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The Reformed Tradition

My examination of poverty and need in the Protestant tradition be-
gins with John Calvin. Since Calvin was not only a leading theologian
of the Reformation but is also often credited with having a significant
influence in Western political thought,? it is appropriate for us to
consider his position on issues of poverty and the just distribution of
goods. On the social question of poverty, Calvin begins by focusing
on the theme of the image of God: he vigorously asserts that this pres-
ence of the imago dei in other people is, in itself, sufficient reason to
come to the aid of a neighbor, no matter how despicable that neigh-
bor may actually be. The image of God in all humans requires our
highest honor and love. Calvin states this emphatically and at length:

Scripture helps us [not to grow weary in well-doing] in the best
way when it teaches that we are not to consider that merit of
men themselves but to look upon the image of God in all men,
to which we owe all honor and love. However, it is among
members of the household of faith that this same image is more
carefully to be noted [Gal. 6:10] in so far as it has been renewed
and restored through the Spirit of Christ. . . . Therefore, what-
ever man you meet who needs your aid, you have no reason to
refuse to help him. Say, ‘He is a stranger’, but the Lord has
given him a mark that ought to be familiar to you, by virtue of
the fact that he forbids you to “despise your own flesh” [Isa.
58:7, Vg.]. Say, ‘He is contemptible and worthless’; but the Lord
shows him to be one to whom he has deigned to give the beauty
of his image. Say that you owe nothing for any service of his;
but God, as it were, has put him in his own place in order that
you may recognize toward him the many and great benefits
with which God has bound you to himself. Say that he does not
deserve even your least effort for his sake; but the image of

26. See, for example, Ernst Troeltsch’s famous Social Teachings of the Christian
Churches (New York: Harper & Row, 1960).
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yourself and all your possessions. Now if he has not only de-
served no good at your hand, but has also provoked you by un-
just acts and curses, not even this is just reason why you should
cease to embrace him in love and to perform the duties of love
on his behalf [Matt. 6:14, 18:35; Luke 17:3].7

Every person, according to Calvin, must be honored, no matter how
vile or undeserving he or she actually is; and that honor may even re-
quire that we give all of our possessions to him or her.?® The image of
God is so potent that no human judgment about a person’s value can
invalidate it.

Though Calvin never proposes Christian socialism, and indeed
was among the first theologians of his age to recognize the validity of
interest payments, he does advocate conditions of relative equality in
which all people have their basic needs met. He also recognizes that
wealth in the hands of a few can lead to oppression. For example,
when commenting on Deut. 15:1 — “At the end of every seventh year
you must make a remission of debts” — Calvin says:

Inasmuch as God had given them the use of the franchise
[earthly possessions], the best way to preserve their liberty was
by maintaining a condition of rough equality, lest a few per-
sons of immense wealth oppress the general body. Since, there-
fore, the rich, if they had been permitted constantly to increase
their wealth, would have tyrannized over the rest, God put a
restraint on immoderate power by means of this law.?’

27. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, bk. IlI, ch. VII, ed. John T.
McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), p. 696.

28. As seen in the above quote, Calvin sees the image of God as present in all,
but more readily observable in the believer. The fact that the image is more obscured
in unbelievers does not, however, negate our responsibilities toward them.

29. John Calvin, The Harmony of the Last Four Books of Moses, trans.
Chas. W. Dingham (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1950), eighth commandment, in Deut.
15:1, vol. X.
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In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin’s ethic focuses
on self-denial, and he insists that the right to hold property is condi-
tional on its usage for the good of others. For Calvin, proper usage of
property requires a willingness to deny oneself its benefits, and use it
for the sake of one’s fellow.

Scripture, to lead us by the hand to this [guide to self-denial],
warns that whatever benefits we obtain from the Lord have
been entrusted to us on this condition: that they be applied to
the common good of the church. And therefore the lawful use
of all benefits consists in a literal and kindly sharing of them
with others. No surer rule and no more valid exhortation to
keep it could be devised than when we are taught that all the
gifts we possess have been bestowed by God and entrusted to
us on condition that they be distributed for our neighbors’
benefit [cf. I Peter 4:10].%°

This economic morality is furthered by Calvin’s understanding of
stewardship. For Calvin, God appoints us stewards of God’s goods
— for the good of others:

We are the stewards of everything God has conferred on us by
which we are able to help our neighbor, and are required to
render account of our stewardship. Moreover, the only right
stewardship is that which is tested by the rule of love. Thus it
will come about that we shall not only join zeal for another’s
benefit with care for our own advantage, but shall subordinate
the latter to the former.®

In Calvin’s ethic, earthly possessions are tools to be used in our

practice of self-denial. The love of self must be subordinated to the
love of brother and sister, and the standard by which our piety is

30. Calvin, Institutes, p. 695.
31. Calvin, Institutes, p. 695.
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evaluated is that of service to the neighbor. For Calvin, obeying the
law implies the duties of love. He says: “God forbids us to hurt or
harm a brother unjustly, because he wills that the brother’s life be
dear and precious to us. So at the same time he requires those du-
ties of love which can apply to its preservation.”3? This love of
neighbor is then not only a refusal to harm the neighbor; it also re-
quires outgoing activity that serves his or her good. In sum, Calvin
sees property as a tool that must be used to perform positive good
for the neighbor.

Various Protestant Traditions

Many traditions within Protestantism echo the aforementioned
themes. In 1990, for example, a diverse assembly of Protestant theo-
logians, economists, and policy-makers gathered in England to ad-
dress questions of economic justice in the light of Christian faith.
The document they produced, the “Oxford Declaration on Christian
Faith and Economics,”* also emphasizes the doctrine of the “image
of God.” It declares: “Human beings are both part of creation and
also unique. Only human beings are created in the image of God”
(par. 7). The Oxford Declaration also emphasizes God’s ownership
of all things and the need for humans to continue to work in the
world as his stewards:

Work involves all those activities done, not for their own sake,
but to satisfy human needs. Work belongs to the very purpose
for which God originally made human beings. (par. 13)

32. Institutes, pp. 375-76.

33. “The Oxford Declaration on Christian Faith and Economics,” in Herbert
Schlossberg, Vinay Samuel, and Ronald J. Sider, eds., Christianity and Economics in
the Post-Cold War Era: The Oxford Declaration and Beyond (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1994). The Oxford Declaration was not produced by an official church body,
but it was signed by more than 100 Protestant economists, theologians, philosophers,
and development workers.
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