
CALVIN 36

SEPARATE, YET TOGETHER or the
TRAGEDY and TRIUMPH of DIVERSITY
And God, who can read men’s mind, showed his approval of them by giving the
Holy Spirit to them, as he did to us. Acts 15:8

Today’s Old Testament reading from Ezekiel 20:32-44 is a personal predicament.
What hat do I put on? If I put on my academic hat, I am duty bound to speak
about Ezekiel’s idols as legitimate, understandable, and even necessary, marks
of specific cultures. On the other hand, if I put on my hat as an evangelical
Christian, I have to treat these idols as undesirable competitors for the Christian
faith. And as I am fully committed to the latter, I cannot very well approach the
former without prejudice. At least so it is generally assumed.

Yet I think I can resolve the dilemma without doing a grave injustice to either
the academic or the evangelical Christian point of view. However you may have
to wait to the very end of this sermon for this to become clear. In the meantime,
of course, to think in terms of two diverse, contrasting, approaches is
uncomfortable, to say the very least.

Let us have a close look at our Old Testament passages. All through the book
Ezekiel crusades against idols and idolatries. He sees them all around. Similarly
to Jesus being upset by the commercial exploits in the temple, so God speaking
through Ezekiel despises what he calls the pollution at the heart of Judaism. In
verse 39 of chapter 20 he actually prefers out and out idolatry (which means
rejecting Yahweh) to amalgamation with other gods, invariably called idols.

Out and out idolatry Ezekiel also finds in the countries surrounding Jerusalem.
In the same chapter 20 he rails against the Egyptians united under their rulers
revered as gods. Even more he accuses his fellow exiles in Babylonia of being
seduced by the local deities. Calvin observes in his comment on 20:8, that this
is understandable and not even surprising as ‘slaves tend to contract the pollution
from superstition to gratify their owners.’

No, says Ezekiel, in the verses following, compromise is not in God’s vocabulary.
He alone is the one who guided Israel in the past and will do so in the future
(verse 42). It is a matter of all or nothing. He alone determines Israel to be his
preferred nation, in spite of their ‘wicked ways’ and ‘their corrupt doings.’ He
alone, without help from the gods of the surrounding nations (all idols in his
language) will be Israel’s guide, comforter and supreme head, uniting the nation
under his benevolent and loving authority.
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Calvin’s comments on Ezekiel 20:32–44 are the last of the sixty-five daily lectures
on Ezekiel he gave at the University of Geneva which he had founded in 1559
and which had become an instantaneous, world famous, success. Calvin never
finished the lectures on the remaining twenty-eight chapters and died a few
months later of tuberculosis (27 May 1565). Calvin has some interesting comments
on these last 12 verses of Ezekiel 20. Being himself an exile from Catholic France
he deeply understands the hardship of the Israelites being banished from their
country and carried to foreign Babylonia. In verse 33 he has just commiserated
with the ‘miserable captives’ and their temptation ‘to throw off God’s yoke and
mingle with the profane nations (Babylonia).’ Yet ‘uniting with the rest of the
world and avoiding the hatred of mankind in consequence of their religion’ is
not what Yahweh’s plan is for them.

No, Yahweh insists on keeping his covenant with Israel through thick and thin.
He does ‘not suffer them to be snatched away from him, just as a master fetches
back his fugitive slave; or like a prince who might destroy the perfidious and
rebellious, yet only chastises them that they may groan under a hard slavery’,
says Calvin.

Or, to use another example, Calvin insists that this chastising and suffering
following in its wake has a purpose. It may make for ‘perverse bondage’, he
says. How? Would not all this chastising and suffering alienate from, rather than
bond his people to, God? After all isn’t God supposed to be almighty and
omnipotent? And why is it perverse? Or is this maybe a textbook example of
sadomasochism, getting false satisfaction from pain, punishment or suffering?

Perhaps Calvin attempts to express what I prefer to call an example of ‘symbiotic
bondage.’ This means bonding two separate entities (in our case clashing Israelite
and Babylonian ethnic groups) each strengthened by separate cultures and their
different gods. In other words separate ethnic cultures which also have to live
together, therefore bond and adapt to one another. Consequently they are
pressured to mitigate and even reconcile their different sacred beliefs.

Yet this also means that in the give and take of social contacts, the conquering
nation has all the cards and the conquered, enslaved, ethnic group, such as the
Jewish exiles in Babylonia, has none. Or to say this differently, Ezekiel’s constant
idol bashing is essentially a strong and necessary defence of endangered Jewish
identity in the light of an unequal power struggle between conquering and
conquered, master and slave.

Yet in spite of the unequal power struggle, the powerless, subjugated, can still
use to their advantage the conqueror’s need for social and religious conformity
and integrity of nation and exiles. After all even the powerful, conquering enemy
can never be comfortable with the snake of potential rebels at its bosom.
Consequently there often arises a mutual search for, and understanding of, what
both have in common. And what they have in common is almost always
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transcending and relativising the concrete differences of acting and reacting,
norms and values and stressing the more abstract religious ideas. Both are more
likely to agree about values such as humility, kindness to others, the unity of
faith, etc. What they have in common are almost always not specific, culturally
specific ideas, but commitment to more transcendent themes, such as immortality,
eternity, wholeness, salvation or even commitment as such.

Perverse or symbiotic bondage therefore is the inevitable concomitant of diverse
ethnic groups living together (the actual meaning of symbiosis) and under
pressure to reconcile their religious (the actual meaning of bonding) orientations.
Yet this reconciling process has to fight an uphill battle (‘perverse’ according to
Calvin as it goes against the actual meaning and function of reconciliation). In
other words symbiosis is perverse because it combines both bondage and
separateness.

The by-product of this reconciling process (the tragic necessity of a deeply
anchored and entrenched system of sacred beliefs being under pressure to adapt)
is also a higher level of global understanding of God’s cosmic intentions for the
planet (the triumph of overcoming too much diversity of a dangerously divided
world). God’s global order is somehow connected with the partial breakdown
of that order so that the former, global order can both adapt and survive. If this
is the case we may have an example here of the essence of evolution as the
symbiosis of conservation and adaptation for the well-being of both.

Whatever the case, Calvin is actually using the founder of Presbyterianism in
Scotland, John Knox’s suffering as ‘perverse bondage’ when the latter was
captured by the Catholic French fleet from his refuge in the Reformed Castle of
St Andrews in Scotland in July 1547 and compelled to serve as galley slave.
Calvin, still in his comment on Ezekiel 20:33, compares the Lord as ‘a master
seeing that he cannot obtain voluntary obedience from his slaves, he compels
them to the galleys, or other laborious works, until they become half dead.’

Continuing with verse 36, Ezekiel quotes the Lord freeing his people in the past
from ‘the wilderness of Egypt.’ But, Calvin insists, this freedom had its own
‘disagreeable consequences.’ He suggests quite similarly and realistically that
future liberation from the Chaldean or Babylonian yoke does not necessarily
lead to a bed of roses. Or, as Calvin says in his comment on liberty in verse 39
‘that it is in vain to worship God by halves’, meaning that the desperately hoped
for freedom similarly requires God’s ‘strong hand’ in order that salvation can
be understood as what it is supposed to be: wholeness, integrity lifted to a more
sustainable level.

Calvin’s profound insight into the relevance of God’s strong hand in order to
rescue and distil order from the stark realism of all-pervasive physical, social,
individual disorder is also obvious in his comment on Ezekiel 20:44. Here God
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says that he has to rescue, (honour), his name when confronted ‘with your
wicked ways and vicious deeds.’

Calvin interprets this to mean that ‘our salvation’ relates ‘to a debtor and creditor
account’: God is not ‘in the slightest degree indebted to us’ when we ‘diminish
his glory … and despoil ourselves of that inestimable privilege which the Prophet
now commends.’ I take this to mean that God’s hand of order has to be all the
stronger the more pervasive the breakdown of the physical and social unity
appears to be.

This in turn leads to the plus and minus thinking that undergird most, if not all
religions, whether primitive or modern. What do I mean by plus and minus
thinking? The best way to explain this is to use the example of the Inuit in my
Faith and Fragility book on religion and identity in Canada (p. 24):

The souls and the spirits, the deities and the myths, the taboos and the
shamans, the magic words and the rites of passage together built a world
which made a stronger whole out of various forms of endangered
integrity. These forms might consist of the unity of nature and society,
or of the community as such, or of one’s body, but in all instances religion
provided the plus which fitted in with the minus (or potential minus) of
their fragility.

To transfer this ‘plus/minus thinking’ to Ezekiel and Calvin: God’s strong hand
(verse 33) is the plus balancing the minus of the endangered Israelite integrity
or bondage The very idolatries which Ezekiel so strongly attacks and his
preference for ‘out and out idolatries’ over a wishy-washy amalgamation of
culture-bound religious organizations are ever so many pointers to the tragedy
(or minus) of the embeddedness of all religious organizations in their cultural
milieus and their human fabrications and concoctions. Yet it contrasts sharply
with the triumph and transcendent quality of God’s ‘strong hand’ and global
intent (a plus).

This kind of thinking and interpreting is also basic to our understanding of our
New Testament reading of Acts 15:1-11. Before going into these passages, it may
be useful as a prologue to say something about doctrinal bickering. After all this
is what this section is all about. I am sure that hardly any of us in church today
feels that doctrinal bickering has much use. All of you justifiably feel that religion
has to do with integrity, unifying sentiments, bonding, as indeed the derivation
of the word ‘religion’ suggests. The Latin verb ‘religare’ means ‘to bind together.’
Or to say this in terms of our plus/minus thinking: aren’t disputes about doctrine
divisive (a minus compared with the plus of our faith in Jesus as our saviour)?
Aren’t ecclesiastical fights the worst of all conflicts?
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Well, today’s reading of Acts 15 is an example of doctrinal bickering that had
quite positive consequences and changed the progress of Christianity for good.
How?

A major split occurred within the early Christian community. The controversy
was not just minor and had become fierce (Acts 15:2) The Jerusalem Christians
insisted on keeping things in the old way. That meant circumcision as a
prerequisite for admission. Others could not be saved (Acts 15:1). But the Gentile
Christians represented by Paul and Barnabas felt that this was an undue
requirement. They felt that the Holy Spirit inspiring the congregations outside
Judea, had made this injunction unnecessary. To them it was ‘provoking God
to lay a yoke on the shoulders of these converts which neither we nor our fathers
were able to bear (Acts 15:10).’

And so ‘the apostles and elders held a meeting to look into the matter (Acts
15:6).’ The upshot of it all was that Paul and Barnabas won the long debate, their
main argument being as follows: ‘And God who can read man’s mind, showed
his approval of them by giving the Holy Spirit to them, as he did to us (Acts
15:8).’

Ever since, Christianity has spread through foreign lands, whereas Judaism has
remained an ethnic enclave to this very day. Circumcision (essential for the Jews)
became a symbol for removal of the flesh allowing the Holy Spirit to become the
centre of motivation and inner life (for the Christians, Philippians 3:3), as our
text suggests.

Calvin uses this controversy in his comments on 1 Corinthians 14:34-36 by stating
that ‘it does not necessarily follow, that Churches that are of later origin must
be bound to observe, in every point, the institutions of the earlier ones, in as
much as even Paul himself did not bind himself by this rule, so as to obtrude
upon other churches the customs that were in use in Jerusalem.’

In other words, as in Calvin’s interpretation of Ezekiel’s concern with ethnic
religions representing diverse cultures, so here too perverse or symbiotic bondage
follows doctrinal divisions. The bridge (bond) between these divisions is to
perversely and symbiotically separate the elect from the reprobate, salvation
from sin, the sacred from the secular, pure order from disorder, God from the
economic, political, scientific structures now free to follow their own secular
paths. Yet these separate spheres must also unite to some extent what otherwise
would fly apart, like a can of worms without the can.

All this is much more relevant than you may think. Historically and theologically
it is a faithful following of Calvin’s (and behind him Augustine’s) deepest
interpretation of Christianity. Academically, however, it also strongly maintains
that dispensing or at a minimum, downgrading, idols as a useless and
unfashionable concept is unlikely to take us very far. Our age must stress global
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understanding and tolerance for the sake of even token peace. And yet that very
global peace depends more than one realizes, on a global commitment to
supra-cultural ends.

Global warming, nuclear proliferation, genetic manipulation, infinite tolerance,
moral confusion, are all basic issues in the entire world and not just in our little
corner of it. They all harbour potential pitfalls as well as potential enrichment
for the expression of our human responsibility to Yahweh, God, and Allah to
not just prevent global destruction, but also to heal and save the world. It may
be our Christian duty to redefine the concept of idols and to resurrect the
religious, or more specifically Christian, point of view of idols. After all there
are in our day and age numerous commitments which fall far short of these
supra-cultural ends. Specific idols may have to be documented or specified as
countering these supra-cultural ends.

The relevance of today’s readings is that God’s grace, the Holy Spirit, the offer
of salvation through faith is straddling the globe. It is not confined to one nation,
one ethnic group, one culture or even one narrow personal conviction. It is
universal. The Christian vision may again and again be dragged down too much
in the immediate here and now. It may be too much restricted to what our mind
rather than our heart can fathom. It may obscure the vision of the city of God
through sanctifying the city of man too much (Augustine). It may dim the
splendour of the invisible church through too much attachment to its visible
partner, the visible church (Calvin).

Our Christian vision is invariably shackled too much to what we humans can
comprehend or want it to be. To make exclusive sense of our concrete existential
predicaments, we may both underestimate and do an injustice to God’s intention
for our lives. And this may be our greatest sin that should be incorporated in
all our public and private confessions! After all God has made us stewards of
the global world and not just our national, ethnic or personal identity. And on
this global level we don’t seem to do a very good job at present!

The suicide bombers should be condemned because they commit the sin of
associating God too closely to narrow ethnic boundaries, not unlike the
circumcision party in our New Testament reading. God does not allow a
compromise as also our Old Testament testifies. If God’s order has to be sharply
delineated from the existential disorder and kept separate to fulfil that function,
it is essential that boundaries are firmly drawn rather than eroded.

Our text is quite explicit. What unites Christians (both gentiles and converted
Jews in Jerusalem) is not outward, concrete, acts, such as circumcision or keeping
specific food laws, but faith and spirituality. They may have the disadvantage
of lesser concreteness and more transcendence, but then God whom we worship
is also less visible than the idols of which Ezekiel speaks so volubly.
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To counter ethnic diversity the Bible encourages not shallow common
denominator tolerance of contrasting faith and beliefs, but actually suggests the
opposite, commitment to, and faith in, transcendence, God’s immortality, eternity,
love, goodness, kindness, the Golden Rule, in other words, God’s otherness. It
is on this level that cross-cultural cohesion, integrity, wholeness can be achieved.
It is also on this level that academic approaches to religion and evangelical,
contextual theology can not only see eye to eye, but actually, symbiotically,
support one another. I say ‘symbiotically’ because there is, and remains, a deep
cleavage between analysis and synthesis, scrutinizing religion and being religious,
committed.

The last verse two of Hymn 312 (Australian Hymnbook) sums it up beautifully:

As thou in bond of love dost join
The Father and the Son
So fill us all with mutual love
And knit our heart in one.
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