
CALVIN 30

FREEDOM from OPPRESSION
Jesus went about doing good and healing all those who were oppressed. Acts 10:38

The great Scottish reformer John Knox was born in 1505 in the village of Gifford
near Harrington, in East-Lothian, 16 miles East of Edinburgh, where he went to
the excellent grammar school. Knox attended the universities of Glasgow and
St Andrews. Here he learnt all about the works of Augustine and became
accomplished in Latin, Greek and Hebrew. He was ordained a Catholic priest
around 1530, but soon became an enthusiastic follower and bodyguard of the
learned reformer George Wishart.

Wishart was burnt at the stake for his Protestant beliefs and Knox had to be
restrained from sharing a similar fate. He became the Protestant minister in St
Andrews where in 1547 he was captured by the Catholic authorities. He endured
nineteen months of galley-slavery on French ships that permanently affected
his health.

Through the intervention of the English government he was released and became
a minister of the Church of England, where in 1552 he was involved in producing
The Articles Concerning an Uniformity in Religion which formed the basis of the
Thirty-nine articles of Anglicanism.

Knox became one of the six chaplains to King Edward VI. However the latter
was succeeded by the devout Catholic Queen Mary, who in her short reign,
managed to burn at the stake more than 300 heretics, such as Thomas Cranmer
and Hugh Latimer. Knox saw the writings on the wall, decided that England
had become too hot under his feet and went to Europe. Here he accepted a call
in 1555 to the refugee English congregation in Geneva, established by Calvin.
Four years later he returned to Scotland. Here Protestantism became the national
religion in 1560 with Knox as leader and minister of St Giles in Edinburgh.

Queen Mary of Scotland, however, was a staunch Catholic and made the life of
Knox and other reformers rather miserable. She disliked him for being too
plain-spoken and not enough of a smooth-tongued courtier. Knox became
involved in many controversies with her, so much so that he had to take refuge
in St Andrews not once, but several times.

He survived all these calamities and escaped and died in Edinburgh on November
24, 1572. He was buried in an unmarked grave in the graveyard of St Giles. He
left behind a young second wife, Margaret Stewart with her three daughters
(the first wife, Catherine Bowes had died and had two sons with him). He wrote
extensively and it would be interesting to see how these horrible experiences
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of persecution coloured his and his mentor Calvin’s biblical interpretations. In
a letter (20 January 1555) from Calvin to Knox he commiserates with him as
‘being pulled violently from your country.’ They are likely to take to today’s
readings as ducks take to water. Both the Genesis reading of Jacob’s exile and
Romans 8 are very relevant for the alienated and stranger in a hostile
environment. What do they have to say?

Our Old Testament story is all about Jacob being sent away from Beersheba
because his mother, Rebecca, did not want him to marry any of the local women.
Rather practically she said: ‘If you do that, my life will not be worth living
(Genesis 27:46).’ And so we find Jacob in foreign territory in Luz, where he had
this strange dream of a ladder to heaven and the Lord God telling him that He
would give the land to him and his descendants and that He would protect them.
Jacob then called the place Bethel (house of God), because this is where he had
met God. Calvin interprets this event to mean that exiles (Esau to Calvin is a
rival and reprobate from whom Jacob had to flee) may be at a great disadvantage
and even in danger, yet ‘be blessed by God (Genesis 28:10).’

God rescues and consoles the alienated and exiled, through the link with heaven,
or as Calvin has it: the ladder represents ‘the covenant of God founded in Christ.
… It is Christ alone, therefore, who connects heaven and earth: he is the only
Mediator who reaches from heaven down to earth (Genesis 28:12).’ To Calvin
exiles or foreigners show God’s supernatural power. ‘God rescues his servant
(Jacob) at a critical moment’, says Calvin. To him ‘the ladder is the medium
through which the fullness of all celestial blessings flows down to us, and through
which we in turn ascend to God.’ God to him is no longer taken for granted.
God rescues, saves actually.

Psalm 139; 1-12 is also one of today’s Old Testament readings. We have sung it
together. It celebrates God’s penetration of all existence. What is hidden to
humans is transparent to God. Humans cannot escape from His Spirit, nor can
they flee from His presence (Psalm 139:7). Or as Calvin has it: ‘God cannot be
deceived. … God is independent of our words (because) he knows the heart.’

Calvin also says that David, the author of the Psalm, thinks that ‘it is folly to
measure God’s knowledge by our own’ and that actually ‘to conceive of God
like unto ourselves is most condemnable.’ In other words, the oppressed, the
perplexed and those to whom life has given a raw deal, such as Jacob, David
and the reformers find in their religion, prayers and worship a God who is the
complete ‘other.’ Freedom from their oppression is represented by God whom
they have encountered personally. They have personally experienced (‘in their
hearts’ as Calvin says), God’s protection and His gift of faith and capacity to
cope with adversity. God lifts them above their predicament and perplexity and
thereby liberates them from that predicament and perplexity.
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That’s why God’s knowledge is ‘beyond comprehension (Psalm 139:6).’ God is
quite different. He is the opposite of adversity, darkness (Psalm 139:12) and
disorder. The darkness of the night cannot ‘cover our sins.’ Security is to be
found in God’s grace rather than in man’s ‘false apprehensions’, as Calvin has
it. Or as Knox similarly says in his commentary on Psalm 6: God calls the elect
from the ‘deep dungeons of despair’ to the light of his glory.

In the same way our reading from Romans 8:12-25 can be summed up as an
escape from existential suffering (verse 12), freedom from oppression, spirit of
slavery and fear (verse 14), frustration (verse 20), shackles of mortality (verse
21), groaning of creation (verse 22). By contrast all this points to the ‘splendour
which is in store for us (verse 18).’ Paul is writing here not to people who have
arrived, well-to-do citizens, but to a community of foreigners, both Jews and
Gentiles, who felt the pain of oppression, rejection and discrimination. Here too
all their hopes are founded on Jesus as their saviour.

The Gospel reading comes from Matthew 13:24-30 and 36-43. It is the parable
of God sowing the good seed, but Satan (the ‘evil’ one, or ‘the enemy’ verse 27)
sneaks in at night and sows weeds among the wheat (verse 25). His servants
then want to pull out the weeds, but God feels that it is better not to disturb the
wheat and ‘to let them grow together till harvest and then tie the weeds together
for burning and collect the wheat for storing in my barn (verse 30).’

Calvin sums up the purpose of the parable as helping the godly not to lose heart
when they feel oppressed by the corruption all around and within them. Human
nature may be ‘a mixture of good and bad’ and ‘absolute purity may nowhere
to be found’, but the harvest at the end of time will see ‘all things restored to
regular order.’

Even the church may ‘be burdened by the reprobate’ (Calvin uses this term as
synonymous with what the parable calls ‘weeds’ or ‘the evil ones’), ‘hypocrites’
and even ‘the polluted dregs of society’, but ‘the stumbling blocks will be
removed’ and the ‘sons of God, now covered with dust … will then shine in full
brightness, as when the sky is serene, and every cloud has been dispelled.’

To Calvin ‘the life of the godly is now hidden and their salvation invisible, yet
it consists in hope. Christ properly directs the attention of believers to heaven,
where they find the glory promised to them.’ To Calvin the church is on ‘a
pilgrimage’ and the believers are ‘pilgrims’ guided by the light of heaven while
enjoying the freedom of the redeemed.

How relevant are today’s readings for us living in the twenty-first century?

The gospel has no illusion about humans. It depicts in our parable a grim world
in which there is little purity and a lot of evil and disorder mixed with goodness
and order. Perfection only exists in heaven. Yet it is not irrelevant. It provides
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a frame of reference in which sin, or breakdown of whatever leads to disorder,
is contrasted with salvation, integrity or whatever leads to order.

In Calvin’s interpretation the parable is a pointer to Jesus Christ as redeemer
and saviour. And that means that this grim world and our place in it is
redeemable, can be liberated for all those who follow him. We may be oppressed
by our anxious attempt to liberate ourselves, but then the parable shows that
we cannot lift ourselves up by our own boot straps. The liberating force does
not reside in the self, but on the contrary in the surrender of the self.

Yet that imperfect world which you and I inhabit is also rather impervious to
change. And it must occur to all of us, I am sure, that there is so little we can
change. We are bound and shackled to our past, our upbringing, our lost ideals,
our missed opportunities.

Even our Christian faith is moulded and embedded in the structures of this
imperfect world. Maybe that is why Jesus in the parable warns us not to expect
too much from immediate action (the servants suggesting to pull out the weeds
before they can do more damage). Expecting everything from immediate action
may obscure the larger picture and assumes that we can distinguish too readily
between weeds and wheat.

Still these oppressive burdens can be put aside when we let ourselves be grasped
by the promise of Jesus, that those who follow him ‘shall have the light of life
(John 8:12).’ It is this light that frees us from all oppression whether caused by
others, originating from within ourselves, linked to our upbringing or other
events that have shaped and are still shaping our very being.

It may be that Jesus in the parable had Job in mind. The latter made the mistake
of wanting to be his own judge rather than leave it to God to do the judging.
Jesus himself said: ‘Judge not and you will not be judged (Matthew 7:1).’ We
seem to naturally crave for the clarity of black/white thinking. Yet there is in
our world much greyness. It always astounded me to discover how much good,
understanding, concern for others and altruism there was in my fellow prisoners
in Gestapo camps and prisons in World War II. Or to bring this up to date, how
much Christian humility and love for Christ and respect for the Holy Spirit there
is sometimes amongst alcoholics, drug addicts and the mentally disturbed in our
society.

The parable teaches us that, however oppressed and anxious we may feel there
is a light at the end of the tunnel of our pilgrimage. It is this light that liberates
and lessens our darkness. It is this light that frees us (Romans 8:21) from the
shackles of our mortality. It also teaches us that in Jesus Christ we have a
mediator or a ladder to God and the heavenly kingdom. Ascending that ladder
and leaving our burdens behind gives us the vision necessary to live life to the
full.
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