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			John Calvin

			Key information

			
					Born: 10 July 1509 in Noyon (France).

					Died: 27 May 1564 in Geneva.

					Main achievements: setting up the Reformed Church (ministries, catechism and liturgy) and restructuring the educational system. Through measures put into place by town leaders, Calvin imposed strict moral discipline. His main innovation was to have successfully written and disseminated the foundations of a new Christian orthodoxy in French, and to have spread a reformed theology throughout Europe.

			

			Introduction

			John Calvin was one of the main figures of the Reformation that changed the face of religion across Europe in the 16th century. A gifted preacher and the author of Christianae Religionis Institutio (Institutes of the Christian Religion), the most important summary of Protestant theology, Calvin was one of the main proponents of Protestantism inspired by the Ninety-five Theses of Martin Luther (1483-1546). He dedicated his life to establishing a way of living and thinking in accordance with the Scriptures. He was a talented writer and knew how to adapt his words to his audience. Additionally, he took the innovative step of translating all of his treatises from Latin into French to ensure that they would reach a wider audience.

			As the organiser of the Reformation, he first established the Church of Geneva, then set up Reformed churches across Europe. He took part in the political debates of his time, particularly regarding the separation of Church and State. Although his influence was undeniable and his authority recognised, Calvin still had his critics and many were hostile towards him.

		


		
			Biography
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			Portrait of John Calvin by Titian, 16th century.

			Education

			John Cauvin – who would later change his name to Calvin – was the son of Gérard Cauvin (died in 1531) and Jeanne Le Franc (died around 1515). His family had ties to the diocese of Noyon: his father (who would be driven out and excommunicated in 1528) held several administrative posts there and prepared his son for an ecclesiastical career. As such, he obtained money from the diocese of Noyon which allowed Calvin to study arts in Paris at the Collège de la Marche (autumn 1520) and the Collège de Montaigu (1521-1525), where he obtained his baccalaureate and Master of Arts. Calvin then studied law in Orléans (around 1526) and in Bourges (around 1529-1530). These were both extremely prestigious universities, and he was taught by highly respected professors such as Pierre de l’Étoile (around 1480-1537) and André Alciat (1492-1550).

			These years of study had a lasting impact on Calvin: legal rigour had a remarkable effect on his way of thinking, and he studied Greek under Melchior Wolmar (1497-1561), a disciple of the new doctrines of Martin Luther. In Wittenberg in 1517, Luther had published his Ninety-five Theses against indulgences, the foundational text of the Reformation. Following his law studies – he graduated in February 1532 – Calvin completed his curriculum with Classical literature. He wrote a commentary on De Clementia by Seneca (4 BC-65 AD), which was published the same year in Paris and Orléans (1532).

			From classical education to conversion

			Unlike the other great reformers of the period, Calvin did not study theology at university, and did not hold any religious office as he was never ordained by the Catholic Church. After his studies, he embarked on a teaching career, which he began in Fortet. 

			His conversion took place over the course of 1533 and 1534. Rather than a revelation, this was above all a gradual process of maturation in his thought. In November 1533, he helped to write a speech delivered by Nicolas Cop, rector of the University of Paris. Although ostensibly on the subject of the Beatitudes (Matthew 5), this speech was in reality merely a pretext for denouncing the persecution faced by the new reformers. Calvin was pursued and left Paris. He then roamed around the country incognito, notably passing through Angoulême and Poiteirs, before leaving France. On 4 May 1534, he officially broke with the Catholic Church by renouncing the money they granted him. He travelled and reached Basel at the end of the year.

			Whether these events were the trigger or not, there was at this time a shift in the texts he studied. Classical Greek and Latin were replaced by Christian texts. His first treatise, written in 1534, deals with the resting of souls between death and the Final Judgement. He would return to this subject in 1542 under the title Psychopannychia (Soul sleep). He also wrote the first version of his Christianae Religionis Institutio, published in Basel in March 1536, which would later become his Institutes of the Christian Religion.

			The start of Calvin’s life in Geneva

			In July 1536, Calvin stopped for a night in Geneva on his way to Basel. At the instigation of the French-born evangelist William Farel (1489-1565), the town had affirmed its support of the Reformation in May by abolishing some of the Catholic rites (in particular Mass) and placing the Holy Scripture above all else. Farel implored him to stay to help with the evangelisation of Geneva: “[Farel] descended to cursing me, and said that God would surely curse the peace and tranquil study that I sought if I refused to give my help at a time of such great need”1 (Calvin, 2009: 144) Initially given the title of reader (meaning teacher) of the Holy Scripture in autumn 1536, he became pastor of the Church of Geneva several months later. He was working alongside Mathurin Cordier (1479 or 1484-1564), a great teacher and one of Calvin’s former professors at the Collège de la Marche, who was also won over by the ideas of the Reformation. 

			This appointment brought a change in status for Calvin: he was now responsible for the souls of a heterogenous population, whose education must be ensured. It was vital for him to simplify his message and, above all, to communicate in French and abandon the local dialect. To this end, he wrote an instruction of faith to be used in the Church of Geneva, followed by a confession of faith written by Farel. Two years later, during Easter 1538, Farel and Calvin were driven out of Geneva because they were considered to be overly zealous and strict, and because they refused to allow the State to have too much influence over the Church. This brought them into conflict with the part of the town council led by free-thinkers, who wanted to preserve a strong lay power following their emancipation from the guardianship of the Prince-Bishopric of Geneva. At the same time, Cordier left for Neuchâtel.

			Strasbourg: Calvin becomes a theologian

			In the summer of 1538, Calvin accepted an invitation from an Alsatian reformer, Martin Bucer (1491-1551), to come to Strasbourg. He became the pastor and teacher at a school (called the gymnasium), founded that year by Jean Sturm (1507-1589), who intended to apply a new approach to teaching. In particular, Sturm established a system of clearly separated classes, regular exams and different years for students. At the gymnasium, Calvin associated with humanists and reformers, including Wolfgang Capiton (1478-1541). He also studied biblical texts, wrote commentaries on the Old and New Testaments, and expanded his Institutio, the second edition of which was published in 1539. His aim was clear: to train theology students to study Scripture in such a way that they could easily access and understand it and faced no obstacles to their learning.

			New momentum for reform

			The political and religious tensions which caused turmoil in Geneva at the start of the 1540s and the pressure exerted by Jacques Sadolet (1477-1547), the Bishop of Carpentras, for the city to return to Roman rule, led the Genevans to call back Calvin, who they saw as the only person capable of defending their interests. The former pariah did not arrive until September 1541. He was accompanied by Idelette de Bure, a widow and the mother of two children, who he had married in August 1540 and who would die on 29 March 1549. Calvin would remain in Geneva until his death in 1564.

			At the turn of the years 1541-1542, the essential aspects of the Reformation, spread by Calvin, were in place. The preacher dedicated most of the rest of his life to the study of biblical texts and wrote over 250 sermons per year. In addition, he contributed to the training of ministers for this new branch of Christianity by creating the Genevan Academy in 1559. He also took part in the creation of the Consistory (a council of pastors, elders and magistrates which was in charge of ensuring the correct moral and religious conduct of the community) and the town council in order to encourage conduct in line with the principles decreed.

			After dictating his will on 26 April 1564, he received the councillors of the city and his colleagues from the Genevan Company of Pastors to give two goodbye speeches. He died on 27 May 1564 and was buried as set out in the edicts of the Reformation, meaning with no pomp and ceremony, in the cemetery of Plainpalais.
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			The Death of Calvin.





			1This quotation has been translated by 50Minutes.com.

		


		
			The implementation of the Reformation

			Luther’s foundational action

			On 31 October 1517, Martin Luther, who had been an Augustinian friar in Wittenburg since 1512, nailed his 95 theses against indulgences to the walls of the town.

			
				
					Indulgences

					Starting in the late 11th century, the Catholic Church granted indulgences, a way of reducing the punishment for sins by completing a pilgrimage, fighting in a crusade or contributing financially to pious works. From the 13th century onwards, plenary indulgences absolved the individual not only of the punishment, but the fault itself. For Luther, salvation was granted by the grace of God, who forgives man the sinner, because of the sufferings of the crucified Christ.

				

			

			On 15 June 1520, Luther’s propositions were officially condemned by the papal bull Exsurge Domine issued by Pope Leo X (1475-1521). Luther was quick to respond: he rebelled and publicly burned the letter on 10 December. He was excommunicated a few weeks later, on 23 January 1521. He then organised life in the communities that adopted his ideas. 

			The adoption of reform and the arrival of Calvin

			The impact of the Reformation movement begun by Luther was also felt in France. Although the Sorbonne (the Paris Faculty of Theology) launched an offensive against the Lutherans in March 1525, the first evangelical community was being set up in Zurich at the same time. The Reformation spread and other communities appeared, such as the one in Basel in 1527. Furthermore, in a sign of unity with the new movement, Mass was abolished. In particular, this happened in Berne in 1528 and in Strasbourg a year later. The Reformation was adopted in several towns, such as Neuchâtel (1530) and Geneva, at the instigation of William Farel, who was appointed by the reformists in Berne. On 1 January 1533, the preacher Antoine Froment (around 1509-1581) delivered the first Reformed sermon in the Place du Molard. Two years later, on 10 August 1535, the Council of Two Hundred – the new institution established by the city following the departure of the Prince-Bishop – suspended Mass. Finally, the General Council ratified the adoption of the Reformation on 21 May 1536.
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			Portrait of William Farel.

			It was in these circumstances that Calvin first arrived in Geneva in July 1536. He immediately became involved in the Reformation: he and Farel took part in a dispute in Lausanne from 1 to 8 October, which culminated in the town definitively ratifying its adhesion to the Reformation through an edict signed on 19 October.

			A pluralistic reform

			It must be pointed out that the Reformation movement was not homogenous and took several different paths rather than only following the doctrine decreed by Luther. Other reformers, such as Thomas Münzer (around 1489-1525) and Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531), who played a crucial role in freeing part of Europe from the control of Rome, sometimes championed somewhat different ideas. Consequently, doctrinal pluralism led to broad debates, and even real dissent on specific theological questions, within the movement. This was the case, for example, between Luther and Zwingli, who, having once been in agreement, vehemently argued over the issue of the Eucharist when they met in Marburg in 1529.

			The Affair of the Placards (October 1534)

			In Europe, reactions to the reformist movement varied: although the Reformation was accepted in several towns in Switzerland and the Holy Roman Empire, it was rejected in France.

			On 17 and 18 October 1534, placards opposing Mass were put up in a number of French towns, including Paris, leading to upheaval and repression against Lutherans. In the following weeks, Calvin left Paris for Basel, where he settled in January 1535. In Paris, there were rumblings of repression, and the pastor of Neuchâtel Antoine Marcourt (around 1485-1561) distributed his pamphlet Petit traité sur l’eucharistie (Short Treatise on the Eucharist), which reiterated the statements against Mass on the placards. King Francis I (1494-1547) ordered an expiatory procession, and several Lutherans were executed in February of that year. Reformists who repented were granted amnesty on 16 July 1535 with the Edict of Coucy.

		


		
			Teach, fight and organise: the core principles of Calvinism

			Calvin’s letter to the king

			Following the Affair of the Placards, Calvin wrote a letter to Francis I in which he clearly set out his intention to provide basic teaching and championed Protestant doctrine, which he saw as the word of God. His account was based on Luther’s Small Catechism (published in 1529) and comprised six main points:

			
					the Law (explanation of the Decalogue);

					faith (explanation of the Creed);

					prayer (explanation of the Lord’s Prayer);

					the sacraments (baptism and the Last Supper).

			

			These were accompanied by a chapter on what the reformists called false sacraments (confirmation, penitence, Extreme Unction, Holy Orders and marriage) and a section on Christian freedom (meaning the relationship between Church and State). This text was used as the preface to Calvin’s magnum opus, the Instiutio, which, when expanded, would become the Institutes of the Christian Religion.

			Institutes of the Christian Religion: Calvin’s Summa Theologica

			While he was staying in Strasbourg, Calvin revised his first version of the Christianae Religionis Institutio in order to provide a more complete summary of his theology. It appeared in 1539, expanded with the inclusion of biblical commentaries. It constituted the entire religious education programme that Calvin planned to deliver and have delivered by Protestant ministers.

			Calvin’s innovativeness lies in the scope of his target audience: he did not only address his works to ministers, but also sought to reach communities. This is why, starting in 1541, he translated his text into French and included in his translation a summary of devotion and almost everything that readers needed to know about the doctrine of salvation. With this translation, Calvin took on a major challenge, because this was the first time that the essential doctrines of the Christian faith had

			
			
			
			
				
					
					
					
							Of the knowledge of God the Creator (theology, in the sense of doctrine of God);

							Of the knowledge of God the Redeemer in Christ (Christology, doctrine of the being and work of Christ); 

							Of the manner how to receive the grace of Christ, and what fruits we have by the same, and what effects do follow (pneumatology, doctrine of the Holy Spirit);

							Of the outward means or helps whereby God allureth us to the fellowship of Christ, and retaineth us in it (ecclesiology, doctrine of the Church).

					

				

			

			From doctrine to application: the organisation of the Church of Geneva

			
			
					the Ordonnances ecclésiastiques (Ecclesiastical Ordonnances, adopted on 20 November 1541);

					the Forme des prières et chants ecclésiastiques avec la manière d’administrer les Sacrements, et consacrer le Mariage, selon la coutume de l’Église ancienne (The Form of Prayers and Church Hymns with the Manner of Administering the Sacraments and Consecrating Marriage, According to the Custom of the Old Church, published in February/March 1542);

					the Catéchisme (Catechism, first version also published in February/March 1542).

			

			
			
					the Pastors, who are responsible for worship;

					the Doctors, who are responsible for teaching;

					the Deacons, who are responsible for ministering to the sick and giving out alms;

					the Elders, who are chosen from the members of the community and, along with magistrates and pastors, are responsible for the application of discipline within the community.

			

			
				
					
					
				

			

			The foundation of the Genevan Academy (1559)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Calvin, a man of many struggles

			
			
			Conflict with the Church of Rome (the Papists)

			
			
			
			A doctrinal orthodoxy beset by dissent
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