
CALVIN 15

RESTORED SOULS
The law of the Lord is perfect and restores the soul. Psalm 19:7

On the central coast of British Columbia in Canada lives an Indian tribe, the Bella
Coola. Like other Indians in Canada they link insanity, or socially unacceptable
conduct to the soul and social order. They equate the disintegration of personality
with the loss of the soul. And so they say of a person who has taken leave of his
senses that his soul has departed. At such an occasion the shaman (or witchdoctor)
is called in. He searches for the departed soul and, if he can locate it, catches it
in his cloak which is then placed around the madman. Other Indians, such as
the Ojibwa, account for the anti-social conduct of a drunk as a temporary leave
of his soul.

In other words they believe that the soul can be restored to its rightful owner.
What do they mean by ‘soul?’

It often stands for the essence of personality, the stable core of an individual,
the real person behind superficial trappings, or the anchor of security of the
inner self. The soul is also immortal, unless it refers purely and exclusively to
the physical integrity of a person. Then the mortal soul dies with physical death.
However when it is linked to beliefs, values and social expectations which
transcend a life span, it is called ‘immortal’ and justifiably so. Then it is part of
a heritage of customs and rules that form a stable frame of reference for meaning,
passed on from generation to generation.

What about the Bible? Does the restoration of the soul in our text similarly refer
to a strengthening of the inner self? It does. I can’t think of any religion, whether
ancient or modern, primitive or sophisticated, that does not refer to souls and
spirits as closely associated with a particular personality, yet also as surviving
physical death. And the Bible is not an exception.

In the Old Testament the soul is created by God (Genesis 1:27) and is generally
regarded as immortal. In the Gospels Jesus contrasts the soul with the body. The
former is eternal, precious, source of wholeness and integrity. The body, by
contrast, is mortal and bound to the earth and the material. ‘Anyone who wishes
to be a follower of mine must leave self behind (Mark 8:34).’ And Jesus follows
this by asking: ‘What does a man gain by winning the whole world at the cost
of his soul (his ‘true self’ in other translations, Mark 8:36)?’

It is even clearer what Jesus meant by the soul (‘psyche’ in Greek) in the parable
of the rich man who built bigger barns for his abundant harvest and continued
accumulating wealth in order to be secure ‘enough for many years (so that he
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could have an easy life, eat, drink and enjoy himself (Luke 12:20).’ But God calls
him a fool: ‘this very night your soul is required’ and Jesus comments that all
that amassing of wealth for himself has shrivelled his soul and made him ‘a
pauper in the sight of God (Luke 12:21).’

To Jesus, a shrivelled soul is overly focussed on the self and material treasures.
It needs re-focussing and restoring. And therefore in his explanation to the
disciples he stresses the ‘never-failing treasures in heaven, where no thief can
get near it, no moth destroy it. For where your treasure is, there will your heart
be also (Luke 12:33, 34).’

This is different from the Bella Coola madman. His insanity was a threat to
community. Madness always is. It upsets taken for granted behaviour. And so
is any other kind of social disorder, such as drunkenness. A drunk has lost his
soul temporarily, according to Ojibwa beliefs. In Central Australia natives
ceremoniously send the souls of the departed away in order to prevent their
disruption of social relations.

Jesus goes further. Obviously the rich man did what was regarded as prudent.
Given the chance everyone would have safeguarded well-earned possessions.
People might have envied his wealth, but no one would have regarded being
well off as immoral. Yet for Jesus the soul reflects the true values, loyalties and
commitments of the individual. And in the case of the rich man his soul had
shrivelled because his fundamental loyalties were too narrowly based on the
material rather than the spiritual.

To Jesus, therefore, restoration of the soul is, more positively, being guided by
God’s order and that order is different from and beyond man’s mundane order.
For David, who is thought to be the author of Psalm 19, for the prophets of the
Old Testament and for Jesus there is a world beyond the immediately accessible
world of culture and society. And, precisely because this world is out of human
reach, neither moth nor rust can destroy it. The true self, or a fully-grown soul
(not the shrivelled one which cannot see beyond its narrow horizons) is strongly
anchored in that other world, or what Jesus called ‘the never-failing treasure in
heaven (Luke 12:33).’

The trouble is that humans are perpetually tempted to take the easy way out
and to confine themselves to the here and now, as though that is the only
guarantee for survival in a cruel, dog-eat-dog world where all that matters is to
stay alive physically. No, Jesus resolutely relativizes the mundane, down-to-earth
world. It is a world desperately in need of redemption, not a self-concocted one,
but provided by God who is beyond time and space and dwells in the highest
heaven.

Moreover, Jesus does not advocate pie-in-the-sky idealism. The narrow view of
the rich fool with the shrivelled soul did not represent ‘realism’ as opposed to

90

CALVIN FOR THE THIRD MILLENNIUM



‘religious idealism.’ After all the fertility of the soil, the steady rainfall, the
sunshine ripening his grain were not his and to claim that they were (he speaks
in the parable about ‘my grain and my goods’) was claiming too much. After all
he did not own the rain, the sunshine and the fertility of the soil. And this is
probably another reason that Jesus calls him a ‘fool.’

Also he owed much to society rather than individual achievement. The taken
for granted rules and morality, the context of honest dealing, the reliability,
loyalty and sense of responsibility of his workers were not his doing, but passed
by a previous generation to the present one. He would not have been able to
reap a rich harvest, if there had been civil unrest and tension in his region. Yet
instead of making him grateful and humble, his wealth had made him proud.

Still, pride is not the only sin narrowing the rich man’s vision, but also our own.
There are six other deadly sins: covetousness, lust, anger, envy, gluttony and
sloth. Each of them shrivels our souls. Each of them diminishes the cohesion or
the perfection of the social good. Each of them makes the restoration of the soul
all the more urgent. Each of them makes forgiveness a prerequisite for that
restoration. And most important of all, each of them is basically rebellion against
God and his ordained order. After all the best definition of sin is still alienation
from God.

We really fool ourselves if we think that our enormous technical progress since
biblical times has liberated us from the pangs of the imperfection of our souls.
The equally enormous progress in our biological, medical, genetic and
astronomical knowledge has not freed us from mental anguish, depression,
loneliness, a sense of feeling alienated from the harsh work place, the adversary
game playing in our political and administrative arenas, the crime-ridden slums,
and the injustice of the power hungry.

To single out just one of these many imperfections: the rampant consumerism
of our age is not that different from the rich man in Luke 12:13-24, who had
convinced himself that his basic security was in his wealth, so that he could eat,
drink and be merry until the end of his life. He must have gotten a nasty shock
when God required his soul and all he could present was a bedraggled rag.

No, consumerism in our age is as the love of the ‘goods’ for the rich fool. An
escape from what God expects of the soul which, after all, we have on loan from
him. We know it and God knows it. Has the excitement of more and more
acquisitions, our frantic buying sprees, surrounding ourselves with the latest
status symbols and the latest car models made any difference to the health of
our souls? A few weeks ago, when my grandchildren were unpacking their
over-abundant heap of Christmas presents, I had the uncanny feeling that the
two onions our starving carcasses received from prison management in 1944
Germany made us more appreciative (or did more for our souls) than my
grandchildren could possibly feel now.
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What does Calvin have to say about the parable of the wealthy individual whose
soul was obviously not up to standard?

Christ, he says, does not condemn him for being a careful householder, storing
produce for leaner days. No, he is condemned for putting up a ‘brazen rampart
against death’ and imagining that the fortress of his riches can protect life. His
confidence was shut up in his barns and he ignored his dependence on God’s
providence. Therefore he damaged his soul, ‘the seat of all the affections’ and
suffered the penalty of his own folly.

Calvin has more to say about the soul and its deficiencies in other places. It is
not just the seat of affections (or ‘will’, ‘appetites’, ‘desires’ as he calls them in
the Institutes) but it is also the source of the intellect. It is this part that does the
guiding and the ruling, the approving and disapproving. Seeing that the soul
is created by God, so its constituent parts (reason and faith) are similarly
God-given, Calvin thinks.

But whether emotional or rational, the soul, or our true self, is also corrupted
compared with human nature as God originally intended it to be. Calvin, true
to his understanding and admiration of classic philosophy is too impressed with
reason to give it much of a negative report card. All he says (Inst. III ii 14) is
that the certainty of faith cannot be reached by reason.

Nowhere does Calvin go as far as Pascal does, when he unhesitatingly calls reason
as such ‘corrupt’, or Eastern scholars when they regard logic as a whore serving
anyone who can pay the price. I assume that Calvin would have been more
outspoken, if the extensive psychological literature on rationalisation had existed
in his days. It would certainly have persuaded him that reason and rationality
can be used for the loftiest as well as the basest purposes.

By contrast, Calvin is very voluble on the ‘will’ or ‘appetite’ part of the soul.
He comes back to it again and again, in the Institutes, in his sermons and
commentaries. He sees that part of the soul as closely linked to man’s animal
nature or as we would say nowadays, man’s origin. Here the words ‘corrupt’
and ‘original sin’ flow naturally and frequently into his argument. He does not
hesitate to use such words as ‘depraved souls’, ‘hereditary corruption.’ And, of
course, his argument is always true to scripture and loaded with biblical
references.

Lust to Calvin (and to Paul who refers to it as ‘the flesh’) is part of natural man.
He goes so far as to say that ‘everything which is in man, from the intellect to
the will, from the soul even to the flesh, is defiled and pervaded with libido; or
to express it more briefly, … the whole man is in himself nothing else than lust
(Inst. I ii 8).’ And this in turn, he says, leads to the perversity of adultery,
fornication, theft, murder, hatred, high jinks, debauchery instead of the
righteousness (being right with God), innocence and purity God expects. Atheists,
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such as Sigmund Freud, agree that civilization necessitates the repression of
instincts in general and the diversion of libido in particular.

Pride, lust, greed, covetousness, envy, sloth, anger, gluttony, they are all
participants in the battle of the soul. It is an unending battle. It apparently lasts
until the end of our days here on earth. Yet it is also a necessary battle. Has it
ever occurred to you that each and all these items of ‘original sin’ contribute to
the deterioration of our community, our culture and our society? And that their
opposites, such as humility, discipline, kindness, gentleness, understanding,
altruism, generosity, self-denial contribute to the amelioration, improvement
and restoration of our communal, cultural, and social environment?

In other words, Calvin’s view of man’s nature hinges on the body/soul contrast.
Yet even the soul can be corrupted. To Calvin, following Jesus, restoring the
soul means strengthening spiritual authority and power over the mundane
material, physical existence. This may not be easy or attractive. It does not fit
with the choice we have now of rejecting what is uncongenial and only accepting
what gratifies the senses.

This of course makes the topic of original sin and our inadequate souls rather
unpopular. Yet, it would be quite unrealistic not to see the link with the personal
and social disorder all around us. Do not all the sins that the Bible present to us
in great detail ring a bell? Or have we been so much conditioned by modern
advertising that we open our ears only to what is pleasant to hear rather than
real? Actually what is pleasant to hear, read and see nowadays in the paper,
radio and television or the porno shops in Fyshwick falls in the ‘corruption’
category of Jesus, Paul and Calvin.

What are we to conclude from all this? That our souls need constant restoring
and repairing? That the battle for our souls will continue until the end of our
days? That sin is all around and within us? That our communities, our churches,
our Australian culture, our entire society, our personal identity and integrity
are constantly in jeopardy because of human shortcomings, such as pride, lust,
greed, envy, anger, etc? And that their amelioration is hampered by a shortage
of responsibility, sobriety, reliability, understanding, kindness, humility,
generosity etc.?

I do not want to make the mistake that was made the night before last in a play
that my wife and I went to see here in Theatre 3, Ellery Crescent, Canberra. The
play is called ‘The Burning.’ It is written by a young Canberra playwright,
Duncan Ley, who also acts the main character, Francis Schiller. The play is all
about the witch hunts and the heresy trials in the town of Bamberg, Germany,
in the year 1626. The performance was impressive with excellent acting and
very appropriate background music. The entire play is an illustration of the
corruption of man’s nature as has been so much part of today’s sermon. The
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injustice perpetrated on the innocent by the intellectual, spiritual and political
elite of the town is grippingly and graphically portrayed.

On the way home, my wife and I discussed whether there had been any
redeeming features in the ideas of the script and the performance which had
kept us on the edge of our seat. All we could come up with was how lucky we
were to live in more enlightened days, the example of human love binding young
Francis and his innocent wife Madeline who was dreadfully tortured and burnt
at the stake, and a smattering of courageous tolerance shown by one of the older,
minor, and ultimately defeated characters.

Well that is not the way I want this sermon to finish. The gospel is after all good
news. And if a sermon is true to scripture it should never finish with a despairing
realistic note of man’s decrepitude and depravity.

And there is no reason to. As always, returning to scripture allows for a happy
ending. After all our text says quite explicitly that the soul can be restored and
that the law of the Lord is perfect and actually restores the soul.

If the law is narrowly interpreted as a set of mundane rules to live by, it is
doubtful that it can restore the soul. But the law is usually interpreted in a much
broader sense as the entire first five books of the Old Testament. And even if
we confine ourselves to the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:1-17), it is God
himself who keeps faith with those who love Him (Exodus 20:6) and therefore
salvation and the restoration of our souls are secure. The perfection of the law
lies in this guarantee and in God’s subsequent revealing himself in Jesus Christ
and in the Holy Spirit as our guide and comforter. God forgives, even if we do
not deserve it and therefore our souls will be restored to the full through the
sacrifice of Jesus on the cross for those who repent.

Forgiveness is a way to restore the soul and to become acceptable to God.
Forgiveness in the context of the story of the rich property owner would have
been for putting the self and its possessions ahead of God. Forgiveness is also
the means for a community to heal tension and to promote cohesion and
solidarity.

God restores both the order without and the order within. And it is about this
that we will shortly sing. Hymn 556:

‘Be still my soul: the Lord is on thy side’ is a promise that God restores our soul
for us, provided that we trust him, listen to him and let him. The hymn also
assures us that we can leave it to God to order and provide and to guide our
future as well as our past and that therefore nothing can shake our hope and
our confidence.
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