. Yet it makes more sense to think of them as events which
God actively and lovingly uses to help humans rise above traumas by putting
them in a larger perspective.

To Calvin, election and predestination are a natural and necessary counterbalance
to chance and its potential for disorder. They are an assertion of God’s superiority
and faith in that superiority, in the face of very real moral and natural disorder.
The renewal of the covenant both in Joshua and entering the wedding party or
the Kingdom of God are an implicit vote for, and fundamental commitment to
God’s authority, negating all that injures, wrecks, demolishes or destroys that
authority.

One can understand both God’s gift of faith and God’s blueprint of order better,
if one optimizes God’s authority as a counter to the inevitable disorder resulting
from man’s self-will. Calvin stresses this point again and again, if only because
he had to replace on good scriptural grounds the pillar of the institutional church
with man’s direct relationship with God.

This bothers Calvin’s logical, clear, mind. He asks in the section on covenant
and faith (Inst. III xxii 10) whether God is not actually inconsistent, when on
the one hand he invites everyone to his Kingdom, but then elects only few. How
does scripture reconcile, he asks, ‘that by external preaching all are called to
faith and repentance, and that yet the Spirit of faith and repentance is not given
to all?’
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If salvation is by faith, as Paul insists and Luther reiterates so strongly, Calvin
appears to be on slippery ground when he makes faith secondary to election. If
election means to be found by God, Calvin has solid scriptural grounds. Actually,
in his commentary on 1 Peter 1:2 Calvin says so: ‘election is not to be separated
from calling.’ However if it means that anything that happens (accidents, death,
earthquakes, floods) or anything that humans do, is fore-ordained, it smacks too
much of the unscriptural, exclusively structural god of Aristotle, who wound
up the clock of existence and let it run its prescribed path without any further
interference. Yet Calvin rejects Aristotle on this point.

Calvin, strongly influenced as he was by the Renaissance and its renewed interest
in the classics, seems overly keen to reconcile Athens with Jerusalem. The
consequence is that the large gulf separating the two (God’s creation – a noun
– versus God’s ongoing creating order – a verb) is prematurely closed. Yet this
attempt also leads to Calvin’s poor solution of the determination versus chance
problem (Inst. III xxii 10), although in his correspondence he strongly objects
to those who accuse him of attributing authorship of sin to God.

To him, God’s authority is absolute and therefore God must also be the author
of disorder. He rejects those whose faith is not up to standard rather than treats
them as unfortunates whom he has lost in the battle for their soul with Satan.

There is something appealing about absolute rather than relative authority. The
first is rocklike, the second flexible. Faith in whatever concretely represents
order tends to be preferred by humans over the moving equilibrium represented
by chance impinging on that rocklike order. Yet our readings for today suggest
that both Joshua and Jesus assume the latter. God may represent rock-like
authority, but the relationship with him is active, evolving, growing, maturing
rather than passive and predetermined. The covenant is not one-sided. It actually
is a sham unless there is room for at least some human freedom.

Dostoyevsky’s ‘The Grand Inquisitor’ from The Brothers Karamazov describes
this dilemma of the human need for order and authority versus God’s leaving
humans with the freedom to choose well. It is the story of Christ’s Second Coming
in the town of Seville, Spain, during the burning at the stake of hundreds of
heretics by the cardinal, The Grand Inquisitor. Christ radiates compassion, heals
the blind and raises the dead. He is instantly recognized and followed by
everyone, but the Grand Inquisitor has him arrested and thrown in prison, where
in the pitch darkness of the night he visits Jesus.

‘Why hast thou come to hinder us?’ he asks. ‘We have completed and corrected
the work Thou hast begun. We have taken the people’s fearful burden of free
choice, appeased their conscience and given them the earthly bread they desired
instead of the heavenly one Thou didst promise. We have protected them against
the uncertainty of believing in the vague, enigmatic and unseen. I will burn
thee at the stake tomorrow.’ But Jesus does not say a word. And the story finishes
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with Jesus softly kissing the old man on his bloodless lips, upon which The
Grand Inquisitor opens the cell door and says: ‘Go, and come no more … come
not at all, never, never!’

The intrinsic need for authority and security, Dostoyevsky seems to say, leads
directly to rejection of the unbelievers and their gruesome death. By contrast,
Christ’s love for all creatures and tolerance of even the unbelievers is a worm
in the woodpile.

The story also warns us not to throw the baby away with the bath water. A
good case can be made out for both the link of religion with social solidarity
and for Calvin’s stress on the indisputable authority of God. In both instances
religion anchors the constancy and continuity of order in an existence marked
by change, chance and chaos. But that disorder is a given and should be presented
as an ever present symbiosis and drama rather than squeezed in the logical mould
of Calvin’s deep reverence for reason and neat thinking. Both the dramas of
Joshua 24 and Matthew 25 should stand on their own rather than squeezed into
an elegant mould of priorities.

There are, of course, other sections of the Bible where such events as Job’s
afflictions or the captivity (Nehemiah 1:9) are attributed to Satan or sin, but
usually breakdown of the natural or moral order are Yahweh’s way of punishing
individuals or nations. The faith in God’s order has to be maintained and
strengthened through thick and thin. God’s authority has to be defended at any
price. It is the only antidote the Bible knows to breakdown and chaos.
Particularly at times of change and upheaval God’s superiority must be
re-asserted.

The problem with this strong emphasis on God’s authority both in Calvin and
the Bible is that man’s authority may correspondingly be weakened and
diminished. It may actually unbalance the covenant, as actually happened, when
the Israelites intermarried with the people they had conquered (Joshua 23:12)
and began to worship foreign gods (Joshua 24:23). Joshua’s long speech towards
the end of his long life had the single purpose of restoring the covenant and
thereby Yahweh’s authority. Anything that takes away some of God’s authority
he calls rebellion and sin (Joshua 24:20).

On good scriptural grounds one could expect the answer to be that moral and
natural disorder of any kind are all around us, that chance and change are the
order of the day and that therefore God’s call is not heeded by everyone. Not
everyone can see God’s triumph of order and salvation over disorder and sin.
The seeds of God’s word can fall among the thorns or in stony places rather than
on fertile grounds (Luke 8:4-15) and therefore not produce the faith, the
prerequisite for salvation and wholeness.
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Calvin is disinclined to let go of anything that takes away from God’s authority
and that makes room for man’s part in the covenant, as Joshua does in his speech
and Jesus implies in the parable of the ten virgins when he blames five of them
for not making sufficient provisions. Freedom to choose and freedom to build
faith on the part of man are implied here and in the concept of covenant.

Our readings for today assume that God actively rescues, saves, those that
actively take a stance for him, renewing their faith or preparing for union with
him. Those people who, by contrast, follow other gods or who are not adequately
prepared are obviously the rejected or as Calvin calls them, the reprobate. These
are the people who have heard the call, but have rejected it. It is a matter of
believers versus unbelievers or sheep versus goats. To assume that humans have
nothing to do with this separation is going too far.

Calvin’s section on faith (Inst. III ii 24) calls Satan the destroyer of the certainty
of faith. Obviously the devil is the prince of disorder, the arch rebel against God,
ultimately defeated by Yahweh. Understandably Calvin feels that rebellion is
inconsistent with God’s omnipotence. More importantly, Calvin also feels on
good scriptural grounds, that nothing should stand in the way of God’s authority,
the more so as he has also, again on good scriptural grounds, insisted that ‘faith
consists in the knowledge of God and Christ, not in a reverence for the Church
(Inst. III ii 3).’

The dilemma for Calvin, of course, is that by kicking the stud of the Church as
mediator from underneath the covenant and by restricting it to Christ and the
believer, he has to cling all the more to God’s authority instead of the more
visible Church as an institution. Calvin is fond of quoting Hebrews 11:1 (‘Faith
makes us certain of realities we do not see’), for instance in Inst. III ii 41.This
may be because it is the only stud remaining after diminishing the authority of
a mediating institution.

We can put all this in sociological terms. In the same way as four centuries later
another Frenchman, the famous sociologist Emile Durkheim, oversimplified and
overemphasized the link between religion and social solidarity at the expense
of personal identity, so Calvin tends to oversimplify and overemphasize God’s
authority at the expense of man’s freedom of choice, however limited that
freedom may be.

Actually, Calvin comes close to admitting the mutuality of the covenant rather
than God’s one-sided determination. In Inst. III ii 41 he says that humans can
transcend the reach of their own intellect and ‘be wholly inflamed with love to
God’ after God has engendered His love for them. In other words humans are
not just wooden puppets, but act in response to God’s initiative.

This leads to other Biblical statements about God, Jesus or the Holy Spirit being
the author of the faith or faith as a super-human phenomenon. Or as something
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that made Joshua’s army feel capable of superhuman feats in the conquest of
Canaan. Faith as a gift from God is also mentioned in the New Testament where
Jesus is called ‘the author and finisher of our faith (Hebrews 12:2).’ It is the
authority of God, rather than man’s responsibility that has to be optimized, if
unity is to prevail.

To Calvin, the burden of the covenant therefore has to be based on individual
man rather than on Israel’s ethnic identity in the Old Testament. Calvin was
thoroughly steeped in, and influenced by the Renaissance with its admiration
of rational individualism it inherited from ancient Greece.

Conclusion: there are always two parties in a covenant. Yet the power and
responsibility of either should never obliterate the power and responsibility of
the other. If for good scriptural reasons Calvin puts a great deal of emphasis on
God’s authority, initiative and power by stressing his election, predestination
and authorship of faith, this power should not eliminate man’s responsibility.
As our readings for today showed, it was up to the Israelites to reject Yahweh
or to obey him and the five excluded virgins failed in their responsibility to
provide for a long wait. In other words rejection and responsibility by man are
still part of the equation.

Inner motivation and solid commitment or faith on man’s part is crucial for both
the Kingdom of God and a sane society. God’s authority is not to be diminished.
Yet neither should it be blown out of proportion, leaving man’s responsibility
for the covenant irrelevant and insignificant. Nor will the opposite do, enhancing
man’s authority so much that there is nothing left for God. One cannot reduce
Yahweh to just a figment of man’s imagination. This too will lead to disaster.
Mutuality and balance are essential for a viable culture and society.
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