CALVIN'S CENTRAL DOGMA AGAIN
by
Charles Partee

For a long time there was general agreement that the doctrine of
the absolute sovereignty of God and its leoglcal coroliary, double pre-
destination, represented the essence (one might say, the "hard core™) of
Calvin's theology. The former was usually regarded as the basic prin-
ciple and the latter as the distinctive application of Calvin's "central
dogma.!" References to Calvin focused on the (ssue of the truth or error
of his view of predestination, but the accuracy of this interpretation
was seldom questioned. Indeed, the evaluaticn of Calvin as the theo-
logician of "salvatlon by predestination alone' is still widely held in
popular clrcles.

However, this consensus has come under increasing scholarly attack
In the absence of compeliing textual evidence that Calvin was attempting
to devise a logical system, and by those who reject the concept of
rationality, developed and maintained In the era of Reformed Orthodoxy,
as adequate for Christian falth and 1ife today. Doubtless, the Kantian
revolutlon and the resulting suspicion of all metaphysical systems con-
tributed to this reappraisal, as did renewed Interest in the rhetorical
tradition, but in any case Calvin Is now belng Interpreted by scholars
more as a bibllcal and less as a philosophical theologian. Thus many
recent Calvin studies Iignore or reject the possibility of finding a
- "central dogma" In Calvin's thought. "

This means that Calvin's theology may be approached from various
directions. For example, in recent major studles, Torrance expounded
Ca1v£n‘s anthropology,™ Parker ?nd Dowey dealt with the, knowledge of
God, " Krusche with pneunato1ggy, Willis with Christology, and Stauffer
worked on €Calvin's sermons. None of these studies claims to present
Calvin's ''central dogma' but only a centrally important doctrine which
Is taken to i1lunine Calvin's entire theology. It is probably true that
no "central theme''--as opposed to a 'centrally important theme''--is
lTikely to comend itself to all those who are familiar with Calvin's
writing. Nevertheless, this admirable caution dces not obviate the
fasclination nor indeed the 6hmxwtance of attempting to lidentlfy some
Kind of lrreducible insight. '

Not only does the abandonment of a "central dogma" 1n the older and
"strong" sense leave Calvin's theology unfocused for non-specialists,
but no one can start everywhere at once. In short, it is difficult, If
not impossible, to approach Calvin's theology without a point of view,
and some peoints of viewing are more adequate than others. That is to
say, various "'centrally Important themes'' may be considered and the one
judged to be the most comprehensive can be justifiably called Calvin's
central dogma--not in a final and absolute sense, but in a heuristic and
relative way. The value of the search for a central doctrine or theme
in Calvin need not be Its complete accuracy, but its usefulness in the
initial presentation of and continuing reflection on Calvin's theology
until such time as the complexity of his thought can be more fully
appreclated. '
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The purpose of the present essay, then, is not to announce that the
one long-lost kKey to Calvin's thought has been found. There are special
keys to unlock various rooms for particular viewing, and there may well
be several master keys, but this essay holds up one which seems to open
many doors. This suggestion is based on three convictions. First, that
Calvin did not produce a deductive ‘''system,'" therefore it is futile to
seek a basic princlple in the philosophical sense. Second, that the
Institutes of the Christian Religlon is a summary of Calvin's thought
and, therefore, contains not only the traditional topics of theology but
also Calvin's essential and '"systematic™ point of viewing. Third, In
Calvin's shaping of his materlal for exposition, a root metaphor or
central theological theme may be discovered, In the sense that the
reader can find a clarifying organization without being required to
prove that the author deliberately and consciously put it there as an
organizing principle. As a matter of fact, the older gquest for Calvin's
central dogma did not, in the main, contend that Calvin himself ex-
pounded the doctrine of God's sovereignty (and predestination) for this
purpose, but only that it was correct for interpreters to do so.

That Calvin offered his 9wn summary of theology in the Institutes
is scarcely to be questioned,’ although Stauffer's magisterial work on
Calvin's sermons demonstrates necessary and Important modifications of
the view of Calvin the theologian in terms of Calivin the preacher,
Moreover, If Calvin did not produce a ''theological system' in the
strictest meaning of system, nonetheless he was a 'systematic theolo-
gian" in the sense that he devoted sustained reflection to theological
topics. However, the "architectonic' which Calvin emploved for this re-
flection, while crucial for interpretation, Is not specified In any evi-
dent way, and several have been suggested.

The four books of the flnal editlon of the Institutes are often
dlvided along the 1ines of the Apostles' Creed Into the doctrines of God
the Father (Book 1), God the Son (Book II), God the Holy Spirit (Book
I1I1), and the Church (Book IV). The major objection to this division is
that Calvin did not use the term '"Holy Spirit" In his title for Book
111, nor are all the topics treated therein directly related to the Holy
Spirit as would seem necessary [f Calvin were using a Trinitarian out-
1ine. Another way of organizing the Institutes [s to take as program-
matic Calvin's statement, '"Nearly all the wisdom we possess . . . con-
sists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.'™ However,
slnce Calvin does not deal with the "knowledge of ocurselves! in a sep-
arate sectlon apart from the "knowledge of God" in 1559, it Is unlikely
that this distinction is to be regarded as the basic division of the
final edition of the Institutes. Still another approach is from the
twofold knowledge of God as Creator (Book I) and as Redeemer (Books
[I-1VD). This division serves very well for expounding the knowledge of
God bBut Is imprecise in dealing with the ‘knowledge of ourselves which is
intimately connected to but not entirely subsumed under the knowledge of
God. That is to say, while Calvin's theology is certainly "theocen-
tric," there are "anthropocentric moments' when the knowledge of God as
Creator and Redeemer forms only the background of the discusslon rather
than its focus. Moreover, while Calvin 1s cobviously concerned about
knowing,' he is not unconcerned about 'being."
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Doubtless Calvin's purpose in writing the Insgitutes was, as he de-
clares, to instruct candidates In sacred theology,” and his desire to be
fajthful to the range and depth of the subject. There is no evidence
that Calvin thought the search for a central dogma or common theme or
organizing principle was an essential feature of that task. Calvin did
not find a key and build a house to fit it. Calvin did not set out to
expound theology from the point of view of any one doctrine. Neverthe-
less, the exposition of his theology finds the presence of the union
with Christ in so many places and in such a significant way that that
"union with Christ™ may be usefully taken as the central affirmation.

Of course, the union with Christ is plainly taught In Scriptur 0
Karl Barth even claims Colosslans 3:3 as the center of the gospel.
Thus most, If not all, theologians have deait with this doctrine In some
fashion. The "essential elements! of Christian theology are 'God,"
"Man," "God and Man tf&desus Christ,” and the relationship of mankind to
Goed in Jesus Christ, Thomas Aqulinas, for example, divides the Suma
Theologica into God's movement toTard mankind (ST.I) and the movement of
mankind toward God (ST.Ia. Ilae). These two movements are not entlre-
ly discrete, and both Thomas and Calvin Insist that the initiative is
with God, but Thomas treates them more sequentially than Calvin. More-
over Calvin, of course, does not sharply divide God from Jesus Christ
nor man from Jesus Christ. Thus the focus 1s not on entirely separate
entities but on relationships.

At the beginning of Book III, Calvin Indicates that Books I and II
dealt in some sense objectively with the knowledge of God the Creator
and Redeemer, while the work of God the Father revealed In Jesus Christ
the Son, subjectively considered, 1s the domain of the Holy Spirit.
" Thus he writes:

‘. as long as Christ remains outside of us, and we are
separated from him, all that he has suffered and done for the
salvation of the human race remains useless and of no value
for us. Therefore, to share with us what he has recelved from
the Father, he had to become ours and to dwell within us. For
this reason, he Is called "our Head" [Eph. 4:1531 and ''the
first-born among many brethren' [Rom, 8:29]., We also, in
turn, are said to be 'engrafted into him" [Rom, 11:17], and to
"out on Christ" [Gal. 3:271; for as I have said, all that he
poss?ises Is nothing to us until we grow Intoc one body with
him,

Using this statement as a plivot, the Institutes can be dividéd into
two roughly equal parts:

A, God for us

1. As Creator (Book I)
a. His creatlion
b. His providence

11. As Redeemer (Book II)
a. The revelation
b. The natures and person
c, The offices
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B. God in us
I. As Individuals (Book IIID)
a. Falth
1. Regeneration
2, Justification
b. Election
1I, As a Community (Book IVD
a. The ministry
b. The sacraments
c. The state

It cannot be demonstrated, and should not be asserted, that Calvin
consclously organized the four books in an objective (God for us) / sub-
Jective (God In us) fashlon. In fact, the growth of the Institutes from
1536 to 1559 more than Tikely precludes a sharply defined cver-arching
or underlying structure In Calvin's own mind. When Calvin recast his
material in 1559 he did not pour it into a precast mold. The present
claim 1s only that this division "fits" Calvin's discussion in a more
comprehensive way than other suggestions, and if it fits well enough,
then it will conmend itself as attractlve without argumentation but only
illustration.

In Book I Calvin deals with God the Creator and therefore God's -

creation of and providence for all things, but especially of and for
hunan beings. Calvin Is gquite eloquent and even passionate In describ-
ing the Creator's care for his creature. In Book II, after discussing
the creature's sin (chapters 1-5), Calvin expounds the objective knowl-
edge of God the Redeemer, affirming the central mystery of the incarna-
tion in Cha]gﬁgonian terms and avoiding Eutychianism more clearly than
Nestorianism. Having, then, explicated theology proper in Book 1 and
Chrligology In Book II, he turns not to anthropcology but to soteriol-
ogy, -, that is, to the explication of the redeemed sinner in terms of
faith Gregeneration, and justification, and concliudes with eternal elec-
tion. Following the exposition of the redeemed sinner In Book III,
Calvin treats the redeemed comunity in Book IV: its ministry, Its
sacraments, and its relation to the civll government,

Such an overview suggests and probably requires a viewing point--If
not exactly on the part of the writer, at least by the reader, That is
to say, it is not unimportant to estimate where Calvin is standing when
he looks to what God has done for us and in us. The answer seems adumn-
brated In the union of God and maT7In Jesus Christ which is extended to
those who are Joined to Christ. Thus the doctrine of union with
Christ seems adequate to serve as a basis for surveying the Institutes
from a central perspective. Having created all mankind (Book 1), God
becomes a man, Jesus Christ, for the salvation of mankind (Book II). In
Jesus Christ, by the power of the Holy Spirit, God enters the lives of
individuais {Book III) and of a community (Book IV).

Since It is not the intent of this essay to analyze the doctrine of
union with Christ or to expound it in detalil within the outline of the
Institutes, but onlxufo suggest its central location, the following re-
marks must suffice. Calvin insists that God became z man in Jesus
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Christ——the Y"objective moment"” or the central affirmation about God--and
that in Jesus Christ humankind is united to God--the "subjective moment!
or the central affirmation about humankind. Calvin believes that "since
God Is incomprehensible, faith can never reach to Him, unless it has
immediate regard to Christ. . . . Hence all thinking about God out-
side Chrlsitg is a vast abyss which immediately swallows up all 05215
thoughts.™ " Christ] is the beginning, the middle, and the end."

. Thus "we see that our whole salvation and all its parts are comprehended
iIn Christ [Acts 4:12]. We should therefaﬁg take care not to derive the
least portion of it from anywhere else." As God is known In Christ,
so is man. We are not to consider God or ocurselves apart from Christ,
"Therefore, that joining together of Head and members, that indwelling
of Christ in our hearts--in short, that mystical unlcn--are accorded by
us the highest degree of importance. We do not, therefore, contemplate
him outside ourselves from afar In order that his rightecusness may be
imputed to us but because we put on Christ and are engraE&§d~into his
body--in short because he deigns to make us one with him." Again 'I[f
we desire anything more than to be reckoned among God's sons and helrs,
we have to rise above Christ. If this is our ultimate goal, how Insane
are we to seek outsia% him what we have already obtalned in him and can
find in him alone." Moreover, "if we have been chosen in him, we
shall not find assurance of our election in ourselves; and not even in
God the Father, If we conceive him as severed from his Son. Christ,
then, the mirror wherein we must . . . contemplate our own elec-
tion.™ Further, in his commentary on I Corinthians Calvin writes, "I
declare that it Is only after we possess Christ himself that we share in
the benefits of Christ. And I further malntain that he is possessed not
only when we believe that he was sacrificed for us, but when he dwells
in us, when he is one with us, when we are members of his flesh, in
short, when we becoqﬁsunited in one 1ife and substance, in a manner of
speaking, with him."

Citations like these indicate the far-reaching importance of "union
with Christ" for Calvin's theclogical understanding. This understanding
is everywhere present, but it is not exhaustively defined. That is to
say, Calvin's explication In Book II1 makes it clear that we receive the
berefits of Christ on somethlng more than a flduclal basis. Moreover,
Ca]viasis not satlsfied with an understanding of union 1imited to imita-
tion. "Our Ingrafting signified not only our conformity to the ex-
ample of the cross but also the secret union by which we grow together
with Him, in such f7mmy,‘that He revives us by His spirit, and transfers
His power to us.," Further, "we should note that the spiritual union
which we have with Christ is not a matter of the soul alone, but of the
body also, so that we are flesh of his flesh, etc. (Eph. 5:30), The
hope of the resurrection would fﬁjfaint, If our unlon with him were not
complete and total 1ike that." Moreover, whlle Calvin willing on
occasion to use the term '‘substance'" in a positive sense, his rejec-
tion of Osiander's view precludes a simple ontological identification
between the bellever and the redeemer. Calvin clarifies hls position by
inslsting that the union with Christ is effected notzgy the inflowing of
substance but by the grace and power of the Spirit. Thus perhaps one
could say In summary fashion that the union with Christ for Calvin is
not mystical (in the sense of imitation) nor substantial (in an ontolog-
ical sense) but real (In a genuine but unspecified and unspecifiable
sense).
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Without denying or minimizing the importance and excellence of var-
ious other ways of approaching Calvin's thought, this essay has at-
tempted to suggest the breadth and depth of doctrine of "unlon with
Christ" as the central mystery of Calvin's theolcogy, which means that
this viewing point Is present in Calvin's thinking about every other
doctrine and with the expectation that it Is a useful and comprehensive
way of Introducing and suggesting a theological rather than a philosoph-
ical basls for the description of Calvin's thought. To the extent that
this claim is considered, the expositor will be forced to deal more with
Calvin's faith than his logic. The union with Christ Is vigorously as-
serted by Calvin, but it Is not completeiy explained; perhaps it cannot
be completely explalned because for him it is not only a central but an
ultimate mystery located at the foundation of his understanding and ex-
position of the Christian faith. If, and to the extent that, this is
true, the explanation of Calvin's theology would do well to focus on
this doctrine and some such sketch as that proffered here may be bene-
ficial both for the Initial and the final understanding of Caivin's
theology.
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