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      My original working title for this book was Confessions of a Recovering Calvinist.  I eventually scrapped it in favor of the present one, because I realized it was slightly misleading.  While the book certainly has a confessional aspect to it, there is zero chance that I will lapse back into a Calvinist view of the world.  After removing the heavy burden of judgment and tasting the freedom of seeing the world with new eyes, I have left Calvinism behind for good.  For that matter, I have left Christianity for good, just to lay all my cards on the table.

      After many years of questioning everything I believed and had ever been taught, I finally made the break twenty years ago.  A Christian friend of mine told me at the time that I could never be happy outside of the church.  He could not have been further off the mark.  I have never been happier.  It was not without an intense struggle in the early stages after my departure, but once I emerged from the dark tunnel of sin and guilt, into the bright light of true forgiveness, I was never tempted—like Lot’s wife—to look back.  The confessional aspect of this book describes that personal process.  I will relate the various milestones in my deconstruction process as well as critical moments of crisis, in which I learned valuable life lessons and endured painful things I never want to experience again.

      The book is part exegetical, part polemical, and part historical: exegetical, because key passages in the Bible are analyzed to expose the erroneous, baseless foundation of the central doctrines of Calvinism and evangelical notions in general; polemical, because the arguments are presented as persuasively as possible.  I have sometimes been accused of being dogmatic, and I suppose there is some truth to the charge.  Every good teacher presents their ideas as the “truth” as they see it.  To take a nebulous approach would only create confusion. Students are always free, however, to test the merits of what they are taught for themselves. It is gratifying when the students who were the most opposed to my ideas in my Bible classes, tell me years later that they now see things my way. It is not true, however, that my dogmatic approach means that I have a closed mind on all things.  I could not have reached the point I am at today without questioning everything I had ever believed and been taught.  Nevertheless, on certain issues regarding evangelical dogma, I have arrived at a point of no return. It would be impossible to dissuade me otherwise. On the other hand, I maintain a healthy curiosity about how life works and about the mysteries of the universe. Now that I have shed the confines of the Christian world view, I am free to explore alternative ways of viewing things that were previously cut off from my awareness.

      The historical aspect of the book involves a presentation of the ideas and debates about the principal points of Calvinism down through the centuries, and how they continue to surface in the modern world.  I allow the original authors of the ideas to speak for themselves with as little commentary as possible.  How a reader responds to the ideas is a barometer of where they are in their deconstruction process.  When I was a Bible college student, I read all of C. S. Lewis’s books. I devoured his ideas and made them mine.  Now, whenever I see a quote of his on social media, I recoil and shake my head in disbelief that I ever believed those things.  There was a time in my life when I would have read anything written by Augustine or Luther with high approval. Now I find myself agreeing with their opponents, especially Pelagius and Erasmus.  I have included key moments in their debates about Calvinistic topics so that the reader can engage with them and make up their own mind.  I have also included things many recent, prominent defectors have to say about those topics, in hopes that their process can be of benefit to my readers. While the eponymous main character of the book is Calvin, of course, many of his ideas can be traced back to Augustine.  Augustine is the font from which much of Christian doctrine springs.  We find his ideas echoing down through the corridors of time. As an Augustinian monk himself, Luther also engages those ideas; therefore, I have included his debate with Erasmus on free will as germane to the topic in the chapter devoted to it.

      The book is structured like a polyphonic novel with two parallel narratives.  The main chapters are devoted to the Calvinist acronym TULIP: namely, total depravity, unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible grace, and perseverance of the saints. These are bookended and spliced together with biographical vignettes, where I present various stages in my spiritual journey as I struggled to dismantle my beliefs and groped toward a new way of viewing myself and the world. My father, a Baptist minister, always included “illustrations,” or real-life stories that pertained to the doctrinal points he wanted to make in his sermons. He used to say that those were the only things people remembered when the sermon was over.  Similarly, I have been told by my students that the most powerful parts of my lectures are the personal stories I tell relating to the topics I am teaching.  Thus, it is my hope that the briefer biographical elements of this book will bring home the points I try to make in the longer formal sections.

      I was very fortunate to have been asked to teach the Bible at a Christian university just after I had left Christianity for good.  As much as I was ambivalent accepting the assignment, it provided the perfect occasion for me to take a look at the Bible and Christian doctrine with fresh eyes.  Much of the expositional material of this book is the fruit of my intense study of the Bible during that period.  Also, I found myself more capable of seeing the debilitating effects a Calvinistic point of view has on one’s emotional health and the devastating toll it can take on one’s relationships.  I bring these points out in various ways throughout the book as I have seen this play out in my personal life.

      Above all, it is my hope that my process can be of help to others who are going through similar struggles and grappling with the deep issues of faith.  I have found an approach to spirituality that does not throw the baby out with the bathwater.  Perhaps this will provide encouragement for others—that they do not need to abandon all hope of experiencing transcendence in their lives, that it is possible to create a suitable middle way.
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      CONVERSION TO CALVINISM AND EARLY ROMANTIC INTERESTS

      In my first year at Bible college, my roommates and I would hang out and argue about the fine points of Christian doctrine. One of my roommates was particularly preoccupied with Calvinism.  Although I had grown up in a Baptist church that was nominally Calvinist, this was the first time I encountered hard-core Calvinist ideas on such things as unconditional election.  As explained by my roommate, the concept seemed to fly in the face of all I had believed about God’s love and fairness.  I was appalled.  During the summer recess after my freshman year, I decided to carry out my own investigation.  I had a job working in a hardware store.  Each day during my lunch break, I pored over the book of Romans.  By the end of the summer, I was convinced that my roommate was right. I returned to campus a committed Calvinist.

      That semester, John MacArthur was a guest speaker at our school. He was the most eminent Calvinist I knew at the time, and I was impressed with his eloquence and logic. I bought his set of Bible commentaries and placed them prominently on my bookshelf to be used lovingly and devotedly for the rest of my lifetime of Christian service.  I started attending Tenth Presbyterian Church, where Dr. James Boice was the senior pastor. He was a brilliant and persuasive orator. Eventually I started working with the Sunday evening youth group and became acquainted with his family.  I was sailing on high Calvinist seas with bright prospects for a future unclouded by any storms of doubts.

      My father was the senior pastor at Groton Heights Baptist Church in Groton, Connecticut at the time. He was a graduate of Wheaton College and probably wished for me to attend his alma mater.  However, I had a girlfriend and did not want to be so far from her.  In 1979, with no internet, Wheaton, Illinois, seemed like it was on the other side of the planet. Our family was originally from Philadelphia, where my mother had attended the Philadelphia Bible Institute, founded by C. I. Scofield, one of the principal dispensationalists of his day.  It was now the Philadelphia College of Bible (PCB). We visited the downtown campus and were informed that the school was going to a suburban location north of the city, which happened to be on our way home. We stopped to have a look around.  The new campus was in a lovely location. PCB seemed like the perfect fit in many regards, not only because it was a Christian school, but especially because of its closer proximity to my girlfriend. It was the first in a string of similar decisions I would make in my adult life based on my current romantic interest.

      The fact that I had a girlfriend at all was a bone of contention with my parents and a constant source of tension at home.  Years before, I had been forbidden to have a girlfriend until I got to college.  I cannot remember a time when I was not interested in girls.  We have home movies of me at the age of two, sitting on our front lawn with the small children of our neighborhood, kissing the little girls on the cheek.  When I was four, we moved from Philadelphia to Altoona, Pennsylvania where my father took a pastorate at Calvary Baptist Church. I had various crushes on the girls in our youth group, but nothing serious ever came of them. By the time I was sixteen, however, the prohibition on dating started to become onerous.  I started going out with a Christian gal from another church. We saw each other mostly at school and occasionally at one of our youth group activities.  Our relationship was not something we openly advertised. It was quite innocent, but emotionally intense nonetheless. When I returned home one day from school, I found my mother crying. She had just heard about us through the grapevine. She sobbed, “Where did I go wrong?”  Her fears were soon put to rest when my father accepted a position in Groton, Connecticut a few months later. Groton was eight hours away by car—practically in another universe.  Our fledgling romance did not have a chance to blossom; it dissolved naturally, though not without some heartbreak on my part.

      My next relationship was far more serious. Soon after our move, I took up with the daughter of the head deacon. Despite being as discreet as possible, it did not take very long for my parents to learn about our relationship.  My father was livid and ordered me to break up with her at once.  I said that I would, but there was no way I was going to. I continued to meet her in secret.  Eventually my parents offered a compromise wherein I was allowed to see her once a week outside of church.  We came up with elaborate ruses to see each other more often than that, which led to more angry confrontations when discovered.  I was in a constant state of anxiety and oppressed by guilt about my deceptions.  I thought my parents were the biggest obstacle to my happiness. Today I understand that my parents were trying to guard me from drastically complicating my life with an unwanted pregnancy that would limit my choices for the future.  In fact, they were always loving and supportive and gave me a secure emotional foundation that I sincerely appreciate. However, the fear of tarnishing my father’s reputation in the church was another factor in their concerns about my relationships.  The Bible says that the leader of the church must be able to control his own household to be fit to lead.1  I felt a lot of pressure to be perfect so as not to destroy my father’s career.  My younger sister says that she never felt that way.  Perhaps it might have been due to the pressure we firstborns typically experience from parents to get everything right, to demonstrate their parenting skills through our perfect behavior.  Fortunately, despite the tension and repressive atmosphere regarding dating, I never acquired an unhealthy attitude toward women or any serious phobias or hang-ups in this area.  My parents were careful to stipulate that dating would be okay once I went to college. This was well before the Purity Culture of the 1990s and all of the damage done by it, so I am thankful that I dodged that bullet in my youth.

      PHILADELPHIA COLLEGE OF BIBLE AND MY MENTOR SAM HSU

      Philadelphia College of Bible might not have had the outstanding academic reputation that Wheaton enjoyed, nevertheless, it was the perfect place for me. It was there that I met my mentor, who was to change my life in fundamental ways.  I played on the basketball team in my freshman year. Basketball had always been a big part of my life. I had been on a team since elementary school. My father had a man from our church build a basketball court in our backyard, and I attended basketball camp every summer. It was natural for me to join the team at PCB.

      One of my teammates was a music major. He noticed how I liked to jam at the piano wherever there happened to be one at the various venues of our games, and mentioned me to the head piano professor, Sam Hsu. As a child prodigy, Sam had been selected to study at the Shanghai National Conservatory of Music at the age of nine. As an adult, he could play most of the major works in the classical repertoire by memory.  Christian missionaries helped his family escape from China and move to the States. Through their connections, he completed his undergraduate studies at PCB.  He also studied piano at Julliard with the famed teacher Rosina Lhévine, who had taught highly acclaimed artists like Van Cliburn, James Levine, and John Browning. Sam did his graduate work at the University of California at Santa Barbara, where he was the teaching assistant of the eminent musicologist Karl Geiringer, a noted authority on Bach and Brahms. After completing his doctorate, Sam returned to Philadelphia to join the piano faculty at PCB, where he became a revered and beloved teacher.

      When Sam learned that I had made the Dean’s List for academic excellence, he became convinced that I had the aptitude to pursue a career in classical music. He began pursuing me with great persistence. Every time he saw me in the cafeteria or in the halls, he pestered me to come and play for him.  The truth was, I could not play the piano very well. Although I had taken lessons in my youth, I had never been very serious about it.  I had been far more serious about basketball. The idea of playing for Sam seemed absurd and the thought of becoming a music major equally preposterous. Finally, just to get him off my back, I agreed to play for him at the end of spring semester.  I played an unsophisticated song by a contemporary Christian musician, Keith Green, and thought that that would be the end of that.  When I finished playing, Sam remained silent for a few moments. Then he said,  “What I am going to say is something that I have only told a few people before, but when I have said this, I have never been wrong.” After another pause, he said, “If you will let me, I can make you the best music major in this school.”  I was dumbfounded. He went on to describe the type of dedication and hard work it would take, but promised that if I decided to switch majors from education to music and study with him, he would give me the shirt off his back to make it happen. He told me to take some time to think about it. It was a weighty decision, and I wrestled with it for several days. I felt that I was at one of life’s important crossroads that would determine the course of my future. It would perhaps spell the end of my relationship with my girlfriend because of the single-minded focus it would require. The opportunity of studying with Sam was something I could not pass up, so I decided to switch majors.

      From the moment I decided to become a music major, I began practicing the piano several hours a day. For his part, Sam made good on his promise and became my mentor. That summer he gave me some lessons to measure my progress.  He also engaged the music theory professor, Roy Brunner, to help me catch up on what I had missed in the first year.   Roy sent me assignments and exams by correspondence. By the time the semester began I was all caught up. The normal lesson time was thirty minutes. Mine was Sam’s last lesson of the day before he had to catch the train back to his apartment downtown. He had a window of two hours, and our lessons stretched to fit it. Afterwards, I accompanied him to the train station, and we continued our spirited discussions until his train came. He opened up the world of learning and enquiry for me. He was fluent in several languages and seemed to have an encyclopedic knowledge of many subjects. Our conversations ranged from music and the arts in general, to history and philosophy. He bore an uncanny resemblance to Yoda from Star Wars. Often his instructions in our lessons were as cryptic and elliptical as Yoda’s to Luke Skywalker.  After listening to me play through a piece he would say things like, “Now dance,” or “Sing.” It was not until years after our lessons were over that I was able to figure out precisely what he meant.

      Sam used the Jedi Mind Trick to help me achieve my best.  He would tell me exactly what I was going to do even though it seemed impossible at the time. There were two types of music programs at our school.  One focused on church music for those who wanted to pursue a career in the church, and the other on perfecting one’s instrument or voice and becoming a concert performer. Students who intended to pursue this course needed to pass a special jury at the end of the third semester to become performance majors.  Sam insisted that I was going to do it after one semester.  I was skeptical but gave it my all.  That December, I successfully passed the jury and became a performance major.  By the end of my senior year, there were other students who could play the piano far better than me.  Most great performers start at a very young age. I simply could not make up for the loss of time. However, Sam had helped me reach my highest potential.

      In a similar way I try to help my students achieve theirs. Sometimes my colleagues complain about how poorly a particular student is doing in their classes. Curiously, however, my experience is completely different. When I have a student who is underperforming, I use the Jedi Mind Trick.  I look them straight in the eye and tell them what a bright student they are.  I tell them that their current performance is not indicative of the kind of work they are capable of.  They inevitably rise to my highest expectations of them, and the results of their next assignments are invariably better.  The Jedi Mind Trick is not really a “trick” at all. By giving a person a vision of where they can be, it gives their mind a goal on which to focus its energy.  We are enabling the person to access the incredible power within them. Once we experience this power, we ought not need an external “trick” to put it into effect, but rather, we can envision what we want and harness our energy toward that goal.

      The most important thing I learned from Sam was the art of independent thinking. As is the case with good mentors, Sam’s goal was to render himself obsolete.  He cited the Confucian aphorism that it is better to teach a hungry man how to fish than to give him one. Sam never told me how to interpret a piece but encouraged me to find my own approach. Ironically, it was because I extended this approach to my Christian beliefs that I eventually left Christianity for good. The double irony was that the love of classical music Sam instilled in me was the initial catalyst. It began to bother me that something I found to be of great beauty and profound depth was largely ignored by the evangelical church.  I had never been exposed to classical music growing up; rather, I was fed a steady diet of sentimental hymns and music from the Gospel tradition.  The highlights of the church year were the Christmas and Easter cantatas, which often featured music by the Gaithers, a popular Gospel group treasured for their saccharine sentimentality. I never understood why I did not enjoy any of the cantatas I heard in our church. After I discovered the level of musical excellence and profound theological content embodied in the music of Bach’s cantatas, it made me realize how much I had missed growing up.   I began to think that if the kind of music I love, which I know to be of great excellence, is not valued by my evangelical tradition, there must be something wrong with it.  Many other doubts came later, but this was the first chink in the armor.

      SUMMER MISSIONS PROJECTS IN FRANCE

      The summer after my junior year, I went to the Loire Valley in France to be part of a missions team led by one of Sam’s former students, who was working there with her husband on a church planting project. We participated in the music for the evangelistic meetings held each evening.  During the day we distributed Gospel tracts. At the time, France was—and remains—post-Christian. Even the Catholic Church considers France to be a missionary field. Our efforts were met mostly with frustration. The French were not the least bit interested in our “good news” that they were sinners and needed a savior. My goal was to save the French, but France saved me—yet another great irony of this period of my life. I grew up thinking that America was the greatest nation on earth. In France, however, I discovered an advanced country with a very high standard of living, a rich cultural heritage, and a wealth of natural beauty. Spending the summer there shattered my fixed belief in the superiority of my country and made me receptive to other perspectives and ways of life. After the mission project was over, I backpacked around Europe with a student rail pass, visiting many of the major cities and sights. I was enthralled and enchanted by Europe. I began to dream of somehow returning there to live.

      I organized another missions project in the summer of 1984 after graduation. I pitched an idea to the head of a mission to give four-hand piano concerts with my roommate, John, in the homes of missionaries, with the aim of facilitating their church-planting projects by providing interesting cultural events to which they could invite their neighbors and contacts.  The director was enthusiastic about the idea and contacted the field director of the Rhône Alps region to organize the concerts.  We had a great time touring the region and giving the concerts. When the project was over, John and I made a sightseeing tour of Europe by backpack, which sealed my love of Europe and fueled my dream of living there someday. Before the concert tour, I had been entertaining the idea of making it a full-time project in the future by giving concerts in all of the European countries where the mission had church-planting projects.  However, by the end of our time in France, it was clear that this would not be feasible. Thus, I lacked a concrete plan to bring my dream to fruition. Without any future prospects, I went back to live with my parents while I sorted things out and found a clear direction for my life.  I had already ruled out a career as a solo concert pianist. I had not advanced sufficiently for that to be a realistic option. However, since my primary focus had been on performance, I had not considered a career in church music.  Knowing what I did of internal church politics at my father’s churches, I was not inclined to pursue that path. Just before we left for France, I had attended an international Brahms conference in Washington, D. C. with Sam.  We met his mentor, Karl Geiringer, and many other authorities in the field of Brahms research.  Their knowledge was impressive, but their presentations were stultifying and full of abstruse details. I could not see why any of it mattered in “real life.” After the conference, I was convinced that academia was not for me either.

      That fall, although my life had no clear direction, I was not overly concerned. I suppose that having my parents as a safety net, being able to move back in with them if necessary, was one factor. However, I was confident that something would open up, even though I was not taking any steps to bring anything about.  This was to be the first example of a general rule I have experienced many times since: the right thing always come along at the right time. The timing might not be exactly as I forecast, but a door opens at the most opportune moment, whenever a series of factors is aligned to lead me easily and naturally to the next stage. In this regard, I always go with the flow.  If a door needs strenuous prying to open, it is probably not the right door. While I was waiting for something to materialize, I worked for a man in our church who had a lawn care business. As the raking season was winding down, I received a call from a fast-growing Methodist church in an affluent community just north of Philadelphia.  The church had just completed a new sanctuary as part of its building project for a campus that was to include a school and a major recreational complex. They were looking to fill their first full-time position of minister of music. The chair of the music committee had called the music department at PCB and was given my name with a high recommendation. She invited me to come in for an interview as soon as possible, and I accepted. I was excited by the vibrant energy of the church.  The pastor, Norman, was charismatic and dynamic, but I had a feeling that he would not be easy to work with.  It was his show, and he was clearly the boss. The church, acknowledging my lack of experience, offered to send me to conferences and workshops to improve my skills. Despite my misgivings about working with Norman, the prospect of living in the Philadelphia area again and working in such an exciting environment, was enticing. I accepted their offer and began the next phase of my life in January, 1985.

      BEING A MINISTER OF MUSIC

      In his 2006 commencement address at Stanford, Steve Jobs talked about how the seemingly random events and decisions in his life were like dots that, when connected, created a beautiful painting. Similarly, I see how the isolated, individual threads of my life are weaving a rich tapestry.  To my surprise, my original decisions on what direction to pursue in life have actually led me onto completely unforeseen paths.  I had thought that studying piano with Sam would lead to a career as a concert pianist.  However, it was more about learning how to think critically and independently and being initiated into the general world of music and the arts.  Likewise, while I had thought that taking the job at the church would lead to a career in church music, it brought about a nexus of connections that opened up completely unforeseen doors. Ostensibly, given my background and musical training, a career in church music should have been a comfortable fit. However, the work did not suit me.  Classical music was my true love, but it was not on the church’s musical menu. The church preferred a steady diet of contemporary Christian “praise music.” Most of the megachurches across the country were abandoning traditional hymns and hymnbooks in favor of simple singalong tunes whose lyrics were projected onto large screens, to be sung karaoke-style by the congregation in services that were like “pep rallies” for Jesus. I did my best to provide the kind of repertoire requested, but felt a nagging sense that I was sacrificing my higher ideals and forsaking my integrity as a musician.

      As I had foreseen, Norman was quite difficult to work under.  His policy was to hire young unmarried men so that he could drive them as hard as he could. Most staff members only lasted six months.  Somehow I managed to last for two years. The main Sunday morning service was a big production with every element choreographed. Staff members, including the assistant pastor, youth leader and secretaries, were required to attend a rehearsal at 7:30 a.m. before the first service.  As the pianist and organist went through the songs, which were always led by Norman, never by me, we were urged to sing as boisterously as possible, to pump Norman up. When we met after the main service in his office for a debriefing, if something had not gone to plan with the musical elements, Norman would fly into a rage, using choice expletives that were not part of my lexicon.  At the weekly staff meetings, Norman accentuated the mistakes and rarely remarked about the positive aspects. Free blood pressure screenings were sometimes offered after the services.  Mine was alarmingly high. However, I had become accustomed to managing stress as a performing musician, which is probably the reason why I was able to hang in the job for as long as I did. Fortunately so, because it took two years for the necessary connections leading to the next stage of my life to fall into place. The first important piece of the puzzle was meeting my wife-to-be, Pam. She was working as a volunteer with the youth group. We started dating a few months after I arrived. We carefully kept our relationship a secret from Norman. The irony of engaging in this manner of subterfuge once again, under yet another authority figure, is inescapable to me now. When Norman finally did find out, he was livid.  Nevertheless, Pam and I remained undeterred in our commitment to each other and got married in 1986.

      The church made good on its promise rectify my inexperience by sending me to church music conferences in Texas and California, as well as seminars on choral conducting and vocal production at Westminster Choir College in Princeton, New Jersey.  In January 1987, I attended an international church music workshop at Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church, in Fort Lauderdale. At the time, Coral Ridge was one of the largest and most dynamic churches in the country with a fabulous music program and a nationwide television broadcast. In 1970, Decision magazine named Coral Ridge as one of the five great churches in the country. Its founder, James Kennedy, had pioneered Evangelism Explosion, a proselytization method, in 1962, and had built the church to a membership of 7000 by the mid-1980s. A documentary about Kennedy, Like a Mighty Army, was being shown in churches all over the country, including ours in Altoona, which had implemented Evangelism Explosion in hopes of achieving similar results. Music was important to Kennedy, and he had recruited Roger McMurrin to set up the music program. Roger’s one stipulation was that he be given free rein to perform the highest quality music possible, including staging large-scale concerts of the masterworks of classical music.  Kennedy agreed and the deal was struck. Like Norman, Roger is a man of enormous energy and drive, contagious enthusiasm, and charisma. In no time, he built a fabulously successful program. He brought in his friend, the highly talented Diane Bish, known for her colorful concert attire, to be his organist. Diane helped design the 117-rank Ruffatti sanctuary organ, installed in 1974, and cofounded the annual Church Music Explosion workshops with Roger. In the 1980s, she filmed her own television series, The Joy of Music. Roger also attracted prominent soloists and commissioned works from well-known church music composers like John Rutter for his 200-voice chancel choir and other musical ensembles.

      I was excited to be at such an auspicious place. I soaked up everything I could about Roger and his music program. One evening while he was rehearsing the choir and orchestra, I snuck up to the pulpit located at the side of the platform, and like a church mouse, tucked myself away on one of the two small benches inside, where I had the perfect vantage point.  Suddenly someone brushed past me and stepped up to the pulpit and started reading a text.  I immediately recognized the stained-glass voice of Dr. Kennedy, who, unbeknownst to me, was to be the narrator of the concert. In between his brief readings, he sat down on the bench opposite me.  He must have quickly surmised my intentions and gave me a warm avuncular smile. During the break, Roger came over to talk to him, and then turned his attention to me. We hit it off immediately. When he learned where I was working, he told me that he and his wife, Diane, were planning to attend the Robert Shaw Workshop at the Westminster Choir College.  Coincidentally, I was also planning to attend. Without any hesitation, and before I had any chance to consult Pam, I invited them to stay with us. He accepted on the spot and offered to take us to the airport when the conference was over.  To Pam’s credit she went along with it all enthusiastically. On the way to the airport, Roger offered me a job.  I did not take the offer seriously, nor would I have accepted.  I was just learning the ropes in the church music field and did not feel experienced enough to join Roger’s organization. However, the connection with Roger was to prove immensely important in years to come.

      Soon after our return from Fort Lauderdale, the third and final piece of the puzzle fell into place that led to the next chapter. By this time, the church had hired a full-time assistant minister, who took over pulpit duties on Sundays and Bible study on the Wednesdays when Norman was away. On one particular Wednesday both of them were away, so I was asked to lead it.  I had earned a double degree in music and Bible, so I was well qualified to teach the lesson. I approached the preparation with gusto, looking up the meanings of the Greek words in my reference works and delving as deeply as I could into the passage we were going to study. I thoroughly enjoyed the preparation process, and teaching the lesson itself, as well as my interaction with the people who attended. Their response was positive as well. The following morning, I had an epiphany—a flash of inspiration—that teaching was my true vocation. Because of my unpleasant experience at the International Brahms Conference a few years before, I had dismissed the idea of going into academia, but now I reconsidered it. I had also denigrated teaching because I thought everyone with a music degree would naturally want to be teachers. But in fact, none of my old roommates had academic teaching positions.  I began to see that teaching was a special gift. It was something I loved to do and could do well. I decided to go back to school to get a master’s degree and pursue a career in academia.  Because most teachers in my college only had master’s degrees, I thought that having one would be sufficient for me to get an academic position.  Although that turned out not to be the case, nevertheless, my direction was set. Again, to Pam’s credit, she was fully supportive of my decision. I was accepted into the graduate program at Temple University in Philadelphia and cheerfully resigned my position at the church.  We sold one of our cars and moved close to the hospital where Pam worked, not far from a train station where I could commute to class.

      GRADUATE SCHOOL AND BEGINNING OF DECONSTRUCTION

      When I embarked on my graduate studies in 1987, it was the first time in a while that I was not entirely immersed in a Christian environment.  I had developed many misconceptions about unbelievers over the years—that they lacked a moral compass and were responsible for all the ills of society. When the AIDS epidemic broke out, I viewed it as God’s punishment on the gay community. Grad school was to change all of that. I encountered non-Christians who were quite unlike the distorted picture that I had painted of them.  My fellow students were talented, bright, charming, and engaging people. They were not monsters after all.  This was especially true of my newfound gay friends, who abound in the world of the arts.  Not only were they highly talented musicians, but they exhibited a level of candor and integrity I had rarely encountered before.  They had been through the excruciating process of coming out and being courageously open about who they were, which freed them from the kind of hypocrisy one so often comes across in Christian circles.  Their example challenged me to rethink many of my presuppositions.

      Because I was no longer a professional Christian, I felt free to examine my beliefs. Unlike ministers, missionaries and professors at Bible colleges, my livelihood was not dependent on toeing a particular party line. Life was presenting me a golden opportunity to find out if everything I believed was really true, or whether I believed what I did simply because I had been taught it as a child, and had been surrounded by like-minded people all my life.  I razed my belief system to the ground.  I vowed, however, not to confer with anyone who had not conducted their own independent inquiry into these questions, and would therefore have a vested interest in steering me in a particular direction.

      I commenced my inquiry with the fundamental question, “Does God exist?” My awareness of God seemed to be a function of my emotional state. I observed that when I was in distress, I felt closer to God, and when all was going well, I did not feel his presence at all. Perhaps God was just a figment of my emotion. I also discovered that modern science was finding rational explanations for various phenomena that formerly had been attributed to God in the ancient world. Extending this process indefinitely into the future, would not God be entirely removed from the picture? I tried on atheism to see how it fit, and began living as if the universe and my existence were random accidents. After a while, the prospect that there was nothing “out there” was emotionally devastating. I felt incredibly lonely.  I could not sustain this belief and maintain my equilibrium.

      Atheism ran counter to the intimations I have that there is a transcendental reality beyond all appearances. Classical music’s forte is its element of transcendence.  There are pieces in which I feel so transported to a spiritual realm that it would be hard for me to deny its existence. Arthur Schopenhauer, nineteenth-century German idealist philosopher, also noticed this aspect of music, leading him to prize it above all the other arts for connecting us directly with the deepest essence of the universe. Schopenhauer allowed for the possibility of truth to be discovered in mystical experience. That concept appeals to my mystical side as well, that which I find most compelling in music and the arts. So I ditched atheism for agnosticism.  I found the majority of the philosophical “proofs” for the existence of God unconvincing. It seemed logical, however, to posit an “uncaused first cause.” The nature of what that cause might be, I could not say. However, I was content to remain in the uncertainty. Even scientists speculate about what existed before the big bang, so I do not feel too far out of bounds in this regard.

      The first real breakthrough in my deconstruction process came with an insight regarding the impossibility of hell. The efficacy of torture is predicated on pain inflicted upon bodies.  All of the horrid descriptions of hell, from the Apocalypse of Peter in the late first century, through Dante in the Middle Ages, to Bill Wiese’s twenty-first century description of his twenty-three minutes in hell—all would be rendered ludicrous if they did not involve bodies. Furthermore, for an eternity of torture, one would need an eternal incombustible body. Presumably this would have to be provided by God to achieve the desired effect. The other problem is hell’s location in the universe.  It might have been conveniently located beneath a flat earth in the ancient world, but not so fittingly in a post-Copernican universe. There are those who say that the pain one suffers is not physical; rather, it is a spiritual torment that comes from being separated from God and cast into complete darkness. Nevertheless, this notion also presupposes a “place” in the universe where this would be possible.

      Evangelicals like to say, “God is love,” but they rarely understand what that statement implies.  If God is the very quality of pure love, then God could do nothing unloving, or he would cease being what he is.  This automatically puts the nix on a place of torment without any recourse for eternity. I once asked my mother if she could send me to hell.  She said, “No, but God can.” Unfortunately, evangelicals continue to cling to a concept that presupposes a deity who manifests the very worst tendencies of human cruelty. I do not know of any loving mother who could send her child to an eternity of torture, mental or physical, regardless of what her child has done in this life.  She would somehow find it in her heart to show compassion and extend unlimited chances to atone for past mistakes. I have often wondered how Christianity would be different if its deity were a mother.

      When asked how many times we should forgive each other, Matthew’s Jesus replies, “Seventy times seven.” In other words, always. Luke’s Jesus says, “If the same person sins against you seven times a day, and turns back to you seven times and says, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive.” With the God of the Bible, however, it is “one strike and you’re out.”  Simply being born on this earth constitutes the first and only strike. According to Evangelicals, any remorse felt in hell falls on deaf ears too holy to hear them. Upon reaching these conclusions my cosmology no longer included hell, which opened the door to entirely new possibilities of viewing the Bible, God, and Christianity.

      INQUIRY CONTINUES AT YALE

      By the time I finished my studies at Temple, having a master’s degree was no longer enough to attain an academic position, and I needed to apply for doctoral programs. I was offered a full scholarship at Yale, so we pulled up stakes and relocated to New Haven. At first, the workload was overwhelming, but eventually I hit my stride and succeeded in my studies. I was surrounded by bright, non-Christian colleagues, under the tutelage of brilliant professors, many of whom had written the standard textbooks that I had studied. While at Temple, I still had a missionary mentality and tried to convert my friends. They were not very receptive, and I had a growing feeling of embarrassment about it all. At Yale, these feelings intensified. My friends were quite antagonistic about religion. Any suggestion of proselytizing would have been a nonstarter.  Furthermore, by that time I was drifting further and further away from the faith. I had gone “underground” with my doubts and inner deliberations about Christianity.  Like Mary, I kept “all these things to myself.” Pam, on the other hand, was clinging comfortably to her childhood faith. Finding a church in the New Haven area that suited both of us was a challenge.  For a while, we attended a small nondenominational church, but the informal style of music was a drawback for me.  I refused to go back when the musical accompaniment for the Easter service was a single acoustic guitar. We eventually settled on an Episcopal church, Trinity Church on the Green. It had a splendid music program, including a sublime choir of men and boys, a highly talented director/organist, and a magnificent Aeolian-Skinner pipe organ.  Completed in 1815, Trinity was one of the first Gothic revival edifices in the country and boasts four original stained-glass windows by Tiffany. I appreciated the formality and solemnity of the liturgical service.  I also admired the tolerant atmosphere of the church. I soon joined the choir as a male alto and thoroughly enjoyed the experience.

      Attending Trinity was the only remaining link I had with my childhood faith.  By that time I had completely stopped reading the Bible devotionally.  At first, reciting the prayers and the various texts of the liturgy was acceptable, but as time passed, I increasingly experienced cognitive dissonance between what we were reciting and what I was thinking.  I was sailing in uncharted waters without a rudder.  I still had no peg to put my hat on regarding the existence of God or the nature of the soul.  For some reason I decided to read Raymond Moody’s book, Life After Life, about near-death experiences. I was less impressed by the tunnel of light stories than I was with those in which people were able to peer down from above and see their bodies and the paramedics working to resuscitate them.  Moody also related a story of a person who died on the operating table and floated into the waiting room where close family members were waiting. The person was able to recall their conversations verbatim and identify a family member who had been in the waiting room but had left before the operation was over. One could argue that seeing tunnels of bright lights are the result of electrical impulses, but the other stories are not so easily explained away. I became convinced that consciousness can survive the death of the physical body and is not reliant upon it for its existence.  I have since talked to students and friends who have had similar out-of-body experiences; these stories have only served to reinforce this conviction.

      The Yale years not only added to my learning, but also to the size of our family.  I had wanted to wait until I finished my degree and was established professionally to start our family, but the biological clock was ticking away, and Pam was feeling quite pressed to start our family. I did not feel right about asking her to wait any longer. We had our first son in 1994 and the second in 1996. Pam needed to maintain her job at the hospital, so I assumed a large share of the childcare responsibilities. This slowed the progress on my dissertation to such an extent that it took almost ten years for me to complete my degree. By this time, the bar for acquiring an academic position had been raised even higher. It was no longer enough to have a doctorate.  Schools were looking for candidates that had publications as well. As I was nearing the completion of my dissertation, I applied for a job at Gordon College in the Boston area, where Roy Brunner was now teaching. I had visited him the year before, and he introduced me to his friend, who was chairman of the department. He told me that there was an opening coming up in his department and that I should apply.  It seemed to me that I had an inside track. Nevertheless, the hiring process was completely fair. Two hundred and fifty candidates applied, and I made it through the first and second rounds of interviews to the final cut of three interviewees.  Part of the interview process involved teaching a lesson to a class of students.  Afterwards the students were surveyed and voted me as their top choice. However, the search committee chose a candidate who had publications. It was more important for them to have a potential expert in the field, so as to enhance the department’s reputation, than to have an effective teacher in the classroom. This was the norm for the “publish or perish” mentality throughout academia. Given the struggle it was for me finish my degree while juggling the childcare duties, I was not able to keep up with the pace.

      Hindsight has shown me that I have rarely known what would truly make me happy.  If the plans I made for myself during my academic studies had come to fruition, they would have led to disappointment. I was devastated that I had not landed the job. But today I am thankful I did not.  Part of the interview process was the vetting of a candidate’s Christian faith.  I met with the Dean of Spiritual Life to have a chat about my “walk with the Lord.”  I knew the right buzzwords to say, but I felt uncomfortable dissembling about the true state of affairs. If I had received the position, I would have had to live a double life, toeing the “party line” in public while disavowing it in private.  I would have needed to guard carefully what I said in the classroom.  The straitjacket would have become suffocating in time. Furthermore, I had never abandoned my dream of living in Europe. Teaching at Gordon would have shut off that possibility for the foreseeable future. Nevertheless, I was applying for dozens of positions all over the country. We had recently had our third son. I was working three part-time jobs, none of which offered health coverage.  Pam had reduced her hours to the minimum, but still needed to keep her job for us to be on her health plan. As each rejection letter trickled in, the picture gradually crystallized. I was probably not going to find a full-time academic position in North America very soon, if at all, especially without any publications. The situation was untenable, so I began to explore another option. This is where Roger McMurrin makes his reentry into the story.

      RELOCATING TO KYIV AS FULL-TIME MISSIONARY

      In fact, Roger had never entirely left the picture.  While I was doing my graduate studies at Temple, he called me a few times and offered me a job at Coral Ridge, but I kept turning him down. I was headed in the direction of a career in academia.  In the mid-90s Roger and Diane sold everything they had and moved to Ukraine to work with some missionaries in Kyiv. Ukraine had recently opened up as a mission field after the fall of the Soviet Union. Missionaries from all over the world—not only from North America, but also Western Europe, Australia and even South Korea—were setting up their operations there.  Roger and Diane had visited some Presbyterian missionaries in Kyiv during a summer vacation and felt led to return and make a new life in Ukraine.  Initially they helped out with menial tasks, but soon Roger began contacting musicians in Kyiv to form a choir and orchestra to perform Handel’s Messiah, a work previously unperformed in that part of the world.  The concerts were so successful that Roger kept the ensemble together to perform other sacred masterworks rarely performed in the Soviet era.  Eventually Roger formed his own mission organization, a unique combination of music and humanitarian aid.  The concerts were an avenue to invite people to the church Roger created for the musicians. A soup kitchen was set up to distribute basic staples. He organized a North American tour to raise money and it had been a great success. Annual tours soon become the norm. One performance was at Carnegie Hall, which we attended. The choir and orchestra were of the highest caliber. A few days later, Roger and Diane came to stay with us in New Haven.  They urged us to consider coming to Kyiv and working with him.  As enticing as it seemed, I still had my sights set on an academic career. However, when things did not seem to be moving in a positive direction in this regard, we decided that it would be a good idea if I went to Kyiv and scouted things out.  I stayed with Roger and Diane for two weeks and saw enough to be reassured that our family could make a go of it there. We carefully considered our options but were hesitant about taking such a momentous step. Finally, one day we realized that our hearts were already in Kyiv, so we decided to make the move.

      I did not really see it necessarily as a mission venture for myself. My intention was to participate in the musical aspects of the organization and the tours, and leave the mission aspects to Pam. I was holding onto the last vestiges of my faith and had misgivings about putting myself forward as a missionary to do the necessary fund raising.  I had seen how difficult it was for me to pretend to be something I was not in my job interview at Gordon.  I put those misgivings aside and threw myself into the task. I contacted all of the churches from my family’s network of contacts and was able to set up meetings with several mission committees. The churches usually requested that I play a piano solo in the Sunday morning service and occasionally asked me to present our project to the congregation. As I had with the Dean at Gordon, I knew the right words to say, but all the while I felt like a fraud. For her part, Pam had always wanted to be a missionary and was not conflicted in the least about the direction we were headed. By the spring of 2001, we raised sufficient funds to reach the threshold for our move.  We sold as many of our things as we could and shipped the rest in a large container. We left for Kyiv with high hopes, not knowing the storm that was gathering over the horizon.

      Our roles in the mission had not been clearly defined before we arrived. I had thought that Roger would make me his right-hand man and give me responsibilities with the choir and orchestra.  In fact, Roger had no such intention.  He had highly accomplished Ukrainian conductors assisting him, and he wanted to keep them as an integral part of the organization. Roger’s idea was that I would survey the general situation and find my own niche, as he had done.  That might have worked well for a flamboyant extrovert like him, but I was flummoxed.  Roger was able to set up a meeting through his connections with the head of the conservatory to explore the possibility of me teaching some music history courses there. The director was openly disdainful.  He had never heard of Yale and did not take too kindly to the idea of an American teaching his students anything about the history of music. Ukrainians are justly proud of their musical heritage.  Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninov were among the founding members of the conservatory in Kyiv, and Vladimir Horowitz one of its most illustrious graduates. My teaching at the conservatory was a nonstarter. Without any teaching or other musical activities to occupy my time, I was feeling stranded and dejected.  For her part, Pam was thriving.  Shortly after our arrival an American pediatrician and his family joined the team. With her nursing experience, they set about taking care of the needs of young parents with children, and then expanded their scope to include the medical needs of the older population by securing medical supplies from the States. They operated an informal medical clinic on Saturdays to coincide with the soup kitchen. Pam was quite pleased with her work. In this regard, it seemed that our move was a qualified success.

      My attempts at playing the good missionary were meeting with no more success than my musical activities. We were attending the church Roger had founded, which met in the large hall where the choir and orchestra rehearsed. It was a far cry from the splendor of Trinity Church in New Haven. There was the language barrier to deal with, but we were given a translator for that. The topics of the sermons were understandably simplistic, given that most of the members were new converts and needed to be spoon-fed the basic doctrines, which, because the church was affiliated with the Presbyterian Church, were strongly aligned with the Calvinist tradition.  None of this had been a problem for me twenty years earlier when I was a summer missionary in France under similar conditions. After my years of inquiry and doubt, however, I was drowning.

      Sundays were not the only hurdle. The mission team met regularly for prayer meetings during the week.  Prayer had long been a subject of skepticism and cynicism for me.  If God is omniscient and knows everything about us, why do we need to tell him our needs?  Is God a Santa in the Sky who sees us when we are sleeping and knows when we’re awake, to whom we send our wish lists? Is God a string-pulling Geppetto, who manipulates events to favor his preferred Pinocchios? When we ask for prayers for others, are we doing so in the hope that the more prayers God receives, the louder the request is heard, thereby increasing the likelihood that he will act? Many Christians continue to cling to this quaintly anthropomorphic view of God.  They regularly beseech him to spare them from natural disasters and divert the course of hurricanes. If they are unscathed, they thank him for his mercy and seemingly take no heed of the poor souls who were in its path. Perhaps God loves them less or is punishing them for their sins. If they are in its destructive path, they praise God for pulling them through. Either way, their prayers have no impact on the course of the storm, but God will be praised. Such was my state of mind one evening as we gathered for our weekly prayer meeting. The missionary who was leading the session that night encouraged us to pray as we felt led without any particular order, and he would close the session when all of us had prayed.  With each prayer, the pressure of the process of elimination mounted. After everyone had prayed, the leader waited for me. I could not bring myself to do it. After what felt like an interminably long pause, he said his prayer to end the session.  Thus ended any pretense I had about fitting into the missionary mold.

      Roger and Diane had purchased a spacious apartment across the street from the opera house where they regularly entertained local dignitaries and foreign visitors as a way of networking.  On one occasion, some women who were foreign aid workers from the UK were present.  They had been observing the humanitarian aspects of the missions perhaps with the aim of securing funds for our project.  It became quite clear from the start of the dinner that they were not Christians and had serious qualms about the proselytization aspects of the mission.  They peppered Roger with questions about this aspect.  At one point, the discussion turned to the veracity of the claims of Christianity about Jesus and his resurrection.  Roger’s response was to point out that the Russian word for Sunday is “Resurrection Day.”  He argued that Russians would not label the day as such if it were not true.  The women openly scoffed.  I was sitting between Roger and them feeling quite torn.  I found myself mentally agreeing with their point of view and ridiculing Roger’s. I admired them. They were cut from the same cloth as the intellectuals I had enjoyed being around during my graduate studies. At one point Roger said, “Hey! I invite you as guests in my house and all you do is attack me!” I did my best to moderate the discussion diplomatically, but Roger criticized me afterwards for not defending him and taking up his position with more enthusiasm. My guise was slipping.

      CRISIS IN MARRIAGE AND MISSION

      Meanwhile, something even more alarming was happening inside of me.  Roger and Diane had arranged for a woman from the organization named Wanda to be a nanny for the children and to help us with the shopping and cleaning. My stipulation had been that whoever helped us should be an older, grandmotherly type, as a precaution against the possibility of any impropriety.  Wanda seemed to fit the bill perfectly.  She adored our children and they adored her. Plus, she was a marvelous help with the daily chores. When she arrived at our place every morning she was like a ray of sunshine with her infectious laughter and smile and warmth with the children. We were quite pleased with the arrangement. It turned out, however, that Wanda was much nearer in age to me than I had supposed. I began to see her in a different light.  A cliché scenario for sure, and one that I thought I had taken the proper measures to avoid. Nevertheless, there it was.  She was always appropriate and professional when she was with us, so the impetus for our brief affair was entirely mine. Given how lost I was feeling in the mission and in my marriage, I suppose I was ripe for a fall. Regarding the marriage, I had noticed a distinct shift when we started having children. The focus of Pam’s attention went largely to the children, and I began to feel like a satellite in a distant orbit. An outside observer would probably say that I should have dismissed Wanda at the first sign of my feelings of attraction, but I was completely overwhelmed by them. It was the first time I had felt this way during my marriage, and I did not know how to cope with the situation. I now know that these feelings, if not acted upon, will dissipate in time, but this wisdom had to be earned the hard way.

      We went back to the States in November to do some fundraising and celebrate the holidays with family.  My hope was that my feelings would go away, but as the saying goes, the absence only served to intensify them. Not long after we returned, I confessed my feelings to Wanda and events accelerated swiftly to a dramatic climax.  I began leading a double life. Sneaking around and hiding your tracks might make for an interesting spy movie, but it takes an intolerable toll on a person’s peace of mind.  My clandestine activities ran roughshod over my sense of integrity. I was in a constant state of anxiety. Worse still was the intense guilt I was feeling. It was not a situation that could be maintained indefinitely. I was crying a lot and losing weight. People were starting to notice something was wrong.  My flimsy excuse when they expressed concern was that I was experiencing depression. I knew that it was only a matter of time until the full truth would be known.  When it did, I vowed to come clean and leave both my marriage and the mission. The gravity of what I was contemplating, and how it would affect everyone involved, weighed heavily on me. Since I was a people pleaser, knowing that I would disappoint and anger all of my intimate relations made the situation more excruciating. I did not relish the idea of hurting everyone I loved, but I was in so much pain that it was the only way I could think of to alleviate it. All the same, I could not conceive of life in Kyiv where I could earn a living and have a life with Wanda. I had only one lead to follow. I had heard that my private Russian tutor taught philosophy at a university founded by missionaries called the International Christian University (ICU). There, all instruction was given in English.  I asked him to inquire about whether there might be an opening for me there.

      In the meantime, my distress had become obvious to Roger, and he arranged to meet for lunch to talk about what was troubling me.  He asked me if I had fallen in love with someone, or with an “idea” about myself.  I had no clue what he meant by the second comment but kept mum about the first. He confided that he and Diane had had a crisis in their marriage because he had strong feelings for someone else. They met with a counsellor and were told that the best option was to get a divorce.  They decided to stay together, principally to maintain Roger’s career. Many conservative churches do not permit a divorcé to hold a position of authority. He said that it might feel like I was cutting off my right arm, but counseled me to do the right thing and stay with Pam. Essentially, he wanted me to validate his decision by doing likewise. But ironically, his advice had the opposite effect on me. I had always felt that underneath her smiling exterior, Diane was a deeply unhappy person. When I looked around, I did not see very many happy marriages among the other missionaries either, neither did I think that my mother was very happy being with my father.  I also recalled a situation involving the head of the music department at Gordon College. He had fallen in love with one of his students and was given an ultimatum to cut relations with her or lose his job.  He broke it off, but he seemed to be fairly miserable. While we were there for the job interview, he and his wife drove us to a dinner with the music faculty at a local restaurant. They rode the whole way there and back in stony silence.  All of these folks seemed to have sacrificed their happiness to maintain their ministries or careers. I vowed that I would not suffer the same fate, come what may. I told Roger that I would give him an answer soon.

      I met with the head of ICU a few days later.  There was an opening to teach music appreciation, and the possibility that there might be other courses to teach in the humanities. There have been few times in my life that I have been as stunned as I was when I left the interview. This was not how things were supposed to work.  There I was, planning a terrible act of treachery and feeling more guilty than I ever had before. Then a door opens up to make it all happen. In an instant, all my previous ideas about divine retribution were overturned.  Surely God was looking down at me disapprovingly.  How could he permit such a turn of events to occur and provide a way out?  Maybe God was not what I thought he was after all.  It would take several more years to process this and form a new conception of the divine. In any case, I had what I needed to put my plan in motion. I arranged for a meeting with Roger, Diane, and Pam at our apartment.  I sat interrogation-style in a chair opposite the three of them on the couch. They tried their best to convince me to change my mind by painting a dire picture of what my life would be like.  It sill amazes me that I summoned the courage to do what I did in the face of such pressure. Nevertheless, in one coup de grâce, I left the mission and my marriage. Within a week, Pam returned to the States with the boys, and we embarked on the next phase of our lives. Despite the tumult and emotional upheaval of the coming days, life swiftly became far more interesting and richly rewarding than I had ever imagined.
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      CALVIN’S VIEW OF TOTAL DEPRAVITY

      Calvinism is traditionally defined by the acronym TULIP, which stands for Total Depravity, Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace, and Perseverance of the Saints.  Specific discussions of these will form the structural framework of the central chapters of this book. While these five points define Calvinism and the Reformed tradition, many of the other mainline denominations share points of commonality in their doctrinal stance, since many of these ideas are based on the theology of Augustine of Hippo (354–430), who in turn based his theology on that of the Apostle Paul (cir. 5–cir. 64/67). Both men will figure heavily in our discussions.  Their ideas run like a red thread through the historical debates on these doctrinal points, and echoes of them can be found in the creeds of the major branches of Christianity. Jean Calvin (1509–1564) had a thorough knowledge of Augustine’s corpus and refers to it repeatedly when making his own arguments.  The other major figure of the Reformation, Martin Luther (1483-1546), was himself an Augustinian monk well-versed in Augustinian thought.  Above all, the epistles of Paul have been used as proof texts for numerous theologians and preachers down through the ages, and form the font from which much of Christian doctrine is derived.  Because of the seminal importance of their ideas, some time will be spent in this chapter analyzing how they viewed themselves, how that catalyzed their doctrines of original sin and soteriology, and the impact this has had on the way many Christians continue to view themselves today.

      The total depravity in question is the deprivation of man’s original state, perpetrated by Adam’s disobedience in the Garden, which resulted in the “fall” of the human race.  Calvin says that this “effaced” the “heavenly image” in which man was created. Adam was punished “by a withdrawal of the ornaments in which he had been arrayed—viz. wisdom, nurture, justice, truth, and holiness.”1 These were substituted with the “dire pests” of “blindness, impotence, vanity, impurity, and unrighteousness.” Adam contaminated not only himself, but “plunged” the human race “in the same wretchedness.”  Calvin points out that this defective human condition is what the early Christian writers meant by the term “original sin,” namely “the depravation of a nature formerly good and pure.” Calvin defines original sin as

      
        
        a hereditary corruption and depravity of our nature, extending to all parts of the soul, which first makes us obnoxious to the wrath of God, and then produces in us works which in scripture are termed works of the flesh.2

        

      

      Calvin asserts that David’s comment, “in sin did my mother conceive me,” does not imply that “there was no peculiarity in David’s case” but that his was “an instance of the common lot of the whole human race.”3 Calvin concludes that all of humanity has descended from an “impure seed,” and have “come in to the world tainted with the contagion of sin.” The origin of man’s depravity cannot be divulged until “we ascend to the first parent of all as the fountain head.”4 Citing Paul’s assertion that “all die in Adam,”5 Calvin concludes that Adam not only “brought disaster and ruin upon himself, but plunged our nature into like destruction” and “infected his whole seed.” Calvin also cites Paul’s statement that “we were by nature children of wrath,”6 to assert that when Adam “corrupted himself, he transmitted that contagion to all his posterity.”7  This contamination extends even to infants fresh from “their mother’s womb,” even though they have not “yet produced the fruits of their own unrighteousness, they have the seed implanted in them.”8  Calvin sums up the plight of every infant in that their “whole nature” is a “seed-bed of sin” that cannot help but be “odious and abominable to God.”

      Paul’s discussion of man’s condition in Romans chapter five is one of Calvin’s cardinal biblical proof texts.  In his epistle to the Romans, Paul provides a sweeping account of man’s legal standing before God, from the creation until the crucifixion of Jesus and his new position subsequently.  In chapter five, he arrives at the point in his argument where he defines man’s dismal situation before and under the Mosaic law code, and how Jesus provided an escape for humanity with his death:

      
        
        Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death came through sin, and so death spread to all because all have sinned—sin was indeed in the world before the law, but sin is not reckoned when there is no law. Yet death exercised dominion from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam, who is a type of the one who was to come. But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died through the one man’s trespass, much more surely have the grace of God and the free gift in the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, abounded for the many. If, because of the one man’s trespass, death exercised dominion through that one, much more surely will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness exercise dominion in life through the one man, Jesus Christ. Therefore just as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man’s act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all.9

        

      

      Calvin zeroes in on Paul’s comment of how one man, i.e., Adam, is the source of all the sin in the world and of the consequences of it suffered by the human race.  He points out that “Paul distinctly affirms, that sin extends to us all who suffer its punishment.”10 The sin for which we are punished is the “natural depravity which we bring from our mother’s womb,” by which we have “become corrupt and vicious,” and therefore deserve God’s vengeance.  Calvin concludes,

      
        
        This is that sin which they call original. For as Adam at his creation had received for us as well as for himself the gifts of God’s favor, so by falling away from the Lord, he in himself corrupted, vitiated, depraved, and ruined our nature, for having been divested of God’s likeness, he could not have generated seed but what was like himself. Hence we have all sinned; for we are all imbued with natural corruption, and so are become sinful wicked.11

        

      

      Calvin here reiterates his “seed” theory of original sin, concerning how it was passed down through the generations since Adam.

      For his seed theory, Calvin utilized a biblical precedent from a passage in the book of Hebrews about the superiority of Melchizedek to Abraham and his offspring. The author of Hebrews cites an incident in Abraham’s life when he was returning from his victory over King Chedorlaomer of Elam and the other regional kings allied with him, who had captured his nephew Lot.  He was met by King Melchizedek, the King of Salem and priest of God Most High (El Elyon), who offered Abraham bread and wine as sustenance and gave Abraham a blessing. In return, Abraham gave Melchizedek a tithe of ten percent of the spoils.12 By this, the author of the book of Hebrews infers that Melchizedek and his order of priesthood is superior to the Levitical, which sprung from Abraham’s lineage through Levi.  Levi, the author argues, was present at the ceremony “in the loins of his father,” even though technically his father was Jacob, the grandson of Abraham.13  As Calvin notes, “Though God granted to the Levites the right of requiring tithes of the people, and thus set them above all the Israelites, yet they have all descended from the same parent, and Abraham, the father of them all, paid tithes to a priest of another race: then all of the descendants of Abraham are inferior to this priest.”14 This precedent was sufficient for Calvin to make the same claim for all of humanity as the descendants of Adam.  The French Confession of Faith, which was overseen by Calvin, proclaims that original sin is a “hereditary evil.”15 The Canons of Dort, which formally established the five points of Calvinist doctrine in the 17th century, elaborates on the hereditary nature of original sin. Article Two states,

      
        
        Human beings brought forth their children of the same nature as themselves after the fall. That is to say, being corrupt they brought forth corrupt children.  The corruption spread, by God’s judgment, from Adam and Eve to all their descendants, except for Christ alone…by way of the propagation of their perverted nature.16

        

      

      AUGUSTINE’S SEED THEORY AND THE SIN OF PRIDE

      The seed theory was not the invention of Calvin.  The first theologian to propound it was Augustine.  In City of God, he argues that the fact that all men die is proof that Adam’s sin has been passed down through the generations. He states,

      
        
        Wherefore we must say that the first men were indeed so created, that if they had not sinned, they would not have experienced any kind of death, but that, having become sinners, they were so punished with death that whatsoever sprang from their stock (i.e., seed) should also be punished with the same death. For nothing else could be born of them than that which they themselves had been.17

        

      

      Augustine argues that children beget children of the same nature as their parents, i.e., “as man the parent is, such is man the offspring.” Therefore, in Adam, “there existed the whole human nature, which was to be transmitted by the woman to posterity, when that conjugal union received the divine sentence of its own condemnation.” Thus, it was not the original nature given to them by God that they propagated, but the corrupted nature they created because of their sin.  Furthermore, Augustine asserts, “For we were all in that one man, since we all were that one man, who into sin by the woman was made from before the sin…already the seminal nature was there from which we were to be propagated, and bound by the chain of death, and justly condemned, man could not be born in any other state.”18
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