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Calvin and the Christian Tradition

John Calvin lived in a divided world when past certainties were crum-

bling. Calvin claimed that his thought was completely based upon 

scripture, but he was mistaken. At several points in his thought and 

his ministry, he set his own foundations upon tradition. His efforts 

to make sense of his culture and its religious life mirror issues that 

modern Western cultures face, and that have contributed to our pres-

ent situation. In this book, R. Ward Holder offers new insights into 

Calvin’s successes and failures and suggests pathways for understand-

ing some of the problems of contemporary Western culture such as the 

deep divergence about living in tradition, the modern capacity to agree 

on the foundations of thought, and even the roots of our deep politi-

cal polarization. He traces Calvin’s own critical engagement with the 

tradition that had formed him and analyzes the inherent divisions in 

modern heritage that affect our ability to agree, not only religiously or 

politically, but also about truth. An epilogue comparing biblical inter-

pretation with Constitutional interpretation is illustrative of contem-

porary issues and demonstrates how historical understanding can offer 

solutions to tensions in modern culture.

R. Ward Holder is a professor of theology at Saint Anselm College. 

A recipient of a National Endowment for the Humanities grant for 

this project, he has written, among other works, John Calvin and the 

Grounding of Interpretation: Calvin’s First Commentaries (Brill, 2006) 

and edited John Calvin in Context (Cambridge University Press, 2020).
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When one sits down to reckon up the debts incurred in the writing of a 

book, there is a moment of pause, when the enormity of the debts one 

owes actually comes into focus. When the book has been over a decade 

in the making, that debt can grow out of all proportion, and one begins 

to feel as if no amount of thankfulness can repay the balance. But some 

stand out so much that even among the cloud of witnesses that have aided 

this effort, they must be recognized. It is in that spirit that I take up this 

task, while recognizing that this is only a token of the gratitude that I feel.

I must give thanks to the institutions that nurtured this project. First, 

to Saint Anselm College, which has been my intellectual home for the 

past two decades. The granting of two sabbaticals to work on this book, 
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Reformation History of the University of Geneva, where Irena Backus let 

me wander through their collection and took me over to the library of 

the university. Many of those early explorations proved unfruitful, but 

some produced more than I had hoped. Fourth and finally, to Cambridge 

University Press for taking this on – from Beatrice Rehl’s enthusiasm for 

the project, to the editorial team who chose to accept the book, to the 
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In general, I have used translations that are widely available in English, so 

as to make the work of retracing my steps easier for other scholars. I have 

endeavored to be clear in the notes what translations I was using. In a very 

few cases, I have adjusted the translation to clarify the points being made.

A Note on Translations
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Naming Christians who rejected the Church of Rome in the early modern 

period is not easy. “Protestant” was given to followers of Luther who 

protested at the Diet of Speyer in 1529, and was not a universal sixteenth-

century term. Many, though definitely not all, used the term “evangeli-

cal,” in various languages, to deny other terms such as heretic, schismatic, 

or Lutheran. In this work, I have chosen the term “evangelical” as a 

term to describe the theological and ecclesiastical world in which Calvin 

lived. However, in the epilogue, because it deals with twenty-first-century 

America, “evangelical” is used to describe a specific modern Christian 

movement. Though the words are the same, the meaning is not. Finally, 

when necessary, I have generally referred to the reforming movement 

in which Calvin found himself as “Reformed,” rather than “Calvinist.” 

Many scholars have pointed out that the tradition was broader than 

Calvin, that it preceded him, and it still continues centuries after his death.

A Note on Language
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