
CALVIN 19

PEACE and POWER
May hills and mountains afford thy people peace. Psalm 72:3

Today is Epiphany Sunday. Epiphany means appearance and on this day the
Bible readings deal with the three wise men from the East paying homage to the
baby Jesus. They follow the star that they believe marks the birth of a new king
of the Jews.

They arrive in Jerusalem, where they hope to get more information. Here they
meet King Herod the Great (not to be confused with his son, also Herod, who
had John the Baptist decapitated). Herod the Great was a rather paranoid and
power hungry individual. He had ten wives and had at least one of them, together
with her brother, grandfather and some of the children, murdered.

He was not Israelite by birth and had acquired the throne through his ability
to raise taxes. He was not liked by his subjects and obviously did not feel very
sure about his position. Naturally he feared potential rivals and pricked up his
ears when he heard about the birth of a future king. And so he called a meeting
of the chief priests and lawyers. They informed him that the Messiah, deliverer
of the Hebrews, would be born in Bethlehem in the land of Judah, not far away.

Herod then sent the wise men to Bethlehem, asking them to report back to him,
once they had found the child, ‘so that I may go myself and pay him homage
(Matthew 2:8).’ They continue on their way, again guided by the star which
‘stopped above the place where the child lay (verse 9).’ They entered the house,
found the child with his mother Mary, bowed to the ground and then offered
him gifts of gold, frankincense (a white, aromatic, gum resin exuded from a tree,
sometimes burned as incense) and myrrh (also a gum exuding from a bush-like
tree and used as perfume).

After this they were warned in a dream not to go back to Herod and returned
home another way (verse 12). This proved to be a very wise decision as it gave
Mary and Joseph a chance to escape to Egypt before Herod could massacre ‘all
children in Bethlehem and its neighbourhood, of the age of two years or less,
corresponding with the time he had ascertained from the astrologers (verse 16).’

The other reading for the day comes from Psalm 72:1-14. It pictures an idealized
ruler, King David praying that his son (Solomon) may turn out to be such a king.
He is not paranoid and cruel, as Herod, but fair and just. In verse one he is also
described as righteous, which nowadays we would describe as ‘having integrity.’
And that integrity is often linked with piety and perfection.

119



Such a king is also deeply concerned with the poor, the needy and the oppressed
(verse 2). He makes sure that peace prevails rather than war, prosperity rather
than destitution. The psalmist compares such a king with ‘rain falling on early
crops, showers watering the earth (verse 6).’

What does Calvin have to say about today’s readings?

The prayer of Psalm 72 asks God to give the king (Solomon) judgment and
righteousness both of which, to Calvin, lead to well-regulated government in
contrast ‘to the tyrannical and unbridled license of heathen kings, who despising
God, rule according to the dictates of their own will.’ But, ‘no government in
the world can be rightly managed but under the conduct of God and by the
guidance of the Holy Spirit.’

In his commentary on verse two Calvin elaborates why he thinks God is necessary
for good government. One cannot just take the latter for granted. Also needed
is ‘the spiritual government of Christ by which all things are restored to perfect
order.’ Guided by that perfect order the poor and those who are oppressed
unjustly are cared for. Only then peace will reign.

Peace, Calvin explains, does not only imply ‘rest and tranquillity, but also
prosperity.’ For ‘a happy life nothing is more desirable than peace; for amidst
the turmoils and contentions of war, men derive almost no good from having
an abundance of all things, as it is then wasted and destroyed.’

Peace is the native fruit of ‘righteousness’, all-pervasive justice that ‘should be
diffused through every part of the world.’ Unless this ‘spirit of righteousness’
is perceived to come from heaven, government becomes ‘a system of tyranny
and robbery.’ Without the God-given spirit of righteousness an increase in the
power of an individual will be matched by oppression of the poor.

Yet a ruler can also be ‘too gentle and forbearing. There is much truth in the old
saying that it is worse to live under a prince through whose leniency everything
is lawful, than under a tyrant where there is no liberty at all.’ ‘A holy and
righteous government’, Calvin concludes, ‘will draw in its train true religion
and the fear of God.’ Perfect order is closely tied to the spiritual kingdom of
Christ.

Psalm 72 has been used wrongly, according to Calvin, as a messianic pointer to
the story of the three wise men in Matthew 2:1-12. The lectionary for today
obviously has been composed with that idea in mind. Those who use this pointer,
Calvin says, don’t know their geography. The three kings bearing gifts (Psalm
72:10) came from the West and the South, not the East, from which the three
wise men supposedly came (Matthew 2:1).

Yet that does not mean that Psalm 72:1-14 is not relevant for Matthew 2:1-12.
In the latter also the Bible mentions a king (Herod the Great) who is too concerned
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with maintaining his personal power to be overly concerned with the wellbeing
of his subjects.

Calvin suggests that there is a lesson to be learnt from the wise men ‘adoring
Christ in the stable where he lay amidst the tokens, not of honour, but of
contempt.’ Stripping the son ‘of all earthly splendour’ informs ‘us that the
kingdom is spiritual.’ In other words, the Kingdom of God is qualitatively
different from an earthly kingdom. It is as different as God’s perfect order differs
from the human mixture of order and disorder, or salvation differs from sin.

Herod trusted in his own power rather than God’s. He was intoxicated with
prosperity and man-made security and therefore pride had taken over from
humility. The same with the people of Jerusalem who were also troubled (verse
3). ‘For they were so completely worn down and almost wasted, by continued
wars, that their wretched and cruel bondage appeared to them not only tolerable,
but desirable, provided it were accompanied by peace.’ Calvin characterizes the
people of Jerusalem as ‘unwilling to undergo any risk, and cared less about the
grace of God than about the frown of a tyrant. The whole nation … was so
degenerate that they chose rather to be oppressed with the yoke of tyranny than
to submit to any inconvenience arising from change.’

There are a number of things I always admire about Calvin.

(1) His admirable knowledge of the world around him and his broad vision. Yet
that world was quite different from the one in which the many authors of the
Bible lived. Their world in turn differed much from one another. Yet they had
all the essentials of faith in God in common.

(2) Calvin’s broad vision never restricted his Christian faith. If anything, his
loyalty to the Bible strengthened it.

(3) His enormous intellect, his rational legal mind and his capacity to come up
with apt quotes not only from other parts of the Bible, but also from the church
fathers and the ancient philosophers.

With all this in mind, how can we make Psalm 72 and Matthew 2 relevant for
our day and age?

If we are too swamped by, and impressed with, the differences between our
various worlds, we might never get around to what holds us all together. And
if that happens, not only will the essence of our Bible readings escape us, but
we will also invariably make little gods, or little centres of commitment to the
things of this world which are important for our daily living, but yet too tangible
to have eternal significance.

Let us first agree about the ways our present world differs from Calvin’s and
the biblical authors. Then we can freely target the essentials that remain true
for all ages, all situations and all cultures.
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The massive explosion of technical knowledge and the even more intrusive
global communication networks are certainly what would strike a visitor who
lived 450 years ago as Calvin did, or 3000 years ago as the author of Psalm 72
may have or at least 1900 years ago as the author of Matthew did. All the things
we take for granted, our cars, our planes, our trains, our radios, our refrigerators,
our television sets, our electricity, our telephones all these could not even be
imagined by any of the people mentioned. The knowledge of our universe, our
planet, medicine, DNA, genetics, mind, body, nature, society, and culture would
similarly have astounded them.

Not least is the increase in knowledge we now have of other religions, other
denominations and how they have affected other countries and civilizations.
Anything we want to know is at our finger tips on the internet. There is now
infinitely more time and opportunity for at least ninety per cent of the developed
world to spend time and energy on matters other than feeding oneself. And this
allows for the massive explosion of knowledge and communication facilities.

Yet this explosion also evokes its opposite – a need for synthesis, for something
that holds it all together. And this has not changed in the hundreds of years that
separate us from Calvin, from Matthew and the psalmist. Human nature is still
the same. There is still crime, oppression, poverty, anxiety, conflict, mental
disease, hatred, and jealousy – some of the problems the good king of Psalm 72
was supposed to address and deal with.

Essentially what we do in this service and in all services, is to pay homage, to
worship God who addresses the problems of an unchanging human nature. We
also listen to scripture, the story of the fall and original sin. We listen to the
word of God who represents the stabilizing antidote, or as Calvin called it in his
commentary on Psalm 72, ‘perfect order. ‘

This is also what we have in common with all those individuals just mentioned,
Bible authors and theologians. We may differ enormously from them in our
manner of living, but we have God and his consistent and insistent creation of
order out of chaos, light out of darkness, salvation out of sin, in common. And,
if anything we may need God’s power here even more than they did.

The illusion that human power can now decide its own destiny is now stronger
than ever, has made our hubris and pride all the more threatening and potentially
disastrous. Man’s overestimation of his power is equalled by his persistent
underestimation of the unacknowledged need for a vision of God’s ‘perfect
order.’

Yet this need is not just academic and abstract. It can also be expressed in
concrete form. How relevant is all that we have learnt today from scripture for
our daily living, our national and international existence? I will attempt to
answer this question under the following three headings: (1) our increasingly
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more global order; (2) our relations with other denominations and other
Christians; (3) the knowledge explosion.

(1) The global economic, scientific and political order is all around us. This order
is just as much in need of God’s blessing and stabilizing spirit, if not more so,
than our personal, communal, civic, national order. Granted, it tends to proceed
under its steam and impetus. Yet it fits just as much in God’s larger, ‘perfect
order’ design. It may be just as proximate (or ‘imperfect’) as the others, but
Psalm 72 and Matthew 20 explicitly speak about other nations, or representatives
of those nations paying homage to God and Jesus as the originators, curtain
raisers, of a new dispensation for the entire world.

This global order and its economic, scientific and political institutions may have
some sort of soul, or unifying centre of commitment, but it seems rather weak.
If those unifying centres or souls are under-developed, they must be strengthened
if they are to survive. Actually this is what Christianity and other religions have
done traditionally with the other kinds of order, our personal, family, ethnic,
national souls. Our Christian prayers have always supported them. The emerging
global order should be just as much the subjects of Christian prayer and scrutiny.
It is just as much in need of the gift of God’s justice and righteousness as the
king in Psalm 72. And this is particularly true, if it is a way station to God’s
heavenly kingdom, heavenly peace and perfect order.

(2) The universality of God’s love, understanding and promise of salvation must
also extend to our acceptance of the intense knowledge explosion of other
denominations and religious organizations. Behind their organizational wizardry
shelters much similarity which should not be dismissed out of hand. Nor should
it lead us to a search for a shallow common denominator which often sacralizes
secular structures localizing and inhibiting rather than universalizing God’s
perfect order.

Here Calvin’s injunction to open the eyes of our mind (when commenting on
Matthew 20:21) is very pertinent. Certainly the entire New Testament is
testimony to both Jesus and Paul insisting on lifting religion beyond narrow
ethnic boundaries to the wide universal vistas of God’s blueprint.

If memory serves me well, the many ecumenical efforts at the beginning of last
century in Australia were thwarted by the desire of the various denominations
(usually of ethnic origin) to maintain the boundaries around their own
organizations. The Baptists who were originally included in those efforts bowed
out because they were not interested in the unity of organizations, only in the
organic unity of Christian believers. For the latter, organizations were only
means to the end of being organs for God’s spirit.

Organization versus organism. Proximate order versus perfect order. God is
interested in both and gives both his blessing. Yet the former has an auxiliary
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rather than essential character. The former is part of the mundane necessity to
survive the here and now. It is intermediate. By contrast the latter is
transcendental and intangible. It deals with an ultimate blueprint for existence
or the heavenly kingdom, as Jesus called it.

The peace that he both promised and represented is a by-product of that spiritual
order. On the other hand the inequality of power is a much more ad hoc,
transitory, spasmodic way of infusing order in a viable society. Yet, as we have
seen in Psalm 72, the spiritual kingdom infuses the earthly kingdom with a break
on power abuse through its expectation of justice, righteousness and integrity.

Cutting ourselves off from other Christians tends to reinforce and even idolize
mundane, organizational boundaries at the expense of the potential impact of
the universal message of Christian salvation. Both Jesus and Paul penetrated the
exclusive bonds of the Hebrew understanding of God’s kingdom and replaced
it with an inclusive appeal to the gentiles.

One can also put this in another way. Organization of any kind is always a means
towards an end that needs protection, expansion or consideration. It should not
be underestimated. It is an important way to guarantee the survival of that
particular end. Yet it should not be confused with that end. It assists, but cannot
take the place of whatever it assists. So it is with our churches and ecclesiastical
organizations. They are necessary, but cannot take the place of the message of
salvation.

Our Australian denominational structures reflect the ecclesiastical organizations
of those countries from which our original colonists and immigrants came,
England, Scotland, Ireland, Poland, Italy, Greece, the Netherlands, etc. They
are part of our heritage. Yet they should not be treated as exclusive islands of
veneration. That veneration should be reserved for religious content which
happens to be very inclusive indeed. After all it deals with the ‘perfect order’,
or the kingdom of God that Calvin spoke about.

There is this somewhat irreverent, yet delightfully humorous story about St
Peter guiding a group of visitors who were curious about the precincts of heaven.
The group came to a big wall and St Peter asked them politely not to speak and
tiptoe around the structure. When they had passed it, they asked him what was
behind the wall. ‘Oh’, said St Peter, ‘they are the Fundamentalist Presbyterians
and we don’t want to destroy their illusion that they are the only ones in heaven.’

Of course, the story can be adjusted to other kinds of fundamentalism, or indeed
to any other kind of exclusive belief, such as atheism or liberalism. When I tell
the story I usually insert one or other of the Dutch denominations to which I
have either belonged or for whom I have a deep respect. The story helps at least
me, and I hope some of you, to appreciate the inclusive rather than the exclusive
inclinations of the Christian churches. Exclusivity moves too much in the
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direction of divisive earthly power at the expense of the heavenly kingdom and
‘the way of peace’ into which Jesus ‘guides our feet (Luke 1:79).’

(3) The three wise men from the East represented the knowledge, learning and
philosophy of their age. They came to worship, as Calvin said, ‘Christ in the
stable where he lay amidst the tokens, not of honour, but of contempt.’ They
humbly worshipped not their own knowledge, but the wider context in which
this knowledge was placed. And this wider context had a dimension which the
rational mind could not fathom because it was restricted to the self-justifying
canons of reason and objectivity. It has to do with simple acceptance and humble
reverence rather than self-sufficiency and arrogant bigotry.

This spirit is well represented in the motto of my own university (McMaster in
Canada) which runs as follows: Ta Panta En Christoi Sunesteken which is Greek
for ‘In Christ everything hangs together.’ It is based on a statement in St Paul’s
Letter to the Ephesians (1:10). Like all other universities it gathers all knowledge
in numerous departments and even more numerous research projects, adding
to the knowledge explosion I have mentioned before.

Although McMaster, like most universities in Canada, started out as a religious
institution, there is nothing less true than that all knowledge is held together
in Christ. Like any other university in the world it assembles knowledge on a
large scale without even attempting to unite it all. As I have said before, modern
universities represent an exploding fire ball familiar with New Year’s Eve
fireworks. But most of that knowledge seems to have been lost in space.

What the three wise men from the East represent is an acknowledgment that
the cohesion necessary for survival of the inorganic, the organic and the social
must be found somewhere else. Reason and objectivity on their own, don’t seem
to fill the bill of comprehension. Other dimensions of living, such as love, loyalty,
faith, commitment are some of the elements equally necessary to make existence
whole.

The three wise men found this other dimension in a manger in an inconspicuous
inn in Bethlehem. It is here that earthly power and knowledge is depicted as
maybe a necessity for proximate order, but not for something as ultimate as
‘perfect order.’ Here they found the Prince of Peace, as he is called in Isaiah 9:6.
Maybe that is where we should look as well, if we are interested in living life
to the full. And as we shall sing later in Hymn 448:

Christ does call
One and all:
Ye who follow shall not fall
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