
CALVIN 31

PREDESTINATION or ELECTION?
… to those who love God, who are called according to His Plan, everything that
happens fits into a pattern for good. Romans 8:29

Calvin’s worldly hero was someone whom he more than respected. He came
close to worshipping him. He actually called him ‘saintly’ in his comments on
one of today’s readings. This hero was born in the little town of Tagaste on
November 13 in the year 354 AD and died at the ripe old age of 75 on August
28, 430 AD (1575 years ago) in Hippo Regius 65 miles west of Carthage on the
northern coast of Africa.

The father of this hero was an influential pagan. By contrast his mother, Monnica,
was a devout Christian. He became a well known teacher of the Latin and Greek
classics. In his youth he was known for what in his Confessions, he calls ‘carnal
corruptions’ and ‘illicit pleasures’ which produced a son with a young mistress
when he was only 17, but these stopped abruptly after his spectacular conversion
in 386.

From here on his faith sustained him during the most tumultuous of times. The
barbarian Germanic, Vandal tribe, itself driven southward by the, if anything,
more barbarian Huns, overran most of the Roman Empire and penetrated as far
as the North African coast. They were actually at the gates of the town when
this hero of Calvin died. Some of you have probably guessed his name already.
He is Augustine, Bishop of Hippo.

Calvin was a voracious reader. He also had a phenomenal memory. He must have
read all Augustine’s voluminous writings and so Augustine became by far the
most quoted of all authors. There were no serious disagreements between
Augustine’s and Calvin’s theological opinions. They also shared similar biases.
Both were affected by the latent rational individualism of the classics and this
shows in their treatment of predestination, one of the topics in today’s reading
of Romans 8:26-39.

Augustine with Calvin and Knox following paid much attention to predestination
and wrote extensively about it. To Calvin (Institutes of the Christian Religion III
xxi 5) predestination is what God ‘has fixed with Himself, what he wishes to
happen to each individual.’ That is also the way Augustine thought about
predestination (De Praedestinatio, chapter VIII). Similarly John Knox, founder
of the Church of Scotland, defined predestination as the ‘immutable decree of
God which determined what is to be done with every human’ in his tome on the
subject.
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Yet in the Bible the idea is hardly ever used. Paul only mentions it in today’s
reading of Romans 8:30 and in Ephesians 1:5, 11. In Ephesians predestination
relates to the destiny of Christians to be God’s sons through Jesus Christ. Here
as well as in Romans 8:30 it is the equivalent of election.

What then is the theological difference between predestination and election?
Predestination as used by Augustine, Calvin and Knox tends to closely and
exclusively associate it with God’s ordering of each specific human life. By
contrast election in the Bible is more widely linked with God’s ordering in
general, whether personal or social.

Election means, as it says in Roman 8:30, to be called, elected; chosen by God
to accomplish His purposes. Faith is a crucial element in the way election is used
in the Bible. It is, as all of us are no doubt aware, like loyalty, love, affection an
emotional rather than rational idea. Paul also thought much less in terms of the
individual and more in terms of the social, such as God’s choosing, electing, the
nation (Israel), and the community of believers (the Church).

Today’s Old Testament reading (Psalm 105:1-11) testifies to that social aspect of
election. The Psalm starts (verse 1-2) with thanking God for all his wonders and
the orderly arrangement of all that exists in the world around us. Calvin in his
commentary on the Psalm (verse 5) speaks about God’s design, which he says
could not come about by mere chance. God encourages his people to ‘make his
deeds known in the world around (verse 1).’ After all He is a global, universal
God and the believers must spread the good news about His whole-making,
loving, concern for His entire creation, not just individuals.

Yet God also has a specific relation with a specific nation, Israel. This is expressed
in the covenant (verse 8-11) between God and that nation. The binding link
(verse 10) of the covenant is the faith, the tie of loyalty binding God to Israel
and Israel to God. It hinges on mutual acceptance, mutual affection and
commitment, not just reason.

This does not mean that we must downgrade the importance of the individual.
The social, ethnic, element of the covenant depends largely, if not entirely, on
the hold it has on the faith and the beliefs of individuals. The stronger the hold
on individual hearts and motivation, the healthier and more exuberant God’s
kingdom, or the invisible Church, will be. This is what today’s New Testament
reading of the parable of the mustard seed and the yeast is all about (Matthew
13:31-33 and 44-52).

Jesus says here that the growth of faith of individuals is essential for the spread
of the good news of the gospel. Individuals may not be the exclusive carriers
and missionaries of the message of salvation (the community of believers has
this responsibility as well), but without those believers becoming God’s personal
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mouthpiece, the mustard seed would not grow and the yeast would not have its
rising power.

And yet the harmony between individuals and the social should not overshadow
their differences or the contrast between ego and superego, the self and
community. We are reminded by all four authors (Paul, Augustine, Calvin and
Knox) that individuals can be like preying beasts, their sins obliterating the very
bond that binds individuals to the protection of one’s community, encouraging
self-denial rather than self-assertion, humility rather than pride, peace rather
than conflict, understanding rather than brute force, peace rather than war.

Election has a very powerful effect on the individual. Like Paul, both Augustine
and Calvin had experienced conversion. All three felt in their bones that this
experience was not their doing, but God’s. God had elected, called them.
Therefore anything that took God’s initiative or God’s separateness away was
heresy to them. Or to say all this differently: the efficacy (and social effect) of
God, the Orderer, as Augustine called him in The City of God (book xix, chapter
13) depended on Him being contrasted with the actual existence on earth which
was always a mixture of disorder and order, evil and good, sin and salvation.

Election therefore is central to all three of them. So central in fact that it colours
their thinking, preaching and writing. Salvation by faith alone is the basic theme
in the thinking and believing of Paul, Augustine and Calvin, but all three are
also adamant that this faith, however central it is to the covenant in both the
Old and the New Testament is secondary to election. Calvin makes this very
clear in II iii 8 of the Institutes of the Christian Religion. Here he quotes Scripture
and Augustine (whom he calls ‘holy’, and whose ‘authority is justly of so much
weight in the Christian world’) to back his point that faith (which he equates
with the ‘heart’ or motivation) proceeds from election.

The reason is clear. A vision of pure order is an essential prerequisite for a
civilization and a society. This vision contributes to self-maintenance. It also
contributes to coping with devastating change. It dramatizes the separation of
order and chaos, but also dramatizes the perpetual interaction between them.

The Bible from the very beginning to the very end insists that God is doing that
very thing. He represents unadulterated order (wholeness or salvation) in a
world where on all possible levels disorder (Satan, sin) is obvious. Without
commitment (faith) to that order, any community is less likely to survive. So
both strict separation (election, God’s rather than man’s initiative) and
commitment (faith in God’s hegemony or rule) need one another, but the first
(election) has priority over the second (faith).

But let us return to Scripture, Romans 8:26-39 and Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52.
Paul may insist on God being separate, yet in Romans 8:39 he also insists that
nothing in creation can separate us from His love. How can we maintain this
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strict separation of God and humans as a central facet of the Bible and then in
other parts, such as today’s Bible sections read ‘that nothing can separate us
from God’s love (Romans 8:39)?’

I want to repeat what already has been said before. The Old Testament reading
of Psalm 105:8-11) stresses the importance of the old covenant between God and
Israel. The New Testament or the new covenant enlarges on that vision and says
that in Jesus Christ we have a link with God. He is the mediator. It was through
his sacrifice on the cross that our sins, all the disorderly elements in human
existence were not fatal any more. Through the Holy Spirit and our response
through faith we are invited to be participants in God’s kingdom.

And the good news of today’s parable is that like the tiny mustard seed God’s
power ultimately prevails, or as Calvin has it in his commentary on Matthew
13:47: ‘Our God is the God of order, and not of confusion, (1 Corinthians 14:33)
and therefore, recommends to us discipline; but he permits hypocrites to remain
for a time among believers, till the last day, when he will bring his kingdom to
a state of perfection.’

Yet perfection and unadulterated order are a vision and a future promise. The
reality of a mixture of disorder and order are all around us. Paul testifies to that
when in Romans 8:22 he says that ‘the whole created universe groans in all its
parts as if in the pangs of childbirth.’

Nevertheless there are even now glimpses of God’s order all around us, to which
not only Paul, but also Augustine and Calvin bear witness. The lack of perfect
order is brought out most clearly in Augustine’s writings where he speaks not
only about God representing the frame and regulation (forma et modus) of order
but also about ‘evil as the corruption of order.’

Yet he also mentions degrees of order (De Natura Boni Contra Manichaeos, book
4, chapter 3). He seems to suggest that there are different kinds of order
harmoniously intertwined with one another. Yet true to his rational
individualistic bias, he does not go as far as modern social scientists do when
they suggest that these different kinds of order may also be in conflict with one
another: the social system may not always accord with the personality system,
however strong the integrative, reconciling push.

In other words one may dissolve the dilemma of defending predestination as an
exclusive personal, rational concern, if one links predestination or God’s order
also to non-personal, emotional concerns. Paul contrasts the flesh with the
spiritual, man as preying beast with social restraint. Individuals interact with
other forms of order, such as a communal one which may go counter to individual
wholeness.

This means practically that we have to modify our view that each individual is
wholly and entirely determined by God. God’s order is wider than puny me,
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my family, my nation or even my universe. God’s loving hand is indeed stretched
over all these. God is even ‘above every order’, as Augustine reminds us (Contra
Manichaeos, iv 3) Yet God’s wider order cannot be suspended just to provide us
with what we think we deserve in an ideal world where the good is always
rewarded and the bad punished. Have you ever thought what a chaotic world
we would have, if everyone would get what he or she thinks he or she deserves?

Today’s New Testament reading also includes Matthew 13:47-50 where Jesus
compares the kingdom of heaven with a net let down into the sea, in which fish
of every kind were caught. Then the good fish was collected in pails, but the
worthless was thrown out. And then Jesus adds: ‘That is how it will be at the
end of time.’ In final resort, God’s order will prevail, but until then (as we have
also read in Romans 8:22) ‘the created universe groans in all its parts.’

However, as soon as the function and the necessity of God’s perfection, pure
order, all-encompassing love, salvation bestowing are not only mentioned, but
also believed in, what is left for man’s free will? Endless controversies and
debates have existed throughout the history of Christianity. Today’s Scripture
readings have a definite answer to that controversy. It says explicitly that indeed
God’s independent, ordering authority is beyond question. Yet it also says that
Christians are partners in a covenant which requires active participation through
growth in faith, growth in humility, growth in love and self-denial. It is up to
Christians to allow the mustard seed to come to full maturity and the yeast in
the dough to fully rise.

How can we tie today’s readings together? What have we learnt from Scripture
and from Augustine and Calvin’s interpretation of Scripture? How relevant is
it for our daily living, thinking, experiencing?

From Psalm 105:1-11 and from Calvin we learnt that God represents and orders
the universe. Yet God is not just an Orderer (as Augustine calls Him), separate
from a disorderly existence, He also has a covenant with a specific nation (Israel)
or the Church in the New Testament. Through election and faith humans are
linked with God’s order or God’s essential being. He deals with order, salvation,
the good, and wholeness in a world where Satan sows disorder, sin, evil and
confusion.

Election, as we have learnt from Romans 8:26-39, is God’s way of calling
individuals from the confusion, disorder, sin of human existence (or its
‘groaning’, as Paul calls it in verse 26) to the serenity, peace of mind and calm
of the kingdom of heaven. Yet we have also learnt that God’s plan extends
beyond the individual’s life as Calvin and Augustine tend to do in their
interpretation of predestination in verse 30. The Bible provides copious examples
of conflict between social and personal order. Yet both are part of God’s order.
The kingdom of heaven is God’s plan for minimizing the conflict.
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Our last reading, the parable of the mustard seed (Matthew 13:24-30 and 36-43)
tells us that God’s kingdom is expanding because God’s order minimizes this
conflict between self and the non-self, because believers respond to God’s
expectations and so contribute to the larger order of God’s kingdom.

And yet an over-emphasis on the collective/social can lead even more than an
over-emphasis on the individual/personal to perversity and universal injustice.
Not just Hitler’s utopian dream of the Thousand Year Reich, but also the 50
million victims of the Stalinist Gulag and, as we have just learnt last month, the
70 million slaughter and butchery of Mao Tse Tung’s regime teaches us that an
over-emphasis on the collective are even worse than an over-emphasis on human
rights. The parable of the mustard seed shows that the faith of individuals, such
as you and I, are just as pivotal for the building of God’s kingdom as is its
opposite, our collective obedience to God’s plan for the world, as our text from
Romans 8:29 suggests. It is the moving balance between these two opposites
(the personal and the collective) which comes closest to what I think God has in
mind for our existence.

How relevant is all this is for our day-to-day living? It is best expressed in Hymn
519 (SCH): Who is on the Lord’s side. It tells us that God’s victory is secure.
Verse three says that the conflict may be fierce, but God’s unchanging truth
makes the triumph sure. We may be soldiers in an alien land (verse 4), but we
are called and chosen. Or to say it all with Romans 8:38, in spite of all,
overwhelming victory is ours through him who loved us: ‘there is nothing in
death or life, in the realm of spirits or superhuman powers, in the world as it is
or the world as it shall be, in the forces of the universe, in heights or depths –
nothing in all creation that can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus
our Lord.’
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