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The reader of  the Institutes of  the Christian Religion is not a 
-

tered cloister cell in which the monk is trying to devote 

Institutes of  Christian Religion 

is not a book that is merely informative or that is meant as 

argument du present livre

CHAPTER FOUR

MEDITATIO FUTURAE VITAE:
CALVIN AND THE CALVINISTS

hold the immortality of  the soul by 

be deemed insane? Are those then sane 
who cannot obtain any certainty of  the 
divine favor, because the carnal eye is 

-

Loving one who loves you, 

Nice work if  you can get it, 
And if  you get it—

Nice Work If  You Can Get It

 Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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Institutes Institutes

edition, written for students of  theology, but, later, ‘desiring 
to communicate any fruit which might be in it to my French 

 -

-

-
ments of  the Institutes

And since we are bound to acknowledge that all truth 

boldly to declare what I think of  this work, acknowledg-

-
Institutes as 

-

-

Institutes of  the Christian Religion

, which was attached to the French edition of  the Institutes 
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Institutes do not offer anything less than ‘guidance 
all principal matters

of  the Institutes

-

-

Institutes were in fact a 

Initia 

Calvini hints at as much when he states that historical research ‘should not 

Scotus, Oberman traces certain elements, and then concludes ‘This is the 

meaning that in order to bring to the fore the workings of  a text, we have to 
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to be taken literally, what does this mean for the reader of  
the Institutes

-
ate a change? As we will see, the Institutes

claims for guidance and facilitation of  understanding, can 

I would like to focus on the way this book connects itself  

do with the wisdom collected in the Institutes, if  the Insti-

tutes -

the ‘meditatio futurae vitae’

that has been accorded to the Institutes

The Institutes

a great measure, knows to what he should refer each 
sentence, and has a rule by which to test whatever is 

However, quite early into the Institutes, it becomes clear that it 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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the Institutes 

they mutter in corners, were anything to be gained by 
-

full credit in the hearts of  men, until they are sealed by 

or generate faith, there is an uneasy tension as to what ex-
actly the Institutes

In the end true understanding is not communicable by dis-

 True 
faith stands aloof  to unbelievers, closed off  to those who do 

draw any meaning from religious texts like the Institutes, but 

-
chological effects of  the Institutes for the reader: with faith 
being inherently immutable, and incommunicable, does not 
the work itself  generate a terrible anxiety in the reader? Are 
not those who are in search of  salvation -and let us take the 
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In-

stitutes

-

 offered exactly a 

-

Institutes with a rock-like theology, obfuscating a 

the sola scriptura sola 

necessity that determines the correct reading of  the Institutes 

risk of  cutting out the role of  the reader in a fundamental 

any entrance into the text, life for the reader comes down to 
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those who have doubts about their salvation remain in the 

-

comfort and reassurance are negotiated in a framework that 

-

artist never yet had so fair and noble a design but some 

ensued between those who believe that there is a clear break 

9

Walden
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 I will ar-

-

not be located solely in the doctrinal content but also, to an 
-

-

-
ogy can be thought of  as not only doctrinal content but as 
a linguistic charge -

Kendall, 

-

-
-

sus the Westminster Confession

Culture

-
Calvin and the Calvinists 

Calvin at the Center 



MEDITATIO FUTURAE VITAE

201

Walden Walden -
municate the charge of  eternity that can be read in a text, 

danger of  dogmatism and self-referentiality that lies in em-

§4.3 Calvin on faith and the reprobate

-

under what modalities, the believer can have certain knowl-

-

-
-

start with what gave rise to this confusion, by examining the 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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receives an unwavering faith and assurance of  the ‘divine 

things are hidden from us, but because, involved in the 

This does not mean that faith is not true, nor does it mean 
-

process towards full 
-

ly are associated with a process that is open ended: obedience, 
 irradiated,

recognition,
from it,  receiving -

-
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-
fected by doubt, nor a security which anxiety never as-

struggle with their own distrust, and are thus far from 

that can be very hard to distinguish from the true faith of  
the elect:

affected by almost the same feeling as the elect, so that 
-

So, with faith lying outside of  human reasoning, and with 

believer might doubt his election? That the believer might 
think his sense of  security is actually a simulacrum of  faith? 

-

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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about election:

-

for a time with a fading faith, yet the elect alone have 

-

-

from these works, nor even from the emotional security they 
offer,

knowledge of  his election:

that we are elected, so we shall follow the best order, 
if, in seeking the certainty of  our election, we cleave 

sure attestations
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-

-

the assuring foundation is absent from this almost-similar 
-

matters of  election:

the divine wisdom, and goes back even to the remot-

-
dermining of  their value because their ground lies outside 

-

extent out of  reach for the believer, and as such the believer 

-
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§4.4 Kendall: Westminster Calvinism?

In his -

 As 

 According to Ken-

reformulate it in the direction of  a clearer, more reassuring 

-

that these later strands of  calvinism could focus more on the 
signs of  being elected, thus generating an attitude towards 

-

-
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-

 As a re-

 The result is 
-

 The re-
sult of  this change from hiddenness towards assurance took 

-

Therefore if  we want to know we are in the number of  
the elect, we must be persuaded

-
sists largely of  a discouraging of  the believer to ground the 
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-

-
-
 

-

-
 The 

-
-

that sees reformed orthodoxy as facilitating a rigid and mor-

-
Calvin 

and the Calvinists Cal-

Westminster Confession of  Faith
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-

of  faith transformed this doctrine into a doctrine of  limited 

-

-

-

-

-

-
sion, Kendall argued, good works are indeed referred to as 

Calvin and the Calvinists
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that knowledge 

-
mandments, are the fruits and evidence of  a true and 
lively faith: and by them believers manifest their thank-

Helm continues by stating: ‘but these good works are not in 

They are the visible evidence of  the regenerating work of  
 

Helm argues that even though the word evidence is used, 

-

to suggest that they almost did so, or that they should have 

-
-

faith:

There are signs -
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-

The confusion is caused, according to Helm, by the ‘ground 

-

has not to trust in himself  for salvation – this would be sal-
-

 As 
Helm states ‘it was monstrous to teach that such assurance 

 

-
ing to Helm, that even though there might be doubt, there 

-

-

Once it is allowed that assent is an act of  the intellect 
by means of  which the truth of  certain statements is 
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the Confession

-

faith, if  they were merely reformulating something that was 

why the word, with its forensic connotations, is being used 

-

-

for instance, the reformed orthodoxy, as well as of  how a 

-
nal difference might not be as clear and decisive as Kendall 

-
tique of  Kendall
reformed orthodoxy could still be thought of  as a linguistic 

-
Westminster Confession 

sometimes use linguistic categories that would seem to lead 
to legalistic or voluntaristic roads, in fact at the center of  
their theology still lies the unfathomable work of  faith that 

Calvin and English Calvinism -
-
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-
all and Helm fully disagree on the accessibility of  this faith, 

Westminster Confession 

Westminster Confession 

-

Westminster Confession

-

-

limits of  assurance albeit in a different terminology, would it 

and sure knowledge whilst guarding against unwarranted 



MEDITATIO FUTURAE VITAE

214

this tension? And to what extent does this language close 
 Such a study would be interesting not 

thought -

-

-

the Confession

-

-

Confession in 
-

does this ambivalence demand of  the reader?

-

used the same

which is often read as a critique of  overly 
-
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for anxiety in this voice:

drove him through his career of  strenuous and distin-

thought in ways of  which he could have scarcely been 

-

for a time with a fading faith, yet the elect alone have 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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-

might be useful to think of  the difference between the two 
-

Walden

of  a linguistic charge is at stake, whose challenges are re-
Institutes

when one takes a closer look at the book, Walden centers 
not so much around whether one should live, as Thoreau 

Walden The 

:

about writing in Walden -
tematically used in making out what kind of  book he 

 as a 

-
-
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Walden come to the 

The narrator in Walden

of  Walden

the sound of  church-bells, trains, or the bustle of  the nearby 

gesture, and the foundationality of  writing as such, we can 

doctrinal value:

One young man of  my acquaintance, who has inherited 
some acres, told me that he thought he should live as 

that before he has fairly learned it I may have found out 
another for myself, I desire that there may be as many 

Walden
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clearly steering away from any thoughts the reader might 

of  the book, Thoreau muses over the value of  his work: 

the challenge is to think that in each form of  life there lies 
-

 Even though we cannot control how we 

driven should be as another rivet in the machine of  the uni-
 And, even more concisely: 

 The book Walden in 

Books must be read as deliberately and reservedly as 

written, for there is a memorable interval between the 

a sound, a tongue, a dialect merely, almost brutish, and 
we learn it unconsciously, like the brutes, of  our moth-

if  that is our mother tongue, this is our father tongue, 
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heard by the ear, which we must be born again in order 

The book Walden

Walden

-

Walden the idea 
is not so much to offer a doctrinal assurance, a manual for 

the level of  the mother tongue and security on the level of  
-

between those who merely convince themselves that they 
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doctrinal elements remained central, the idea of  a linguistic 
-

vin and his successors can turn the question not to whether 
-
-

-

-
Westminster Confession, it becomes 

not so much a question to decry the use of  words like ‘evi-
-

if  the discussion could be geared towards the modalities of  

continuity, this voice has to be taken into account: how does 

of  the Westminster Confession relate itself  to the arrogation of  
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resembles faith but is in fact a simulacrum? It is a question 
-

§4.7 Images of  the afterlife

-
-

-

Let us take a look at the question by examining more closely 

If  we see a funeral, or walk among graves, as the image 
-

vanishes as soon as we turn our back, and leaves not 

-
tality itself, as if  no rumour of  it had ever reached us, 

acknowledge its truth, but, so far from giving heed to it, 
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to us all, I say, not to be admonished by words, but con-
-

admiration, as if  it contained within itself  the sum of  

us, it must be our duty to listen to him when he calls, 

then, as the relativeness of  being, is by no means the meditatio 

futurae vitae 

or the relativity of  life: ‘even when convinced we scarcely 

against the dangers of  bringing the eternal down to earth 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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-
-

to distance himself  from anyone who confounds the end of  

-

-
-

earthly setting:

at hand with 
 

us to be constantly waiting for him in such a way as not 
Watch, says he, 

Calvin’s Commentaries
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means that one should be constantly aware that man is not 

-

meditatio futurae vitae

The only way the afterlife can be described is in negative 

meditatio futurae vitae serves then 

-

turn away his back to the world, as the monk retreating in 
his cloister living out his contemptus mundi

extramural and intramural, is fraught with exactly the same 
innerweltliche Askese that 
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over into everyday life, creating a feeling of  a constant re-

-
ing belief  in terrestrial truth: ‘For the Lord hath ordained, 
that those who are ultimately to be crowned in heaven must 

How the believer is to wage the war, or listen to the call of  
duty, is as of  yet, unclear, but what is sure is that the victory 
will not be seen on earth: the victory is to be obtained in 

where convinced the end of  time was at hand, he obstinately 

meditatio futurae vitae, 

the meditatio 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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-

‘we should always consider the end of  it to be, that we may 

seen as inherently worthless, but negative events like disas-

-
tainty:

stretch forward to a future immortality?

continually look forward to: ‘at all events, we must stand so 

 Also, in our 

-

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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-

-
terlife: ‘in comparison

-

what could the guiding role be that the Institutes claim to of-

for the reader of  the Institutes

Institutes do not 
succeed in giving a handle for the reader, in giving a key to 

durée

Institutes, but 
in extension also an understanding concerning the saving 

follow the road the text offers, but is not accommodated at 

-

meditatio futurae vitae is not to be sought 
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-

horror vacui

reader that the eyes should be directed to the future life in-
-

location for this battle between the earthly terms and the 

How, in the absence of  mechanisms such as the monastery, 
-

vent a horror vacui

Judging by the title, this question seems to be answered in 
‘how to use the 

do, is only 

intemperance, and immoderate 

desire, all these three could be subsumed under the heading 
intemperance 

-
sions, since this would entail an extremity that will not result 

-
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But, what matters to us most here is the advice against im-

-

-

-
-
-

then in no way suited to relieve the believer of  his fear, nor 
are they secure footholds from which one can access the mil-

-
ful, and modest, way of  life could enable the ascesis that 

guidelines about how this ascetic charge is to be effectuated 
in daily life are structurally and necessarily beyond the reach 

without lavishing too much on himself, and who lives in an inner-wordly 
askese without critical agency towards his situation, could be derived solely 

Institutes
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This silence stands in stark contrast to the security in which 

-
tations of  earthly life, but also the man who can withstand 
the lack of  security that the earthly life, devoid of  accessible 

-

demanded by the reader would be given in the text itself, 

as well as the Institutes unattainable, and incommunicable for 

If  we return to the centre of  the quote discussed above, we 

-

-

in the Institutes, the one who assures us that we cannot be 

task to communicate that what matters is, in essence, incom-
argument du 

present livre with which the Institutes start, it becomes clear 
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-

all who reverence the word of  the Lord, to read it, and 

-

-

book is effective, it is because of  the divine charge carried in 

Institutes

the summary are understood correctly, then ‘they will know 

Institutes are meant 

meditatio futurae vitae, it be-

-
ing the words to communicate correctly, instead the words 
themselves should be seen as not merely describing, but also 

-
ing and merely thinking about the vanity of  life amount to 

Institutes of  the Christian Religion
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image consists of  that is to be formed of  the future life turns 
out to be not so much a comfort nor a mental exercise in 
contemptus mundi -

lies in words, but that cannot be limited by the meaning of  

innerweltliche Askese, the text does not so much call for memo-

text into everyday life: ‘not to be admonished by words, but 
-

-

-
meditatio futurae vitae then, 

overcoming the limits of  earthly life without recourse to any 

the meditatio futurae vitae

that only the strong can follow? Is the meditatio futurae vitae 
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-

religious struggle,  these letters give an interesting insight 
-

th

you, fearing that if  the letter fell into bad hands, it might 
-

-
ten you, neither I nor all the brethren hereabouts, as to 

-

-
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see to what he has called you: doubt not therefore, that ac-

-
ence that he has never failed those who allow themselves to 

-
-

of  faith:

say would be of  little service to you, were it not drawn 

-
rious over such strong enemies as the devil, death, and 

-

have believed, manifest what authority he deserves to 
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the human being:

-

-
-

blood of  the Lord, may be referred, so that the soul 

-
low the literal sense, and in suchwise to conceive of  the 

-

Instead, the security of  faith is broken down to its very semi-
-
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-

was tried and executed for heresy, and Luther, although 
Schwanhausen was unknown to him, sent him a letter of  

-

should I comfort one who is stronger than I am? Only 

know, my brothers, that it behoves us to be thus morti-
-

-
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– a strength on which all those who trust, shall never be 

heavy it may be, any more than he did who won so glo-
rious a victory, that in the midst of  our miseries it is an 

-
sole, nor exhort you more at length, knowing that our 

in this dramatic situation, a false assurance: there is still the 

 The 

not so much assured of  their salvation, as they are reminded 
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of  the necessity to continue the contemptus mundi even now, 
-

more at length, knowing that our heavenly Father gives you 

we see a funeral, or walk among graves, as the image of  

-

-

it is clear that the theological antidote for anxiety lies in the 

can get it


