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PREFACE

t may seem strange that a Catholic boy like me would end up
researching and writing a book about John Calvin, but it is my hope
that seeing Calvin through these eyes might offer a fresh look at this
vitally important figure in the history of the church.

It’s not as though I come to Calvin with no understanding of the man
and his legacy at all. For many years I have worked as a newspaper and
magazine journalist in Grand Rapids, Michigan, where Calvinist churches
and educational institutions dot the landscape. And I now work in the
communications department of the Christian Reformed Church.

In my own study of Calvin, I sensed the hold that the Catholic Church
had on him, for good and for ill, starting from his youth. The man we
honor in 2009 on the occasion of his five hundredth birthday did not
hate the Catholic Church. Brought up within its often warm embrace,
Calvin portrayed himself as a person who was simply trying to bring that
church back to the truth of the gospel.

He wanted to rid the church of its superstitions, indulgences, and its
overemphasis on saints and Mary, Christ’s mother, to whom people prayed
at the expense of the centrality of Jesus Christ. Even more, he wanted
to rescue the profound beauty and meaning of the sacraments from the
encrusted rituals and almost magical interpretations that had emerged in
medieval Catholicism. The church, Calvin believed and taught and wrote,
had to focus first and always on Jesus and his teachings, and on the reality
that Christ was God who lived among his people in the flesh. Along with



reformers such as Martin Luther, Calvin worked hard to bring the focus
of the church back to where he believed it should be.

Strangely, in writing about Calvin my own faith was renewed. I experienced
a deeper appreciation for the centrality of Jesus. As an active Catholic
working for a Reformed organization, I began to see that at heart
we believe many of the same things, although important doctrines, or,
in some cases, simply assessments of them, still divide us. In writing this
book I tried keep the focus on the unity Calvin worked for—one church
worshiping the one God.

Of course, there is much more to Calvin than just his Catholic heritage
and his work toward unifying the church. He was a writer, thinker, teacher,
and preacher who offered the world new ways of looking at things and
new ways of thinking about things, and, as a consequence, new ways of
living. In his vast writings Calvin left an important legacy often called
“Calvinism” or “the Reformed tradition.” This legacy—which consists of
arichness of ideas on subjects as varied as the depths of human sinfulness
and the wide range of human possibilities in God’s creation—is alive and
well today in many churches, and not all of them of the Reformed variety,
around the world.

Above all, I was moved by Calvins vital faith, his devotion to doing God’s
will, and his willingness to offer his life for the service of Christ's Church.
Parts of his personality were rough-edged—the word irascible comes to
mind. He spoke his mind with blunt eloquence. But he wasn’t the Protestant
pope, the dictator of Geneva, the heartless instigator of witch hunts and
heresy trials. He was a man of his age, and at the same time his ideas
transcended his time to be rediscovered and widely recognized today.

I also discovered in Calvin a man who was a fearless ambassador for
Christ, a faithful pastor, and a loving husband, stepfather, and brother.

Ultimately I came to see him as a gifted and passionate Christian brother
who was captured by the one who rose from the dead on that first glorious
Easter morning.

Easter 2009



Chapter 1

IN THE SHADOW
OF THE CATHEDRAL

estled atop a hill, the twin towers of the Roman Catholic Cathedral

seemed to soar high into the sky above the modest home in which

John Calvin grew up. It was by far the tallest—and the oldest—

structure in the town of Noyon, France. Doubtless the young
Calvin darted in and out among its long shadows spreading across the
town square as he played with his friends or ran off on some errand for
his parents. Erected in 1131 in the traditional shape of a Latin cross, this
solemn and foreboding structure had a fascinating and even gruesome
history. Most of the bishops who had served there over the centuries were
entombed inside, and many were represented by statues that stood like
sentinels before their crypts. It must have seemed awesome and a little
frightening to the boy.

A good Catholic boy, John Calvin attended many services inside the
massive stone sanctuary filled with religious paintings and a plethora
of side altars. He walked its dim hallways and listened to the echoes.
His parents taught Calvin that Jesus Christ lived inside the church in
the form of the bread and wine that were given special places of honor
at the front; these were no mere symbols. Young Calvin prayed there,
attended Mass, made his confession to the priest. Walking alongits flying
buttresses, he would hear its five bells tolling the hours. Catholicism as
embodied in the Cathédrale Notre-Dame in Noyon was an anchor in
the boy’s early life.



It may seem a bit odd that traditional Catholicism played such an integral
role in the youth of the man we know now as a great Protestant reformer.
Yet this was the powerful and pervasive institution that he dedicated
many years of his life to reform. His intimate knowledge of its intricate
web of power, law, and doctrine proved enormously helpful in later years
when he found himself confronting its monolithic authority.

A BOY FROM NOYON

From his early years, it was clear that young Calvin was very precocious.
Early on, according to one biographer, he “displayed both the intellectual
and personal qualities which were destined to lay their stamp on his life
work?” Evidently Calvin had a capacity from a very young age to learn
and to retain what he was taught. But there were many smart boys in the
town by the Oise River. What no one could guess was that God had great
plans for this child. As a young man, Calvin would construct a cathedral
of ideas that would not only shake the world of his day but would deeply
influence the institutions and thinking of twenty-first century North
Americans.

By forsaking the church of his forebears, Calvin would form a new branch
of Christ’s church that took root and spread around the world for centuries
to come. This young man, certainly with the help of other reformers,
shaped a faith tradition that would serve as a guidepost for a clear-eyed,
compassionate, and disciplined approach to life and worship for millions
of people of many ethnic groups and races. In fact, the message and
theology of John Calvin have as much relevance today in 2009—the year
that we celebrate his five hundredth birthday—as they did at the start of
the Reformation. Calvin spent his life articulating a faith that remained
strong over the centuries and that seems to be enjoying a rebirth in the
tumultuous early years of the twenty-first century. As John Calvin would
readily admit, his is a story of God’s leading. But it is also an amazing tale
about a young boy from Noyon. It is the story of a young man who could
not find what his heart and mind most deeply craved in the Catholic
Church, and who dramatically turned elsewhere to find it. It is the story
of a mature and gifted reformer whose deep faith, prophetic voice, keen
mind, and sometimes harsh words challenged the world of his day.



Our knowledge of Calvin’s early life is somewhat thin, but here are some of
the things we know for sure. He was born Jean Cauvin on July 10, 1509, in
Noyon, France. Small as it was, the town had an illustrious history. The great
Charlemagne was crowned king of the Franks there in 768. We also know
that this town, located in the Picardy region and situated on a road built by
the Romans, never had much industry. The rich, loamy farmland sustained
a thriving agricultural countryside. In fact, Calvins home was right across
the street from the corn market, the place to which outlying farmers brought
their goods to market. With the market nearby and the cathedral around
the corner, Calvin lived in the bustling center of the town.

The streets and alleys of Noyon, its homes and churches, its people and
businesses, were etched in Calvin’s mind. As a young boy, he often made
forays from his home, enchanted and sometimes disturbed by all that
he saw—the drunks, the happy couples, the tired workers, the clergy,
the ragtag groups of rough-looking teens, the old buildings, the forest
beyond town, and, of course, the looming towers of the cathedral. Long
after leaving, he continued to write people still living there, catching up
on the news. He frequently referred to Noyon with a sense of nostalgia
in his later correspondence. One biographer tells us Calvin was deeply
disturbed when the Spaniards nearly destroyed the town while he was
a preacher in Geneva. He experienced a special sense of anger and loss
since the Spaniards had also done this in his childhood just before he
went off to college. Word of the pillaging brought back bad memories
and led him to pray for the safety of the people left in Noyon, some of
whom were still good friends of his.

EARLY INFLUENCES

If you weren't a farmer, your best bet for making a decent livelihood
in Noyon was getting on the payroll of the church. It was the center of
official Catholicism in that part of France, the seat of the Bishopric of
Noyon. Young Calvin could smell the incense and hear the ringing of
bells to signal the start of Mass. He was familiar with the Latin prayers
on everyones lips, whether they knew the language or not. The Roman
faith saturated the very atmosphere. Women were always praying the
rosary, counting off the beads, reciting “Hail Marys” as they nursed their



children, sold produce, or simply stood on their small porches, watching
the late medieval world of northern France unfold.

John Calvin’s father, Gérard, was one of those who worked for the church.
An ambitious man, a lawyer by trade, he held many titles. Essentially he
served as a chief financial officer for the bishop who lived in that town.
The bishop ruled the church life and, to an extent, the secular life of the
surrounding area. Gérard grew up in a working-class family of dock
workers and coopers, tradesmen who fixed barrels, in the fishing village
of Pont-I'Evéque near Normandy, not far north of Noyon. But even from
his youth, we suspect that Gérard was bored by the slow movement of
small-town life. He craved the intense activity of a larger place. He itched
to move somewhere else, to become someone of substance. So he worked
hard to enter a profession.

Gérard came to Noyon in 1481, and by 1497 his leadership skills and
ambition had made him a minor member of the ruling class. He had
become friends with the powerful deHangest family, from which came
two bishops who served the Catholic Church during Gérard Calvin’s
time. Over the years, Gérard’s official duties took him from being a
simple registrar employed by the government of Noyon on up through
the ranks. He ultimately became an agent for the county, attorney for the
clergy connected to the cathedral, and finally secretary to the bishop.

All this left Gérard with little time for a social life. But at forty he married
the beautiful and devout Jeanne Le Franc, daughter of an innkeeper and
city council member from the nearby town of Cambrai, a community of
some significance and power in that part of France. Likely his new bride
brought with her a dowry that helped to boost Gérard’s resources. We
know that she taught her son John to pray, giving him a sense of God’s
majesty, power, and love. Jeanne was a strong Catholic who never veered
from her faith. Had she lived, she would have been astonished to realize
what her little boy would accomplish.

Gérard Calvin doesn’t seem to have shared her devotion, but he did earn
a decent income—at least enough to support Jeanne and then a second
wife when the innkeeper’s prayerful daughter died only a few years after
they married. In all, Gérard had five sons and two stepdaughters. John,



the second son, was baptized soon after his birth at a nearby parish
church. His mother died when he was about five.

Charles, the oldest brother, grew up to serve for a time as a priest.
Apparently, though, he had a fiery personality, and was branded a heretic
for punching another priest, among other things. Ultimately he was
excommunicated from the church and executed. But that came much
later—after Gérard had his own troubles with church authorities.

Another brother, Antoine, was close to John for most of his life and
accompanied him on many of his travels. Although we don’t know much
about Antoine, we do know of a saucy story that entangled both of them.
Once John and his brother had settled for good in Geneva, Antoine
married a woman who ended up leaving him for a handsome hunchback.
Having his beloved brother cuckolded under the roof of the home they
shared would cause John, by then a famous preacher and reformer,
untold grief. John had to appear before civil authorities in Geneva to
plead Antoine’s case, and he was able to win his brother a divorce. Of the
fourth brother, Francois, little is known, other than he died at a young
age. Another son, also named Antoine, died young as well.

By all accounts, Gérard worked hard to serve the interests of the bishop.
But we know that Gérard had a furious temper, a troublesome attribute
he apparently handed down to John, and, of course, his oldest son
Charles. Some writers tell us that John Calvin’s father would occasionally
denounce the canons, the men who held various offices and duties of
the church for which he worked. He’d get so angry at what he saw as
the duplicity and hypocrisy of the clergy that he would raise his voice,
shouting and stalking around until his wife calmed him down.

Strangely, in his own voluminous writings, Calvin rarely mentions his
father, and when he does it is with little emotion. Gérard’s entire focus
seemed to be on his work and the intrigues of the church. John respected
and obeyed his father, but it's unlikely they enjoyed a close or loving
relationship. Maybe they were too much alike to get along: both had
probing minds and sensitive but reclusive natures. Back then, there was
no strong tradition of intimate, lasting relationships between fathers and
sons. In fact, it is quite probable that Calvin received a harsh whipping or



two from his father when he got out of line. At the same time, it is hard
to imagine young John causing too much trouble, since he seems to have
stayed above the fray and held his own counsel even as a youth. In any
case, Gérard recognized John’s intellectual potential and sent him away
to school as a young teen. After that John never came home to stay. If
they corresponded, no letters remain to better define their relationship.

So what influences, besides John Calvin’s distant father and his short-lived
though prayerful mother, could have helped shape the future reformer?





