Hoodwinked and Happy?


Calvinism’s ‘Divine Sovereignty’—Will the Real Meaning Please Stand UP?
by Daniel Gracely

Part 1:

Framing the Debate
T

here is one truth that applies to all debates: consistency in itself is no real test of the truth. In one sense this is maddening. We naturally think that if we present enough evidence for our view the other person will eventually come around. We hope not only to survive a point/counter-point discussion to outlast an opponent’s best arguments, but to one-upmanship him into a corner until he concedes that ours is the correct view. Setting aside for the moment whether we should have such a competitive spirit, let us at least note that debates in real life seldom turn out so tidy. Most people are stubborn in their views and resist the idea of changing their minds even in trivial matters. When people are wrong they tend (wittingly, or not) to adopt an additional lie to support the first lie, a.k.a. ‘maintaining the fiction’. Reformed thinker Cornelius Van Til rightly points out how this additional lie is the adopting of a deeper, consistent irrationality in order to support an existing irrationality.

Consider the following example of maintaining the fiction. Suppose you meet someone who carries around an exact copy of your Bible and tells you he believes in God and everything written in God’s Word. To your alarm, however, you discover that he thinks nearly every word in the Bible means the concept God is a purple turtle in the sky. Every word from Genesis 1 to Revelation 22 means this same thing to him except one verse, John 4:24: God is a spirit, and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth. This verse troubles him. You point out that the word ‘God’ in the Greek is the same word used in other verses in the Bible, and so ‘God’ must be understood to be a spirit in other Bible verses where He is mentioned. Your new acquaintance faces a choice. Either he must believe the truth you’ve shown him and move toward a better understanding of the Bible, or he must adopt a deeper irrationality to support his existing irrationality. Suppose he chooses the latter. Instead of conceding your point, he decides that every word in John 4:24 means the same thing as all the other words in the Bible. Consequently, every word of the Bible to him now means God is a purple turtle in the sky. He has moved to a position where he is now totally immune to your argument that God is a spirit. So here’s the question: Is he any less consistent in his theology than you are in yours, even if you believe the truth of the Bible at every point, and he believes a lie? No, not at all—he is no less consistent. Both of you can cite chapter and verse, discuss hermeneutics, profess to believe in the plenary inspiration of God, etc., and yet be equally consistent in presenting your opposing views. 

As we delve, then, into the remainder of this book
 it should be remembered that both supporters and critics of Calvin can make rebuttals to every major and minor point the other side makes. Verses are interpreted with different meanings, and even the most fundamental qualities of God, including His moral character, are understood differently. As both sides offer opposite definitions of God’s sovereignty, both sides cannot be right. I find it personally discouraging to think that either side has built an edifice of error, i.e., that one group is furthering the fiction each time their system is challenged. One would have hoped that Christians indwelt by the same Spirit would be of the same mind and arrive at the same definition regarding God’s sovereignty, but such has not been the case since at least the time of Augustine in the 4th century. I urge my readers to therefore prayerfully consider the arguments in this book, since they will decide for themselves what is the Spirit of truth, and what is the spirit of error.


He Loves Me. He Loves Me Not.


My own journey in working through the issue of divine sovereignty took years. After graduating from a Reformed Christian college where I had come to believe that God could only foreknow history if He had predetermined it, I proceeded to graduate school where I soon faced a quandary. Periodically, I sat at a cafeteria table across from a friend of mine I’ll call ‘Susan,’ and this young woman asked the same vexing question of us Christians every time we urged her to consider Jesus. Knowing we were Calvinists she concluded every discussion in the same melancholy way: “But what if I’m not predestined to be saved?” Her gaze was penetrating, a bit exasperated, and she always spoke with a dead earnestness that belied the possibility that her skepticism was tinged with any secret hilarity. What was I to say?—Yeah, Susan, maybe you’re right; maybe you are damned for all eternity and there’s nothing you or I can do about it. In fact, all of this was settled long before you and I were born.
Needless to say, this unsettling experience caused me to make a de novo review of everything I believed about the sovereignty of God. And studying this issue would teach me another thing: I decided every Calvinist ought to forge his views while sitting across from someone claiming to represent the majority—i.e., the warm-blooded damned who are no worse persons than himself, before he accepts Calvin’s theology in the detached, cooler climate of a seminary classroom. And so I began asking myself questions: Was God’s control over all persons, events, and history as absolute as I had been taught? Was that idea really represented in the Bible? Or again, would God cease to be God if He allowed someone to supersede His will? Who indeed was God in the plainest terms, and how did He interact with His creation and in His relationships with people? 

Despite being raised essentially as a free will Baptist in a Methodist-background church, I eventually came to understand as an undergraduate student why someone would become a Calvinist. The Scriptures supporting John Calvin’s view of God seemed ironclad and inescapable. The list of passages teaching God’s total and absolute sovereignty was a long and compelling list: God worketh all things after the counsel of His will; All things work together for good to them that love God; For whom He foreknew He also did predestinate; But, O man, Who art thou to reply to God? Shall the thing formed say to him that formed it, Why hast thou made me thus? For who hath resisted His will? I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will harden whom I will harden; …vessels of wrath fitted for destruction; As many as were ordained unto salvation believed; etc. I had conceded in my early 20s that Calvin must be right, for how else could God foreknow history unless he had already predetermined what events should transpire? Ironically, after a handful of years I left Calvinism after examining more carefully this same ‘reason’. I eventually came to understand that predeterminism, at least as John Calvin and his disciples understood it, led to a theology of inconclusiveness. By taking into account all of Calvin’s statements about God’s sovereignty, and not just some of them, I found that nothing conclusive could be said about the moral character of God, the moral and existential statuses of man, or even whether good and evil were morally separable. As I now hope to show, the reason Calvinists do not come to these same conclusions is because they embrace a theology whose fundamental component is a contradiction that cannot lead to conclusions. As this statement is a serious charge against Calvinistic theology, we must see if it can be reasonably sustained.
Part 2:

Defining Doublethink
J

ohn Calvin and his disciples have always maintained that God’s sovereignty is total and absolute at all times. (Note: When I refer to Calvinism in this article, I am generally restricting its meaning to the doctrine that God sovereignly foreordains all phenomena. Likewise, when I use the term Calvinist (or Reformed) thinker) I generally mean someone who believes God has foreordained all history, not someone who necessarily embraces all the tenets of Calvinism. The term, absolute sovereignist seemed too cumbersome and unfamiliar for extended usage here, and many who believe in the doctrine of God’s foreordination of all history often feel obliged to accept many or all of Calvin’s most controversial points, anyway. 

Probably the best-known statement that defines God’s sovereignty for the average Calvinist today is found in the Westminster Confessions of 1647:

God from all eternity, did, by the most wise and holy counsel of His own will, freely, and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass: yet so, as thereby neither is God the author of sin, nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures; nor is the liberty or contingency of second causes taken 
away, but rather established.
. 

This sentence is a contradiction because it involves two ideas in which each one makes it impossible for the other to be true. Yet under the Westminster Confessions these two opposing propositions form a ‘system’ (or synthesis) that is nevertheless held to be true. Let me give another example of a contradiction to make this clearer. Suppose I packed nothing but one apple and one orange for lunch. I might make the following statement:

Today I ate the apple before I ate the orange so I wouldn’t get sick, yet not in such a way so that the orange was eaten last, which would have made me sick. 

Suppose you heard me say this. It sounds like nonsense to you, but I insist that this is exactly what happened during lunch. Here is how our conversation might proceed:

Me:
I feel sick.

You:
Apparently you got sick by eating the orange first. Why didn’t you eat the apple first?

Me: 
I did eat the apple first. Don’t you remember what I said? “I ate the apple before I ate the orange so I wouldn’t get sick.”

You: 
Then why are you sick?

Me:
I believe I told you why. I said I didn’t eat the orange last, which is why I feel sick.

You:
I’m a little confused—which fruit did you eat first?

Me:
I’ll repeat myself entirely: “Today I ate the apple before I ate the orange so I wouldn’t get sick, yet not in such a way so that the orange was eaten last, which would have made me sick.”

You:
But you’re sick—is that right?

Me:
Not at all. I said a bit earlier that “I ate the apple before I ate the orange so I wouldn’t get sick.”
As long as I respond with this ‘logic’ you cannot come to any conclusions about what I said. You cannot know whether I am sick or well, which fruit I ate first, or even if I ate at all. You cannot know what events happened because I affirmed everything, and yet denied everything. Consequently, all the statements you heard are inconclusive. In effect, I used language to say nothing. You could not even determine properly if I were actually describing myself in the above events, since nothing was being said about ‘me’. I created this confusion by upholding two ideas that were in contradiction to each other, but which I claimed were simultaneously true. 

In general, the shorter the statement of contradiction the more absurd it immediately appears. I never ate the apple I ate, is an example. Longer contradictions, such as the apple and orange analogy, or the Westminster Confessions regarding the sovereignty of God and the free will of man, will not always appear immediately irrational. This delay happens because our minds have more time to latch onto each idea separately. Paraphrasing can help identify contradictions more quickly. Consider the Westminster Confession’s reference to sin in the phrase, “God is not the author of sin.” Any sin is also a behavioral act (even if it is of the mind), and an act is an event; so every sin according to the standard rules of nomenclature may also be called a sinful event. Can you recognize more easily, then, the contradiction in the Westminster Confessions if I paraphrase it to say, “God ordains whatever events comes to pass, but not in such a way so that God is responsible for sinful events that come to pass?” 

As long as people embrace contradictory premises that abandon logic it is impossible for them to arrive at the truth. Consequently, in theology it can be exasperating to show a person the contradiction of their Calvinism, because they embrace the contradiction. You are only pointing out what they already admit to. In fact, they do not even believe their contradiction is a real contradiction, but only a ‘seeming’ one. This is why a great division in Christian theology has continued to exist for centuries despite proponents from both sides appealing to the Bible. For a long time certain words in the Bible have been reinterpreted by certain professing Christians to fit the template of Calvinistic doctrine, and these followers of Calvin (in regard to all of their doctrinal distinctives) have read their Bibles through the lens of contradiction. Of course, the Calvinist would reply that it is the other side that is reinterpreting Scripture to fit their own template. This charge/counter charge leveled by Calvinists and non-Calvinists against each other is why Christians themselves need to study the Scriptures. This way they will know which is the correct view and thus be “approved unto God, rightly dividing the Word of Truth.”
Secular Authors: God and Contradiction

The dilemma over accepting ideological contradictions has not been restricted to the Church. The idea that accepting a fundamental contradiction is dangerous to one’s understanding of truth has also been noted by secular authors. Because their insights into this problem help explain the essence of Calvinism, as well as demonstrate why Calvin’s apologetic regarding the problem of evil remains fundamentally false, we will briefly survey a handful of statements by a few of these authors. 

Perhaps the most famous of these statements is found in George Orwell’s classic, political novel, 1984. This novel offers us a modern example of man’s understanding based on contradiction. Though a political socialist himself, Orwell worried about what might happen if a socialist state was abusive. He specifically feared how a contradiction could be used by the State to annihilate individual freedom and thought. Orwell referred to this contradiction as a doublethink. This concept arises in the novel when Winston Smith, the main character in 1984, violates the State’s code by having a girlfriend and having sexual relations with her apart from State supervision. Another character, O’Brien, is a torturer for Big Brother (i.e., the State). O’Brien’s job is to get Winston to repent of his individualism. This is accomplished by trying to torture Winston into accepting a doublethink. 

O’Brien begins his interrogation by holding up four of his fingers and asking Winston how many fingers he is showing. When Winston replies “Four”, O’Brien tells him that the answer is “Five” if Big Brother says it is five. Winston appeals to the absolutism that says four fingers must always be four fingers. O’Brien replies that truth is defined by what the State says it is. The State torturer then begins to work on Winston, and eventually under pressure Winston changes his reply to “Five.” “No, Winston,” says O’Brien, and tells Winston he must not merely say there are five, he must also believe there are five. In other words, Winston must know there are five fingers even as he knows there are four. After more excruciating torture Winston finally doublethinks, i.e. knows there are five fingers, even though he knows there are four, and thus he cries out “Five!”
 The certainty of Big Brother’s ‘truth’ finally lingers with Winston for a full half-minute. But then Winston challenges O’Brien about the difference between (a) the ‘truth’ of Big Brother’s self-serving relativism, and (b) the truth of absolute facts that cannot change. Significantly, O’Brien asks Winston if he believes in God. “No”, replies Winston. “Then what is this principle,” queries O’Brien, “this principle that will defeat us?”

 Note here that Orwell views doublethinking as the instrument used by a more powerful entity to submerge and to subsume within itself the individual component. The result in 1984 is that Winston Smith is stripped of his identity, his ability to choose, and even his ability to know. At the last, he is resigned to act out the melancholy, puppet-like chorus-shouting of Big Brother slogans at State rallies with all the other citizen goons. 

Another author, Herman Melville, directly addresses the contradiction of Calvinism in Moby Dick, America’s most famous novel of the 19th century. Melville believes the entire world is subject to a contradictory existence because its Creator-God is a contradictory Being. Melville, who once referred to his novel, Moby Dick, as “a blasphemous book,” ridicules the logic of the “infallible Presbyterian church” as early as the first chapter, then later mocks what he believes is the contradiction of Christianity in a chapter called “The Whiteness of the Whale.” Melville speaks through the character of Ishmael to mock the Christian God whom Melville understands in completely Calvinistic (i.e., contradictory) terms. Melville later repeats his attack against the Christian God through a rambling account of how the color white has had contradictory associations throughout history and religious symbolism, including Christianity. After stating that it is the whiteness of the whale which appalls him above all else, and that the color white is the metaphorical key to explaining his entire book, Melville launches into a long discourse of white’s symbolic and historic examples—the white wampum of the Red man, “the majesty of Justice in the ermine drawn by milk-white steeds,” Jove as a snow white bull, etc., until finally he discusses Christian symbolism: 

…and though directly from the Latin word for white, all Christian priests derive the name of one part of their sacred vesture, the alb or tunic, worn beneath the cassock; and though among the holy pomps of the Romish faith, white is specially employed in the celebration of the Passion of our Lord; though in the Vision of St. John, white robes are given to the redeemed, and the four-and-twenty elders stand clothed in white before the great white throne and the Holy One that sitteth there white like wool; yet for all these accumulated associations, with whatever is sweet, and honourable, and sublime, there yet lurks an elusive something in the innermost idea of this hue, which strikes more of panic to the soul than that redness which affrights in blood…  Witness the white bear of the poles, and the white shark of the tropics; …their smooth, flaky whiteness makes them…transcendent horrors…  

But not yet have we solved the incantation of this whiteness, and learned why it appeals with such power to the soul; and more strange and far more portentous—why, as we have seen, it is at once the most meaning symbol of spiritual things, nay, the very veil of the Christian’s Deity; and yet should be as it is, the intensifying agent in things the most appalling to mankind… Is it that by its indefiniteness it shadows forth the heartless voids and immensities of the universe, and thus stabs us from behind with the thought of annihilation, when beholding the white depths of the milky way? Or is it, that as in essence whiteness is not so much a colour as the visible absence of colour, and at the same time the concrete of all colours; is it for these reasons that there is such a dumb blankness, full of meaning, in a wide landscape of snows—a colourless, all-colour of atheism from which we shrink?… and when we proceed further, and consider that the mystical cosmetic which produces every one of her hues, the great principle of light, for ever remains white or colorless in itself, and if operating without medium upon matter, would touch all objects, even tulips and roses, with its own blank tinge—pondering all this, the palsied universe lies before us a leper; and like willful travelers in Lapland, who refuse to wear coloured and colouring glasses upon their eyes, so the wretched infidel gazes himself blind at the monumental white shroud that wraps all the prospect around him. And of all these things the albino whale was the symbol. Wonder ye then at the fiery hunt?

Thus in mocking criticism thinly disguised as reflective meditation Melville sees the universe as morally reflective of its Creator—heartless, void in its immensity, and backstabbing humanity with the thought of annihilation. Slyly, he couples the very veil of the Christian’s Deity with things most appalling to mankind. Finally, he sees the color white as mired in contradiction, at once the void of all colors and yet also the combination of all colors—a dumb blankness, full of meaning—a contradiction that impossibly exists which would lead us to atheism were we not to shrink from our horror of the Void. Melville is stating what his contemporary, Charles Baudelaire, would put more succinctly—“If there is a God,” said the French poet, “He is the Devil.” 

Again, Melville was not just writing a novel. Even according to today’s academicians he was writing the American novel of the 19th century. The novel’s influence upon the Academy, especially the American Academy, can hardly be overstated—for Melville reflects the general objection of the Academy against the Christian God.
 How many unbelievers across past centuries, I wonder, rejected the Bible and Christianity because they assumed, like Melville, that Calvin’s position about the sovereignty of God represented the Bible’s actual teaching? One can only guess at the extent of Calvin’s effect on intellectuals of the past who wrestled with Scripture because they found the concept of an arbitrary God offensive.
 One ought not to think, then, that the complaint of intellectuals against the Calvinism of their day was altogether misinformed. Consider, for example, these lines from Emily Dickinson, America’s best-known poetess of the 19th century:

Papa above!

Regard a Mouse

O’erpowered by the Cat!

Reserve within thy kingdom

A “Mansion” for the Rat!

Although the exact nature of Dickinson’s religion is a little hard to determine from her various poems (sometimes she speaks positively of faith) the point here is to query how many people up to today doubted Christ and the Bible because Evangelicals promoted Calvin’s contradictionism? People are understandably confused about the character of a God who arbitrarily picks some people for eternal life while leaving others to eternal damnation. Meanwhile, Evangelical Calvinists are left with the Petrine command to “give a reason of the hope” that is in them, which under Calvinism can only mean telling the unbeliever that God has already settled his fate in heaven despite his ‘free will,’ and that he cannot hope to comprehend the reasons for it. That Peter’s command should mean something else in light of the disciple’s other statement that “God is not willing that any should perish, but that all should come unto the knowledge of the truth,” seems apparent. Instead, Calvin’s most progressive followers have found in this latter verse an opportunity to interpret the words, “any” and “all,” as merely referring to the “elect” who under “limited atonement” are those referred to by the terms, “any” and “all.” Let me ask the reader at this point—which theology do you suppose is maintaining the fiction here with utter consistency? They both cannot be right. Which group—Calvinists, or non-Calvinists—is being more creative, so that its interpretation of the Bible fits a preconceived template? 

Part 3:

Calvinism: Like a Rocking Horse

W

e have already seen how the Westminster Confessions embraces a system of ‘truth’ made up of two ideas diametrically opposed to each other: 1) the absolute determination of God over all events, and 2) the freedom of human will. Now observe the following quote by Reformed thinker Loraine Boettner, in his book, The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination, an older Calvinistic work of a few generations ago:
 

But while the Koran and the (Mohammedan) traditions teach a strict foreordination of moral conduct and future destiny, they also present a doctrine of human freedom which makes it necessary for us to qualify the sharper assertions of divine Predestination in harmony with it. And here, too, as in the Scriptures, no attempt is made to explain how the apparently opposite truths of Divine sovereignty and human freedom are to be reconciled (emphasis added).

Here Boettner attempts a contrast between the Islamic Koran and Calvinistic doctrine. The statement above is his attempt to modify the absolute determination (sovereignty) of God so that people can be said to author their own choices. Observe the language of Calvinism when Boettner says that predestination (i.e., for Boettner, the divine foreordination of everyone’s activity, moral content, and future destiny) and human freedom are “apparently” opposite truths. The reason he prefers not to say that they are opposite truths is because to do so would be to admit to a final contradiction. Instead, he qualifies his assertion by saying these concepts are “apparently” a contradiction; that is, that they are a seeming contradiction rather than an actual one. As a result, conclusions about God and man are never finalized in definition, since Boettner’s “divine Predestination” is ‘qualified’ with its exact antithesis. Thus, such an apparent contradiction that should be an actual contradiction to Evangelicalism is to Evangelical Calvinism only an “apparent” contradiction. In other words, for Evangelical Calvinists the ‘apparent’ contradiction is regarded as no real contradiction at all.

Calvinists attempt to solve their contradiction (as to who gets the final say in man’s choices) by doublethinking, the common type of solution applied within relativistic, Hegelian philosophy. This system of thought gained prominence from Georg Hegel (1770-1831), a German philosopher who increased the pace of relativistic philosophy brought on by his predecessor, Immanuel Kant. Kant had appealed to reason rather than to revelation as the doorway to understanding. The problem with Kant’s philosophy from a biblical point of view is that man’s reasoning is often foolish and leads to the most outré results. As Hegel followed Kant he furthered the principle of irrationality by believing that opposing ideas are never either/or issues to be resolved, but are equally true realities that are ‘qualified’ by each other. This means that Hegel believed that a person should not seek one true answer in religion or philosophy, as though one tried many shops in order to find the right shoes, but ought to embrace the whole process of ‘shopping’ itself. Thus, one shop is selling the idea that O’Brien is holding up four fingers, while another shop is selling the idea that O’Brien is holding up five fingers. “So what?” says Hegel, in effect. “Embrace the whole.” Philosophically speaking, Hegel called this process of ‘shopping’ the Spirit of History [Zeitgeist, literally Ghost (Spirit) of History]. Generally, philosophers refer to Hegel’s concept as dialecticism. When seen for what it is, Hegelian dialecticism is nothing more nor less than relativity of viewpoint. Yet it may not be fair to lay the blame for the beginnings of Western relativism at Hegel’s feet alone. It is difficult to say whether Hegel’s philosophy was influenced by remnants of the sovereignty/ determinism ideas of the influential German Lutheranism of his German predecessors (Luther was more of a ‘Calvinist’ than Calvin), or whether Hegel simply fertilized the ground in which the already existing Calvinistic contradiction lay planted (though rather dormant) in German congregants’ minds. At any rate, it has proved consequential to Evangelicals in the West, who have largely failed to understand the roots of their culture’s philosophical relativism. Had they understood them, Evangelicals might have spotted the same dialecticism when it began appearing inter-denominationally within their own culture. Though saints we Evangelicals are, as sinners we ought to recognize how susceptible we remain to combining contradictory ideas with our faith. (As Jeremiah said—“The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked: who can comprehend it?”). 

My own personal experience, years ago, in embracing the doublethink of Calvinism was a frustrating one. I would liken it to riding a rocking horse. As a rider, I would throw my weight forward toward my belief in the absolute sovereignty of God until I could go no further, whereupon I would recoil backwards toward my belief in human freedom. Thus I would go back and forth in seesaw motion, lest on the one hand I find myself accusing God of insufficient sovereignty, or on the other hand find myself accusing God of authoring sin. All the while, there remained an illusion of movement towards truth, when in fact there was no real movement at all. Calvinist riders still ride out this scenario. This is why, among the Calvinistic writings of Van Til, Sproul, Boettner, etc., there are no unqualified statements about the absolute sovereignty of God or the free will of man.  If one reads long enough, all forthright statements about them are eventually withdrawn by qualifying each statement with its exact opposite thought. This explains why every book and article advocating the absolute sovereignty of God ends with its terms unconcluded. Thus, Boettner, bold enough to open the main body of his text by saying that God’s sovereignty includes “all the activities of saints and angels in heaven and of reprobates and demons in hell”
 is found later to say that the Koran’s belief in “strict foreordination makes it necessary for us to qualify the sharper assertions of Predestination” so that God’s absolute sovereignty will be in ‘harmony’ with human freedom (emphasis added).
 Boettner’s ‘harmony’, of course, is his attempt, witting or not, to stake the tent of Evangelical apologetics within the camp of Hegelian dialecticism. 

Like Hegelians, Calvinists simply say that their diametrically opposed principles are true. This ‘affirmation’ of all phenomena occurs in Calvinism because God in His sovereignty has to approve of all history. Like Hegelians, reality is rationality; Whatever is, is right. Consequently, all Calvinistically-oriented, ‘biblical’ exegesis is aligned with contradictory ‘proof-texts’ to support both sides of the dialectical equation, so that Calvinists can claim that God has ordained everything that has ever happened in history which men have chosen freely to do. When Boettner turns his attention from the sovereignty of God to the free will of man, man’s freedom, despite the author’s intense rhetoric, is shown to be just as inconclusive as God’s sovereignty. Thus in one section about human freedom Boettner even remarks that, “In his fallen state he [man] only has what we may call the freedom of slavery” (emphasis added).
 To further this argument about ‘the freedom of slavery’, Boettner also quotes Martin Luther:

In another place [Luther] says, “When it is granted and established that Free will, having lost its liberty, is compulsively bound to the service of sin, and cannot will anything good; I from these words, can understand nothing else than that Free-will is an empty term, whose reality is lost.  And a lost liberty, according to my grammar, is no liberty at all . . . Free-will is thrown prostrate, utterly dashed to pieces . . . . it follows unalterably, that all things which we do, although they may appear to us to be done mutably and contingently by us, are yet, in reality, done necessarily and immutably, with respect to the will of God.”

After these strong statements about ‘the freedom of slavery’, which stress the impossibility of people ever authoring their own choices, one would think that the matter is settled for Boettner. But when such a destruction of human freedom is about to make God into the author of everything, including sin, Boettner retracts (i.e., ‘reconciles’) his position 16 pages later. Apparently, human freedom exists, after all:

A partial explanation of sin is found in the fact that while man is constantly commanded in Scripture not to commit it, he is, nevertheless, permitted to commit it if he chooses to do so. No compulsion is laid on the person; he is simply left to the free exercise of his own nature, and he alone is responsible.

This seesawing language in Calvinism is why the terms ‘free’, ‘freedom’, and ‘choice’ are all ‘defined’ along their proper lines but also according to their opposite meanings; consequently, they become meaningless terms.
 How free, for example, are people in authoring their own choices in Boettner’s following citation of B.B. Warfield?:

It is He (God) that leads the feet of men, wit they wither or not; He that raises up and casts down; opens and hardens the heart; and creates the very thoughts and intents of the soul.

As read, Warfield makes no concession to human freedom or even human thought. Yet, Boettner’s approval of Warfield’s freedom-of-slavery statement does not prevent Boettner from later saying that “God sets at nought the counsel of the nations.” (One wonders, in passing, how this counsel is said to be of the nations, since God is said to be creating the very thoughts and intents of souls.) In fact, at one point Boettner himself says that “God rules and overrules the sinful acts of men.”
 Thus, natural questions arise. Why would God create the very thoughts and intents of all people only to later overthrow them? Note that Boettner is not saying that God merely rules over the sinful acts of men, but that God rules the sinful acts of men, i.e. He commands them. Why God would rule and then overrule Himself, much less rule sinful acts, is never explained by Boettner. Needless to say, in Boettner’s model, God must also rule the sinful acts of Satan and demons, or else God could not be sovereign. So the question remains; Is God set against Himself that He ordains that which He comes to abrogate? If so, then how do we understand the principle that “God rules and overrules” in the area of Christ’s opposition to demon possession? If language means anything, ‘rules’ and ‘overrules’ ought to be a contradiction for the Calvinist, for if God rules, how is it that He ever needs to overrule? 

This view that an absolute sovereign God rules, and yet overrules, produces a fundamental crisis in Calvinism. It is a crisis of God’s identity. For example, we have already noted that Boettner believes that God foreordains all the activities of “reprobates and demons,” yet Christ showed that He consistently stood against demon possession whenever He encountered it. In fact, Christ pointed out that demon possession was always the opposite of God’s desire for an individual by rebuking those religious leaders who thought he was casting them out according to the will of the Devil. Christ also reproved them because they failed to understand that consistency of behavior is a characteristic even of Satan, i.e., when He stated that if Satan were divided against himself then Satan’s kingdom could not stand. The obvious implication is that neither is Christ Himself divided against His kingdom. Despite such Scriptures, Boettner, since he claims that God ordains “all the activities of reprobates and demons,” must ascribe to God both demon possession and exorcism. Boettner is no renegade Calvinist here; he is simply following his dialectical method as far as he dares. Consequently, Boettner must view demon possession and exorcism as the ordained purposes of God. The freedom, then, that Boettner’s Calvinism allots to God is really a freedom for God to act against Himself. The question here begs itself: Which group—the supporters of Calvin, or the detractors of Calvin—is maintaining a fictional theology with unbiblical statements about Christ’s attitude (properly speaking, attitudes) toward demon possession! Apparently for Boettner, God must ordain the demon possession that he might ordain its exorcism, that he might ordain its possession, that he might ordain its exorcism, etc., ad infinitum. We must ask, then, how God’s attitudes towards demon possession can claim to be finalized? To maintain the Boettner/Calvin model, God must be Someone who seesaws back and forth in a good/evil and love/hate relationship with man, since He ordains both the possession and exorcism of demons in regard to people. Thus, since God’s actions are contradictory, nothing conclusive can be said about God’s character. Now observe that this ambiguity in God’s character is exactly the component of Christianity that Herman Melville was criticizing in “The Whiteness of the Whale.” And what a shame it is that it takes a secular, mocking author to show the vast majority of Evangelicals what their God’s character ought to be, and what is the fundamental problem in their theology!
 If Boettner’s Calvinism is to believed, God even furthers the absurd by then insisting that men act according to concepts and ideals of absolutism and exclusivity, principles to which God does not even subject Himself. And even if, in defense of his view, Boettner were to quote Psalm 100:5 to defend God’s character, i.e., that “the Lord is good”, his argument is meaningless, since the term ‘good’ ultimately finds its definition in God’s character. Thus, since God’s character is revealed in His actions, the statement, “God is good” can have no meaning if God’s moral character is itself contradictory and therefore inconclusive. 

Despite Boettner’s willingness to qualify Calvinistic statements in subsequent pages, paragraphs, or even the next sentence without showing a real sense of dilemma, other Calvinists have been more hesitant about the ‘seeming’ contradiction in Calvinism. R.C. Sproul, for example, also believes that the ‘freedom of slavery’ is due to the predetermination of God. Yet, Sproul knows that if men are not able to create their own choices, then a problem arises as to the origin of sin. For if God is truly the foreordainer of all events and experience, Sproul knows that God must “in some sense” be the agent responsible for sin.
 Sproul, it is assumed, would not be satisfied with the kind of arguments that Boettner proposes in a chapter sub-division called, “Calvinism Offers A More Satisfactory Solution of the Problem of Evil Than Does Any Other System,” in which Boettner makes an assertion which seems incredulous even for him: 

. . . and while other systems are found to be wholly inadequate in their explanation of sin, Calvinism can give a fairly adequate explanation in that it recognizes that God is ultimately responsible since He could have prevented it.

Thus Boettner actually states that God is responsible for sin! A few sentences later, however, Boettner again retracts his position on the absolute sovereignty of God in order to ‘reconcile’ his statement so that God is not responsible for sin:
In regard to the first fall of man, we assert that the proximate cause was the instigation of the Devil and the impulse of his own heart; and when we have established this, we have removed the blame from God.
 (author’s emphasis)

So the reigns are pulled up after all, and we recoil back upon personal freedom, lest we jeopardize God’s holy character by implicating him in sin. We are on the rocking horse in to and fro motion, but we fail to move because we are halted between two opinions. This to and fro motion that Boettner demonstrates in the same paragraph is a never-ending ride. The tension of qualifying coils always limits the movement of the horse from going too far in either direction, and because the horse cannot stop to rest at either of its polar positions it must stop in the middle. Thus, the Calvinist continues his ride ad infinitum until he has exhausted his energy in trying to ride out the contradiction. Finally, he declares the polar positions of the horse to be reconciled by tension, brings the horse to its synthesized (dialectical) center, and gets off.  These long rides of to and fro motion is why Calvinistic treatises on the subject of predestination tend to be so repetitive. With the problem of evil, then, readers go back and forth while Boettner tells them that “we have removed blame from God” even though four sentences earlier he said that “God is ultimately responsible for it”!

The problem of keeping God’s holiness intact is thus a problem taken more seriously by R.C. Sproul in his book, Chosen By God. Although I cited a more complete quote earlier, I think part of the quote is worth repeating again:
I am afraid that most Christians do not realize the profound severity of this problem.  Skeptics have called this issue the “Achilles’ Heel of Christianity.” . . . For years I sought the answer to this problem, scouring the works of theologians and philosophers. I found some clever attempts at resolving the problem, but, as yet, have never found a deeply satisfying answer.

No doubt Sproul recognizes that such statements as Boettner’s simply state that the contradiction is true without demonstrating it from the Bible. In passing, one should note that other analogies have also been devised to explain Calvinism: thus a coin, or a door with a sign on it, is said to have on one side, “whosoever will may come”, and on the other side, “foreordained before the foundation of the world.” Nevertheless, the problem with such analogies is that a two-sided coin, like a six-sided die, is not a contradictory object at all. Rather, in order to solve the standing contradiction one would have to devise a fictional object and explain it as (for example) one separate coins that are two separate coin in which the heads and tails are both on the only side!  Did the syntax of that last sentence throw you for a loop?  That was because the singular and the plural were indistinct in their reference to the nouns and verbs. This is actually the language hidden in Calvinism and in any other theology or ideology that builds itself around a contradiction. Regarding the current discussion, the concept of God’s absolute sovereignty is grasped by the mind long enough so that even when synthesized with its exact opposite thought, i.e., man’s free will, there is enough memory activated in our minds to imagine the premise of each idea, even though each premise logically cancels the other one out.  Thus, it seems as though the two concepts exist as proofs against each other while remaining coexistent in the mind. The reason, then, that many Christians do not feel the pressure of their Calvinistic theology is because Calvinism’s synthesis is presented slowly enough to facilitate memory. In effect, they are imagined to be true by being held in the mind by a multi-task mental operation, as though that act itself proved the principle of dialecticism. Jarring contradictions in Calvinistic statements are avoided (such as, “God causes all events, but not sinful events,”) and so people are lulled to a rock-a-bye sleep on a dialectical seesaw instead of being jerked off the board. 

In the Synod of Dort (ca. 1618, when the five points of Calvinism were codified) and in the Westminster Confessions (1647), this mistaken assumption, i.e., that because both sides of the contradiction can be separately imagined they are somehow proved, was aided by clever language. Notice, for example, the rather passive phrase, “whatsoever comes to pass”, in the statement, “God from all eternity, did, by the most wise and holy counsel of his own will, freely, and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass…” As written, the statement, “whatsoever comes to pass” sounds like whatsoever could happen by itself, as though there was a 3rd party besides God and man. Thus, the sovereignty of God is diminished enough lingually to allow for the free will side of the equation. I’m not saying here that the Westminster Confessors sat around consciously conspiring about what language to use. But certainly the natural tension of their ideological synthesis would have led them toward phrases that sounded less definite than those which could have been used. The phrase “God did…ordain whatsoever comes to pass” could have been put stronger, i.e. that “God causes everything that happens.” But the game would be up with language so blunt, because Christians would reject that kind of theology out of hand. All of the Calvinist authors whose books or articles I have read use language that often avoids the word ‘cause.’ Instead, they bring to bear nearly every other possible word and phrase that means cause, but in a less direct way (i.e., by using such words as controlled, determined, ordained, decreed, etc.). For to consistently use the word cause for the purpose of audience persuasion would mean rocking too hard on the rocking horse and ending one’s ride with an embarrassing frontal somersault over the horse’s head. No one (we certainly hope) would believe the Calvinist’s contradiction if such unmitigated language was consistently used. Consequently, the language used is often subtler. Small wonder, then, that the Bible so strongly condemns the wrangling of words which brings destruction to its hearers.

Part 4 

Man and the Origin of Sin

B

ecause Calvinists accept a system that makes it impossible to say anything conclusive about the character of God, neither can they say anything definite about the character of man. For if God’s character is the yardstick (so to speak) by which ‘good’ and ‘evil’ are measured, and the markings on the yardstick are too confused to read, then it is impossible to say whether man himself is doing good or evil. Morally then, man remains unfinalized, and it cannot even be stated that he sins. Indeed, even the idea that a man could sin is a problem for Calvinists. The presence of sin would imply a will other than God’s holy will at work. Thus in the following passage Boettner’s view that sin is “illogical and unreasonable” is his attempt to put the discussion of sin, and especially the question as to who is responsible for its origin, into a realm that discourages discussion:
To begin with, we readily admit that the existence of sin in a universe which is under the control of God who is infinite in His wisdom, power, holiness, and justice, is an inscrutable mystery which we in our present state of knowledge cannot fully explain. As yet we only see through a glass darkly. Sin can never be explained on the grounds of logic or reason, for it is essentially illogical and unreasonable.

To avoid a conclusion that would destroy God’s absolute sovereignty, Boettner thus puts his explanation of sin beyond language and reason.  We are told that sin is an “inscrutable mystery” which is “illogical” and “unreasonable.” Hence the impression left is that man is not responsible for its causation (even as, indeed, man cannot be responsible for any causation). Thus man’s moral character is never really granted a status. This loss in defining the identities of God, man, and sin, is what has produced blurred statements from Boettner such as the following:

The motive which God has in permitting it [sin] and the motive which man has in committing it are radically different. Many persons are deceived in these matters because they fail to consider that God wills righteously those things which men do wickedly.

The first thing that should jump out at us in the above passage is Boettner’s backpedaling use of the word “permitting” in reference to God permitting sin. One wonders how divine ‘permitting’ fits in with God irresistibly ruling and overruling all phenomena! Then, of course, Boettner seesaws his language by saying that “God wills righteously those things which men do wickedly.” Boettner here is going well beyond what Genesis 50:20 means, when it gives us Joseph’s reply to his brothers, i.e., “ye thought evil against me; but God meant it unto good…” For Joseph was not saying that God created the jealousy in his brothers’ hearts—i.e., “it”—but that God had prompted them to sell him (Joseph) into slavery to the Egyptians. That is, the selling of Joseph into slavery is the “it.” Taken by itself, it was not a wrong act for God to prompt Joseph’s brothers to sell Joseph into slavery. Sin only arose when Joseph’s brothers attached their own additional agenda of hatred to God’s desire that Joseph be a slave. It is a hard saying, but every believer who has received the forgiveness of sins and stands to inherit the kingdom of God owes his very life to God—so, if God wishes such a man to be a slave in this life in order that good may result, it is no wrong to him. After all, God is not asking the man to sin, but only to serve. And such suffering of the man is not worthy to be compared with the glory that shall be revealed in him in the afterlife. (Easy to say, harder to believe and to live one’s life with such faith accordingly!) The maliciousness, then, of Joseph’s brothers was their own addendum that had nothing to do with God’s desire that Joseph be sold into slavery. Nor was Joseph making excuses for his brothers’ jealousy, because he states later that their intention in selling him was to cause him harm [see Isaiah 10 for another such example, in which the Assyrian King adds his own addendum to God’s agenda by coming against a number of nations, not just one nation (Israel), and for also having an incorrect motive in destroying Israel]. Because Boettner, however, believes that the very thoughts and intents of people’s souls are created, he must also believe that God created the sinful jealousy within Joseph’s brothers. Perhaps Boettner thinks God’s agenda is dependent upon such jealously and could not have been conveyed, for example, through a divinely-given, shared dream. Thus to excuse God, Boettner’s apologetic becomes one of pure bias. In effect, he states that God is right because he is God, as though this were any real explanation of the origin of sin. And so Boettner’s apologetic is simply reduced to a pro Deo/ad hominem argument—God is right because He is God, and man is wrong because he is man. 

The tremendous problems that arise from such Calvinistic views regarding the absolute sovereignty of God, the problem of evil, and the moral indeterminacies of God and man should be somewhat apparent by now. In order to solve these problems Calvinistic authors have appealed to the Bible, claiming support. The reason I have not focused as much attention on the Bible since the beginning of this book
 is because I believed it would be useful to first point out that no one picks up the Bible without having certain presuppositions about the nature of God and His Word. These presuppositions influence the way we interpret and understand Scripture. These presuppositions, in fact, are why there are different theologies within Evangelicalism, and why Evangelicals are offering the world two very different views of God. Of course, the goal of the Christian should always be to realign his presuppositions with what the Bible really teaches. No one said this process would be easy, but until Evangelicals rightly divide the Word of Truth, their apologetic to the world will remain appallingly weak.
 At the risk of sounding cavalier, if men are going to damn themselves in unbelief, let us Christians at least make sure that what they disbelieve is the truth. It would be an ironic tragedy if an unsaved man rejected the Bible for what, in fact, proved to be an unbiblical idea.
 Even so, to whatever extent men thus reject God because Evangelicals fail to give a biblically rational answer about why bad things happen in a world that God has created, they become responsible for such men’s damnation to that extent.

ENDNOTES

� This article is largely derived from chapters 2-5 of the book, Hoodwinked and Happy?: Calvinism, Evangelicals, and Why No One’s Answering the Problem of Evil, by Daniel Gracely, Grandma’s Attic Press, 2006.


� One marvels at the absence of dilemma which seems to attend (Calvinist author) Jerry Bridges’s statement on page 84 of his book, Trusting God, Even When It Hurts: “The second observation we can make is that God sometimes causes government leaders or officials to make foolish decisions in order to bring judgment upon a nation.” If Bridges is right, by what moral authority does God Himself judge foolishness?


� O’Brien also childes Winston regarding the empirical sciences, telling him that the stars can be judged near or far, depending on the State’s need. “Do you think our mathematicians are not capable of that?” O’Brien queries.


� When D .James Kennedy asked Christian apologist and university guest lecturer, Ravi Zacharias, what were the most frequently asked questions by university students, Zacharias replied: “The first question, almost anywhere, as it was at Harvard, too—‘How can you talk about the existence of an all-loving and an all-perfect God, when there is so much of evil in this world? Does it not strike you as contradictory?’ ”]





� i.e., as the last footnote in this article details, such luminaries as Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine, Voltaire, and Sigmund Freud (to name a few), all presumed Calvinism as synonymous with Biblical Christianity, and rejected it.


� According to Discipleship Journal Magazine, Joni Earekson (popular Christian inspirational speaker who as a teen-ager became a quadriplegic after a diving accident), when asked what one book besides the Bible she would recommend that someone read, answered, “ ‘The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination’ by Loraine Boettner.” Earekson says the book gave her great comfort following the accident which left her paralyzed.


�Please see the first footnote under Chapter 18’s subdivision, ‘The Nature of Man,’ which discusses (while exploring the term, ‘sin nature’) more exactly what I mean, when I say that the Calvinist’s terms are meaningless.


� And what solution have Evangelicals offered in the 150 years since Melville has pointed out this fault?


� Again, this article is derived from the earlier chapters of a longer book.


� Unless the Word of God is rightly divided, it will affect not only the Christian, but also the Christian’s effective use of his gift when attempting to minister to the Body.


� The pessimistic effect of Calvinism on famous thinkers is well documented. In his Autobiography Benjamin Franklin tells of his interest in the Christian religion until its contradictory premises led him to exasperatingly abandon it for more practical applications of knowledge. Thomas Paine, a pamphleteer and fellow Deist like Franklin, wrote approvingly of Franklin’s experience in a scathing indictment of Romans 9:18-21, addressing it “to the Ministers of the Calvinist Church.” Paine thus made the same assumption of his Calvinist contemporaries, believing that Paul espoused Reprobation in his use of the metaphor of the Pot and the Potter in Romans 9. Concluding his essay, Paine states: (1)





Doctor Franklin gives a remarkable instance of the truth of this, in an account of his life, written by himself. He was in London at the time of which he speaks. "Some volumes," says he, "against Deism, fell into my hands. They were said to be the substance of Sermons preached at Boyle's Lectures. It happened that they produced on me an effect precisely the reverse of what was intended by the writers; for the arguments of the Deists, which were cited in order to be refuted, appeared to me more forcible than the refutation itself. In a word I soon became a perfect Deist."








Another famous Deist, Voltaire, similarly rejected the orthodox Christianity which he also believed was synonymous with Calvinism. Following the great earthquake that devasted Lisbon, Potugal, in 1755, Voltaire wrote a friend: 





One would have great difficulty in divining how the laws of movement operate such frightful disasters in the best of all possible worlds.... What will the preachers say, especially if the palace of the Inquisition has been left standing? I flatter myself that the reverend father inquisitors will have been crushed like the others. That should teach men not to persecute men. 





Thomas S.Vernon, commenting on the above letter in his book, Voltaire (1989), describes the French philosopher’s reaction against the religious assumptions of the Optimism of his day: (2)


The italicized phrase is a reference to Gottfried Leibniz, the German philosopher who, in 1710, had published a work explaining that the evil and suffering we witness are necessary features of a world which otherwise would not be as perfect as it is. This was a popular view among philosophers and theologians of the time: our limited minds cannot grasp reality as it is perceived by an infinite, benevolent, and all-powerful God who, out of an infinite number of possible worlds, has created the best that could be. This is one way of dealing with what is known in the history of thought as the problem of evil: … Theodore Besterman reminds us that "in this context optimism has nothing to do with one's outlook on life; it is the belief that all that is and happens is for the best." Indeed to some thinkers, including Voltaire, the Leibnizian view makes for the deepest sort of pessimism, for if we were obliged to believe that the conditions of human life we see about us are the best that is possible -- even under the management of an omnipotent and omnibenevolent God then we have good reason to be discouraged, not only about this life but about the life to come as well.


For these reasons Voltaire rejected the Calvinism of his day. Note too that Leibniz embraced the same Optimism which Calvinists do today, except the latter call it ‘the greater good theodicy.’ A recent defense of this position among Evangelicals has been made by James Spiegel, in his book, The Benefits of Providence. This kind of Calvinist apologetic, which makes its final appeals to the failure of human logic and the impenetrable mystery of how an all-sovereign God predestinates all events without being guilty of sinful events, has not impressed everyone. Hence Sigmund Freud’s concluding remarks about God and the problem of evil at the end of chapter 2 in Civilization and Its Discontents:  





If the believer finally sees himself obliged to speak of God’s ‘inscrutable decrees,’ he is admitting that all that is left to him as a last possible consolation and source of pleasure in his suffering is an unconditional submission. And if he is prepared for that, he could probably have spared himself the detour he has made.








[www.infidels.org/library/historical/thomas_paine/predestination.html]


(2)	[http://www.positiveatheism.org/hist/voltvern.htm]





� 	Van Til, Cornelius. The New Modernism. (Philadelphia: The Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Compnay, 1947; 2nd edition). In his evaluation of Kierkegaard’s effect on Barth and Brunner, VanTil notes that Kierkegaard stepped up the pace of irrationalism brought on by Georg Hegel by a more consistent application. Says Van Til: “It follows that Kierkegaard’s charge against Hegel, that he had placed movement in logic or formed an existential system, is tantamount to saying that Hegel had, in spite of his best effort, not made brute fact brute enough, or contingency contingent enough. And this logically includes the charge that Hegel had not made abstract logic abstract enough. That is to say, Kierkegaard sought to cure what he called Hegel’s rationalism by an administration of still more irrationalism; but in order to make this administration, he must himself be a still greater rationalist than Hegel was.” (p. 54). Hence, Van Til sees in the neo-orthodoxy of Barth the carrying through of Kierkegaard’s consistent application of irrationality: “Each time a philosopher or theologian becomes more irrationalist than his predecessors, he becomes also more rationalist. Such, we have noted, was the case with Hegel and with Kierkegaard. Such is, we think, also the case with Barth.” (p. 68)


� 	Sproul, p. 25. This quote opens chapter III of the Westminster Confessions.


� 	Orwell, George. 1984 [http://www.online-literature.com/orwell/1984/19/]


�  	Orwell, George. 1984 [http://www.online-literature.com/orwell/1984/20/]


� 	Melville, Herman. World’s Greatest Literature: Vol. XVII, Moby Dick. (n.p. Spenser Press) 


� 	Baudelaire, Charles. 


� 	Dickinson, Emily (edited by R.W. Franklin). The Poems of Emily Dickinson. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998). Vol. 1, p. 190-191.


� 	Boettner, Loraine. The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination. (n.p.: The Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 1968, 14th printing). p. 319.
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