
CALVIN 17

MISPLACED MILITANCY
(Or the slippery slope of total obedience)

We are servants and deserve no credit; we have only done our duty. Luke 17:10

Today’s New Testament reading is one of those horrendously and agonisingly
embarrassing Biblical puzzles. It compels us to sit up, rubbing our eyes to see
whether we are not dreaming. Is this actually what Jesus is saying and Holy
Scripture is actually recording? Isn’t this parable subversive of everything we
have learnt about God?

What does it say? God is compared with a harsh master who after a hard day’s
work in the fields expects his servants to prepare his supper, fasten their belts
and wait on him until he has his meal and then have theirs afterwards (Luke
17:8). To cap it all, Jesus, who tells this parable, adds that the disciples like the
servants must say: ‘We are servants and deserve no credit; we have only done
our duty (Luke 17:10).’

God here is the opposite of what we like Him to be and the way he is portrayed
in other parts of the Bible: loving, compassionate, understanding, forgiving
sinners. In those other parts He is concerned for the downtrodden and losers,
those who mourn and those who are persecuted, those who suffer insults and
injustice, the protector of the vulnerable and the weak.

Yet in this parable He is the autocrat with no feeling or respect for his workers,
squeezing the last drop of blood out of them. Here he does not balance rewards
and punishment, as we have learnt from the Harvard psychologist B.F. Skinner
to be elementary for all human behaviour. Here God is depicted as a poor
employer who still has to learn how to handle his labourers and farmhands.

The God of this parable does not fit with modern notions of workplace
management. He takes rather than gives. He distances himself from his workers
rather than reaches out to them. Mateship is not in His vocabulary. He fosters
inequality rather than a sense of community. He demands total, unconditional
obedience.

Total submission, is this what God demands? And if so, is Islam (which actually
means ‘submission’) not very true to this Biblical picture of Him? After all
Mohammad and the Qur’an (meaning ‘recitation’ in Arabic) recording his
revelations, borrow heavily from both the Old and the New Testament.
Unconditional obedience to Allah (Arabic for God) is central to what Muslims
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(the Arabic word for ‘those who submit themselves’) believe. And does not this
belief fit like a hand in a glove with today’s New Testament reading?

It also fits like a hand in a glove with the horrendous acts of destruction last
month in New York and Washington. Total obedience to the point of giving
one’s life for a sacred cause is essentially what motivated the terrorists destroying
the World Trade Centre and part of the Pentagon. The basic origin of this
motivation seems to have escaped most of the journalists and commentators,
although a cursory reading of the early Islamic tradition could have taught them
that even more than Judaism and Christianity, Islam stresses total submission
and blind militancy.

What does this early tradition say? Islam dates its calendar from the Hegira, the
year in which Mohammad at the age of 53 had to flee from Mecca. The year was
622 AD and Hegira means emigration or departure. It was in this year that
Muhammad became the founder of a new religion.

Why was his life in jeopardy? Mohammad had started out rather humbly as a
shepherd and a camel driver. On his many journeys to the marketplaces of the
Middle East he learnt much from the Jews and Christians he met. Later he became
a wealthy merchant in his birthplace Mecca.

In those days Mecca was an important, but decaying religious centre. Its wealth
was partly derived from the sale of water from the well of Zamzam, but pervasive
vices of gambling, drinking and usury had begun to affect family and clan
obligations. When Mohammad began to thunder against all these vices, his life
became endangered and he had to flee to Medina, two hundred miles to the
north.

It was here that he wrote the Qur’an stressing the single-hearted faith in God
and the virtues of kindness to slaves, respect for parents and wives, charity for
the poor, protection of orphans and widows. It condemned cruelty, impatience
and mistrust. The faithful are urged to be honest, helpful, patient, industrious,
courageous, generous and honourable. It was the common faith that galvanized
Mohammad’s followers into a united military force.

This disciplined force of 10,000 men marched to Mecca in 630 AD, took the
town, worshipped at the Ka’bah (the temple with the Black Stone, probably a
meteorite, which was believed to have come straight from the Garden of Eden).
The soldiers took no booty. Instead they made sure that the neediest were looked
after. They all believed that the eradication of corruption was their God-given
duty and that giving their life for the good cause would assure them a place in
paradise.

Later the conquest by Muslim armies of large areas of the Mediterranean basin
was anchored in this fervent faith. The soldiers strongly believed that they
carried out Allah’s will and that sobriety, responsibility and reliability went
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together with order as much as intoxication, irresponsibility and deviousness
went together with disorder.

Faith made the Muslims into a formidable fighting force. Yet cruelty, injustice
and abuse of power, the very elements which Mohammad so strongly denounced,
often followed in the wake of military conquests. And that was not just true for
the Islamic armies. It was just as true for the Christian Crusades that took a heavy
toll amongst the innocent, women and children.

Let us take stock for a moment. I started out by pointing to the embarrassing,
yet indisputable image of God in our parable as a despot and tyrant demanding
absolute obedience. Then I traced this theme of total obedience to the history
of Islam, an offspring of Judaism and Christianity, all the way to the very recent
atrocities perpetrated by the nineteen terrorists who in the name of Allah
destroyed themselves and thousands of innocent victims in New York and
Washington. All this has made the puzzle of the parable all the more real and
pertinent. The time has come to try and solve the puzzle. I would like to do this
under the following three points.

(1) Pure Order. Let us start with having a look at what other Bible scholars and
preachers have said about the parable. George Buttrick was the famous, Scottish
born minister of the Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York who
wrote a book about the parables. All he has to say about this one is that God is
not a slave driver, that the parable is a challenge to endurance and that for strong
souls, duty is a sufficient recompense. This to my way of thinking avoids the
real purpose of the parable and is not true to the story. God is depicted as the
aloof master.

Other scholars ignore the parable altogether. Not Calvin. The parable is right
along his alley. ‘We are God’s property and therefore he owes us nothing.’ To
Calvin it is ‘wicked arrogance’ and ‘diabolical pride’ to think that God is in any
way beholden to us. We are God’s slaves. It would be ‘foolish confidence’ to
claim that we deserve God’s kindness and liberality, even when our behaviour
is exemplary.

Elsewhere (Inst. III xv 3) Calvin uses our text to explain why humans cannot
earn extra points for the good works they perform. Heaven and salvation are
free gifts from God rather than founded on human accomplishments in Calvin’s
mind. Why? Because anything that humans touch is impure and imperfect. God
alone is pure and perfect.

Could we translate this Calvinist kind of thinking by suggesting that existence
is flawed because order is always mixed with a respectable amount of disorder?
Or to put the same in Calvin’s and Biblical terms: existence is flawed because
pure perfection can only exist not in man’s world but only in God’s. Salvation
contrasts with sin. Yet a vision of that pure perfection, salvation or order is a
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prerequisite for man’s survival as chaos means extinction. If so, the image of
God in this parable as a despot and tyrant may ultimately be an expression of
the unassailability, impregnability or distancing of the pure order He represents.

This interpretation may even appeal to the many atheists and critics of religion
I encounter in the social scientific study of religion. It may even appeal to some
journalists, such as Robert Macklin and Simon Grose of The Canberra Times or
Phillip Adams of The Australian Newspaper, whose naïve and unsophisticated
treatment of religion never fails to irritate me. After all this interpretation fits
with their view of evolution and the human condition.

This then is my first point: Jesus being part of a long line of prophets wants to
restore God to His rightful place as beyond the mixture of good and evil,
perfection and imperfection, order and disorder, integrity and corruption,
salvation and sin. But that inevitably means separating God from the here and
now in order that he can come into his own as a pivot of re-orientation, bolstering
the first (evolutionary necessity, or, for instance highlighting order/salvation)
at the expense of the second (evolutionary extinction, downgrading disorder/sin).

(2) Authority. My second point is closely related to the first. God’s aloofness and
apparent disregard for his workers’ self-esteem may be Jesus’ way of telling his
disciples that God’s authority is distinct and should not be obscured or rendered
ineffectual through superficial chumminess. God is described as the source of
constancy in our Old Testament reading for today (Lamentations 3:22). Calvin
too uses the certainty of God’s authority time and again.

In other parts of the Bible (e.g. Revelation 1:8) God is described as the Alpha
and the Omega, the beginning and the end. In other words our entire existence
is surrounded by His ordering authority. He is never the manipulable means to
human ends. He represents the contour of all that exists, the source of meaning.
Therefore he is not to be confused with those who depend on Him. He is
unconditioned. By contrast all of us are conditioned.

The attraction of fundamentalism in all its forms, Jewish, Christian, Islamic,
Hindu is particularly great in the areas of the world where ordinary people,
rather than the well-to-do, feel rudderless, where change has either been too
rapid or has left major sections of the population on the margin and sidelines of
existence. That was certainly true for the exiles in Babylon (‘The Lord is all that
I have, Lamentations 3:24’) who lamented their captivity in a foreign land (Psalms
137:1 ‘By the rivers of Babylon we sat down and wept’).

Rallying around the traditional source of stability has always been salve for the
wounds of the present. God has been the mainstay in times of trouble for
countless generations before us. The Psalms are full of references to God consoling
those in trouble. Even in our secular society people kept flocking to the
ecumenical services all over the world after the 11 September calamities as if to
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say: ‘we, Jews, Christians, Muslims are united in our grief.’ Yet God was both
implicitly and explicitly regarded and worshipped as the authority and source
of order and stability in a world that had suddenly and dangerously become
unhinged.

Fundamentalists of any stripe cling even more strongly than the rest of us to the
structures, delineations and fundamental authority of the past, as if to say that
security has not been altogether swallowed up in a society which bears cunning
resemblance to the imploding World Trade Towers of New York.

So my second point of making sense of this disturbing parable is that Jesus may
have wanted to draw the attention of the disciples to God being altogether
different and possessing superhuman authority. He is to be worshiped rather
than made into a chum.

(3) Faith. My third and last point is by far the most important of my attempts
to understand this parable. It means going back to Scripture and discovering
from the context what Jesus was actually attempting to say to his disciples in
answer to their question, how they could increase their faith. Listening to God
and obeying him had been central to their recent discussion. And they obviously
felt that more faith would advance both better listening and would improve
obedience.

Jesus accepts their worry about the quality of their faith and commitment. That’s
why he confirms (Luke 17:6) that even faith as small as a mustard seed can do
miracles. Nowadays we would say: ‘Faith is like a stem-cell.’ Both have an
amazing inner dynamic, a capacity to grow into something altogether different.
Both provide the core, essence and roots of diversity. Faith or commitment makes
us what we are essentially. If money, fame or power are our basic commitments
in life, they will structure our beliefs as to what life is all about.

Yet I understand Jesus to say in the parable that that is not the way to live life
to the full. Those commitments do not aim high enough. They are too narrow,
concrete and actually make gods out of golden calves rather than revere the God
who met Moses on top of Mount Sinai. Faith is God not just being the aloof,
distant master, but also the one who stretches his arm to save.

Faith is being linked to God’s order and trusting that this order will save you
and make you whole. If the parable is nothing more than a summary of God
representing pure order and authority it virtually abandons the commitment,
feeling or loyalty element of the God-man relationship. By emphasizing
exclusively the distance between the perfect and imperfect, order and disorder,
wholeness and breakdown of that wholeness, identity and difference, salvation
and sin, we are left with a sense of analytic coldness.

It is at this juncture that the faith relationship fills the gap and becomes pivotal.
For it allows for a personal relationship to sustain the link and to suspend the
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coldness of the difference. If this is so the parable can be regarded, not as
contrasting with, but as complementing God’s compassion and love; as for
instance in the parable of the prodigal son.

How relevant is all this for our present situation?

On 12 September this year we were booked to return to Australia via Texas. Yet
no planes were flying and we had to stay a while longer with our youngest
daughter and her family in Niagara Falls, Canada. We were glued to our television
set all day. I vividly remember that soon after the destruction of the World Trade
Centre an article appeared in the major American and Canadian papers by Jerry
Falwell a well-known and powerful American fundamental minister suggesting
that the events might have been God’s warning and actual punishment of a
wayward corrupt nation, upsetting God by immoral behaviour and sinfulness.
Our daughter was fuming: ‘How dare he say that, justifying an obviously criminal
terrorist act by bringing God into it and actually hinting that the terrorists were
God’s messengers!’ We agreed with her and her many friends. How could God
possibly condone the death of all these thousands of innocent people?

We have to be careful not to fall in the terrorist trap of accepting their argument
that they unselfishly gave their life to do Allah’s will. Claiming to know God’s
mind is claiming too much. We too may be claiming too much when we counter
that obviously false claim by suggesting that we do God’s work by eradicating
all the accomplices of the terrorists.

The will of God, as I see it, is to follow Jesus and all he stood for and to repent
for our part in creating a world in which individuals feel alienated enough to
perpetrate these heinous acts. If that is all Jerry Falwell is trying to say, good
for him. Yet by claiming divine sanction for a crusade of punishment and revenge,
we may also be claiming too much.

Christians believe that Jesus is the bridge between God’s purity, perfection,
order and authority on the one hand and our impurity, imperfection, disorder
and sin on the other. The former are the very items that separate us from God,
because none of them are fully represented in humans. Yet they are also the very
items that allow the race to ultimately win the battle for survival of the fittest.
In Jesus God showed us concretely how the gap between God’s attributes and
man’s imperfection, sin and disorder could be bridged. Faith and obedience are
a crucial link. So is humility and confession of sin.

The parable is Jesus’ answer to the disciples’ quest for increasing faith. It says
unequivocally that one’s faith increases if one accepts God as one’s master rather
than one’s equal. God represents unconditioned order, not one that humans can
concoct through insisting on their independence from Him. Jesus seems to
suggest that the greater the distance between master and servant the stronger
is the bond of faith. It has more to bridge and therefore has to be stronger to
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carry the load. Jesus did not advocate revenge. Jesus practised total obedience
to the Father, yet followed a different path that led directly to the cross rather
than to mass destruction.

It is possible to both understand and yet condemn identifying God’s will with
terrorist action. Yet we should not make the same mistake of justifying our
counter attack, as similarly totally God’s will. We should be ready to
acknowledge that fundamentalism may be an understandable reaction to what
we have been making of God’s creation and civilization. Total obedience to God’s
word is a humble acceptance of his authority rather than convincing ourselves
that we act on his behalf when we embark on a counter crusade.

Hymn 508 ‘O Jesus I have promised to serve You to the end’, expresses this
sentiment well.
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