HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH

   By Dr. Riley B. Case

     IN PRAISE OF CALVINISM

  July 9 is the 500th birthday of John Calvin and an appropriate time to give honor to one of the church’s greatest theologians.  Historians debate these things, of course, but a good argument can be made that Calvinism, with its understanding of the sovereignty of God as the organizing principle of theology, contributed greatly to our understanding of a republic form of government, and paved the way for capitalism.   With its emphasis on the importance of the individual, Calvinism helped to undermine the monarchy and, in America, gave an ideological basis for the American Revolution.

    Puritans, Baptists, Presbyterians, and Congregationalists were (and for some, still are) Calvinists.  The theological battles of the 1700s and 1800s in America were mostly around issues related to Calvinism.  In Indiana there were ten different identifiable Baptist groups by 1850, almost all of them formed in reaction to or in support of some form of Calvinism.
     Wesleyan theology is best explained by starting with an understanding of Calvinism.  The Wesley brothers developed their theology not in reaction to Anglicanism or Catholicism but to Calvinism.  The doctrine of Unlimited Atonement makes sense only if a person understands the doctrine of Limited Atonement.  “Free Grace,” the Methodist battle-cry for revival, makes sense only in contrast to the doctrine of election.  The doctrine of Assurance is the Methodist answer to the Calvinist Eternal Security.   The doctrine of Holiness stands on an understanding of “imparted” righteousness, as over against “imputed” righteousness.
     Calvinism was a formidable foe for the early American Methodists.   For the first fifteen years or so of American Methodism, Disciplines carried a lengthy theological treatise on “The Scripture Doctrine of Predestination, Election, and Reprobation,” and another one: “Serious Thoughts on the Infallible, Unconditional Perseverance of all that have Once Experienced Faith in Christ.”  Eventually Methodism revivalism broke down the harsher tenets of Calvinism so that most Baptists, even though they would not admit it, were effectively “Methodized.”   Baptists still wanted to be known as Calvinists, but they were, if the truth be known, “3-point,” or “4 ½-point” Calvinists, and not the real thing (5-point Calvinists).
    When theological modernism believed that it could usher in the brave new world, it summarily dismissed everything connected with Calvinism.  In 1935,  E. B. Chappell, editor of church school materials in the M.E. Church South, wrote Recent Development of Religious Education in the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, and spoke of “erroneous opinions” inherited from Calvinism such as total depravity, blood atonement, and need for conversion.  Even Wesley needed reconstruction, according to Chappel, because he had carried over Calvinist ideas into his theology.

    Chappell’s theology, which taught that all are endowed with natural goodness that can be developed by proper education, has, along with most of the liberal theological fads of the last century, been long discredited, but Calvinism still holds the allegiance of many.
    Indeed, it now seems that 5-point Calvinism, with its full menu of Predestination, is on the upswing.  A recent study revealed that as many as 30% of Southern Baptist seminary graduates are strict Calvinists.  Several megachurches, including John Piper’s Bethlehem Baptist Church in Minneapolis, are teaching Calvinism.  Smaller Reformed and Presbyterian bodies are attracting young adults with a Calvinist message.  When Time magazine, in its March 23 issue, featured a section on “Ten Ideas Changing the World Right Now,” #3 on the list was “The New Calvinism,” calling it “Evangelicalism’s latest success story.”
   Evangelical United Methodists should welcome the new interest in Calvinism.   When we debate Calvinists we can appeal to Scripture, and talk about truth, and discuss meaningfully matters like salvation and grace and the blood of Jesus.  Those who call themselves Progressive Christians, on the other hand, are a moving target.  They may or may not believe in salvation in any meaningful sense.  They may or may not have some view of atonement.  They may or may not even be interested in theology.    They may or may not believe truth is knowable, preferring to talk about preferences and diversity and many faiths.  

     John Wesley had the highest regard for his friend George Whitefield, the Calvinist.  He had much less regard for the deists and the Pelagians.   Methodism does best with an erstwhile adversary, such as Calvinists.  So, let the Calvinist tribe increase.  
