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-

For who even of  slight intelligence does not understand 

is like as accommodate the knowledge of  him to our 

man, affecting the modes of  knowledge that man can have 

ordo recte docendi as well as in the eucharist, is 
in fact a  to both critically undermine human cognitive 

-

extra -

Calvin

Institutes of  the Christian Religion

CHAPTER THREE

GOD LISPED: 
ACCOMMODATIO AND CALVIN’S SCRIPTURAL VOICE
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The Institutes 

the  show a textual awareness of  these limits: 
Insti-

tutes -

the calvinian sign became a token, thus changing the moving 

Institutes as a 

-
tion under the unwavering style of  the Institutes

his Institutes 

summa -

in the sixteenth century the sola scriptura functioned as a war-
rant for true doctrine for a variety of  religious factions in 

was not merely the age in which literal truth was at stake, 

Calvin
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undoubtedly changing, exegetical methods became more so-

with which these sources could be translated and circulated, 
-
-

-

 

with the unfortunate side-effect that a war on words results 
in only more words:

– indeed more – discords and disagreements because of  

-

-

Responsio Ad Lutherum

The Com-
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-
dominantly a change in textuality, not a return to the literal 

his Burning to Read: 

-

-

-

-
-

-

-

English Fundamentalism and Its Reformation Op-

ponents -

Burning to Read
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distrust in human frameworks that can vouch for this sense, 
runs the risk of  setting the believer adrift in a universe of  

-
tative framework to offer the foundations for this reading, 

-
ture, with its literal truth and its unmediated effect, have for 

In our discussion of  the ordo recte docendi we have already seen 
-

-
-

-

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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It is this notion of  the accommodated statement, accommoda-

tio

charge 

see, risks indeed blowing away the foundation out of  inter-

-

-

-

use of  the term was a rewriting of  a main-stream theologi-

analysis of  the term in the work of  the seventeenth-century 

-

-

-

For, after having established that accommodated notions of  

is the knowledge that the accommodated statement offers? 
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to be executed, what are its modalities, what does it mean, 
and where does it end?

The notion of  accommodation has drawn attention only 

-

The Knowledge of  God in 

-

9

-
modation as inherently concerned with the knowledge of  
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-

-

and the accommodations to human sinfulness, in which the 

-

-

-
-
-

-
-

-
ology,” in 

Balserak, 
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-
ation, in civil government and, in the ‘accommodated act 

theology:

-

-

become clear that the notion of  accommodation is quite 
-

that the accommodation is characteristic of  ‘every avenue of  
-

the 

accommodated statement means

connection between accommodation and rhetoric as it has 

-
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on accommodation 

-

the link between accommodation and rhetoric made 
by some scholars is one which seems to this author, at 

corpus -

accommodation down to such a degree that it does not 
come close to resembling the broad and diverse con-

-
-
-

-

-
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then is this tension merely stylistic or rhetorical? This 

this discussion with a summary—considering these 

-
-

a theological unity, both in the form of  the accommodation 

-

legal training and the role of  accommodation in his theol-

-
-

-
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ing to see why these tensions occur, how are they generated 

but much as we have seen with the sensus divinitatis, it is often 

of  scholars can differ greatly, that we are offered insights 
Institutes

-

-

The notion of  accommodation was used by the classic rhet-

-
-

-

De Oratore -
ed to the ears of  the multitude, for charming or urging their 

De Oratore -
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in the selection of  the right style, and in for instance the 

said that this idea of  accommodation has been used as early 

In book VI of  the Confessions, Augustine describes in what 
-

-

-

-

And it seemed to me all the more right that the author-

accessible to everyone, and yet it absorbs the attention 

if  it were not that this book stands out alone so high a 

 

Confessions

De 

Doctrina Christiana
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-

-

-

-

could be reached by any single stream drawing its water 
-

uttered in all brevity but destined to serve a host of  

as best he is able, some choosing one, and some another 

eternal? It is because human nature being fallen as it is, ‘we 
-

eternity in the mode of  human cognition, and man can, to 

copia

Confessions
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-
ers, even though they contained no falsehood that could 

-

-

though not exhaustive understanding of  the text:

I believe that by this blessing you granted us the faculty 
-

ent ways to things which we understand in one way only 

-

-
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-

with the relation between the Old and New Testament, Au-

but the concealing veil, so that it may be understood 

not the case, therefore, that by the grace of  the Lord 
that which was covered has been abolished as useless: 
rather, the covering which concealed useful truth has 

-

-
strated the order of  events, the reasons for deeds and 
words, and the agreement of  the Old Testament with 

-
-

-

-
ery that Augustine made over the course of  the Confessions, 

-

-

-
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there were no intermediate stage whereby man might 
strive to rise above his earthly life and reach likeness to 

-
temporali dispensatione -

ation, obedient however to his eternal laws, to remind 

come to the aid of  individual men and indeed of  the 

The notion of  dispensatio -
ferently over time in order to better reach his audience, is 

Confessiones 

best suited to itself, although the law itself  is always and 

-
-

although they have been reckoned sinners by men who 

standards and assess all the rights and wrongs of  the 
-

Augustine: Earlier Writings
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one who does this behaves like a man who knows noth-

grievance when they hear that things which good men 

-

the idea that language can be both transient and sacred: ‘For 

-

Confessions

Christian Thought

Opera Omnia CAG Elec-

tronic Edition.

-

Benin, The Footprints of  God
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Contra Celsum, Origen defends himself  against the attack that 

-

-

to the few who are able or willing to investigate matters 

-

clothed his truth in words that are understandable for fallen 
mankind, but this accommodation does not mean that the 

The accommodated statement was also used, for instance, by 
Origen to counter the argument that the emotional changes 

Ante-Nicene Fathers -
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-
-

godly, and of  threatenings directed against sinners, we 
have to say that, as we ourselves, when talking with very 

of  our charge, both say and do those things which may 

-

bore with your manners, as a man would bear with the 
-

ners of  a man in order to secure the advantage of  men 

would not have been suitable to the condition of  the 

addressed to those of  weaker mind with what is an-
nounced to such as are of  acuter understanding, both 

-
bined with the idea that through learning one can ‘discover 
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 In his  

unity of  the Testaments, by stating that the Israelites of  the 

childish tone:

To reduce the baseness of  our soul and to lead it to 

to dictate obligations greater than the former ones but 
to leave things eternally the same and never to release 

-
-

 This 
fragment does not only show the use of  accommodation 

-

-
-

The Footprints of  God
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their faces? For what other reason than that they can-

-

, the conde-

-

between the notion of  accommodation and the very work 
-

-

-
-

-
-

himself, he also actively meant for these accommodated 
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-

-

rhetorical notion of  accommodation before their conver-

Institutes 

-

-

any other of  that class: you will, I admit, feel wonder-

them to the reading of  the sacred volume, and whether 

-

This rudeness has nothing to do with a lack of  eloquence: 

want of  eloquence he in other instances used a rude and 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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-

-

with Abraham and states that qua historical validity, there is 

 Furthermore, with regards to the miracles that 
-

-
modated statement as a device that is akin to rhetoric, but 

§3.5 Turrettini and Calvin on accommodation

-

-
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article -

-

towards the Enlightenment, away from orthodoxy:

-
-

neva away from orthodoxy and squarely into the tradi-

-

authors did not reveal the accurate nature of  creation, be-

-

things generally unknown, the uneducated might have 

Calvin Theologi-
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that is meant to communicate, at a time when certain knowl-

-
dating himself  to the rudeness of  the common folk, men-

 It is im-

Nor, in truth was he ignorant of  the fact, that the moon 
-

-

-

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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age of  science: in ensuring that where the Bible contradicted 

the increasing claims at the end of  the seventeenth century 
that the Biblical account of  creation ran counter to common 

-

we [now] know the cause and the mystery of  the legal 

In the age of  Descartes, the underlying attitude towards the 

the accommodated statement becomes a tool to square 

accommodation to reconcile seeming contradictions, in the 
-
-
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-

-

the face of  science, should be read as accommodations that 

-
-
-

light human iniquity, for Turrettini it brought to light that 

-
ment undermines faith in reason, for Turrettini it is exact-
ly the challenge to establish a rational defense of  religion 

-

attitude leads to rationalist discussions about whether what 

ratio -

on nature and science functioned as a theater of  his wis-
dom, whereas for Turrettini reason needed to vouch for the 
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-
-

those who can understand from those who cannot under-

-

as an incorrect statement, but it should instead be seen as 

Turrettini, but he does not belong to the earlier tradition, 

-

-

-

-
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not a closed system elaborated around a central idea, 
but that it draws together, one after another, a whole 
series of  Biblical ideas, some of  which can only with 

in turn, the author of  the Institutes was doubtless striving 
-

to which he himself  takes good care to call attention to 

an effect of  the contrast between the human and divine 
-

-
ness and his misery, the value attached to earthly goods and 

-

Calvin
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-
-

ing a degree of  coherence but refusing to bring this coher-

behavior towards men:

-

-

as though he changed his feel-

describes it in the Institutes:

-
resent himself  to us not as he is in himself, but as he 

ought not to imagine any emotion in him, but rather to 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion



ACCOMMODATIO

175

potentia absoluta -
potentia ordinata refers 

be trustworthy and more stable, albeit, of  course, still om-

-
commodated statement has little truck with making system-

-
gerness to seem acute, that they have made it a question 

potentia ordinata or 
absoluta



ACCOMMODATIO

176

-

-

-

of  a systematic nature into what the accommodated state-

potentia ordinata / potentia absoluta de-

into effect—he could have made the earth so that it 
-

-
ing of  the potentia absoluta

who chose de potentia ordinata to accommodate in his es-
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-

what lies underneath is not a logical coherence but an at-

rutis

accommodated statement one is not to take the word at face 

-

roughness notwithstanding, the accommodated statement is 
nonetheless true:

-

that he should be thus ready as one guilty to clear himself: but this is said by 
-

 
people! what have I done? 

say, to give answer to it, so that they might mutually discuss the question, as 
, 
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were it not said in clear terms, that Divine wrath, and 

less sensible of  our wretchedness without the mercy of  
-

at the thought of  eternal death, we are so instructed by 

in a manner hostile to us, and has his arm raised for our 

 As we shall see, this stance goes 
-
-

logical coherence, and, furthermore, it engenders an attitude 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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-
-

The accommodated statement is said ‘in accommodation to 

-

-

bring about, and who is to warrant the content of  the state-
ment? Or as Helm states:

himself  not only to children in the nursery, or to those 
-
-

descending from his loftiness to make himself  known 

-
gian that used the notion of  accommodation so extensively 
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for the use of  this notion through both his knowledge of  

-
tion of  accommodation in which accommodation is used to 

accommodation falls between scholastic assessments of  al-

inventions while at the same time not renouncing the truth-

tends, as we have seen in the analyses by Battles, Balserak, 
-

-
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-

Institutes -

of  the Institutes:

summa -
gested in an order which will make it easy for any one, 

in the case of  the accommodated statement, the meaning of  

-

-

As such the accommodation stands for a hinted-at interac-

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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§

-

-

-

-

Calvin and the Knowledge of  God, it was asserted 

when he stated that ‘the motif, or cluster of  motifs, of  divine 
 

use of  the notion of  accommodation, 
, 

challenges the idea that there exists such a thing as a coher-

Religionis -
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number of  vistas that might resolve this, but in general the 

Although Balserak offers strong arguments, and above all, 
an extensive enumeration of  accommodated instances in 

-
ence might have come from other sources than found until 

Divin-

In short, we started out with a notion of  accommodation 
that was meant to smooth the creases of  logical incoherence 

-

Before we continue, let us take a look at the various instances 

-
-

turally, ontologically, necessary, and the historical accommo-

model by including two more categories: not only human 
-
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-
-

- Human sinfulness:

-
commodations geared towards overcoming such emotional 
weaknesses as sluggishness, lethargy, fear, grief, doubt, will-

-
-

tion of  any agency to angelic messengers:

of  enemies, such is our frailty and effeminacy, that we 

The overarching element in this notion is the idea that hu-

-
mans, whether they are Old Testament-Israelites or New 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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- Human creatureliness:

-
long to him, for he does not delight himself  after the 
manner of  men when he takes vengeance on wicked-

-

broad category of  accommodation includes according to 
Dowey not only the act of  creation itself, but also the in-

-
tinction:

of  captus

-
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-
-

fold framework because the categories are both geared to-

statement, whether it be creation in general, or instances of  

statements, in the sense that a logical coherent factor might 

in the accommodated statement: the accommodation might 

to the blatant fact that, seen in this light, accommodation 

-

but from our excessive dullness in considering his great-
ness? In the meantime, the vanity of  our minds carries 

-
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In the 
clearly:

universe into six days, even though it would have been 
-

ment the whole work together in all its details than to 

-

-
vel of  his accommodating gesture that ordained the world 

potentia 

ordinata and potentia absoluta 

the notion of  the accommodation engulfs the distinction in 
one act of  accommodation:

-
ments on or alludes to the distinction between the ab-

-

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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-
dained the creation of  the universe in six days ‘for human-

-

whence arises this but from our excessive dulness in 
considering his greatness? In the meantime, the vanity 

§

 This idea has 
-

accommodation becomes indeed, as Dowey stated, a central 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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-
-

course, such as the ordinata / absoluta distinction, what is the 

-
commodation?

Now, in this way, the accommodated statement refers back 

-
tively, to ward off  any intrusion into the accommodation? 

-

For the idea underlying the search for a systematic coherence 

-

have seen with the ordo recte docendi, this does not necessarily 

voice that interacts with his context and with his surround-

an intra-textual tension that is recurrent in these instances of  

-
-
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-

-
tion becomes, if  the various forms of  accommodation are, 

-

does seem to be a strong demand on the reader to agree with 
-

use of  the notion of  accommodation we can clearly see 

-

towards retaining an imminent truth, that is nonetheless ex-

level and to use our foolish language in order to communi-

- And yet it is not geared towards excusing logically unsound 
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-
modation is not to be used to take away validity from the 

should 

back into the claim that the Institutes themselves function as 
a guide, as a summa 

of  meaning, and that notions such as eternity and truth are 

-

-

that the earth was created, can all be seen as accommodated 

The text redirects the reader time and again to an indescrib-
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-
requisites for reading the text in the right way, and, subse-

-


