
CALVIN 34

IMPRISONED, YET FREE
Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty. 2 Corinthians 3:17

Today’s readings and hymns are focused on God’s Spirit. In Genesis 1:1-5 the
Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters or the formless abyss, ‘shaping
confused emptiness and an indigested mass thereby sustaining order’, as Calvin
has it, creating light out of darkness and form, stability out of chaos.

Psalm 29 the first part of which we have sung together, exalts the power of the
Lord’s voice. The Psalm finishes with the assurance that God blesses his people
with peace leading to man’s complete happiness, the freedom of a serene
conscience. It teaches us ‘to stand in awe of the majesty of God, and assures us
that since his power is infinite, we are defended by an invincible fortress
(Calvin).’

Then in Mark 1:4-11 we have read the story of Jesus being baptized ‘and the
Spirit, like a dove, descending upon him.’ The dove is a symbol and a ‘token of
sweet consolation that we do not have to fear Christ who meets us, not in the
formidable power of the Spirit, but clothed with gentle and lovely grace (Calvin).’

Finally in Ephesians 3:1-12 Paul writing from prison in Rome stresses the free
access, trust and confidence of faith in God that allows him not to lose heart and
face suffering. Instead of being discouraged by his persecution, Paul admonishes
the Ephesians ‘to promote the edification of all the godly’ (Calvin).

Paul follows this admonishment as follows: ‘I pray that out of the glorious
richness of His (God’s) resources He will enable you to know the strength of the
Spirit’s inner reinforcement – that Christ may actually live in your hearts by
your faith. And I pray that you firmly fixed in love yourselves, may be able to
grasp (with all Christians) how wide and deep and long and high is the love of
Christ – and to know that love for yourselves. May you be filled through all
your being with God Himself! Now to him Who by His power within us is able
to do far more than we dare to ask or imagine – to Him be glory in the Church
through Jesus Christ for ever and ever, Amen! (Ephesians 3:14-21).’

All our hymns mention in some form or other the freedom, liberating aspect of
the Holy Spirit, the third member of the trinity. How are we to reconcile being
both free and yet being a prisoner, as Paul was when he wrote the letter to the
Ephesians? Maybe the theme of a recent film here in Canberra can help us to
understand the paradox.
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Merry Christmas (Joyeux Noel) is the best film I have seen in the last ten years.
It tells the incredible story of German, Scottish and French soldiers climbing out
of their trenches in the first year of the 1914-1918 Great War from which they
have been shooting and killing one another, and celebrating Christmas together.
The film is based on actual events. It makes the point that there is something in
religion, music and sport that is stronger than national divisions and wars.

They sing Christmas carols, listen to a sermon from the Scottish chaplain, play
soccer and are brought to tears by the beautiful singing of a Danish and German
couple. They are all accused of fraternizing with the enemy and punished for
their actions. The German and French soldiers are banished to other battle zones
and the Scottish chaplain is severely reprimanded by his superior and sent back
to Scotland. After all the war has to go on and be won.

The film is a beautiful illustration of the basic meaning of today’s readings. They
point to the reconciling and integrating power of faith in the vulnerable Christ
child born in a humble stable in Bethlehem. To Paul, the strong faith in Jesus
transcends the chains of the Roman prison from which he wrote this letter to
the Christians in Ephesus. It (the faith) sharply contrasts with being incarcerated.
To him the appalling conditions he finds himself in are overshadowed by the
joy of his faith. He may be on the verge of execution and death, but he is grasped
by an inner peace which he describes as complete freedom. It is well expressed
in our final Hymn 110, verse 4 where Charles Wesley tells of his conversion
experience as follows: ‘My chains fell off, my heart was free.’

So with the soldiers, in the film, the appalling war conditions, the death-dealing
in the mud of the trenches in France were overshadowed by the common
Christmas celebration. It points to religion, play and music representing a global,
universal, uniting element in existence momentarily outstripping its particular
and tribal side. It sharply portrays religion in almost contradictory terms:
liberating and yet also bound to and possibly even corrupted by, the
all-embracing, powerful demands of nations at war.

Calvin captures the meaning of Christian freedom very well in his chapter on
the topic in the Institutes of the Christian Religion (III xix). He makes quite plain
what it is not. It is not hedonism, ‘a cloak for lusts, to live sumptuously,
delighting in feasting and dress, wallowing in the luxuries of one’s house,
surpassing the neighbour in splendour, hunting after new pleasures, immoderate
desires, immoderate profusion, vanity and arrogance.’

No, says Calvin, it has more to do ‘with learning to be content, whatever the
circumstances may be’, as Paul suggests in the letter to the Philippians (4:11-12):
‘I now know how to live when things are difficult and I know how to live when
things are prosperous. In general I have learnt the secret of facing either poverty
or plenty. I am ready for anything through the strength of the One Who lives
within me.’
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In other words, to Calvin ‘Christian liberty in all its parts is spiritual … giving
peace to trembling consciences.’ Or as he concludes in the last of his sections on
Christian liberty: ‘A good conscience is nothing but the inward integrity of the
heart.’ His argument centres on what it means to have a good conscience. He
follows Paul’s linking ‘a good conscience, a pure heart and a genuine faith’ in
1 Timothy 1:5.

What does Calvin mean by a good conscience and how does he relate it to liberty?
To Calvin conscience registers what God reveals as right. It is God’s voice within
us to do right. The Holy Spirit liberates the conscience when sin pollutes and
burdens it. The Holy Spirit cleanses the conscience or the soul as in baptism
water washes away our sins or whatever separates us from God’s Holy Spirit.

To Calvin the soul is the inspiring part of life. In his commentary on 2 Corinthians
3:17 he compares it with the vital functions of the human body: ‘Let the soul be
removed from the body and there will remain nothing but a useless carcass,
totally devoid of feeling.’ To Calvin Christ is ‘the universal soul that quickens
and emancipates the body from the servitude of sin and the flesh’ and gives us
‘the liberty and confidence which contrasts with bondage and fear’ about which
Paul speaks in Romans 8:15 and which Augustine stresses in his interpretation
of that passage.

Yet to Calvin the soul is not just personal, ‘the integrity of one’s heart’ or the
centre of individual faith and feeling. To be liberating it also has to be sensitive
to others. One’s conscience must also embrace loving one’s neighbour as oneself,
if it is to fully liberate. Therefore Calvin quotes Paul where the latter counsels
the Christians in Corinth to tolerate those amongst them who continue the pagan
habit of consecrating food. One has to respect those feelings, he thinks. Yet they
are part of the rules of law which Jesus relativised in the light of a larger, more
liberating, attachment to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.

Therefore Calvin insists ‘to abstain from everything that produces offence, but
with a free conscience.’ He justifies this from Scripture (1 Corinthians 10:28)
where Paul says: ‘I myself try to adapt myself to all men without considering
my own advantage but their advantage, that if possible they may be saved.’ In
other words the principle of tolerance is an important means to keep the lines
of communication open with what Paul calls ‘the weaker brethren.’ On the one
hand the gospel is quite direct and anything but vague and wishy-washy, yet
on the other hand the Christian obligation of mission and Christian love may
require a deep understanding of what motivates others.

How relevant is all this for our situation today? Aren’t we all imprisoned in the
imperfect world surrounding and within us? Aren’t all of us affected by the
tensions, anxieties, pains and hurts at work, at home and in society at large?
And what about our inmost worries and insecurities and the ways we contribute
to other people’s unhappiness?
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Yet the gospel says all this is redeemable. It is in Jesus that we have a saviour
who guides us into that completeness that would escape us miserably if we try
it on our own. It is that complete wholeness, or as the Bible calls it, salvation,
which also liberates. Our faith and our trust lift us out of the swamp, quagmire
of existence to the serenity of God’s order.

A second source of relevance of our readings and Calvin’s interpretation of what
Christian liberty means stems from two observations Calvin makes about today’s
reading. The first one deals with taking the part too much for the whole and
closely related to this is his second observation that specific items of the law so
dear to the Jews rather than the Gentile members of his congregations should
not have as high a priority as Christ, the Holy Spirit and the faith linking you
and me to them.

On the first: Calvin (Galatians 5:14) quotes Paul (Romans 13:10) where the latter
says that love fulfils the law and then goes on to say that loving one’s neighbour
as oneself is the part that should not be separated from the comprehensive first
one, the whole or loving God. In other words the transcendental larger picture
is a prerequisite for the effectiveness of the second one, loving one’s neighbour
as oneself.

To say this differently, cutting God out of the picture elevates the importance
of the morality and law as such and sacralizes its cultural embeddedness. Similarly
the Jewish insistence on circumcision, Calvin says, prevents the spread of the
good news of the gospel to non-Jews. Therefore the Christian message has to be
freed from its cultural setting. Through Jesus, God is directly accessible and in
addition, tolerance of cultural difference is a necessity. This is why Calvin calls
Jesus the author of our freedom (commentary on Galatians 5:1) and locates that
freedom in one’s conscience which to him is the human bond with God.

A third and final form of relevance of today’s scripture readings and Calvin’s
interpretation has to do with the present, raging, worldwide, discussion about
evolution and intelligent design. The liberty linked to the bird’s eye view of
faith in God is pertinent to that discussion as well.

In our Genesis reading, God creates order out of chaos. In the Judaic, Christian,
Islamic tradition God is so much on the order side of the interaction with change
that all through the Bible its purity has to be maintained at almost any cost. God
is immortal, invisible, eternal, almighty. Yet the breakdown of that order is all
around us, not just in the 2005 tsunamis and devastating earthquakes in Pakistan,
but even more on the value and social level. Crime, tension in the workplace
(cronyism, irresponsibility, personality clashes), at home (divorce, alcoholism,
drugs) as well as personal, mental wellbeing (depression, breakdown,
disharmony) all take their toll and have to be absorbed back in the order God
represents and maintains as a beacon of hope and template of ultimate purpose
and destiny.
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But that is also what evolution is about. It is a constant, dynamic, interaction
between integration and adaptation, fusion and fission, structure and process,
heredity and variation, dark matter and dark energy, integration and
differentiation, synthesis and analysis. It is here that Calvin’s observation and
accusation that the part is too often taken for the whole, is elementary and
profound.

Religion deals with the largest possible frame of reference for living and it insists
in all it forms on solid commitment, faith in that order to prevent things from
falling apart. Life without God is like a can of worms without the can. It deals
with commitment, faith, love, loyalty, all items for which there is little room in
most scientific theories with the social sciences the likely exception. Yet the
roomier religious frame of reference should also have a place for these scientific
theories. And it does. Calvin’s interpretation of the first five verses in the Bible
fits the basic moving equilibrium underlying all sciences, physical, social,
psychological. This is not just true for Judaism, Christianity and Islam. All
religions can be studied as distilling order (or integration) from disorder
(adaptation).

I am therefore advocating for the academic discipline of religious studies to
closely interact with any other discipline dealing with evolution. Yet the
difference between these two should not be ignored. I would like to defend with
Calvin that the difference is a matter of the part differing from the whole and
the former ignoring the items of faith, love, and commitment necessary for the
larger frame of reference of academic study. And yet any academic approach is
more partial than practicing of what it studies, if only because from the
theological point of view it usurps God’s place as standing outside and above
the phenomena it deals with.

To sum up this sermon: Paul and Calvin following him think about Christian
liberty as the God-inspired ability to be content under all circumstances. A good
conscience, they think, is God’s gift and frees Christians from being, and feeling,
imprisoned in the anxieties, insecurities and worries of this life. Being enveloped
by the Holy Spirit and God’s love is an antidote to all forms of disorder. Our
faith and the bird’s eye view of existence provide Christians with the balance
characteristic of the essence of evolution.

More importantly, our text, the Joyeux Noel film, the birth and crucifixion of
Jesus, the freedom transcending imprisonment and embeddedness, sharply show
that there are two strongly divided kinds of religion. The first one Augustine
called the city of God, or the invisible church (Calvin). The second one Augustine
called the city of man, or the visible church (Calvin). The first one transcends,
the second one concretizes. And yet Jesus, the mediator between God and men,
represents the miracle of the meeting and reconciliation of transcendence and
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concretization. Or more profoundly, Jesus represents the joyful message that
order both has and will swallow up chaos and disorder.
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