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Was Calvin a Crypto-Zwinglian?

This was the title of a lecture delivered in the Queen’s English by
Dr. Tony Lane, lecturer in Christian Doctrine at London Bible
College in the UK. This lecture was cosponsored by the Meeter
Center and the Department of Religion and Theology of Calvin
College. Dr. Lane was no stranger to the Meeter Center, having
studied at the Center for six months in 1990. For historical interest,
Dr. Lane reminded his audience that as Calvin returned to Geneva
on September 13, 1541, Lane also returned to the Meeter Center
on September 13, albeit with a much happier attitude.

In his lecture, Dr. Lane tried to answer the charge against Calvin
that his view of the Lord’s Supper was basically Zwinglian
teaching wrapped in Lutheran language. He admitted that it was
not easy to get an exact hold of Calvin’s teaching on the Lord’s
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Supper and used the analogy of a
greased ferret that always slips
through one’s fingers.

Dr. Lane explained that Calvin’s view
of the Lord’s Supper was however a
via media, a middle way, between the
view of Zwingli, which Calvin called
false and pernicious, and that of
Luther. Zwingli rejected the doctrine
of the real presence and believed that
Christ was present only in the mind of the believer. Christ’s body
was in heaven and cannot be on earth. The bread may acquire a
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dignity of what it signifies, but it is only a symbol. Dr. Lane said
that it was no wonder that some have referred to this as the
doctrine of the Real Absence. Over against this, Luther taught a
real presence and that Christ’s body present in, with, and under
the bread is received orally by both believer and unbeliever.

Dr. Lane explained that Calvin agreed with Zwingli that the
elements are symbols. However, they are not empty symbols.
They do not lie because the reality is truly present and they hold
out the promise of feeding by faith. Through believing in Christ
the believer feeds upon the body and blood of Christ and re-
ceives all his benefits. Dr. Lane compared Calvin’s view of the
elements to a check, which signifies real money, whereas
Zwingli’s view of the elements could be compared to monopoly
money. g

Dr. Lane pointed out that Zwingli emphasized what the believer
does, whereas Calvin emphasized what the believer receives. In
the elements of the Lord’s Supper Christ is offered and received
by faith just as the Word is. The elements are no empty signs. Dr.
Lane rejected, therefore, the charge that Calvin was a crypto-
Zwinglian.

Dr. Lane also rejected the charge, made because of the Formula of
Concord, that Calvin was a subtle sacramentarian. For Calvin the
sacrament was an instrument of God’s grace, and just as in the
preaching of the Word, Christ is offered to all (in the symbols)
but only received by faith (through the Spirit). Dr. Lane pointed
out that just as the rays of the sun connect us with the sun, so
the Holy Spirit unites us with Christ. Christ is in heaven and does
not descend, and the bread does not ascend or become his body;
but the Holy Spirit unites the believer on earth with Christ in
heaven through the elements and by faith. There is no local
presence (Luther) or absence (Zwingli), but there is a presence in
the sense of communion.

Dr. Lane made it clear that the above does not mean that every-
thing is explained. He pointed out the various ways Calvin used
the word substance and the confusion this can cause.

Dr. Lane also dealt with the matter of perpetual feeding, because
the believer also feeds upon Christ through the Word. This raises
the question, What does the Lord’s Supper give that the believer
cannot get another way? Dr. Lane asked whether there was at
this point a weakness in Reformed theology. He pointed out that
according to Calvin, the Lord’s Supper was a special means of
grace and not a means of special grace and that in the Lord’s
Supper Christ offers grace more clearly than in the preaching of
the Word.

Under the heading “Calvin the Calvinist,” Dr. Lane explained that
for Calvin the real issue is the communion between Christ and the
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Colloquia and Conferences

Meeter Center Colloquium Series

October 25, 2000: Dr. Bernard Cottret, director of the Department
of Humanities at Versailles-Saint-Quentin University in France,
will speak on his book Calvin: A Biography. A book reception
will follow.

November 28,2000: Dr. Karin Maag will give a lecture for the
college and seminary’s 125th Anniversary Lecture Series entitled
“A Genevan Reformer in Grand Rapids: John Calvin and Calvinism
at the Meeter Center.”

March 30, 2001: Dr. Otto Selles, professor of French at Calvin
College, will be the Meeter Center’s spring lecturer. His topic will
be “A Huguenot ‘Treatise on Toleration’: The Pastor Antoine
Court’s Le Patriote francais et impartial (1751-1753).”

May 24, 2001: Dr. Herman Selderhuis, professor of church history
at the Theological University in Apeldoorn, The Netherlands, will
be the Meeter Center Biennial Lecture speaker. His lecture, entitled
“The Church on Stage: The Dynamics of Calvin’s Ecclesiology,”
will be given in conjunction with the meeting of the Calvin Studies
Society to be held May 24-26, 2001. The theme of the conference
is “Calvin and the Church.”
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believer. How this happens is for Calvin a secondary concern.
This, according to Dr. Lane and others, is the reason why it is not
easy to know exactly what Calvin means by real and true.
Connected with this is Calvin’s view of the sacraments. For
Zwingli the sacrament is a confession of faith, for Calvin a means
of grace.

Dr. Lane concluded his lecture by pointing out that for Calvin
how the believer feeds upon Christ is a mystery to be believed
rather than to be understood. Calvin was not a crypto-Zwinglian,
believes Dr. Lane, though he did say that Calvin’s heart was
Lutheran while his mind was Zwinglian. There are many obscuri-
ties in Calvin’s view, though the importance of the role of piety
should not be overlooked.

The questions during the discussion time pointed out that the last
word has not been said on this subject and that Calvin continues
to engage many scholars on his view of the Lord’s Supper.

Pieter Tuit, Th.M. candidate
Calvin Theological Seminary
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Enjoying a Meeter Center Fellowship

I started my stay at the Meeter Center
by celebrating the birthday of John
Calvin with all the people working at
Calvin’s campus on the 10th of July.
While at the Center, I pursued my
research for a short monograph on “Lay
Preaching (or Prophesying) in Early
Calvinism,” a very specific topic that
requires a wide approach. I had to check
a lot of primary and secondary sources
concerning various aspects of Calvin-
ism and its impact in several countries in the sixteenth century. The
Meeter Center is simply the best place for such an investigation.
Blessed with an office and a laptop, I could consult book after
book and article after article. I am sure to have gathered all the
relevant information from older and more recent literature. It is not
only the richness of the collections, but also the direct availability
of all the books and articles on open shelves and in folder cases,
that makes research in this library so successful.

‘ Fred A. van Lieburg

Enjoying the Friends of the Meeter Center Fellowship means more
than reading a lot of writings and preparing a new publication. In-
deed it also includes meeting many people and making new friend-
ships. Beside the other visiting scholars, I contacted several histo-
rians and students of Calvin College and Seminary and some
people sharing Reformed interests or Dutch origins. A special plea-
sure, for instance, was to greet the author of a fine book on the
Calvinist depths of the music of Bach on July 28, 2000, the 250th
anniversary of the death of this wonderful composer. [Editor’s note:
van Lieburg is referring to Dr. Calvin Stapert, professor of music at
Calvin, whose book My Only Comfort: Death, Deliverance and Dis-
cipleship in the Music of Bach was published by Eerdmans in 2000.]

I would like to mention the staff members of the Meeter Center, as
they are experts in church history and bibliography or in manage-
ment and recreation. They did really everything to make the stay of
our family in Grand Rapids easy and happy. Karin, Susan, Paul, and
Yudha—thanks so much for providing this wonderful summer
vacation to my wife and children! Our oldest daughter celebrated
her sixth birthday in America on July 17. A fellow of the Meeter
Center should be able to explain to his child what it means to be
born 485 years and 7 days after John Calvin’s entrance in the
world, in which he became and will remain an inspiration for so
many Christians and scholars.

Dr. Fred A. van Lieburg
Free University of Amsterdam



Hugh and Eve Meeter Calvinism the business world. The essay topic for 2001 is “John Calvin on

. . the Place of Music in Worship and the Relevance of His Ideas for
Awards to ngh School Seniors Today.” Contact the Meeter Center for an informative brochure

about the awards. Papers must be received by January 15, 2001.

Music of the Genevan Psalter

Our CD is still available for purchase from the Calvin College Book-
store. The cost is $12.99 plus tax and shipping. Please contact the
bookstore at 1-800-748—0122, or e-mail bookstore@calvin.edu to
order your copy. The CD features organ and choral settings of
Genevan Psalm tunes and would make a great Christmas present!

Friends of the Meeter Center

We welcome members to the Friends of the Meeter Center. Friends’
donations help provide funding for special programs, including the
Friends of the Meeter Center Fellowship and the CD Music of the
Mrs. Eve Meeter with the award winners: from the lefi, Erin Fields, Nathan Genevan Psalter. Checks may be made out to Friends of the Meeter
Bierma, Eve Meeter, Karissa deKoning, and Bronwyn Drost Center and sent to the Center’s address. Thank you for your sup-
port! Annual membership fees are:

7

On September 22, the Meeter Center hosted a tea for Eve Meeter and

four recent Meeter Award recipients currently attending Calvin Student $20 Associate $100

College. It was an enjoyable time for all as students heard from Mrs. Supporter $40 Partner $200

Meeter about ways to reach out and make a difference, especially in Donor $75 Benefactor $500
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