











The issue was Calvin’s teach-
ing of God’s eternal, double predes-
tination, election and reprobation.
Bolsec rejected predestination as an
eternal decree. Although he raised
his objection specifically against rep-
robation, Bolsec likewise opposed
election as an eternal decree. Elec-
tion for Bolsec was an act of God in
time. According to Bolsec, God
gives grace to all humans so that all
are able to believe in Christ. To
those who avail themselves of this
universal, or common, grace by be-
lieving in Christ, God gives special
grace which results in their election.
Those who hardenthemselvesagainst
the overtures of God in His common
grace are rejected by God. This
temporal rejection is reprobation
(vol. 1, pp. 72-74).

Calvin and the ministers of
Geneva condemned Bolsec’s doc-
trine as the denial that faith depends
upon election and as the affirmation
of free will. Thus Bolsec denied the
Reformation’s gospel of salvation
by sovereign grace. Calvin saw
Bolsec’s basic error to be that “he
boasts that grace is offered equally to
all, and that its efficacy depends on
the free choice of each” (vol. 2, p.
602).

Holtrop lays out the doctrinal
issues in the controversy in volume
1, pp. 47-164, and throughout vol-
ume 2.

A valuable feature of the work
isitsinclusion of the correspondence
between Bolsec and the ministers of
Geneva and of the advice submitted
bythe Reformed theologians in other
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parts of Switzerland, notably
Bullinger.

Volume 2 is a detailed account
of the proceedings at Bolsec’s lengthy
trial before the Genevan magistrates
oncharges of heresy and disturbance.
The outcome of the trial was that the
magistrates condemned the heretic
and banished him from Geneva for
life.

The author does not adopt the
role of objective historian in this
study. Holtrop commits himself toa
defense of Bolsec and to the expo-
sure of an “ugly” side of Calvin. He
carries his defense of Bolsec to such
an extreme that he excuses the slan-
derous “biography” of Calvin that
Bolsec later wrote in order to destroy
the Reformer and his work.

Holtrop insists that Calvin’s
opposition to Bolsec was mainly po-
litical and personal. Calvin was
determined to maintain his rule in
Geneva in troublous times. In the
spirit of William Bouwsma’s John
Calvin, A Sixteenth Century Por-
trait, Holtrop accounts for Calvin’s
resistance to Bolsec’s public attack
on predestination by appeal to
Calvin’s “neurotic tendencies.” This
judgment is purely subjective. In
this way, every defense of the faith
can be discredited. Why should not
Calvinand the Genevan ministers be
taken seriously in their confession
that they regarded eternal election as
“the foundation of the faith” and,
therefore, in their claim that they
opposed Bolsec for attacking the
foundation?

Regardless of Calvin’s psy-
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chology and alleged hidden agenda,
the one important question about the
Bolseccontroversy isthis: Is Calvin’s
doctrine of predestination true, in-
deed the truth?

Holtrop denies that it is. He
sides with Bolsec doctrinally. Not
only is there no eternal decree of
reprobation, but also biblical elec-
tion is an act of God in time, an act
that is “wrapped up” with the sinner’s
activity of believing. Holtrop does
not make clear whether election fol-
lows uponthe sinner’s believingoris
inexplicably simultaneous with the
sinner’s believing. In either case,
election is not an eternal decree that
ordains unto faith and upon which
faith depends.

Holtrop’s refrain in this con-
nection that biblical election is “in
Christ” does nothing to prove that
election is in time. Certainly elec-
tion is “in Christ.” This is taught in
Ephesians 1:4: “According as he
hath chosen us in him....” But this
election in Christ was decreed “be-
fore the foundation of the world,”
that is, in eternity. God chose His
people in Christ in eternity. The
issue is not whether election is in
eternity or in Christ, but whether
election in Christ is an eternal decree
or a temporal act.

Nor is Holtrop’s analysis cor-
rect. when he presents the conflict
between Calvinand Bolsecas asome-
what abstract difference of concep-
tion concerning the relation of eter-
nity and time. Calvin was concerned
to confess the salvation of the sinner
as the gracious act of God that has its
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source and foundation, not in the
faith of the sinner but in the sover-
eign, free decree of election. This
does not make God a tyrant, but
rather reveals Him as glorious in His
grace.

To defend Bolsec by pointing
to his willingness to ascribe the “ini-
tiative” in salvation to God does not
avail. For, according to Bolsec, God
makes this “initiative” toward all hu-
mans. God’s grace is universal and
ineffectual. The ultimate explana-
tion then why some are saved by
universal grace must be the will of
the sinner himself. This glorifies
man.

Heinrich Bullinger comes off
asaweakreed in the controversy. He
refused to support Calvin when sup-
port was needed. The reason obvi-
ously was that given by Holtrop:
Bullinger disagreed with Calvin, es-
pecially on reprobation, and was
sympathetic to Bolsec’s views. Itis
to Calvin’s undying credit that he
was willing to stand for the truth of
eternal predestination, if necessary
alone. Others recognized the doctri-
nal weakness at Zurich. Shortly after
the Bolsec controversy had con-
cluded, Peter Martyr Vermigli went
to Zurich to labor. His colleague
Zanchi wrote Calvin that “divine
providence” called Vermigli to Zurich
in order to “unlearn many in that
church of that utterly pestilential
doctrine of free will, which is op-
posed to predestination and conse-
quently to God’s grace” (vol. 1, pp.
350, 351).

In the face of a strong senti-
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ment in scholarly circles and despite
his own early suspicions that Beza,
Dordt, and Westminster radically
changed Calvin’s theology, Holtrop
acknowledges that Beza, Dordt, and
Westminster were true to Calvin’s
own theology. Beza only system-
atized and further developed Calvin’s
predestinarian theology. “Reformed
scholasticism rooted in Calvin, and
was consolidated in Geneva largely
through the efforts of Theodore Beza”
(vol. 2, p. 830). Holtrop, however,
opposes this “scholastic” theology,
both in Calvin himself and in the
succeedingtradition, including Dordt
(see vol. 2, pp. 867-876).

Of special interest to the Prot-
estant Reformed Churches in
America is Holtrop’s frank admis-
sion that the Bolsec controversy was
replayed in the common grace con-
troversy in the Christian Reformed
Church in the early 1900s. The
theology of Jerome Bolsec reap-
peared in the Christian Reformed
doctrine of a common grace of God
in the “well-meant offer of the gos-
pel.” The Protestant Reformed doc-
trine of particular grace inthe preach-
ing continues the tradition of Calvin,
Beza, Dordt, and Westminster.

Ifanyone everstarted his research
with a bias toward Calvin, it was
I. But now I recognize that some
predestinarian communities —
like the Protestant Reformed
Church, which split from the
Christian Reformed in 1924 —
have more basis in Calvin than I
had previously envisioned. That
does not make their thinking more
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palatable to mine — but it does
qualify my fidelity to John Calvin
(vol. 1, p. 10).

With reference to the distinc-
tion between “common grace” and
“special grace,” Holtrop writes:

This distinction was given offi-
cial status inthe Dutch-American
wing of Reformed theology at the
Christian Reformed synod of
1924. While the “common grace”
majority there were not
“Bolsecians” — at least not con-
sciously — we cannot deny that
main motives in the Bolsec con-
troversy were playing in the Chris-
tian Reformed community, and
that the minority in 1924 —
headedby Herman Hoeksema and
Henry Danhof — sounded re-
markably like the Genevan pas-
tors in 1551. Hoeksema and
Danhof were expelled from the
CRC and began the Protestant
Reformed Church (vol 2, p. 474).

A few pages later, Holtrop
expands on his assertion that Bolsec’s
doctrine of universal grace is found
in the Christian Reformed teaching
of common grace in the preaching of
the gospel:

Again — perhaps more than in
any other denomination — the
issues of the universality or par-
ticularity of God’s love and grace
are hotly debated in the Christian
Reformed Church, even after the
decisions of 1924.... Already in
1928 H. Kuiper wrote a thesis
entitled Calvin on Common
Grace; C.Van Til wrote his Com-
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mon Gracein1947; A.C. DeJong
wrote a thesis (under Berkouwer)
on The Well-meant Gospel Offer
(1954).... In 1962-63, H. Dekker
of Calvin Theological Seminary
wrote a series of explosive ar-
ticles in the RJ under the general
heading “God So Loved — All
Men!” ... Others chimed in —
notably H. Stob ... and A. C.
DeJong.... Opposing views were
expressed in the Torck and Trum-
pet — a right-wing Reformed
scholastic journal ... as well as in
the equally scholastic Protestant
Reformed Standard Bearer.
These issues were never resolved
—any more than they were in the
Bolseccontroversy.... In all these
documents, there were astound-
ing parallels to the Bolsec,con-
flict — but again, the name of
Jerome wasnever mentioned. The
writings of Daane, Boer, and Punt
represent the latest phase of this
debate (vol. 2, p. 482).

It is indicative of the sorry
state of the Reformed churches to-
day that Holtrop isundoubtedly right
when he observes that, although
Calvin and Beza’s theology of pre-
destination won out in the Bolsec
controversy,

most Reformed thinking on pre-
destination today is more in line
with the positions of ... Bolsec, at
that time. Except for pockets in
the Reformed world, Genevan
decretalism has not survived in
the twentieth century (vol. 2, p.
671).

Very worthwhile translations
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of writings of both Calvin and Beza
on predestination are included in
these volumes. Holtrop has trans-
lated them into English for the first
time. He promises the future publi-
cation of his voluminous translation
of Beza’s important works on pre-
destination. For this we wait ea-
gerly. &

A Path Through the Sea: One
Woman’s JJourney from Depression
to Wholeness, by Lillian V. Grissen.
Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1993. Pp. xix,
223.$14.99. (paper). [Reviewed by
Robert D. Decker.]

This book is the personal story
of Lillian Grissen’s struggle with
depression. In the Foreword, Mary
Vander Vennen writes,

Lillian is careful to point out that
her story is not intended as a
prescription for others, not even
as a generalized description of
depression. Treatment has
changed since the time of which
Lillian is writing, though the fac-
tors in cause and recovery remain
similar. But it is one woman’s
authentic and courageousaccount
of a profound struggle with her
life and her God.

Writes Grissen:

Depression is an illness with many
faces; it is complicated. To the
sufferer, clinical depression is
emotional, physical, and/or spiri-
tual bankruptcy, with no Chapter
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11 that allows beginning again.
Much has changed during my
journey over the last four decades,
but clinical depression has not: it
is still bankruptcy, intensely per-
sonal and excruciatingly painful.
Itis a lonely, private hell. People
have easy answers:

Snap out of it.

Trust in the Lord.

Get right with the Lord.

Take a vacation.

Forget about it; stop thinking
about yourself.

It’s just an excuse.

She’s just lazy, that’s all.

It’s all in your head; it can’t
hurt you.

But easy answers are false.
Countless writers have tried to
answer questions about depres-
sion. Countless self-help books
are testimony to the desire of
millions to cure themselves. No
single theory covers all the diag-
nostic possibilities. Some writ-
ers are experts, and others arenot.
I’mnot an expert; I’'m simply an
example. (pp. 9-10)

I am another example, having
struggled with depression myself for
nearly twenty years. Though the
“core of her problem” differs from
mine, her struggles and symptoms
were similar. Lillian writes of her
profound, anguished struggle with
her perfectionism, her obsessive-
compulsive behavior, her false guilt,
her inferior feelings. She writes
movingly of the terrible anxiety she
experienced and the questions which
plagued her night and day for five
years. HasGodforgotten to be kind?
Is His mercy clean gone forever? If
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God loves me, why doesn’t He heal
me? What have I done wrong? 1
want desperately to serve the Lord as
a missionary, as a good wife and
mother of my four children, why
doesn’t God give me the strength to
do this?

Lillian also writes of the help
she received, while hospitalized at
Pine Rest, from her gifted, Christian
psychiatrist, the late Dr. Gelmer Van
Noord, from her pastor, Rev. Henry
DeMots, and from her husband, Ray.

I realize full well that many
well-meaning Reformed Christians
(including some of my students over
the years) will disagree with what I
am about tosay, but I believe depres-
sion is anillness. Yes, it isone of the
bitter fruits of the fall of Adam into
sinand of our own depravity and sins
and weaknesses. But depression is a
sickness with physical, spiritual,
emotional, and genetic dimensions.
With the help of Christian psychia-
trists, medicines, and other treat-
ments, and understanding pastors and
elders and fellow Christians, there is
healing for depressed Christians.

Lillian’s story is one illustra-
tion of the truth of this position.

Those whose calling it is to
minister to depressed parishioners
will benefit greatly from this ac-
count. So will those suffering from
depression or who have relatives or
close friends who suffer from de-
pression.

Lillian Grissen, mother of four
children and grandmother of thir-
teen, taught school for twenty years.
She served as editor of Christian
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Educator’s Journal from 1976 to
1982. She alsoserved as an associate
editor of The Banner for six years.

A

Book Notice

Augustine Today, Richard John
Neuhaus, General Editor (Grand
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publish-
ing Co., 1993) v-ix, 158 pp., $12.99
(paper). [Reviewed by Herman
Hanko.]

The Center on Religion and
Society in New York City sponsors
various conferences at which theolo-
gians discuss subjects of current in-
terest. The papers delivered at the
Conference along with summaries
of the discussions are printed in books
under the general title “Encounter
Series.” This book is the fruit of a
conference held in 1991 on Augus-
tine.

However, if one expects to
find discussions on some of the as-
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pects of Augustine’s theology which
especially influenced Reformation,
he willbe disappointed. Irefer espe-
cially to Augustine’s writings against
the Pelagians and Semi-Pelagians.
No mention is made of them.

Rather, the book discussessuch
concepts in Augustine as cupidity,
charity, sexuality, justice, love, and
peace.

The theologians in this confer-
ence were generally liberal thinkers,
and their liberal positions come out
in the book.

The advantage of the book is
that it provides some interesting
glimpses into various aspects of
Augustine’s thinking which are not
often discussed. A
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