
Reformed Protestantism,
with Calvinism in the
vanguard, was one of the
great religious success

stories of the 16th century. From
humble Swiss beginnings it rapidly
staked a claim in many corners of
Europe. It had roughly half a
million devotees in 1554; by 1600
there were as many as 10 million.
It did considerably better than
Lutheranism which, for the most
part, only truly prospered in
German-speaking lands and, by the
early 17th century, Calvinism was
spreading its message around the
world, from the North American
colonies to Cape Town.
Accounting for this success has

often been regarded as problemati-
cal. Calvinism never pretended to
be an easy faith. It revelled in its
rigour (at both the ethical and devo-
tional levels), it turned ecclesiasti-
cal structures upside down, and its
central theological premise – an
extremist version of predestination
– provoked no end of headaches.
Calvin, for the record, recognised

the latter and it is pleasing to see
Darryl Hart reminding us of the
great heresiarch’s words of warn-
ing: predestination, he once wrote,
“is indeed in reality a labyrinth
from which the mind of man can
by no means extricate itself”.
Still, Calvin continued, the more

perilous the concept, the bolder
people become. The curious man
just can’t help moving beyond the
limits of his feeble reason and
“through his rashness plunges
himself, as it were, into the depth
of the sea”.
Coming from Calvin, this might

seem a bit rich, but one thing is
clear: when Calvinists and their
Reformed brethren faced the conun-
drums of predestination head-on,
this frequently resulted in
internecine squabbling. Small
wonder that many early modern
theologians (and the rulers who
sponsored them) advised against
discussing predestination in too
much detail.
Why, then, did Calvinism and its

Protestant competitors succeed?

Here we encounter the great
mystery of the Reformation.
There had been countless heterodox
movements before. A few had
thrived for a while but most had
guttered out. Calvinism and, across
the aisle, Lutheranism, turned into
lasting religious traditions. This is a
puzzle. Hart offers a conventional
but still convincing solution.
“The Reformation,” he writes,
“happened mainly because it
could.” Historical circumstances
were key and, as Hart puts it,
Protestantism’s triumph “depended
overwhelmingly on political vari-
ables”. This was true in Geneva,
where the citizenry’s quest for polit-
ical independence was vital. It was
true in Germany: the crazy, frag-
mented political milieu of the Holy
Roman Empire was Lutheranism’s
ace in the hole. It was true in Scot-
land and Holland, where allegiance
to the new faith was regularly seen
as a vehicle for political dissent.
This logic can be pushed too far,

of course. Political good fortune
was sometimes a necessary but
never a sufficient condition of
success. Moreover, relying on the
support of kings and nobles was a
risky strategy. In Poland, for
instance, there were 265 Reformed
churches in 1570 but by 1650 there
were only 40 – a result of Polish
bigwigs returning en masse to the
Catholic fold. The crucial point is
that genuine devotional allegiance
to the tenets of Calvinism should
not be underestimated.
It is easy, and sometimes appro-

priate, to talk about the existential
angst provoked by predestination –
wondering whether you were
among the Elect and conceding that
there was absolutely nothing you
could do to influence your eternal
fate – but for every Calvinist who
suffered sleepless nights there was
another who found sustenance in
the uncompromising consequences
of Calvin’s vision. And this had
little to do with political happen-

stance. As Hart points out, in
various North American colonies
Calvinism flourished without mean-
ingful political patronage. Not that
Calvinism’s journey was straight-
forward. There were always
tensions, and Hart does a wonderful
job of tracing the faith’s journey
beyond the well-reported events of
the 16th and 17th centuries.
The book is especially good on

the Scottish and Dutch experiences
(a twisting tale if ever there was
one) and it stresses a neglected
aspect of Calvinism: its adaptabil-
ity. Calvin would doubtless have
been appalled by some of the vari-
ants of the faith he had created and
he would presumably have fulmi-
nated against later Calvinistic
efforts to negotiate the tides of
toleration and ecumenism.
He would also have shared the

opinion of one early 20th-century
historian who lamented what had
become of Geneva. “How great was
the descent from Calvin to this,”
James Good wrote. Geneva had
been “a city set on a hill” but now
it was a bastion of free-thinking. It
had “fallen into an abyss” and, after
centuries of resisting Catholicism, it
had been “captured by its opposite,
rationalism”.

For all that, Calvin would
surely have been astonished
by how far his ideas had

spread. It is interesting to ponder
what he would have made of Amer-
ica’s 18th-century Great Awaken-
ing or whether he would have
applauded the belated Calvinist
entry into the realm of missionary
activity. Would he have got along
with Jonathan Edwards or David
Brainerd, the cocksure 18th-
century evangelist who was kicked
out of Yale for saying that one of
his tutors had “no more grace than
a chair”, but went on to an illustri-
ous and groundbreaking missionary
career among the Native American
peoples? Such questions remind us
that “Calvinism” can only ever be
an imperfect, if sometimes useful,
catch-all term. It stresses unifor-
mity in the face of manifest
diversity.
These days there is a staggering

array of Reformed churches around
the globe. By one calculation,
150 denominations in Asia, 132
in Africa, 118 in Europe. This,
patently, is not what Calvin – a
stickler for conformity and unanim-
ity – intended, but everyone else
can enjoy the history of one of the
world’s most fascinating and
complex religious landscapes. You
either loathe or adore the results of
Calvin’s revolution, and that’s as it
should be, but no one could deny
that the story has been interesting.
If you are after a reliable guide,
then Darryl Hart is your man.

John Calvin is still giving
theologians bad headaches
The Frenchman’s
dizzying reflections
on predestination
can leave you with
a migraine, argues
Jonathan Wright

The Power of the Ring by
Stratford Caldecott,
Crossroad Publishing
Company, £10.68
In this thoughtful and
eloquently argued book,
subtitled “The Spiritual
vision behind The Lord of
the Rings and The Hobbit”,
Stratford Caldecott, a life-
long lover of Tolkien’s
sub-creation, has revised
and expanded his earlier
book, Secret Fire.
His starting point is

Tolkien’s own well-known
remark, that his trilogy “is
of course a fundamentally
religious and Catholic
work”. Interweaving
Tolkien’s experiences
as a soldier and Oxford
academic, together with his
religious and philosophical
ideas, Caldecott examines
and elucidates the underly-
ing Christian aspect of
Tolkien’s symbolism
within his fantastical
universe.
His book draws heavily

upon the posthumously
published Silmarillion.
Though Middle Earth’s
creation does not directly
correlate with our own,
Caldecott identifies bibli-
cal parallels: the original
harmony of creation before
it is jeopardised by Melkor
(devil and forger of the
ring), a second stage corre-
sponding to the Garden of
Eden period, and a third of
Men and Elves. As for the
ring itself, Caldecott places
it partly within the context
of a post-World War II
world. Besides its spiritual
significance as a tool of
temptation and corruption,
he suggests the ring is also
linked to the 20th century’s
abuse of technology.
But this is not only a

clash of good and evil
played on a world stage.
The true victory, as Calde-
cott suggests, is with
Frodo, and the moral
support of his companions,
in his assertion that “the
only true power is spiritual
and exercised primarily
over oneself”. In Frodo’s
final refusal to destroy the
ring there is a dramatic
echo of Tolkien’s belief in
Christian freedom of
conscience, of “right
behaviour” hingeing “on
what we have the power to
do”. Providence also plays
its part: Frodo’s Christ-like
quest “to save the Shire” is
only achieved through the

unintentional help of
Gollum.
Caldecott is also open

to less obviously spiritual
readings of Tolkien.
Appendices address
thinkers from Jung to
Plato, alongside Catherine
Madsen’s view that The
Lord of the Rings is “curi-
ously compatible with a
secular cosmology”.
Caldecott addresses this,
showing how, in both The
Hobbit and its epic sequel,
“Tolkien refrained from
taking the Lord’s name in
vain; invisible, it illumi-
nates the whole”.
In just over 200 pages

Caldecott enlarges and
deepens our understanding
of what is probably the
most popular work of the
20th century. A thoughtful
reader with no religious
background will learn
much about the complexity
of Tolkien’s fictitious
universe from reading it.
The trilogy is much more
than a whimsical fairyland;
behind it lies a profound
knowledge of ancient
mythopoeic tradition,
baptised by a Catholic
imagination. Above all,
as this author shows,
Tolkien’s writing “is a
great blow struck against
the tendency to imagine
the world as flat, meaning-
less and spiritless, and
human beings as mere
animals governed by
chance and instinct”.
Love is the Meaning
by John Skinner,
Gracewing, £7.99
The author, a scholar of the
writings of Julian of
Norwich, presents here a
generous selection of key
passages of her famous

work, which was inspired
by visions that followed an
illness experienced on May
8 1373. Skinner believes
that Julian “speaks
eloquently of every
Christian’s daily duty: to
welcome the loving inti-
macy of our Maker and to
express this amazing gift
by sharing it throughout
our human family”.
Providing short introduc-
tions to each excerpt, he
helps readers new to Julian
to navigate her distinctive
prose style. Julian’s most
famous saying, “All shall
be well”, is put into its
context in the “spiritual
thirst” of God, “a love-
longing to have us all
together and whole in him
to be his bliss”.
In the Service of Our
Lady by John and
Miranda Villiers, Society
of Our Lady of Lourdes,
£10.00
This book will be of inter-
est to anyone who has ever
undertaken a pilgrimage to
Lourdes. More even than
Fatima or the Holy Land,
Lourdes has always
exerted a powerful devo-
tional interest in Britain
and generations of sick
pilgrims have come home
renewed by their visit to
the shrine. The authors
point out that throughout
its history, the purpose
of the Society has not
changed: “To promote
among the faithful greater
love, fervour and devotion
to the Blessed Mother of
God, and greater faith in
the efficacy of her power-
ful intercession with Him
for healing the sick that are
brought to her Grotto at
Lourdes.”

A statue of John Calvin in the Hungarian capital Budapest

Frodo’s refusal to destroy the ring is a dramatic echo
of Tolkien’s belief in Christian freedom of conscience

Calvinism
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The Personal Ordinariate of Our Lady of Walsingham was established by Pope Benedict XVI in January 2011
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Pope Francis greeting Mgr Keith Newton

Mgr Keith Newton, Ordinary, writes:
We have not only been overwhelmed by the generosity and goodwill of Catholics but also by the 
enthusiasm of Anglican friends, especially clergy to become part of the great ecumenical vision 
o!ered to the Church by Pope Benedict.  Now we need your help in ensuring that it continues to 
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play a full part in the New Evangelisation.
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My blessings,

Ordinary
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Our Lady of Walsingham (charity no. 1142667) to reclaim tax on all 
donations I make herea$er. I understand that I must pay income tax and/or 
capital gains tax equal to any tax reclaimed by the Friends of the Ordinariate 
of Our Lady of Walsingham. I con#rm that I am a UK taxpayer and that  
I will advise the Friends if this situation changes. I have read and agree to  
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Date: ____________________________ 
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BOOKS

Wounded traces the journey
made by casualties of the
Great War from the battle-
field to a hospital in Britain.
It is a story told through the
testimony of those who
cared for these men –
stretcher-bearers and
medical officers, surgeons
and chaplains, orderlies and
nurses – from the aid post
in the trenches to the casu-
alty clearing station and the
ambulance train back to
Blighty.

Books in brief

Wounded
by Emily
Mayhew
(Random
House, £20)

Traitor’s Gate is one of
those novels you wait a long
time for. Ridpath, known
for his high-octane financial
thrillers and, later, his
muscular Icelandic series,
has taken on one of history’s
biggest subjects: the plot to
kill Hitler. The book follows
Conrad de Lacey as he
returns to war-torn Berlin to
find it under Nazi rule.
Getting together with an old
friend, they hatch a plot.
Highly recommended.

Traitor
Gate
by Michael
Ridpath
(Head of
Zeus,
£16.99)

Perhaps the greatest living
American novelist, Cormac
McCarthy is certainly not
the most prolific. It has been
four years since The Road
and the next novel won’t be
out for a while. In the mean-
time we get McCarthy’s
original script for a new
Ridley Scott movie.
Concerning an attorney
working on both sides of the
border, it is everything you
expect, and more. The writ-
ing is, of course, peerless.

The
Counselor
by Cormac
McCarthy
(Picador,
£14.99)

When the body of a Glas-
gow journalist is discovered
in a flooded quarry the dead
man’s colleague, Gerry
Conway, is drawn deep into
the city’s criminal under-
world. With the Common-
wealth Games and the
Scottish referendum as
a backdrop, Conway
confronts violent gangsters
and venal politicians as he
attempts to break the
biggest story of his career.
It’s a stylish, visceral book.

Where The
Dead Men
Go
by Liam
McIllvanney
(Faber,
£12.99)

Rees first presented her
theory of involution in 1970
at Cambridge. Basically,
Rees believes that the
pursuit of reason has led us
to jettison the soul, the spir-
itual within us. The book is
presented as an epic poem
told through the figures of
Reason and Soul, and set
across human and pre-
human history. It’s an
ambitious book that will
certainly raise all kinds of
debates.

Involution
by PA Rees
(Collabor-
Art Books,
£17.99)

Jean Sprackland is an up-
and-coming poet whose
work has been garnering
great acclaim of late. The
poems in this volume are
short, terse, painful reflec-
tions on ends and begin-
nings. The end of a relation-
ship is unpicked in spare
and electric stanzas, the
memories of loss and affec-
tion floating through the
lines. The later poems are
ones of resilience, rebirth
and hope.

Sleeping
Keys
by Jean
Sprackland
(Jonathan
Cape, £10)
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