
CALVIN 09

The CLOAK of INTEGRITY
God has robed me in salvation as a garment and clothed me in integrity as a cloak.
Isaiah 61:10

Like me, some of you may have affectionate grandchildren or children. Their
love seems unconditional. It is always spontaneous. They don’t worry about old
age, charm or ugliness. They don’t consider merit. They don’t even know what
‘merit’ means. I suppose that’s why we like Christmas and the story of the baby
Jesus born in a manger. It reminds us of the innocent, spontaneous affection
for, and of, babies and little children and God’s unconditional love for young
and old, the ugly and the beautiful, the poor and the rich, the successful and
the losers.

But then on the day after Christmas we are brought back to reality. And so
today’s reading from Luke 2 is about Simeon blessing the little baby Jesus. He
recognizes the Messiah, but then predicts that men will reject Christ and tells
Mary that she ‘too shall be pierced to the heart.’ In other words, salvation is not
a sugar-coating of existence, an airy-fairy projection of goodness, affection and
order in the sky. It is part of a drama intertwining good and evil, heaven and
hell, God and Satan right here on earth.

But let us first look at our Old Testament reading from Isaiah 61, where the
prophet proclaims good news to his people exiled in Babylon. The humble, the
broken-hearted, the captives, the mourners shall be released and redeemed
(verses 1-3). The ruined cities of Israel shall be restored (verse 4). Foreigners
shall shepherd the flocks and tend the vineyards (verse 5). The Israelites, now
returned from exile, shall enjoy the wealth of other nations (verse 6). God will
doubly compensate them for their suffering in a foreign land (verse 7), make a
covenant with them and bless them and their offspring (verses 8-9).

Then follows our text: ‘God has robed me in salvation and clothed me in integrity
as a garment (verse 10).’

By ‘me’ Isaiah means not just his personal self but other Israelites as well, so that
‘righteousness and praise’ can ‘blossom before all the nations (verse 11).’

Obviously salvation, righteousness and integrity are the key words in our text
and are central to what God’s intention is for both individual members and the
nation as a whole. What do these concepts mean and why are they so important
in the total scheme of things? Are these ideas the heart of God’s blueprint for
Israel in particular and mankind in general?
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Actually all three key words, concepts and ideas have much in common. They
all refer to ‘wholeness.’ In point of fact, the last of the three words, ‘integrity’,
sums up what the other two are all about. It denotes completion, unity, inclusion,
totality, identity, sameness. Integrity (the New English Bible) is used instead of
righteousness (the King James and Revised Standard versions) and the reason
for adopting it here is its better fit in present day vocabulary. Righteousness is
almost exclusively used in religious literature and reminds people of
self-righteousness; by contrast integrity is something we admire in others and
strive to have ourselves.

More important, however, is that the word ‘integrity’ comes close to the original
Hebrew word. Righteousness in the Bible meant ‘what God regarded as right
behaviour.’ Right behaviour is whatever contributes to the integrity of society
or person, or what makes the wholeness of that society or person more solid. By
contrast wrong behaviour takes away from that wholeness or integrity and
makes for ‘unrighteousness’, dissipation, disintegration.

In Isaiah 61 salvation means rescue from disintegration or restoration to integrity.
The exile to Babylon almost destroyed Israel, but God came to the rescue and
restored Israel to its rightful place amongst the nations by letting them return
to their land. To the prophets and the priests God was definitely and uniquely
an ethnic God. God’s covenant is with Israel alone. Other nations and foreigners
(verse 51) are inferior and destined to serve Israel and to make it wealthier. Only
much later does the concept of God burst out of narrow ethnic bounds.

Yet the centrality of integrity, salvation and righteousness remains. It now
expands to all mankind. Now God comes to be seen as the vital, living, epitome
of whatever contributes to order generally on a variety of sometimes conflicting
levels. Personal disobedience, private sins correspond with whatever diminishes
the strength of the social fabric or social order. Yet that social fabric or social
order as a whole can also destroy its own inner integrity, irrespective of
individuals, such as the prophets, maintaining their personal integrity.

Calvin uses ‘righteousness’ or ‘integrity’ often. In the Institutes (III xiv 1) he
distinguishes four categories or degrees of integrity. The first, lowest, category
consists of individuals who Calvin calls ‘idolaters.’ The second category is formed
by the ‘profane.’ The third consists of ‘hypocrites.’ Only the fourth and last
have perfect integrity.

Calvin starts with the last category, but right from the start admits that it is
impossible for humans to achieve. Only Christ possesses perfect integrity, he
says (III xiv 12). Humans can obtain it through proxy, through faith in Christ
as mediator. The road to that perfect integrity is not via ‘good works’ or
scrupulously performing whatever society expects of a good citizen (according
to Calvin and also, of course, St Paul), but only through humble confessions of
sin and obedience to the will of God.
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Translating this in sociological terms – perfect order on any level is impossible.
Yet humans strive towards it, if only because God who is order personified, will
never surrender to the prince of disorder, Satan. Yet scrupulous adherence to
the laws governing good behaviour is not enough in itself. Commitment, faith,
love (the unconditional kind I mentioned at the beginning of this sermon) are
essential for whole making or for progress on this path to personal integrity.

Calvin comes back to this theme of inner motivation, sincere faith as against
outward compliance and fake religion in his discourse about the other ‘kinds’
of righteousness or integrity. True integrity, he says, is ‘estimated not by acts,
but by motives (III xiv 4).’ And this is what his first category of humans lacks.
They have no integrity whatsoever. They are the ‘idolaters’, who have made an
idol of ‘the flesh.’ And by flesh, following St Paul, he means a long list of sins:
‘adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, idolatry, witchcraft, hatred,
variance, emulation, wrath, strife, seditions, heresies, envies, murders,
drunkenness, revels and all kinds of pollution and abomination which it is
possible to imagine (III xiv 1).’

Nowadays we would be a bit more careful with our use of ‘integrity.’ The world
is immensely more diverse and complex than it was in either Biblical or Calvin’s
days. The idolaters do not so much lack integrity as derive their integrity from
‘the flesh.’ The ‘flesh’ has its own satisfactions and promises of integrity. They
may not have the lofty, comprehensive and fundamental intent of the Christian
variety, but they certainly attempt to be staging points on the road to integration
and wholeness. Satan is certainly not beyond using human longings for his own
distorted ends.

Calvin’s second and third categories are not much better. They are the ‘profane’
and the ‘hypocrites’ and are equally condemned. They may not be as obvious
as the idolaters who openly flaunt their misdeeds. They may actually be within
the Christian fold. Yet their God-given consciences are ‘impure.’ ‘They lack faith
and are not yet reconciled and justified.’ They may falsely claim ‘some degree
of righteousness’, but their ‘impurity of heart nullifies that claim (III xiv 7).’

Honest convictions, sincere faith and unblemished motives are to Calvin
prerequisites of salvation. If they are not present, integrity does not exist. Calvin
preserves ‘integrity’ for an exclusive group of believers. But by doing so, he
also makes the process of becoming saved, or being made whole, more elusive.
God may separate the sheep from the goats, but he also creates order out of
chaos. Definitiveness may tend to subvert process as equally real and necessary
for integrity formation.

This brings us back to Simeon’s blessing of the baby Jesus. As I said at the
beginning: Simeon predicted that the promised redeemer, the righteous one, the
Messiah, would be rejected by his own people and that ‘because of him … the
secret thoughts of many will be laid bare (Luke 2:35).’ Here too God as personified
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in Jesus is not interested in appearance, but in actual motives. God is interested
in the heart and action rather than in what people say, in mere words.

And that is where the rub lies. A viable, sane society is not served by fake
conformity, by façade decency, by bad faith, by lip service, by sham. It needs
real faith, actual decency and honest conformity. Mutual trust can only be
assured if individuals have faith in one another and can communicate on a
common wavelength of understanding and implicit confidence. Above all there
must be enough openness for others to savour the actual source of motives of
the other. That’s why Calvin’s interpretation of Luke 2:35 stresses the capacity
of the light of Christ ‘to disclose every artifice and unmask hypocrisy.’

In other words, the cloak of integrity of which our text speaks has a lot to do
with not just the Christian, but any human being discovering his real self and
opening his heart to God. The problem is invariably that being honest with
oneself also means confronting one’s imperfections and shortcomings rather than
hiding oneself behind a façade of make-belief and sham confidence. That’s why
the forgiveness of sin is tied so closely with salvation and integrity.

Yet the cloak of integrity is not just confined to the resolution of conflict within
the human soul. It is more than the outcome of the struggle between the honesty
and dishonesty about our basic motives. Integrity is also hammered out on the
anvil of social appeasement and condoning of injustice, abuse, oppression and
corruption.

When St Paul equates Jesus with the personification of righteousness or integrity
(2 Corinthians 6:15) and regards him alone as such, it is because Jesus saw himself
as part of a long line of prophets who were often marginal to (and therefore
severe critics of) the community in which they found themselves. Their integrity
was hammered out on the anvil of communal pressure to conform. It often
sustained itself solely because their faith in Yahweh was stronger than communal
loyalty.

Integrity therefore is often strengthened by conflict rather than conformity.
Israel’s integrity was reinforced by setting itself off from other nations as we
have seen in Isaiah 61. Jesus was rejected and eventually crucified because his
loyalty to God the father was stronger than his loyalty to Israel, dominated by
pharisaic priests.

Integrity is also sometimes hammered out on the anvil of adversity. I vividly
remember the despair my friends and I felt of ever surviving the Nazi holocaust
in 1944. Gnawing hunger, severe under nourishment, deteriorating health, the
odour of death in Gestapo camps and German prisons had taken their toll. We
kept dreaming of escaping in spite of the executions of those who tried and had
been caught.
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Three times we were tempted to join the Waffen SS. Our reasoning was that
greater freedom would improve our chances to escape. The first time the
invitation had come from a fellow prisoner in the Rothensee Gestapo Camp. The
commandant had given him a list for signatures of volunteers. We had made fun
of him at the time.

The second time was much more serious. It happened in the Magdeburg Prison.
I had been summoned by the examining magistrate who noticed my acute agony.
He said: ‘If I were in your shoes I would join the Waffen SS. This would prove
to the court that you are not Deutschfeindlich, hostile to the German cause. You
would be freed almost immediately. The trial would be advanced and your
sentence reduced, more likely cancelled.’ Joining the Waffen SS was now linked
to our court case: it was proof that we were not hostile to the German war effort
and not joining was proof that we were!

Integrity versus opportunism seemed to be the choice. The entire Nazi world
surrounding me encouraged the brutal principle of means serving ends. Why
not be as Machiavellian as the Nazis were? In June 1944 the warden himself
invited me to join the Waffen SS. On this occasion I was even more emaciated
and in a correspondingly poor frame of mind. I also had to avoid having a
sentence added for continued hostility to the German war effort. Similarly, I
had to avoid the risk of being sent to a concentration camp after the prison term.
I had been coughing blood, and so I used that as an excuse for being less than
interested. Hopefully the Waffen SS was not so hard up that it pressured young
people with tuberculosis to join up!

Integrity versus opportunism. I was brought up to use opportunities well. The
Great Depression had seen to that! The imprisonment had made us even more
expert in taking advantage of any chance for an extra ounce of bread or an easier
job. From the vantage point of today the school of hard knocks had made us
more adroit at exploiting potential than our children and grandchildren will
ever be.

Yet there was a limit. Instinctively I had stopped at opportunism as a mainspring
of action, as the underlying motive for surviving. Mastery and survival at any
price offended something within me that had been part of my upbringing. Yet
it was unarticulated, vague and tantalisingly elusive. I was slowly and painfully
discovering that integrity was crucial, but how could it become both
strengthened and more focused?

It was later in life that I slowly discovered that in Jesus Christ I had the answer
to that question. He was the forerunner (Hebrews 6:20) on the path to clearer
and stronger integrity. To Jesus, death on the cross was his choice for integrity
(as represented in God’s destiny for him) rather than for survival through
conforming to the sham world of hypocritical clerics and Machiavellian
conquerors.
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God spreads the cloak of integrity over his followers from the ancient prophets,
such as Isaiah, his son Jesus, St Paul, and Calvin to the millions of believers in
our day and age. It has given backbone to numerous individuals. It has warmed
the cockles of many hearts. It has healed societies and cultures. It has rescued
order from chaos. It has reconciled humans, families and nations, one to another.
It has united what once was divided. Thanks be to God!
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