Narrative in Calvin's Hermeneutic
by
George W. Stroup

I. Introduction

An lmportant [ssue today for Christlan communities in the Re-
formed tradition 1s the widespread confusion concerning the authority of
the Bible and Its role In Christian 11fe. That confusion manifests it~
self in various quarters of the church. On the one hand, many Reformed
theologians, along with theologians from most other denominations, are
no longer certaln what is meant by the clalm that the Blble is "the rule
of falth and 1ife."" And when contemporary theclogians do make proposals
concerning the sense in which the Bible is and is not authoritative, it
is often not clear that these proposals are congruent with Reformed
theology in any of Its familiar forms, Including everything from the
first chapter of the Westminster Confession to the first volume of Karl
Barth's Church Dogmatics. .

A second and in some ways more serlous manifestation of this
crisis concerning the Blble is its role In the 1ife of the church.
There 1s mounting evidence that the title of the book James Smart pub-
lTished scme sixteen years ago was neither inaccurate nor unnecessarily
alarmist. "The strange sllence of the Bible In the church'" manlfests
ltself In the pervasive reality of biblical illiteracy In the church and
in the misuse and abuse of the Bible in many papers, approved by the Gen-
eral Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.D. ThHe "people of the
book'' no longer know what is in the book, and the result Is that many
Presbyterians do not understand why they live and worship in Reformed
communities. )

Smart and some other commentators on the 1ife of the church have
suggested that this Important and complex situation concerning the Bible
Is due In part to the most Important discoveries of modern biblical
scholarship. Most Reformed semlinaries have been committed for some time
to the use of various forms of historical-criticlism., But according to
Smart, the unforeseen and unintended result of that conmitment has been
that semlnaries have convinced their graduates that the Blble is Indeed
an Incredibly complex text and that for several reasons--some having to
do with sloth and others with justified fear--it 1s probably better that
the pastor not tell those In the pew what he or she learned in seminary
about the content of the Bible and how to read the Bible.

The palnful irony, of course, is that the Presbyterian church Is
increasingly divided between those Iin the pew who know less and less
about the Bible and its significance for their lives and those "priests"
who possess what Everett Hughes once described as ''gullty knowledge,
who recognize the danger 05 what they know, and who hide it or try as
best they can to forget it.

This remarkable development In the life of the church'is one——and

only one--of many reasons why some theologlans and biblical scholars
during the past few years have called for a reassessment of the role of
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the different forms of historical-criticlism in the study and interpreta-
tion of the Bible. Not everyone has been equally enthusiastic about
this reassessment. Some theologians and biblical scholars view this
development as an attempt to turn back the clock and unde the accom-
plishments of biblical scholarship during the past two hundred vyears.
At the other end of the spectrum are those who Insist that historical-
criticism is bankrupg and that the church should turn to different
interpretative tools, In between these two extremes are a large number
of quite different positions on the role of historical-criticism. For
example, some people wonder whether historical-criticism has enabled
Christians to hear and perceive the gospel with any greater clarity
than it was heard and perceived by so-called '"pre-critical™ theolo-
gians in the sixteenth century. Although unequipped with the tools of
historical-criticism, Martin Luther and John Calvin seem to have been
remarkably able to discover and communicate the gospel. To put the
issue as simply as possible, what did Luther and Calvin know that we do
not? Or, what do we know and wish we did not in order that we might
know what they did?

An unfortunate consequence of an exclusive use of historical-
critical tools 1s that the reader misses the larger unity and therein
the message of the biblical text, a unity of which Luther and Calvin
seem to be keenly aware. This sense of the larger unity of the Bible Is
one reason why some theologians and biblical scﬂp]ars recently have
turned to different forms of "canonical-criticism."' Other interpreters
have focused not on the canon as such but on what they believe to be
the central genre of the Bible--namely, narrative--and its possible role
In constructive theology. Were the Reformers, especially Luther and
Calvin, pecullarly blessed by their pre-critical approach to the Bibie
and thereby enabled to perceive the gospel in the narrative and figural
unity of the bibllical text? In what sense, If any, were Luther and
Calvin "narrative theologlans''?

it is these questions I propose to explore In a modest and 1im-
ited form. Since one articlie has appeared recently on "Luther as Narra-
tive Exegete," I shall confine my attention to Calvin. But before we
turn to the heart of the matter, I must make several disclaimers.,

In the first place, we must never cease reminding ourselves of
the difficulty of asking Calvin to address an issue in contemporary the-
ology. The dangers appear to be especially severe because our topic--
the role of narrative In Calvin's theology--has obvious implications for
the Issue of the authority of the Bible., Understandably, many Calvin
scholars in this century have been preoccupled with the question of
authority In general and the authority of the Bible in particular. But
only slowly and painfully have we learned the difficulty of getting
answers from Calvin to questions he never asked, or at least never asked
in the same way as do contemporary theologians. Guessing what Caivin
might have said in response to current theological and hermeneutical
questions is risky business indeed.

In the second place, a revliew of the llterature on Calvin's use
of the Bible leaves one with the Impression that until recently more
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attention has been gliven to what .Calvin said about the Bible than to how
Calvin actually interpreted it. As Calvin scholarship has clarified
his Indebtedness to the humanist circles of his day, we have galined a
clearer understanding of Calvin as biblical exegete. It might be the
case that we would learn more about Calvin's hermeneutical theory if we
set aside that toplc and concentrated our attention on his exegetical
work. Calvin Is often described as a "pre-critlical" interpreter of the
text, but In what sense, if any, was he 'pre-critical'

II. Calvin as "Pre-critical" Theologian

When Hans Frei published The Ecliipse_ of Biblical Narrative In

1974, he used Luther and Ca]yin as examples of "pre-critical interpreta-

tion of biblical narrative.,"’ By the term "pre-critical,”" Frei does not

mean merely that Luther and Calvin lived in a period prior to the devel-
opment of historical-criticlsm, Frei Intends something far more signif-
Icant by the term "pre-critical.” Frel Is fully aware that Calvin

recognized the distinction between texts which are descriptions of his-

torical events and those which are not. Calvin understood the power of

‘metaphor and the importance of readlng a text in its context. "Pre-
critical™ here does not mean nalvete about the difference between his-
tory and other forms of literature, Frei's point is far more profound.

What he believes to be distinctive and important about Calvin's pre-
critical reading of the Bible Is that Calvin was convinced that the
grammatical, literal sense of the text was indeed the true sense, and
that Calvin recognized the '"matural coherence between 1literal and Fég—

ural reading, and the need of each for supplementation by the other."

Frel borrows the term "figural' from Eric Auerbach, who describes
figural interpretation as a method which “establishes a connection be-
tween two events or persons in such a way that the first signifies not
only itself but also the second, while the second Involves or fulfills
the first."

When Frei describes Calvin as a "pre-critical" theologian, there-
fore, he apparently means two things. In the first place, Calvin does
not participate in the "modern™ or post-Enlightenment assumption that
there ls no necessary coherence between the meaning or expllcatlve sense
of the text and its "truth" or real reference. The text means what It
says, and its truth [s the reality rendered by the text, not some refer-
ent external to the text found in history or In the Intention of the
writer or edlitor of the text.

Secondiy, when Frel describes Calvin as ''pre-critical,'" he means
that for Calvin the grammatical sense of the text and its figurative
sense constitute one narrative reality. As Frei Interprets him, Calvin
understands that the literal and figurative Interpretations of a text
are not enemies but companions, dependent upon one another. According
to Frel, '

« . « [Calvin's] sense of figural interpretation remained firmly
rooted in the order of temporal sequence and the depiction of
temporal occurrences, the 1inks between which can be established
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only by narration and under the conviction of the primacy of the
literal, granmatlical sense. As a result, his application of
figural interpretation never lost its connection with Tliteral
reading of individual texts, and he was never tempted into al-
legorizing. The family resemblance between the literal and
figural interpretations, as well as their mutual supplementa-
tion, allowed him to view the two testaments as one canon, the
unitary subject of which was thelgtory of man's fall and the
salvation wrought by Jesus Christ.

It comes as no surprise, therefore, that Frel points to Calvin's treat-
ment of the unity of the two testaments in the second book of the Insti-
tutes as an example of how Calvin's figural Interpretation Is reflected
in his theolcgy.

In the final paragraph of his section on Calvin, Frel concludes
with a clear summary of what he considers the major themes in Calvin's
hermeneutics.

The unity of literal and figural reading depended, In the first
place, on the coherence of lliteral or gramatical sense with his-
torical reference. Secondly, it depended on the convictlon that
the narrative renders temporal reallty in such a way that inter-
pretative thought can and need only comprehend the meaning that
is, or emerges from, the cumulative sequence and fts teleolog-
lcal pattern, because the interpreter himself Is part of that
real sequence. When the identity of literal sense and histor-
fcal reference is severed,lfiteral and figural reading 1ikewise
no longer belong together.

And of course that s precisely what happened In post-Enlightenment the-
ology. For various and complex reasons, the literal sense was severed
from historical reference with the twofold result (1) the truth of the
narrative was understood to reside somewhere other than In the reality
rendered by the text, and (2) the reader no longer understood himseif or
herself to be a part of the reallity narrated by the text.

Frel's understanding of the coherence of literal sense and his-
torical reference is indebted to Eric Auerbach's Mimesis and Auerbach's
category of Yrealistic narrative." Auerbach argues that both the
Abraham and Isaac story In Genesis 22 and Peter's denlal of Jesus in
Mark 1% are Instances of realistic narrative. In both texts, Auerbach
sees the following characteristics. First, the narrative leaves much In
the background, obscured and hidden from us;

. . . the decisive points of the narrative alone are emphaslzed,
what 1les between is nonexistent; time and place are undefined
and call for Iinterpretation; thoughts and feeling remain unex-
pressed, are only suggested by the silence and the fragmentary
speeches; the whole permeated with the most unrelieved suspense
and directed toward a single goal (and to that extent far mo

of a unity), remains mysterious and '"fraught with background.™
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Second, biblical narrative makes a tyrannical, Imperialistic claim for
truth. As Auerbach puts It,

Far from seeking, like Homer, merely to make us forget our own
reality for a few hours, it seeks to overcome our reality: we
are to fit our own 1ife Into its world, Feell?urselves to be
elements In its structure of universal history.

Finally, there is a mingling of styles In these biblical narratives, a
mingling of the tragic and the sublime which Auerbach belleves is
prompted not by artistic purpose but by the reality which is at the
heart of the story--the Incarnation. The result is a narrative In which
the reader is caught up In the world of the text and transformed by it.
"And the story speaks to everybody; eviﬂybody s urged and indeed re-
quired to take sides for or against it."

Therefore, when Frel claims that Calvin is a "pre-critical’ in-
terpreter of scripture, he means that the literal sense coheres for
calvin with the hlstorical referent In such a fashion that the text
functions "reallstically." It narrates a worid which Is the figural
reallty of our own, and in that sense the only true world.

111, Ca]vln’s Readlng of Genesis 22 and Mark 14

But does Calvin read scripture in the manner that Frei claims he
does? A compelling answer to that question would demand a careful,
thorough study of Calvin's comentarles and hls sermons. Since we can-
not do that i{n this context, I will concentrate on those texts which
Auerbach and Frei point to as examples of "realistic narrative''--the
Abraham f?d Isaac story In Genesis 22 and Peter's denial of Jesus in
Mark 14,77 .

Calvin describes Moses! narrative a?%ut Abraham and Isaac as
"memorable' and wonderful in its simplicity. And in one sense of the
word, Calvin does read the text pre-critically" in that he makes no at-
tempt to move beyond the final form of the text to inquire about the
.text's prior history or its redactional setting. What von Rad refers to
as the "loose connection™ between this text and the stories that precede
1t and which he takes to be evidence 'that it existed a long time Inde-
pendently before It found Its place In the EIohistff great narrative
work!" is either unknown or of no interest to Calvin. Calvin's atten-
_tlon Is focused firmly on what we now refer to as ''the final form'' of
the text.

There is,. however, :an Important sense in which Calvin does not
read the text '"reallstically," -at least in Auerbach's technical sense
of that term. Calvin seems to be unable or unwilling to honor what
Auerbach describes as the 'shadows'' in the text, and this refusal has
devastating consequences for Calvin's theology. Where the text is si-
lent about Abraham's and Isaac's state of mind, Calvin insists on specu-
lating, on filling In the blanks. Repeatedly Calvin speculates about
Abraham's hopes, fears, and anxiety. In considerable detall, Calvin de-
scribes what the biblical text does not—-Abraham's psychological turmoil
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as he journeys to the mountain., Calvin ﬁfscrlbes Abraham's 'bitterness
of grief". and his 'violent agitation." Camenting on verse four--
"Abraham lifted up-his eyes and saw the place''--Calvin writes, "Moses
doubtless slignifies that'ffb[Abraham] had been very anxious during the
whole of the three days." Von Rad, on the other hand, despite the
blinders of critical methodology, recognizes that '"the narrator refrains
from glving us insight Into Abraham's Inner self . . . He reports only
how Abraham acted in accoEQance with the command which he apparently re-
celved during the night." Calvin, however, refuses to be content with
what the text says. Repeatedly, he attempts to [llunine the shadows, to
explain to the reader what Abraham was thinking and feeling as he made
his long, lonely journey to the mountaln.

why -does Calvin do this? Why does he insist on laying bare
" Abraham's anxiety and inner turmoil Tn a way the text does not? Nowhere
in Genesls 22 are we told anvything about what Abraham thought and felt.
As Walter Brueggemann points out In hiszfomnentary onh Genesis, Abraham
simply cbeyed in response to God's word. Calvin wants the text to say
more than it does. And when the text refuses to do so, Calvin provides
the missing material, One reason Calvin does this may be that if
Auerbach s correct there is a sense in which the text invites such a
move. The hiddenness of the text may have something to do with Its
power to entice the reader Into the world of the text. Precisely be-
‘cause the text is "fraught with background,' It Invites the reader to
engage In interpretation. But there are always limits to interpreta-
tion, and to illumine what is obscure, to fill In the blanks, may vio-
late those limits.

An Important point emerges here which may have signiflcance for-
our theological assessment of Calvin, As we have seen, It appears that
. Calvin says more about Abraham than the biblical text does. And perhaps
that 1s what theolegians by the nature of their task must do. That is
at least an arguable point. But I doubt that was Calvin's intention.
why does Calvin say more than the text does? Two possible reasons come
to mind. ©On the one hand, we have already noted that Calvin's 'excess"
may be due to the text and the care with which Calvin read it. Calvin
succurbed to the power of the text and fell captive to its realism. In
that sense, Calvin read the text properly, but he was also victimized by
it. The second reason Calvin said more than he should have may be that
Calvin allowed himself to be caught up In the text, but he insisted on
carrying certain theological convictions Into the world of the text,
convictions which distorted the text's depiction of reality.

Calvin makes it clear that he, along with most other Christian
cormentators, understands this text to be about the testing that God
sends upon pecople of faith, The trip to the mountain 1s the means by
which God tests Abraham's faith. As the text says, "God tested Abraham'
(Gen. 22:1). The test is a contradiction between what God has promised
and what God commands. As Calvin puts it, "His [Abraham's] mind, how-
ever, must have been severely crushed, and violently agitated, wh?n the
comand and the promise of God were conflicting within him," The
problem, of course, Is that this command from God poses serlous problems
not only for Abraham's faith but for Calvin's theology as well. Wwhy did



God command such a thing? The Bible does not tell us, but Calvin does.

The Lord, indeed, is so indulgent to our infirmity, that he does
not thus severely and sharply try our faith: yet he intended, In
the father of all the falithful, to propose an example by which
he might call us to a general trial of faith. For the faith,
which 1s more precious than gold and silver, ought not to lie
idle, without trial; and experience teaches that each will be
tried by God, according to the measure of his faith. At the
same time, also, we may observe that God tempts his servants,
not only when he subdues the affections of the flesh, but when
he reduces all their senses to nothing23that he may lead them to
a complete renunclation of themselves.

God tests Abraham in order that we might have an example for the tests
God will send our way according to the measure of our faith. Calvin
" explains why God tests Abraham, but which s worse--the silence of the
text or Calvin's explanation?

One possible issue that this text and Calvin's interpretation
raise for us is whether Calvin's theology is least compeliing precisely
at those points where his theology leads him to say more than the text
does,

Clearly, Calvin understands Abraham to be an example for us. And
he understands Peter in the say way. °‘In A Harmony of the Gospels,
Calvin depicts Peter not only as an example but as one In whom all of us
are to see ourselves. In response to Matthew's account of Peter's deni-
al of Jesus, Calvin writes,

This story of Peter's fall Is a clear Image of our own weakness,
‘and his repentance is given us as an unforgettable example of
the goodness and mercy of God. This one man's story contains a
teaching which Is extremely useful for the whole church. It
instructs those who stand faithful to watch and fear that they
may not fall; and Ifq1ifts up those who have fallen with the
hope of forglveness.,

In Calvin's exegesis, Peter even more so than Abraham is Interpreted In
realistic terms. Abraham is an example to us, and In that sense someone
by whom we should be Instructed, but a figure we are to appropriate In
our world, Peter, on the other hand, 1s not merely an example to us.
Calvin does say he is an example of God's goodness and mercy, but of
equal or greater significance, he Is also an image of our weakness. Or
as A, W. Morri translates the text, Peter '"brillilantly mirrors our
own Infirmity." Hence, Peter is not only an examplie to us of God's
mercy, but we discern in him the truth about ourselves. He is a mirror
in which we see the true Image of human weakness, especially the weak-
ness of human faith.

Again, Just as he did wlth'Abrahan, Calvin tells us more about
Peter's psychologlical condition than the text does. Calvin describes
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Peter as overcome by fear and panic. According to Calvin, Peter denied
Jesus,

. . . hot because he was beinhg dragged before the tribunal of
the high priest, or because his enemies were upon him to Kill
him with vio]entzgmnds, but because he was terrified by the
voice of a woman.

Now, it Is certainly plausible that Peter was as frightened and as panic
stricken as Calvin thinks he was, but the biblical text does not say
that, The text does not tell us what prompted Peter to deny Jesus. The
text only telis us that when the cock crowed, Peter ''broke down and
wept.."

We should ncte that Calvin's interpretation of Peter's denial of
Jesus In the Harmony is based primarily on the text.in Matthew 26:69-75.
- Auerbach's interpretation, of course, was based on Mark 14:41-46. . Does
the fact that Calvin uses Matthew while Auerbach appeais to Mark make a
difference in their interpretations? Not as far as Calvin Is concerned.
In the introduction to the Harmony, Calvin admits that it Is not pos-
sible to comment on one of the synoptic Gospels without comparing it to
the other two. He reccgnizes that thlis has led many comentators to
attempt to reconcile the three accounts by means of a systhesis. But
Calvin finds a systhesis unsatisfactory, and prefers instead toc line up
the three accounts and let the reader make the comparisons. In Calvin's
words,

. « « 8s limited minds find the comparison hard to grasp, coh-
tTnually having to turn up this place and that, I thought it
would be a welcome and useful short cut to treat the three nar-
ratives together in a continuous line, on one form so to speak,
where readers could see at a glance the points of likeness and
difference. So I shall omit nothing which 1s found written in
one of the three, and shall put the material of two or three
into one context. Whether or not this will have the:ﬁplue I
anticipate will be judged by the use readers make of it.

Both in the Harmony and in his sermons on the passion of Christ,
Calvin takes Matthew as his text. Where the other Gospels include some-
thing not found in Matthew, Calvin usually notices it and comments upon
1t. One of the most Interesting examples of thls procedure s Luke's
account of Peter's denial (Luke 22:55-62) in which Luke has Jesus turn
and look at Peter after the cock crows. Calvin interprets this to mean
that wheEBa person sins, he or she cannot repent '"unless the Lord look
at him."

Of even greater significance is the fact that although Calvin
does not write a synthesis of the Gospels but a harmeny of them, he
clearly believes that the three Gospels tell one story. Furthermore,
Calvin readily acknowledges that there are differences between the three
Gospels and states his opinion that Mark and Luke did not have access to
Matthew when they wrote their accounts. Nonetheless, Calvin bellieves
that there is, as he puts It, "a wonderful unity in their diverse
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patterns of writing" which Calvin attributes to the work of the Holy
Spirit. Calvin might have had no problems with what we have come to
krnow as '"the synoptic problem" in modern biblical scholarship. Indeed,
he probably would have been eager to learn about it, But I also sus-
pect that Calvin would have been deeply puzzled, saddened, and perhaps
angered by the Inability of many contemporary theclogtans and blbiical
scholars to discern the one gospel In the Bible,

what, then, can we say about Calvin's treatment of Genesis 22 and
Mark 14 (as Iinterpreted through Matthew 26)? There Is considerable
evidence to support Frel's argument that Calvin reads the Bible pre-
critically and realistically. For the most part, Calvin does not sepa-—
rate the literal sense of the text from its historical referent. The
question of the historiclity of Genesis 22 and Mark 14 s not an I[ssue
for Calvin. Nor does he feel compelled to discuss the earlier forms and
possibie functions of the biblical narratives in the early church. His
attention is riveted on the biblical text.

Given this approach to the text, it Iis hardly surprising that
Calvin does not use the reader's world as the basis for the interpreta-
tion and assessment of the clalms made in the biblical text. Calvin
certainly appeals to human reality and the reader's experience, but more
often than not the world of the reader is an illustration and reflection
of the reality of the text rather than vice versa. 1 suspect that
Calvin would strongly agree with Auerbach's claim that the biblical text
makes a tyrannical claim to truth and that truth s to be found within
the reality narrated by the text and not within the reader's experience
and self-understanding. '

. For the most part, I think Frel is correct when -he describes
Calvin as a pre-critical Interpreter of the Bible. What I have tried
to suggest, however, 1s that Frel's case is not as clear cut as he
thinks it Is. <Calvin does things with the text which a consistent "pre—
critical interpreter should not. Occasionally, Calvin does make the
text say more than it does say. Calvin often appears to know more about
the thinking and feeling of figures in biblical narrative than the text
allows him to.

I have suggested two reasons why I think Calvin may from time to
time fall prey to this tendency. On the one hand, it may be because
the text does what it 1s supposed to., - Calvin allows himself to be
caught up in the text, but when he does so Is uwllling to accept the
shadows in the text, the text's silence on some matters, and even its
ambiguity., Calivin is not content with the shadows, the ambiguity, be-
cause, In the second place, he Is uwilling to allow the text to be
silent on thecological matters that are of overriding significance for
him. Calvin resolves the text's silence and ambiguity by speaking for
it. He explains what the text refuses to explain. However, when Calvin
does so he Impoverishes both his theology and the biblical text he seeks
to Interpret.

There 1s one other matter we have not discussed--namely, the
extent to which Calvin not only maintains the coherence between the
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literal and the historical but also reads the text figurally. If we
were to go back and take ancther look at Genesis 22 and the texts on the
Passion, we would discover that Calvin does interpret them canonically.
He lnvokes the first chapteer of James, the first chapter of second
Corinthians, and the eleventh chapter of Hebrews in his interpretation
of Genesis 22. And Calvin not only interprets texts canonically, but he
also reads them figurally, as Is evident in hils preface to Olivetan's
translation of the New Testament.

He [Christ] is Isaac, the beloved Son of the Father who was of-
fered as a sacrifice, but nevertheless did not succumb to the
power of death. He is Jacob the watchful shepherd, who has such
great care for the sheep which he guards. He is the good and
compassionate brother Joseph, who in his glory was not ashamed
to acknowledge his brothers, however lowly and abject their con-
ditlon. He is the great sacrificer and bishop Melchizedek, who
has offered an eternal sacrifice once for all, He is the sov-
ereign lawgiver Moses, writing the law on the tables of our
hearts by his Spirit, He Is the faithful captaln and guide
Joshua, to lead us to the Promised Land. He is the magnhificent
and triumphant king Solomon, governing his kingdom in peace and
prosperity. He Is the strong and pogﬁrFuI Samson, who by his
death has overwhelmed all his enemies.

1V. Concluding Reflectlions

At the beginning of this essay, we asked to what extent Calvin
could and should be described as a '“marrative theologian. As a first
step in answering that question, we have attempted to clarify whether
Calvin flts Frel's description of him as a '‘pre-critical narrative
theologian. The extent to which Calvin is or Is not a narrative theolo-
gian cannot be answered only by studying his commentaries or by deter-
mining how often Calvin uses narrative texts in his theology. The more
important issue is the extent to which Calvin's theclogy Is decisively
shaped by the reallty narrated in the Bible and the extent to which bib-
lical narrative plays a role in Calvin's interpretation of the realities
of faith.

We began by pointing to the confusion in many Christian, espe-
cially Protestant, communities concerning the Bible. Does Calvin offer
us any help with this problem? Calvin does show us how the Bible was
read at one time, and, if Frei Is correct, perhaps how it should be read
at all times. If the Bible has fallen silent or lost its voice In the
life of the church, that may be because we have choked it to death on
little pleces of audience criticism and structural exegesis. Perhaps we
suffer from a severe form of farsightedness in which we can see only the
minutiae of the text and no longer the larger reallty within the text.
In any case, there appear to be fewer and fewer of us who are able to
discern any relation between the figures of Isaac and Jesus or between
Peter and ourselves. '

The answer to our dilemma is not for us to turn our backs on
historical-criticism. Bultmann was correct when he wrote that '‘de-
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mythologizing Is the radical application of the doct.ri?& of Jjustifica-
tion by falth to the sphere of thought and knowledge.! The issue is
not whether we shall do away with historical~criticism, but whether we
can recover the capacity to read the Blble as narrative history, even as
our narrative history. While we may not be able to read the Bible the
same way that Calvin did, which 1s simply to say we dare not pretend
that we Inhabit the same world that Calvin did, we can be reminded by
him of the one who is the central but hidden character in biblical nar-
rative and who stl11 attempts to speak to us In 1t,
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