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Calvin’s iron voice: the impregnable Institutes

magnum opus, the Institutes of  the Christian Religion 

-
Institutes confront the reader with 

-
-

Institutes

it can be said that the Institutes

The Arti-

For similar methodology in which a literary sensitivity is brought to bear on 

and Voice in Augustine and Western Literature

-

ism

Institutes of  the Christian Religion

INTRODUCTION

CALVIN’S IRON VOICE
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-
cism and worldly activity engulfs the entirety of  the Institutes 

themselves, seriously threatening the goal of  the book itself, 

the same time, the Institutes

-

an equally systematic iron logic,  to a gifted rhetor that used 
all the humanist skills of  his time to accommodate his mes-

-
-

communicate, the Institutes cut the sinful reader out of  the 
-

Castellio gegen Calvin. Ein Gewissen gegen Gewalt

é
Réformée
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Institutes claim to do 
-

the Institutes 

 

9

claims that the Institutes offer nothing less than the unlock-

Institutes is nothing less than to 
 reading 

-

reverence the word of  the Lord, to read it, and diligently 

-

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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-
Institutes 

-

In-

stitutes as a text that aims to effectuate a change in the reader 

in the Institutes, the ordo recte docendi

result is that the realm of  the divine remains an inaccessible 

Insti-

tutes does not lend itself  to a reading in which the reader 

himself  gives of  the desired effect of  the Institutes -
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-

the lack of  criteria with which to distinguish one from the 

the double verdict of  either a very bleak image of  mankind, 

-
-

ology is actually geared towards an idea of  knowledge as 
movement: a movement that runs from human limitations 

ex-

tra Calvinisticum

the believer to bring these two dimensions together without 

-

accommodatio, the accommodated 

-

-
 However, the notion of  the ac-

-

-

-
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-
mension that should forewarn readers against believing too 

-
meditatio futurae vitae, I will 

-
sion that the Institutes -

-
-
-

mines the lives of  all the individuals who are born into this 

-

with the birth of  fundamentalism, and with a rigorous theol-

 Stressing for in-

sola scriptura

logic of  the sola scriptura 

Burning to Read: English Fundamentalism and Its Reformation Opponents 
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Far from wanting to choose one of  the two, or to fold back 

theology, this study wants to leave a certain indiscernability 

-

-
-

 have 

-

modern texts as texts that were forced to negotiate these 

-

Grace

Burning to Read: English Fundamentalism and Its Reforma-

tion Opponents
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-

-
-

-
es these two dimensions simultaneously demands a different 

topoi

As this study will show, a certain linguistic indiscernability 
underlies the voice of  the Institutes

what is being 
said, but also for how

coherence that belong more to the commentator involved 

-

Grace

-
sidered,” in -
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-
inal theologian,

Institutes with other, more 

the relation between key and cage one needs to be sensitive 

whole of  the Institutes

the Institutes by discussing two moments that stand at the 
entrance and exit of  the Institutes

Institutes, on the other hand, calls 
-

Institutes

Institutes

Institutes

localised this tension, I will devote attention to the reactions 

task of  this work: to trace the concentric structure of  the 
Institutes

and cage offer, if  read correctly, a foundation for the act of  
-

-
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Institutes will shed new light 
-

Askese to rebellion?

Institutes

with launching a revolt:

we, whose voice was never heard in faction, and whose 
-

-

-

The Institutes -

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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which leads to an idolatrous and dangerous ground for ac-

good, and inclined to 
all evil

-

as his readers that such an attitude is not at all what is aimed 
at in the Institutes:

by the same decree which establishes all regal authority, 
we will never entertain the seditious thought, that a king 
is to be treated according to his deserts, and that we are 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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Institutes by reassuring the king of  France 
-

Obedience and submissiveness are logical consequences of  

the ground for revolutionary action, the believer as being 
a sinful individual who has to live the life according to his 

In its extreme inhumanity this doctrine must above all 

-

changing his earthly surroundings, led to an attitude of  ac-

can in this world became a religious ethic, the innerweltlichte 

Askese

from access to the means of  his salvation so radically that 



INTRODUCTION

13

of  the ruler:

are rendering the obedience which the Lord requires, 
when we endure anything rather than turn aside from 

magnum opus 

The believer should not ‘yield a slavish obedience to the de-
Institutes

be active, and critical, and be ready to resists doing ‘homage 

of  the last edition of  the Institutes this stance of  the right 
to resistance engendered many theories on the role of  the 

-
achs

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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-
tion that a king should be bound by certain limits became 

-

-

thought, not only was the right to resistance limited to mag-

-
nance, and mankind unable to formulate truth, what should 

-

 
that mankind can only come to a correct understanding of  

been cut off?

-
mean when 

-

Age of  Reformation

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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fers function in the whole of  the Institutes Institutes 

from its meaning as he is from the true knowledge of  divine 
matters? These will be the questions that this study seeks to 

-
Institutes

the Institutes, the arc of  the Institutes unrolls itself  between 
the obligation of  obedience, and the famous “right to re-

As a result, the Institutes -

content of  an ethic of  merits, is faced with a text that cuts 

is the role of  the reader in the how can the reader 
-

sented in the text? In short, what are the foundations of  reading? 
Insti-

tutes

-
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Responses to Calvin’s voice: iron readers?

-
alent in the Institutes

unusual tension between the demand of  engagement in the 

-

such an extreme degree that the believer needs to be made 

 The text, accord-
ing to Barth, because of  its radical and earnest claim of  tak-
ing sin seriously, cuts away the trust in its own workings, and 

-
ousness that was alive in this man and that emanated from 

 the 



INTRODUCTION

17

iron age has come that 

calls for iron believers

-

-

-

-
-

Although forceful on its own merits, the historical rough-

volume  

The historical Calvin

-

Calvin The Origins and Developments 
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remains one of  the strongest and clearly written introduc-
-

-
-

-

Institutes as the work of  a genius, as a bolt 

-

in the beginning of  his work that ‘whatever relations can 

his masters and alarmed at the very thought of  changing 

-

-

his theology tended to fade into the background in favor of  

-

Calvin

The Young Calvin
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 In these 

-

-

-

-

-

controlling his very language, becomes a rewriting of  Stoic 

 Francis 
Higman, -

-
weltverach-

tung, nor to scholastic systematic logic, but to the rhetorical 

-

tomus

-

 

é
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-

there is a logic in the Institutes

-

-

-

Institutes, one should nonethe-

He knew these masters, and doubtless other ancients, as 

Breen then continues to identify rhetorical traits in the 
Institutes -

-
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Institutes

Institutes:

Institutes a careful and rhetorical 

is used then to instill in the reader not an intellectual 

Institutes I, V,9:

testimonia

-

second mode of  rhetorical discourse, in the Institutes: ‘It can 
be said that, taking all, the Institutes 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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 Aristotle described the deliberative 

Institutes, more 

-

-

-

-
-

Institutes 

-

Institutes
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-
-

the role of  rhetoric in sixteenth-century theology, and his 
-

closed nature of  the Institutes, and thus to come to an under-

itself, 

To clarify the distinction, let us take a closer look at the 
-
-
-

derstanding the inherent rhetorical nature of  the Institutes, 
-

enoncé 

form of  the Institutes

how this form functions in relation to the theology of  the In-

stitutes

Institutes them-

Institutes

historical heritage, style enables one to think of  the means a 

-



INTRODUCTION

24

cian runs the risk of  folding the Institutes 

-
man, the conclusion often remains historical, and thus falls 

Institutes

Origins and development -
-

order to bring to the fore exactly what the title suggests: a 
-

I believe that one of  the basic tasks of  humanistic 

-

-
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-

-

-

becomes for Bouwsma the result of  the idiosyncratic com-
-

-

must be seen in the light of  the theological-historical situ-
ation of  the late eighties, in which, as Bouwsma states, it 

-
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Return to the historical Calvin

-
-

The Unaccommodated Calvin 

-

 
-

-

-
-

erences from classical and biblical literature – whether 
the biblical chaos imagery of  the  or tehom and the 
classical imagery of  the labyrinth of  Knossos, of  The-

-

noted, for the sake of  our biblically illiterate age, by sev-

Theological Tradition
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-
teenth century author cannot be called history and should be 

is lost, and all one can do to retrieve authorial intention is 
-

ly worth mentioning for an inhabitant of  the sixteenth cen-

the Unaccommodated Calvin 

any singularity is folded back into the fold of  the sixteenth 

Initia Cal-

vini: The Matrix of  Calvin’s Reformation, Oberman suggests that 

-
al historians, but he warns at the same time that one should 
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There cannot be any doubt that it is essential to be com-

resources. But without clear evidence these resources 
cannot be transformed into sources

but rather in showing why and how the medieval back-

of  intellectual history is as treacherously reductionist 

reason, intellectual history is badly in need of  decon-
struction, this time not to eliminate but to recover the 

-
-

do so, one has to cut away excess baggage that one brings to 

-
from 

growing insight in the lifegiving refuge with 

Initia Calvini: The Matrix of  Calvin’s Reforma-

tion
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Oberman clearly sees the value of  tracing the historical in-
-

-

from 

-
giving refuge with -

a text, but also a sensitivity to the textual forms in which 

-

focus on historicity but it should tackle questions regarding 

-

-

more than one occasion Oberman offers an effective survey 

-

-
ogy, or whether it functioned for him as an area of  study 

-
-
-
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the Reformation

-
ormation was as much about literary truth as it was about 

-
tion to 

both a literary analysis of  historical texts as well as a solid 

read sixteenth-century texts as interventions in a time when 

-

confronted with the loss of  the ground of  infallible mean-

the battle cry of  sola scriptura a basic claim was made about 
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 The sola scriptura, although 

-
mation of  the literal meaning should therefore be read with 

-
tury crisis of  meaning, as a result it becomes fused with a 

Burning to Read

texts in the sixteenth century, we have to study these texts 
as singular linguistic artefacts that, each in their own way, 

sola scriptura not 
only as a theological strategy, but as an idea that also had 

of  textuality as such:

-

-
-
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fathomless unnerving and ubiquitous textual 

-

sola scriptura 
a dangerous attitude was created:

-

-

-

Burning to Read: English Fundamentalism and Its Reformation 

Opponents
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-

-

 and unaccommodated 

-

-

that 

text, without losing sight of  the singular address of  the text 

into account, namely that these texts not only make a claim 
for literal truth, but that this claim itself  should be read as 

It is interesting to note that in other sixteenth century texts 
-

Mimesis



INTRODUCTION

34

-
-

terms:

-

-

-

easily be rendered in the form of  a syllogism: I describe 

-

logism is expressed in the text

Rabelais and 

his world

-

-

and it has led to fruitful analyses of  the understanding of  the 

In religious-studies however, as we will see, such a sensitivity 
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The task can now become clear: to read, without losing 

generate stable meaning in a century during which exactly 

Institutes, 

-
-

sola scriptura

loose from solidity reading oscillates between two dangers: a 

of  the text, by focusing not on logical coherence but on the 
-

-
ing, does this sixteenth century text negotiate the tension 
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intervention, and if  this is the case, then one should read 

-

-

the fact that this militant attitude is connected to a certain 

-
-

-

view of  a militant role in the world is tied to subsequent 

-

-
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-
tion, a beginning can be made to view religious texts not 

The method of  this book will therefore consist of  an analysis 
of  those textual moments in which the text, not the author, 

-

Institutes 

letter to the King of  France, I will continue by following the 
Institutes

Insti-

tutes sensus divinitatis, then moving 

Institutes extra Calvinisticum

accommodation and return-

meditatio futurae vitae

-
cal architecture that is the Institutes

In the meantime, reading with an eye for the linguistic foun-

Institutes 
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-

-

-
tion between the literary structure of  the Institutes and the 

-
-

If  the linguistic status can be satisfyingly connected to the 

Institutes can thus bring a 
-

has been credited with both the birth of  fundamentalism 

whose believers are doomed to live in fear and trembling as 
well as an innerweltliche 


