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despair, so that putting aside all shame they abandon themselves to a

comrpt life."
The civil authority of a community also had an important role to
play in this discipline. Governance of a community through a co-operative balance of power between Church and state was generally assumed
in 16th century Europe. Calvin emphasizes the important role of the
civil authority in moral and religious affairs in the concluding chapter of
the Institutes.
has its appointed end so long as we live among men, to
cherish and protect the outward worship ofGod, to defend sound doctrine
of piety, and the position of the Church, to adjust our life to the society of
men, to form our social behaviour to civil righteousness, to reconcile us
with one another, and to promote general peace and tranquility.

Civil govemment

l
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There is clearly none of the modern concern for freedom of religion,
freedom of speech, or freedom of conscience. Heresy was considered to
be not just a Church matter but also a civil one, and the buming of
Servetus for heresy was carried out by the civil authorities. The regulation of religious and moral conformity by the civil authority was assumed to be essential to social health. The role of the Church in teaching religious and moral norrns, assessing new and contentious issues in
the light of Scripture and tradition, and exhorting both magistrates and
populace to adherance to such norrns, was just as essential.

Conclusion

If space allowed, there are several issues addressed in this paper
that I would like to discuss in the light of contemporary ethical questions, offering a critical appraisal of some aspects of Calvin's outlook,
but that will have to be left to another time. I will conclude by affirming
that Calvin is one of the great theologians of the Church, one of the
mighty cloud of witnesses, who with intellectual brilliance and spiritual
insight proclaimed the Gospel to his generation. His generation is not
ours, and our proclamation cannot be identical with his. But if we want
to see further than he, we would do well to stand on his shoulders.
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A TOUCHSTONE INTERCHANGE
Editor's Note: Readers of Tbuchstone wlll remember Foster Freed's ar-

ticle in the September 1995 issue, "An Axiom For Interfaith Dialogue: You Will Not Bear False Witness". You may find it helpful'
however, to have that issue of the journal at hand as you go through
the next two pieces. The first is by Paul Newman, who is offering
some critical comments on Foster's article, and the second is a response by Foster to Paul's comments.

Love and Ttuth in Interfaith Dialogue
by PaulNewman
Foster Freed's article is a fine reflection on an essential aspect of
interfaith relations. The ninth commandment is perhaps not more important than commandments six, seven, eight, and ten, but it is especially relevant in interfaith relations, as Freed very clearly and helpfully
shows. I take issue with Freed only on his statement that truth is the
"paramount" concern for Christians. I will come back to this in a moment.

The ninth commandment is especially relevant in interfaith relations, as Freed says, because of its implications that (a) interfaith relations must be personalized, (b) the beliefs and traditions of other religions must not be lied about, and (c) a commitment to truth requires an
evangelical (i.e. gospel-telling) approach in interfaith dialogue. All of
this is true.
The ninth commandment and the above implications are especially
urgent if one emphasizes the primacy of truth in religion. It is so easy to
distort, discount or dismiss others' truths when one has "absolute truth"
of one's own or even if one simply wants to find a rationalization for
something which human beings
regarding others' beliefs as inferior
with their distinctive and different races, colours, cultures, clans, tribes,
and nations are typically liable to do'
Lying about religious truths is notoriously difficult to prove and,
consequently, eminently easy to get away with if one has an ulterior
motive for doing so. Lying about other religions is not only a major
a
temptation, it is a major hazard in cross-cultural communication
hazard which can occur even if the intentions on all sides are charitable'
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quently, an essential implication of the ninth commandment for interfaith
dialogue is that the terms and descriptions others use to explain their
own beliefs and traditions must be respected and not be subjected to a
Procrustean translation into one's own terminology. Freed hints at this
implication in what he says about personalizing interfaith dialogue, but
I suggest that his primary commitment to the abstract ideas of his tradition impedes the possibility of really respecting differing or alternative
expressions of truth.
I suggest that prioritizing one's own conceptual truth above even
love, thinking that our Christian doctrine is of "paramount" importance,
is unbiblical, unChristlike, and not conducive to reconciliation and peace
with justice in a pluralistic world. I do not, of course, dismiss the importance of truth. I am, ratheq saying that truth claims must be seen in
light of the requirement to "walk humbly with God". Such conceptual
humility, it seems to me, is a corollary of the First Commandment, not
merely an implication of modem historical consciousness. Human words,
ideas, doctrines and "truths" are finite and limited, especially in their
capacity to express the infinite mysteries of God. They can so easily
diverge from the Reality of God, and become expressions of some "other
God", thereby breaking the First Commandment.
Furthermore, wanting to be faithful to the One God is also no guarantee that one's words and doctrines are, in fact, faithful. Claiming orthodoxy too strenuously is not to have appropriate humility before God.
The Bible has a firm grip on the otherness of God.
The Second Commandment must also be a theological axiom, and
its clear implication, it seems to me, is to acknowledge the historical and
cultural relativity and limitations of our representations, in words or
otherwise, of God.
While the Bible has a firm grip on the otherness of God, it also has

love. It

3l

the fruit of the Spirit and the substance of the spiritual life that constitutes human life in the Kingdom of God. Attitude-virtues are not historically or culturally specific in the same way that ideas or doctrines or
"truths" are. The fruit of the Spirit can be profoundly present in people

With good intentions, albeit with improper naivet6, one can transpose
the terms and descriptions of truth from other religions into one's own
terms, and thereby falsify what is said about the other religion. Conse-

a firm grip on the primacy of
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of any culture, race, tradition or place, even though the language or
ideas of people differ widely. Idea systems can affect attitude-virtues

seems clear to me that Jesus

consistently affirmed that good attitudes and actions that flow from them
are more desirable to God and more reflective of God than "true" statements of belief in themselves, or even "right" ethical injunctions. Good

attitudes, or "attitude-virtues" as Donald Evans calls them,r are

I

rDonald Evans, Struggle and Fulfilment: The Inner Dynamics oJ'Religion and Morality
(Toronto: Collins, 1979) pp.4ff.

rl

negatively or positively as can be clearly seen, for example, in a society
which espouses the ideology of apartheid or patriarchy. But even a male
chauvinist believer in apartheid may still be able to reflect something of
the glory of God's Spirit. His idea system may be seriously misguided,
but he is still not entirely excluded from the presence of the Holy Spirit.
This idea or claim about the primacy of love and other attitudevirtues, of course, poses a question of truth as any other doctrine does,
It's truthfulness can be claimed by Christians by appeal to the life and
teaching of Jesus and His scriptural tradition, which is the paramount
authority for Christian truth claims. But it is not truthfulness per se that
justifies this or any other idea system. Idea systems are ultimately justified by grace, through faith. That is to say, they are Godly and in keeping with the First and Second Commandments as well as the two Great
Commandments of Jesus, only if God is present in them as the Spirit of
grace. Their prime criteria for validity or veracity are whether they
embody, reflect and actualize love, justice, mercy, kindness, humility,
respect and all other dimensions of grace. In the event that ideas do
serve the Spirit in this way, and are part of the reconciliation of the
world which is the mission of God through Christ and the Spirit, then
the ideas may be called the truth despite their cultural and conceptual
diversity.
It is not our cultural truths that claim our allegiance above everything else. What claims our allegiance as followers of Jesus is the pain
and injustice of the world embodied in our neighbours. The hunger of
the world is the "name of the game", so to speak, for followers of Jesus,
and we share our evangel about Christ and the Kingdom of God and the
Holy Spirit "as one beggar telling another beggar where to find bread"
(D.T. Niles).
Because we are beggars, too, with beggarly words and doctrines,
we listen to "beggars" of other cultures and other traditions for news of
"bread". We are convinced from our past experience that Jesus and his
faith, as contained in the Bible, are the Bread of Heaven, and we will test
other bread by this measurement before we eat anything that is offered to

-
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us. After some experience of interfaith dialogue, we will discover that

l

bread of heaven can come to us through the limited, culrurally diverse
words, and especially actions, of people of other religions or perhaps of
no religion. And we will have an expanded view of the glory of God,
which, according to the Westminster Catechism, is humanity,s ,.chief
end". And we may walk more humbly than before with our God. And
we will enjoy the wider glory of God.
Is such a stance as this exclusivist, inclusivist, or pluralist? These
terms are not adequate to designate an authentically christian or biblical stance in interfaith dialogue. Each of them has some validity, but
none is completely adequate. The First Commandment appears to be
quite clearly exclusivist. The Spirit is pluralistic that goes to the ends of
the earth, reflecting on all human beings, and constituting their humanity as mirrors of God. When Christians discuss truth or validity in people of other faith by testing them by the Spirit of Jesus, we are treing
inclusivist. In this, Foster Freed's preference for inclusivism is appreciable. All faith traditions cannot be claimed to be equally true or valid if
we hold to the Lordship of Jesus as we do. The same is the case for
Muslims who test truth by the Koran, or for Sikhs who follow the Guru
Granth sahib. No one can avoid having one's own priorities and sticking to them. It is still possible, however, to acknowledge independent
validity in other cultural traditions or to affirm some validity in others
just as there is only some validity in ours. God is bigger thar- all diverse
ideas or traditions, including the idea that there is no God. The claim
for God's otherness and universality both expresses and challenges

inclusivism.

I agree with Foster Freed that the validation of interfaith dialogue
should and can be found in our own gospel tradition. It is clear, however, that some Christian will not find it there, or find it at all. It ls
possible that doctrine can pre-empt and preclude dialogue with others or

respect for others. Hence,

I

have some reservations about David

Lochhead's claim that doctrine need not be altered for dialogue to take
place. People certainly do not have to become liberal academics to enter
into interfaith dialogue, but sometimes their exclusivist doctrines need
to be challenged for the sake of enabling dialogue
i.e. genuine listening and telling
to begin. The doctrine that upheld
the Inquisition
was, and is, incom-patible
wittr dialogue. So we do need to examine our
doctrines to see if they are impediments to dialogue. They can be as
sinful as any of our other actions. Lochhead is certainly right about the

dialogical imperative in Christianity; but this imperative itself cannot be
acted upon by those who deny it in principle.2
In conclusion, to give theological doctrines clear primacy above
love and other attitude-virtues is to separate theology from ethics and
vice versa. Actions and attitudes, good or bad, are as theological or not
as words or doctrinal beliefs are. There are many stories and sayings of
Jesus which indicate his giving priority to actions above words, although
words are important as well because they are actions, too. Sticks and
stones will break your bones, and words can also hurt you. prior to
sticks, stones, or words are the attitudes brought to the situation. And
the attitudes, if virtuous, are the very presence of the Holy Spirit who
actualizes the reigning of God, the substance of the gospel of Jesus and
the Great Commandment on which hang all the law and the prophets.

Ttuth and Love in Interfaith Dialogue
by Foster Freed

I
It may be inevitable that exchanges such

as this

will tend to high-

light areas of divergence. I wish to acknowledge at the outset, therefore,
the considerable agreement between Paul Newman and myself, especially concerning the need for Christians to adhere to a standard of strict
truthfulness in their dealings with people of other faiths.
That having been said, I must confess my surprise when I learned
of Newman's qualms regarding my original article's emphasis on questions of truth, especially the "conceptual" truth of the Christian faith. It
was certainly not my intention to suggest that truth is more important
than love. On the contrary, I had hoped to make it clear that love and
2See

David Lochhead, The Dialogical Imperative: A Christian Reflection on Inter Faith
Encounter (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1988) pp. 89ff. Lochhead quatifies his claim
that interfaith dialogue requires no changes in theology as a precondition to dialogue by
insisting that dialogue does require the precondition of"a conversion to, and commitment
to, the relationship of dialogue itself ' (p. 93). This commitment to the relationship of dialogue,
I would insist, is a theological one which, for me at least, includes beliefs about the possible
presence of God's Holy Spirit, with all its many gifts and charisms, in people of other faith
traditions or no rel igious rradition.
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truth are in some sense inseparable. Each plays a distinctive role in the
proper unfolding of the Christian life, and each has its place in the proper

ordering of Christian community. As

I argued at the time: "... while

there may well be nothing colder than truth without love, life teaches us

that there is nothing more likely to prove destructive to human wellbeing than love without truth." I remain convinced of the soundness of
that statement and regard it as neither "unbiblical" nor "unChristlike".
If I understand Paul Newman correctly, the heart of his argument
lies in the assertion that "good attitudes and actions that flow from them
are more desirable to God and more reflective of God than 'true' statements of belief in themselves or even 'right' ethical injunctions". While
I would never wish to separate truth from love, let alone elevate truth
above love, it appears to be Newman's intention to drive a wedge between them. To claim that the Bible has a "firm grip" on the "primacy
of love" is to put forward a conviction from which few Christians would
wish to dissent. I wish to argue, however, that the wall Newman seems
to erect between "good attitudes and actions" on the one hand, and "ideas

or doctrines or

'trutls"' on the other, is ultimately

unsustainable.

II
There is something inherently self-defeating about advancing a
truth-claim which, in effect, disparages the special dignity of truth. And
I think Newman concedes as much when he says that "the idea or claim
about the primacy of love... poses... a question of truth as any other
doctrine does". Indeed, Newman's own theological output over the years
has directly challenged many of the convictions that are at the heart of
Christian orthodoxy. Surely his desire to challenge those convictions
amounts to a tacit admission that they are important: convictions are
worth challenging. As the title of Richard Weaver's famous essay reminds
us: "Ideas Have Consequences". Competing truth claims are, and need
to be, vigorously engaged both inside and outside the Church. Why else
would Paul Newman take issue with David Lochhead's "claim that
doctrine need not be altered for dialogue to take place"?3 Newman counters
that "exclusivist doctrines need to be challenged for the sake ofenabling
3l

believe, by the way, that Newman's way of formulating the issue misrepresents Lochhead's
actual claim-
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dialogue... to begin". Precisely. Ideas have consequences. And while
Paul Newman and I will disagree as to which doctrines and which ideas
need to be challenged for the sake of dialogue, we both recognize their
importance. That's why the Church must always be engaged in the process of refining its understanding of the truth, and why the painstaking
process ought to be regarded as part of, rather than antithetical to, the
primacy of love with which the Church has been charged.

ilI
Stanley Fish, hardly a paragon of Christian orthodoxy, argues in a
recent article "Why We Can't A11 Just Get Along"a that the Church "cannot be unconcerned with the substantive worth and veracity of its assertions". I am reminded also of an article by Ivor Shapiro that appeared in
the April, 1990 issue of Saturday Night. He was writing in the aftermath of the Victoria General Council, and he accused the United Church
of having become the "spiritual home not of pious believers but of reverent explorers. Let other churches flaunt their sacred bodies of doctrine

and instruct their members in what to believe about sin and salvation,
about the infallibility of the pope or the authority of the Bible. Doctrine,
schmactrine, says the United Church: in this church, it is acceptable not
to know what to believe."s At the time Shapiro's article appeared, I was
personally outraged and offended by it, believing it to be a terrible misrepresentation ofthe Victoria Council, and a grossly unfair caricature of
the United Church. But watching trends within our denomination during the past six years, and thinking through the disparagement of "conceptual truth" that animates Newman and so many others within our
denomination, I am no longer quite so certain. Perhaps we are well on
our way to becoming the "agnostic" church that Shapiro describes. lf
so, it means we are on our way to becoming something other than the
Church.
In some ways, the critical test in helping to make sense of these
issues is the great paean of love found in I Corinthians 13. On the
a
F irst Thing s, February, 1996, p. 22.
5"The Benefit ofthe Doubt", Sarzrday

Night,p.34.
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surface, it would appear to be a text that supports those like Paul Newman,
insisting that "prophecies will cease", that "tongues will be stilled", and
that "knowledge will pass away". All the more surprising then, that this
passage describes love as "rejoicing with truth". The point for St. Paul,
and for subsequent generations, is to distinguish between the endlessly
ornate knowledge (grosls) of gnostic religion and the simple, foundational
truth (al theia) of Christian faith. Had such truth been unimportant for
Paul, his letter would no doubt have ended with the thirteenth chapter.
As we all know, however, he went on to provide the Corinthian Church

with a magnificent fifteenth chapter that expounds at length the truth
about the resurrection. An engagement with such truth remains as inescapable and every bit as foundational for twentieth century North American Christians as it was for the Corinthian congregation almost two
thousand years ago.

Iv

I

There are, of course, potential snares awaiting anyone who is prepared to engage truth, to which Paul Newman rightly calls our attention.

There is the danger of arrogance, which can take, and too often has
taken, deadly forms. It is likely that this is partly what St. Paul is getting
at when he warns the Corinthian congregation that "knowledge (gnosis)
puffs up, but love builds up" (I Cor. 8:1). Arrogance is always a danger,
but arrogance is a weed that grows in virnrally any soil, so while the
doctrinal truth part of the garden is being cleaned out, it is sprouting in
the moral uprightness part, or the social justice part, or the interfaith
dialogue part.
In addition to the danger of arrogance, Newman points to what
might best be described as sterile orthodoxy. By that I mean an orthodoxy incapable of caring about anything beyond the proper formulation
of doctrinal truths. Newman is quite right to raise this point; Christians
must always see that the Gospel must be lived and not simply believed.
The Church must be committed to a life of on-going dialogue concerning every facet of the truth the Gospel would have us not only believe,
but put into practice.
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v
Paul Newman's assertion, that "attitude-virtues are not historically
or culhrrally specific in the same way that ideas or doctrines or 'truths'
are'on is a very revealing one. It displays his liberal Christian roots; I
can't imagine an observant Jew or Muslim agreeing with such a statement.6 When we translate "attitude-virtues" into concrete acts of "virtue", questions of truth become all the more pressing. Take, for example, the high profile issue of abortion: the advice given to a pregnant
teenager will be greatly affected by the conception not only of her humanity but of the character of the life in her womb. If that life is regarded as part of the tissues of her body, or some as yet indeterminate
tissues in her body, the response will be different than if it is regarded as
a distinct human life.
Truths that seem merely conceptual and abstract can prove to be
decisive for social policy. Christians who take seriously the doctrine of
original sin, and the persistence of sin even in the apparently best people, may adopt a different approach to social questions than those who
hold a more optimistic view of human nature. It is impossible to separate virtue from vision, virtue from the pursuit of truthfulness and truth.
I am grateful to Paul Newman for his careful duscussion of the
dangers which will need to be addressed by anyone who sees truth as
being of paramount importance. Those who value a living relationship
with Christian orthodoxy will ignore such dangers at their peril. I am
concerned, though, with the way Newman seems oblivious to the dangers awaiting anyone who attempts to live the "attitude-virtue" known
as love. In her story "The Lame Shall Enter First", Flannery O'Connor
provides us with a powerful cautionary tale. The protagonist, a wellmeaning recreation director named (ironically) Shepherd, reaches out to
a street-wise fourteen-year-old named Rufus Johnson. So intent is Shepherd in his desire to love and help Rufus, that he can see neither the
truth about Rufus, nor the truth about his own hidden motives as a caregiver. During the climactic encounter between the two, Shepherd tells
him, "I'm stronger than you are. I'm stronger than you are and I'm
going to save you. The good will triumph." To which Rufus tellingly

ililftil"ln,yre

has perceptively demonstrated the decisive connection between a given
culture and dre virtues that are esteemed within it.

--
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responds, "Not when it ain't true.... Not when it ain,t right."7 In the
end, Shepherd's desire to do "good" without regard to truth leads to
tragic consequences. our own church's venture into Indian residential
schools is a vivid example of the same principle.

VI

PROFILE

"A Character of Singular Majesty":
John Calvin of Geneva
by GordonHarland
Most great historical figures, those who
have shaped ourhistory in both large and sub-

There is a paradox at work here, not unrelated to Newman,s concern with humility and the need for christians "to walk humbly with
God". As he correctly insists, truth must cultivate humility, which will
often involve truth expressing itself more lovingly. I would suggest that
there is also need for "love" to cultivate humility, which will involve the
need for "lovers" to embody their love more truthfully. For while it is
entirely corect to say that "idea systems are ultimately justified by grace,
through faith", it is no less correct to insist that ..attitude-virtues,', in_
cluding the virtue of love, are ultimately justified by grace, through faith.
Those who would live-love are no different than those who would speak

I

truth.
The writer of Ephesians urges his readers to .,speak the truth in
love", and I am convinced of the abiding need for all Christians to take
those words to heart
only striving to speak truth in love, but to
- not
live love in truth. Surely
this is one endeavor, and one hope, in which
Paul Newman and
TFrom Flannery

p.o4.

I

stand united.

o'connor, The complete storres (New york: Farrar, straus, Giroux, 1979)

tle ways, usually come to us surrounded by
legends, myths, and sometime distorting stere-

otypes. Few, however, have suffered more
from unflattering stereotypes than John
Calvin. A distinguished Anglican scholar,
T.H.L. Parker, who has written several books
on Calvin, tells a story that puts forth the problem posed by common stereotypes of Calvin:
A new clerical acquaintance and I were talking of John Knox. He was
reminded of Calvin.
"Calvin, now," he said, "he was terrible."
"Terrible," I asked, "how?"
mean Calvin," he said, "you know about Calvin don't you?"
He plainly thought I had not caught the name. Calvin was terrible. No
one, surely, who called himself a loyal Anglican could dissent from the
verdict that Calvin was terrible.
"But why terrible?" I asked.
He found the question difficult. It was axiomatic that Calvin was terrible; but in what way, it was not easy to say, especially ifone knew of
him only be hearsay. But he was a strong-minded man and refused to be

"I

beaten.

"He was terrible," he replied firmly, and then, with inspiration, "I mean
look how bad-tempered he was."
Parker continued by telling a second story, this time about a man
in an evening class. Romans 3:21ff was being expounded. "The teaching of the Council of Trent was mentioned and also that of Luther and
Calvin. He intemrpted me at the name: 'Calvin,' he said, 'he was all on
about predestination wasnot he?"'r
tT.H.L. Parker,

Portait of Calvin(Philadelphia: Westminster

Press, 1954) p.8.

