
October 6, 2008

Dear Friends of the Foundation:
 
As we face the uncertainties of life in this world, I am reminded of a passage in Calvin in
which he holds up the joy of faith in God's providence by contrasting that with anxiety of
living under the reign of fortune:
 

Without certainty about God's providence life would be unbearable

       Hence appears the immeasurable felicity of the godly mind. Innumerable are the
evils that beset human life; innumerable, too, the deaths that threaten it. We need not go
beyond ourselves: since our body is the receptacle of a thousand diseases—in fact holds
within itself and fosters the causes of diseases—a man cannot go about unburdened by
many forms of his own destruction, and without drawing out a life enveloped, as it were,
with death. For what else would you call it, when he neither freezes nor sweats without
danger? Now, wherever you turn, all things around you not only are hardly to be trusted
but almost openly menace, and seem to threaten immediate death. Embark upon a ship,
you are one step away from death. Mount a horse, if one foot slips, your life is imperiled.
Go through the city streets, you are subject to as many dangers as there are tiles on the
roofs. If there is a weapon in your hand or a friend’s, harm awaits. All the fierce animals
you see are armed for your destruction. But if you try to shut yourself up in a walled
garden, seemingly delightful, there a serpent sometimes lies hidden. Your house,
continually in danger of fire, threatens in the daytime to impoverish you, at night even
to collapse upon you. Your field, since it is exposed to hail, frost, drought, and other
calamities, threatens you with barrenness, and hence, famine. I pass over poisonings,
ambushes, robberies, open violence, which in part besiege us at home, in part dog us
abroad. Amid these tribulations must not man be most miserable, since, but half alive in
life, he weakly draws his anxious and languid breath, as if he had a sword perpetually
hanging over his neck?

       You will say: these events rarely happen, or at least not all the time, nor to all men,
and never all at once. I agree; but since we are warned by the examples of others that
these can also happen to ourselves, and that our life ought not to be excepted any more
than theirs, we cannot but be frightened and terrified as if such events were about to
happen to us. What, therefore, more calamitous can you imagine than such trepidation?
Besides that, if we say that God has exposed man, the noblest of creatures, to all sorts of
blind and heedless blows of fortune, we are not guiltless of reproaching God. But here I
propose to speak only of that misery which man will feel if he is brought under the sway
of fortune.

John Calvin, Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. from the 1559 Latin ed.
by Ford Lewis Battles, 2 vols., in Library of Christian Classics, ed. John T. McNeill
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1960), Book 1, chapter 17, section 10
(volume 1, page 223).

 
Grace and Peace,
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