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John Calvin in Mission Literature ———

John Calvin has been the subject of
scholarly controversy on almost every issue
on which he took a position. He has had
his sharp critics and his passionate defen-
ders. Both have at times misread and
misjudged him. A slighted dimension
of this ongoing controversy is Calvin's
contribution to missions. No less noted
Calvin scholar than the late John
T. McNeill passed over in silence the litera-
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ture on this topic in his initial and still
useful bibliography of Calvin studies, and
he listed only three recent articles in
the updated version.1 As recent a bib-
liography of literature on Calvin as that
published in the Calvin Theological Journal

fails to include a topical entry on Calvin
and missions and is only partially complete
in its inclusion of studies in this area.2
Yet both the number and the controversial



character of these studies on the missionary
aspect of Calvin’s life and work deserve
more recognition than they have received.
A survey of this discussion will hopefully
not only call attention to this dimension
of Calvin scholarship, but will also give
me the opportunity to analyze the more
controversial issues in terms of two con-
temporary topics in mission: the problem
of the definition of mission and the rela-
tionship of church and mission.

Survey of the Discussion

in  missiological literature negative
judgments on Calvin‘s contribution to mis-
sions more often than not can be traced
to Gustav Warneck. Warneck, the father
of the modern science of missions, was
professor of missions at the University
of Halle in Germany at the turn of the
century.  His Outline of A History of
Protestant Missions went through numer-
ous German editions and revisions during
a twenty-five year period. Throughout
that time it saw several English translations.
The eighth German edition became the
basis for the definitive, third English edi-
tion in 1906. This study was not only
widely circulated in his day, but has made
an impact that is still felt in mission
literature today.

Warneck’s paragraph on Calvin is both
brief—as is understandable in a survey—and
incomplete. His judgment that Calvin did
not recognize the church’s missionary obli-
gation is based solely on Calvin’s view
of the apostolate, which | will consider
befow, and on a quote to the effect that
God alone will advance the kingdom of
Christ.  On this slim evidence Warneck
concludes that for Calvin "“a special insti-
tution for the extension of Christianity
among non-Christian nations, i.e. for mis-
sions, is needless.””3 Calvin followed the
Catholic, colonial model of Christian rulers
as being responsible for converting the
heathen. Warneck argues that this concep-
tion permeated both Lutheran and Re-
formed orthodoxy until the rise of Pietism,

the real spirit behind modern Protestant
missions, in the late seventeenth century.
In Part | of his scathing critique of War-
neck’s negative attitude toward the re-
formers, including Calvin, and their mis-
sionary significance, Walter Holsten shows
how pervasive Warneck’s influence was on
subsequent scholarship.4 He shows that
much of it was more critical even than
Warneck’s analysis of the reformers. It
is not uncommon to find such scholars
deducing from doctrines like predestina-
tion, quite apart from evidence in the
sources, an anti-missions bias in Calvin.

“1tisnot uncommon to find
... scholars deducing from
doctrines like predestination,
quite apart from evidence in
the sources, an anti-missions
bias in Calvin."”

Partially in response to Warneck and
his followers a number of scholars have
found in Calvin both a theoretical and a
practical exponent of missions. During the
past twenty-five years several excellent
articles have argued that various of Calvin’s
doctrines not only imply missions, but
that the reformer actually demonstrated
ardent longing for the conversion of non-
Christians. Samuel Zwemer, the well-
known Reformed missionary to Arabia,
points to Karlfried Frohlich’s 1930 study
of Calvin’s theological articulation of the
cosmic struggle between Christ and Satan
as basic to the Genevan'’s missionary con-
sciousness, and Zwemer himself contends
that Calvin’s doctrines of God's creation
of man in his image and with a sense of
divinity and of common grace are funda-



mental for his understanding of the hea-
then.5 Zwemer documents Calvin's ideas
of a gospel call to all men, of the obligation
of Christians to pray for the heathens’
conversion, and of the glory that accrues
to God in such conversions. Johannes
van den Berg, H. Bergema and Charles
Chaney have carefully worked through
Calvin’s Institutes, sermons and commen-
taries and found that the reformer’s theol-
ogy contains missionary principles.6 Van
den Berg observes that Calvin appears to
anticipate the conversion of the world’s

Chaney finds explicit statements in Calvin
which recognize the role of all believers
in extending Christ’s church by witnessing
to others. He suggests that among the
factors explaining the absence of a call
to foreign missions in Calvin’s writings
are one aspect of his doctrine of election
and his eschatology.9 God "elects’ the
times and instruments for the spread of
the gospel, and the global extension of the
church still lies in the future. Although it
would have been less confusing for Chaney
to employ the term “‘providence’ instead

* ..a number of scholars have found in Calvin both a theoreti-

cal and a practical exponent of missions.

During the past

twenty-five years several excellent articles have argued that
various of Calvin's doctrines not only imply missions, but
that the reformer actually demonstrated ardent longing for

the conversion of non-Christians.”

nations to Christ while recognizing that
in his day the spread of the gospel had
just begun; however, Calvin believed that
God’s kingdom would certainly increase.
He notes Calvin’s emphasis on this growth
as the work of God, not men, and acknowl-
edges the ambiguous nature of Calvin’s
doctrine of the apostolate.” Chaney
pushes even farther than does van den
Berg. He contends that though references
to missions are scarce in Calvin‘s works,
they “‘provide adequate documentation for
at least an outline of missionary princi-
ples” in Calvin’s theology.8 He then
spells out these principles as the calling of
the Gentiles, the progress of the kingdom,
the gathering of the church, and personal
Christian responsibility to share the gospel
with others. With respect to the last two

o)

of “‘election’”’, he has isolated two strands
of Calvin’s thought which curbed his own
missionary dynamic but which became
dominant motives in the missionary
thought of later Calvinists. They thought
that God had opened doors to the nations
for them, doors which had been shut to
Calvin, and that the final, glorious spread
of the church before the eschaton was in
progress.

Although it is unnecessary to repeat
the references to Calvin’s writings made
by these defenders of his missionary sen-
sitivity, it is important to note that their
research has rendered a simple repetition
of the Warneck thesis intellectually unten-
able. Calvin deserves to be judged on a
basis including more than his interpretation
of Matthew 28:19-20 or Mark 16:15 and



his notion of the magistrate’s role in
propagating Christianity, although these
should be elements in any balanced assess-
ment of his missionary significance. The
jssue cannot be settled by an easy dismissal
of the points raised by Warneck. Van den
Berg himself acknowledges that there s
no developed doctrine of missions in Cal-
vin,10 and others have asked why, if he
regarded missions as obligatory, Calvin did
not promote them.

In response to the last query a number
of scholars have argued that Calvin was
not only theoretically committed to mis-
sions but that he was practically engaged
in them. R. Pierce Beaver adduces the
Villegagnon colonization attempt in Brazil,
supported by the Calvinist nobleman, Co-
ligny and accompanied by two Geneva-
trained pastors who were mandated to
convert the natives, as evidence of Calvin’s
mission commitment.11  Others have for
some time defended the thesis that Calvin’s
outreach from Geneva to the rest of
Europe was in fact an extended and vast
home missions effort. The Genevan Acad-
emy, which trained pastors who carried
the Reformation to their homelands, Cal-
vin‘s copious correspondence and theolog-
ical writings, his reorganization of the
church, and his church education contri-
butions are all seen as dimensions of a
Genevan home missions project. Fred
Klooster is the most recent advocate of
this position in an article in which he
summarizes this argument by such men
as Charles Edwards, H. Bergema, S. van
der Linde and P. E. Hughes.12 Kiooster
could have cited other proponents of this
thesis. 13

in the light of Calvin’s alleged the-
oretical and practical contributions to mis-
sions, therefore, it is noteworthy that a
broad spectrum of missiologists have main-
tained essentially the Warneck position.
They give little recognition to the sub-
stantial defense and careful assessments
of Calvin's mission contributions written
since World War il. William Ritchie Hogg,
a well-known American historian of mis-
sions, is one of the most balanced writers

to fall into this category. In a widely
circulated symposium of essays on mission,
edited by Gerald Anderson, Hogg has a
chapter on the Reformation era and mis-
sions. He begins, “The Reformers evi-
denced no concern for overseas missions
to non-Christians.”” 14 While he recognizes
the necessity of doing justice to the lit-
erature on his subject, he takes his point
of departure from Warneck by referring
his readers to him for documentation of
“the Reformers’ amazing lack of a theology
of missions.”15  His footnote to this
statement also mentions van den Berg's
dissertation and Kenneth S. Latourette’s
seven volume History of the Expansion
of Christianity. Hogg makes the observa-
tion that ““the reader who wishes to pursue
the question would do well to compare
Warneck, J. van den Berg, and Latourette
and the larger literature to which they
point.”16  He acknowledges missionary
implications in certain themes in Calvin’s
theology which were developed by later
Calvinistic mission figures, thus showing
awareness of the literature. But his verdict
is ultimately that of Warneck: ‘’One

“In the light of Calvin's
alleged theoretical and prac-
tical contributions to mis-
sions, therefore, it is note-
worthy that a broad spec-
trum of missiologists....give
little recognition to the sub-
stantial defense and careful
assessments of Calvin’s mis-
sion contributions written
since World War {1.”

searches John Calvin‘s Institutes and com-
mentaries without finding any positive
recognition of a theology of missions.””17
The judgment on Calvin is negative in
tone and Pietism is seen as responsible
for modern missions.

While Hogg at least recognizes the



presence of scholarly debate on the subject,
standard surveys of the history of missions
fail to do even this much. Latourette’s
work, mentioned above, which was com-
pleted slightly prior to the era on which
| am focusing, dates Protestant missionary
theory and practice from a post-Refor-
mation period. Stephen Neill’s conciusion
that the reformers’ reference to mission
“amounts to exceedingly little” and his
interpretation of the rise of Protestant
missions against the background of the
Saravia—Gerhard differences on the great
commission and of Justinian von Welz's
work indicate his dependence on the War-
neck tradition.18 His three examples of

influence on Kane in the latter’s judgments
on the theology of the reformers and
also in his tracing of Protestant missions
to Pietism.20

The writing of surveys is a demanding
and hazardous occupation. By indicating
that these mission histories have been but
little influenced by recent literature on
Calvin and missions, 1 do not intend to
detract from their indispensability and
general excellence. | wish only to indicate
the thorough and pervasive influence that
an emphasis such as Warneck’s can make
and in fact has made on the field of
mission history. | also make an appeal
for general studies in this area to either

“The writing of surveys is a demanding and hazardous
occupation. By indicating that these mission histories have been
but little influenced by recent literature on Calvin and missions,
| do not intend to detract from their indispensability and

general excellence.

| wish only to indicate the thorough and

pervasive influence that an emphasis such as Warneck’s can
make and in fact has made on the field of mission history.”

sixteenth century Protestant mission ef-
forts do not include the Brazilian expe-
dition inspired by Calvinists. J. Herbert
Kane does, and then quite inconsistently,
after having observed that the theology
of the reformers was “‘the first, and perhaps
the most potent, factor contributing to
the lack of missions in the Reformation
era.”19 He cites the reformers’ notion
that the great commission was limited to
the apostles, Calvinists’ doctrine of pre-
destination, and Luther’s apocalypticism.
He also repeats the Calvin quote stressed
by Warneck to the effect that God’s
kingdom is advanced by God, not by
men. One therefore senses Warneck’s

10-

adjust their interpretation of Calvin’s role
in missions or to resume the discussion
in the journals by answering those who
have found Calvin more amenable to mis-
sions than they had thought. Little will
be accomplished in either direction, how-
ever, unless two deeper aspects of the
current difference of emphasis in assessing
Calvin are taken into consideration: the
problem of the definition of mission and
the relationship of church and mission.
Both are enormous subjects in mission
literature today, and | will refer to them
not exhaustively but only insofar as |
feel they help to clarify issues in the
discussion about Calvin.



Definition of Mission

“Missions’” is a fluid and frustrat-
ingly nebulous term. J. H. Bavinck defines
it as follows.

Missions is that activity of the

church—in essence it is nothing

else than an activity of Christ,

exercised through the church—

through which the church, in

this interim period, in which the

end is postponed, calls the peo-

ples of the earth to repentance

and to faith in Christ, so that

they may be made his disciples

and through baptism be incor-

porated into the fellowship of

those who await the coming of

the kingdom.21
Bavinck allows room in his definition for
both the professional missionary and the
missionary role of every believer, that
is, for the role of the church as institute
and the church as organism. Further, he
emphasizes the task of missions as withess
to the kingdom and proclamation of the
gospel unto repentance and faith, disciple-

* Although our ecumenical age
is more inclined to judge the
Reformation as a unique, his-
torically qualified form of
proselytism, it must be granted
that by Bavinck's standards
Calvin in his own mind was
engaged in what we have come
to know as missions.”’

ship and incorporation into Christian fel-
lowship. He minimizes a geographic dimen-
sion as normative for defining missions,
referring only to ‘“‘the peoples of the
earth,” and thus he allows for both foreign
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missions and home missions, both missions
and evangelism.

If one grants Calvin his premise that
the Roman Catholic establishment of his
day was anti-Christian, by Bavinck’s defi-
nition he was engaged in missions. The
home missions thesis regarding Calvin's
reforming work, as defended by Kiooster
and others, therefore has validity. Al-
though our ecumenical age is more inclined
to judge the Reformation as a unigue,
historically qualified form of proselytism,
it must be granted that by Bavinck’s
standards Calvin in his own mind was
engaged in what we have come to know as
missions.

Not all missiologists share Bavinck's
highly theological and inclusive or open-
ended definition, however. The geographi-
cal factor has had a predominant function
in the understanding of missions employed
by many. Just as the Christian layman
upon hearing the term generatly thinks of
a professional, full time ambassador of
Christ sent overseas by either a denomina-
tional board or a non-denominational agen-
cy, many missiologists deliberately or inad-
vertently employ the word “missions’ in
this sense. This usage is the baggage carried
from our recent, Western colonial and
neo-colonial past. When the monolithic,
corpus Christianum conception of society,
which characterized the medieval and Ref-
ormation periods, was displaced by the
religious voluntarism and pluralism of the
modern but still predominantly Christian
period of Western history, and when this
displacement was wedded to the mercantile
and colonial expansion of Protestant na-
tions, this more restricted definition of
missions became the dominant one. It
is the definition assumed by Warneck, and
it explains his defense of Pietism as the
progenitor of modern Protestant missions.
Given his definition of missions, it was!
Pietists were pioneers in commissioning
overseas ambassadors for Christ who were
free from political ties and support. This
is based as much on their acceptance of
religious voluntarism and their shift to
the free church concept as to their zeal




for the conversion of heathen. Van den
Berg and especially Walter Holsten have
shown the anachronism in judging Calvin
by this more restricted definition of mis-
sions.22  English speaking missiologists,
particularly in North America, would be
well served by a good translation and
widespread reading of Holsten’s article.
At one point Warneck admitted the re-
stricted sense of his definition: “We
miss in the Reformers not only missionary
action, but even the idea of missions, in
the sense in which we understand them
today‘f23 (italics mine). Since he did not
apply the implications of this statement
to his own historical methodology, how-
ever, there is little wonder in the fact that
those dependent on him are no more
appreciative of Calvin’s position than he is.

Perhaps today’s ambiguity regarding
the term “missions” constitutes the climate
for making Holsten’s point stick. We
include medical work, educational pro-
grams, agricultural training and assistance,
linguistic work, radio outreach, various
community development plans, and world
relief under the big umbrella of missions.
This is rightly defended by an appeal to
the principles of missions in word and
deed, to the Old Testament concreteness
of shalem, and to God’s redemptive mis-
sion (missio Dei) as renewing man’s whole
life, including the structures of society.
It is but a short step from these modern
forms of missions to the sanctioning of
the support of guerilla movements against
tyrannical regimes and to the boycotting
of Chase Manhatten Bank for investing
funds in South Africa—all under the aedgis
of missions. Much has been written about
the church as missionary in nature and
about the missionary aspect of ail her
functions and activities. Since the Mexico
City Conference, convened in 1963 by
the Division of World Mission and Evan-
gelism of the World Council of Churches,
the presence of the church on six conti-
nents has been emphasized. Increasingly
the traditional idea of North Atlantic or
Western missions to the rest of the world
has been resented and resisted. Partially
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in response to the more recent emphasis
on the mission of the whole church to the
whole world, the International Review
of Missions changed her name to The
International Review of Mission in 1969
and church leaders today are declaring a
moratorium on missions in the older sense.
Ecumenical circles are accused of defining
missions in strictly horizontal, this-worldly
categories.  Evangelicals are regarded as
throw-backs to a by-gone era and as pur-
veyors of a patronizing gospel and of
cheap grace. Recently it has been sug-
gested that the trinitarian nature of God
and the consequent pluralism of his works
in the world and of the church’s ministries
might require our speaking of the missiones
Dei rather than of the missio Dei.
Clearly the church is groping through
complex theological questions and a
changing historical situation in an effort
to define her calling (mission) in today’s
world.

“We include medical work,
educational programs, agricul-
tural training and assistance,
linguistic work, radio outreach,
various community develop-
ment plans, and world relief
under the big umbrella of mis-
sions. "

Mission, understood as the church’s
response to her sense of responsibility
to make Christ known in her age, has
changed historically. For the apostle Paul
it was closer to what we would call
evangelism; his world was politically united
under Rome and culturally permeated with
Hellenism. For the medieval monastic
missionary vocation connoted a personal,
ascetic pilgrimage through a sinful world;
his Christianizing work was a dimension
of that pilgrimage. For the colonial age
the church’s responsibility was bound to



the Christian calling of the monarch;
church and crown were God'’s co-operating
servants, with each playing their clearly
defined role in the coming of God’s king-
dom. For the people of God in a plu-
ralistic, mercantile era, her calling towards
others was in part conducted overseas
via societies and their emissaries. Today
the church’s vocation appears to be ecu-
menical and environmental; she shares re-
sources and personnel with fellow Chris-
tians throughout the world in proclaiming
Christ in the context of various social,
political and cultural situations or environ-
ments. In every age she must respond to
God by establishing her priorities, devel-
oping forms of ministry, marshalling her
resources and channeling her energies.
While the forms change with the age and

“In a sense mission today (or
- missions, if you prefer) is closer
to the reformers’ renewal and
" outreach of the church in dia-
- logue and co-operation than
to the form of missions be-
~tween 1700 and 1950.”

her motives, always impure, fluctuate, the
divine miracle of God’s advancing kingdom
and of lives conformed to Christ occurs.
In a sense mission today ({(or missions,
if you prefer) is closer to the reformers’
renewal and outreach of the church in
dialogue and co-operation than to the
form of missions between 1700 and 1950.
But mission today would be impossible
without the missions of the past, just as
they in turn are indebted to the mission of
Calvin and his contemporaries.

Van den Berg raises the pointed ques-
tion of whether Calvin saw the need for
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the church to go to the non-Christian
world.25 Van den Berg obviously means
the world beyond the corpus Christianum
of Calvin’s day. This was the buming,
exclusive missionary question for Warneck.
We have seen that a definitional exclusive-
ness can blind us to Calvin's seminal
theological principles for the church’s glo-
bal mission, to his work in Europe which
is so similar to our mission to the post-
Christian world around us, and to his
indirect role in the ill-fated colonial mission
to Brazil. But van den Berg and even
Warneck force us to conclude that in
the ultimate analysis Calvin was not a
complete mission figure. Mission always
has a global dimension; for the church
always has a calling to ‘‘the peoples of
the earth.”” Qur adjectives “home” and
"foreign’® capture dimensions of the
church’s calling in the world that belong
to the esse of the church’s mission in
any age. Warneck legitimately criticizes
the reformer for failing to focus the
church’s attention on her responsibility
for those outside Western Europe and
for developing a theological rationale for
such responsibility. Simultaneousiy War-
neck is legitimately criticized for his time-
bound view of missions which biinds him
to Calvin’s stature as a missionary figure.
Both sides of the discussion have pro-
duced indispensible insights for a final,
balanced evaluation of Calvin’s significance
for missions. And both sides do well to
remember the importance of clarity in
defining the concept of missions with
which they operate.

The Apostolate and Ecclesiology

Just as lack of clarity in defining
missions has inhibited a balanced evalu-
ation of Calvin's missionary significance,
so has his position on the apostolate.
Today’s missionary literature on the mis-
sionary nature and calling of the church
is too vast and well known to require
documentation. One need think, however,
only of Johannes Blauw’s significant Bib-
lical-theological study, The Missionary Na-



ture of the Church, to recall how theolog-
ically imperative it has become to think
of the church in missionary categories.
Today it is common to speak of the church
as mission. One dimension of this con-
temporary emphasis is the doctrine of
the church’s apostolic character and calling.
The Dutch missiologists Hendrik Kraemer
and J. C. Hoekendijk are significant con-
tributors to our modern understanding
of the apostolate.26  Calvin’s position
on the apostolate has received great em-
phasis in evaluations of his missionary
significance.

As noted above, Warneck’s negative
judgment on Calvin's missionary signif-
icance rests in large measure on the reform-
er's view of the apostolate, particularly
his exegesis of Matthew 28:19-20. After
noting that Luther and Melancthon re-
garded the great commission as binding
only on the apostles, he recognizes that
Bucer, Zwingli and Calvin held that al-
though the apostles had responded to
Christ’s command by bringing the gospel
to vast sections of the earth, their work
had not been completed among every
people. Calvin did not “teach directly
that aiready through the Apostles the
Gospel has been preached in the whole
world, but...the extension of Christianity
is still in progress, albeit the apostolate
was a ‘munus extraordinarium’ (extraor-
dinary office), which as such has not been
perpetuated in the Christian church.”27
Less precision is shown by Hogg, who
cites as one reason for lack of missions
among the reformers in general, Calvin
included, ‘‘attitudes congenial to the no-
tion that the Great Commission had been
fulfilled by the Apostles.”28 Kane actually
is in error by including Calvin in the
statement, ‘They taught that the Great
Commission pertained only to the original
apostles; that the apostles fulfilled the
Great Commission by taking the gospel
to the ends of the then known world....”29

The most careful and respected stu-
dents of Calvin‘s theology concur that
the reformer distinguished between ordi-
nary and extraordinary offices, functions
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and ministries in the church.30  The
ordinary offices are so vital to the life
of the church that they are to be present
at all times. These consist of the deacons,
elders and two types of ministers, pastors
and doctors or teachers. Calvin speaks
of five offices functioning in the ministry
of the Word: pastor, teacher, apostle,
evangelist and prophet. ‘“’Although he
discerned a sense in which pastors cor-
respond to apostles and evangelists, and
teachers to prophets...,, he regarded all
save pastors and teachers as extraordinary
offices, raised up by the Lord at the
beginning and revived by Him from time
to time as the need demands....”31 The
most relevant passage in the [nstitutes is
the following one.
According to this interpre-

tation (which seems to me to

be in agreement with both the

words and opinion of Paul),

these three functions were not

established in the church as per-

manent ones, but only for that

time during which churches were

to be erected where none existed

before, or where they were to

be carried over from Moses to

Christ. Still, | do not deny

that the Lord has sometimes

at a later period raised up apos-

tles, or at least evangelists in

their place, as has happened in

our own day. For there was

need for such persons to lead

the church back from the rebel-

lion of Antichrist. Nonetheless,

I call this office ‘extraordinary,’

because in duly constituted

churches it has no place.32
It is obvious, therefore, that while Calvin
said that the apostles and evangelists had
received extraordinary offices from Christ
for the purpose of planting the church
where she had not existed before, he
did not maintain that the divisio
apostolorum, i.e. the notion that the apos-
tles had divided among themselves and
evangelized the world, precluded the ap-
pearance of apostles after the New Testa-



ment twelve nor excused the church there-
after of evangelizing non-Christian peoples.
In later Calvinism Theodore Beza, in his
debate with Hadrian Saravia, and the Sec-
ond Helvetic Confession, Chapter 17, main-
tain this position.
confused with Calvin‘s own views, which
are much more complex and ill-defined.

Among missiological assessments of
Calvin’s position on the apostolate, J.
van den Berg uses such qualifications of
it as ‘‘cautious,” ‘‘rather vague,’” ‘‘not
quite loose from the old concept,” and
“realistic enough to recognize the insuf-
ficiency of the idea of the divisio
apostolorum.”“33  In his earlier article he
ventures the guess that under different
circumstances, had Calvin been faced with
more direct contact with the world beyond
the corpus Christianum, he would have
clarified this ambiguity.34  Willem F.
Dankbaar has given us the most thorough
missiological analysis of Calvin's view of
the apostolate.35 On this topic he finds

But it is not to be -

to the apostles while regarding the con-
sequent promise as valid for the church
of all ages. Dankbaar regards this as
invalid division of the text. Calvin does

not apply Christ's statement, “As the
Father has sent me, so send | you”
to the church of all ages. Positively,

however, Calvin does not declare the apos-
tolic office closed, at times uses the term
for others than the twelve {commentaries,
Rom. 16:7 and | Cor. 4:9), refers to
Luther as an apostle (preface to com-
mentary on Romans), and regards the
work of the apostolate as necessary until
Christ’s return (commentary, lsa. 45:23).
In the dedication of the commentary on
Acts Calvin sees apostolic authority and
responsibility as transmitted to Christian
princes. Clearly, therefore, Calvin did
not come to clarity and consistency in
his explanation of the apostolate. He
certainly did not regard it as the basis
for the permanent, on-going missionary
calling of the church. Yet he maintained

"“The most careful and respected students of Calvin's
theology concur that the reformer distinguished between
ordinary and extraordinary offices, functions and ministries
in the church. The ordinary offices are so vital to the life
of the church that they are to be present at all times.*

two strands in Calvin‘s writings. Nega-
tively, he observes that Calvin held the
divisio apostolorum and split the apostolate
into two dimensions, a temporary and
occasional missionary aspect and the per-
manent service of the Word and sacraments
as passed on to the pastors. Hence Calvin’s
commentaries restrict the great commission

the apostolate as a temporary and repeat-
able official function of the church, thus
actually opening the door to later insti-
tutional ecclesiastical outreach to the na-
tions. His exegesis of the great com-
misston, however, was so conditioned by
his polemic against the Roman Catholic
church’s claim to apostolic succession that



it disregarded the obvious missionary vo-
cation of the church contained in it
Harry Boer shows that for Warneck, indeed
for most Protestant missionary activity
of the past one hundred fifty years, obe-
dience to the great commission was the
primary and basic motive for missions.36
This renders understandable the German
scholar’s negative assessment of Calvin on
the apostolate. But a balanced view of
the reformer will also take cognizance
of his fleeting positive statements
on apostolicity and of their implications
for future missionary thought and action.

Calvin’s ambiguity on the apostolate,
however, is an indication of a deeper
missionary problem in the reformer’s the-
ology. This problem centers in his ec-
clesiology. While his writings on the
church stress the permanent offices and
their functions, the importance of the
Word and sacraments for God’s people,
instruction of covenant youth, Christian
discipline, Roman errors, and historical
and exegetical arguments for his positions,
we find a facuna in his ecclesiology. His
doctrines of God’s sovereignty, election,
Christ’s ali-sufficient atonement, the calling
of the Gentiles, the coming of the king-
dom, and the gathering of the church have
implications for a Biblical perspective on
the church which was never spelled out
in Calvin‘s ecclesiological passages. His
concern for the unconverted and his re-
minders to believers of their priestly role
towards others are present. But he does
not articulate a doctrine of the church’s
mission to those outside Western Europe,
of her permanent apostolic calling, of
how and why the church in her ministry
could reach out to others. This is work
for princes and believers and for the
instituted church only in special seasons.
Had Calvin brought the missionary per-
spectives of other sections of his theolog-
ical writings to bear directly upon his
ecclesiology, he may well have developed,
as van den Berg suggests, a clear doctrine
of the apostolate. He may even have
given an articulation of the church’s mis-
sion in his ecclesiology. But he did

not, and in this regard his reforming
work is incomplete.

Conclusion

The mission literature on John Calvin,
therefore, is large and significant enough
to warrant wider recognition by Calvin
scholars. It struggles with an elusive
dimension of the reformer’s thought and
life. But both those who minimize and
those who exaggerate his missionary sig-
nificance have assisted us towards a bal-
anced evaluation of the man. Differences
sometimes resulted from insufficient clarity
in defining missions, and today’s struggle
in this regard can be brought to bear
on the Calvin issue in a way that helps us
see the whole reformer in both his mis-
sionary strengths and weaknesses. Negative -
judgments on his missionary significance
which are based solely on his notion of
the apostolate as related to his exegesis
of Matthew 28:19-20 and Mark 16:15,
have done him injustice by ignoring the
complexity of his thought on this topic.
However, they also suggest to us that
there is a lacuna in Calvin’s ecclesiology,
which could have been avoided had he
brought other missionary insights in his
theology to bear on his doctrine of the
church.
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