
Foreword 

 

In 1969, Ford Lewis Battles—a name that has by now rightly become virtually 

synonymous with the leading, modern edition of John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian 

Religion—set his fertile mind to explaining not only the systematic theology of the great 

Genevan Reformer but also the underlying piety that continually sparked the engine of 

that systematic theology. After over 30 years of unrivalled textual experience to do so, 

Ford Battles had two primary audiences in mind for the lectures that comprise this 

present work in the Calvin500 series: (1) the first, immediate audience was from outside 

Protestantism—Battles sought to explain Calvin’s spirituality to Roman Catholics, in 

hope that they would, at least, have a more balanced appraisal of the Reformer’s internal 

drive-shaft in contrast to the predominantly negative or hostile caricatures of the time; 

and (2) a modern audience that had received, at least in the English-speaking world, few, 

if any, positive synopses of Calvin’s piety. Battles sought, as others had, both earlier and 

later, to rehabilitate the image of a man who both (a) made an enduring contribution to 

culture and theology, and (b) who also had been rather persistently vilified. 

  

 Battles may have considered the playing field as he found it to be akin to a 

revisionism that produced injustice to the image of Calvin, or he may have—qua 

historian—stepped in to add scholarly details, or he may have sought to vindicate his 

mentor as a disciple. In whichever role, he certainly brought to the table some aspects of 

Calvin that few English-speaking volumes did. 

  

 The republishing of this present volume adds important vignettes to the window of 

Calvin’s soul. Battles’ essay on the meaning of piety for Calvin set the tone and provided 

an essential glossary for the rest of his work. Much like Calvin, Battles had a tripartite 

focus in that section. First, he wished that these gathered writings would allow a modern 

readership to know Calvin “as he saw his own life.” Next, Battles wished to exhibit “the 

Christian life as he [Calvin] understood it. Thirdly, Battles hoped to set forth Calvin’s 

own discussion of prayer and to include some of the reformer’s own prayers and 

liturgical examples of how those prayers were used practically in the life of the church.  



  

 A far more poetic Calvin emerges from this volume than the cartoon Calvin who is 

only known as a rigid systematician or hater of joy. Battles and the best Calvin scholars, 

of course, know that Calvin was much more than a rigorous theologian par excellence. 

He was also a preacher, a counselor, a supporter of a Boys’ home, an educator, and much 

more. Battles’ acquaintance with the original French editions of Calvin’s works, along 

with the strophic translations below, illustrate more of the artistry of Calvin’s piety than 

most English translations.  

  

 One of the sections of Calvin’s written corpus that has customarily revealed more of 

Calvin’s heart than other passages is the section “On the Christian Life,” from Book 3, 

chapters 6-10 of the Institutes. Wise tutors who wish Calvin to be fully understood often 

point students to this as a suitable introduction to Calvin. Battles knew its value and 

included it as a key component of Calvin’s piety. Moreover, while Calvin was still living, 

an English translation of this, released as the equivalent of a paperback summary, was 

issued in 1549 by Thomas Broke under the title, “The Life and Conversation of a 

Christian Man.” Battles himself thought of this as Calvin’s deeply personal reflections on 

his exile from 1536-1538.1 The version in our edition below draws upon the earlier 

French text from 1541. In many ways, this text was an introduction to Calvin for 

Englishmen who knew neither Latin nor French. It was a blockbuster book, influencing 

generations of Puritans and colonists who settled the new world.  

  

 Later this anthology exhibits Calvin’s practice of prayer—a topic often overlooked by 

scholars—and details his love for the visible church, truly the laboratory of theology. 

This helpful volume also includes some of Calvin’s actual worship service, a fragment 

that as little as a half-century ago when Battles was writing was largely the exclusive 

possession of technical scholars. A wide readership is enhanced in its understanding of 

Calvin when it sees both his liturgy and prayers taken from his life. It is as if flesh, 

muscle, and tissue are visibly put on the skeleton of theology when we read these 
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sections. This anthology that contains Calvin’s prayers is certainly an addition to our 

understanding of Calvin.  

  

 Finally, the musical side of Calvin is presented by the fine translations of Calvin’s 

songs; and that is further aided by the arrangements provided by Battles’ son-in-law 

Stanley E. Tagg in this volume. The adapted hymns provide a practical display of 

Calvin’s faith that is often lost in the shuffle or buried under either harsh criticism of 

Calvin or incomplete renderings of him as a theological genius locked in the stratosphere 

of abstract thought. This present volume serves well as the flip-side-of-the-coin reading 

for Battles’ own An Analysis of the “Institutes of the Christian Religion” of John Calvin 

(released in paperback by P&R in 2001). 

 

 The present volume was first published in Geneva in 1969, and after undergoing 

several reprintings (1973, 1975), was published by Baker in 1978. It is a welcome 

addition to the fabric of Calvin studies. 

 

A brief biography of a humble student of Calvin 

 So that the reader might appreciate a little more of the spiritual biography of the 

author of this work, a short sketch of his life is included. Much of Dr. Battles’ life was 

away from the limelights that bring celebrity. With many of his publishings being 

collaborative efforts, he also did not seek the spotlight—rather he strove to further 

research and piety. Born just prior to the first World War in 1915, Battles was more of a 

historical theologian than a systematic theologian. His post-secondary education began at 

the University of West Virginia, to which he returned and where he taught English for a 

short time following his service in airfield intelligence during WWII.2 Between the two 

wars, in the late 1930s, he was awarded a Rhodes scholarship through which he 

discovered the church fathers and the power of original sources. Friend and later 

colleague John Hesselink,3 noted that while an Oxford Rhodes scholar, Battles also read 
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medieval literature with C. S. Lewis. Battles stated that when he was 23 years old his 

introduction to the classics of theology was so different from the Christianity that he had 

previously learned that it led to a “rebirth into faith all too imperfectly received in my 

childhood when I was sent to the early Christian fathers by my academic supervisor, C. S. 

Lewis of Oxford University.”4 His love for conversion, especially in Calvin and perhaps 

aided by Lewis, left a profound impression on his scholarly studies. In his 1979 On 

Experiencing History, he described this rediscovery of the patristics as his “own recovery 

of Scripture (a unity of two testaments), [and] my own return to a right direction of 

pilgrimage, to a new sense of Christian discipleship.”5 He also referred to these 

theological classics as capable of neutralizing “the acids of modernity,” which in his 

experienced had blurred the “tablets of revelation, softening, even disfiguring and 

distorting the saving message.”6   

  

 Following his military service, Dr. Battles completed his PhD work from Hartford 

Theological Seminary in 1949; his PhD dissertation, “A Translation and Critical Study of 

the First Book of the Homilies of Gregory the Great: On the Prophet Ezekiel” was 

published in 1950 and reflected both his acquaintance with OT studies and his love for 

original languages. He taught at Hartford Theological Seminary, beginning in 1950 and 

publishing regularly until 1967, and at later at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary from 

1967 on. He also lectured at Union Theological Seminary (VA) and Calvin Theological 

Seminary (MI). If anything, his publications grew dramatically during his association 

with Pittsburgh Seminary and under the support of its president, Donald G. Miller. 

Battles also had a hand in establishing one of the foremost American centers for Calvin 

Study and would have been the founding Director of the H. Henry Meeter Center for 

Calvin Studies in 1980, had not the Lord taken him home in 1979. Notwithstanding, as a 
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former student Richard Gamble notes,7 his wife Marion completed the task of founding 

the Meeter Center for him.  

  

 Marion Davis Battles (1921-1994) was Dr. Battles’ truest colleague. A graduate of 

Tufts University, she also received her master’s from the Fletcher School of Law and 

Diplomacy. Later she worked as an interpreter for meetings of the UN and as a translator. 

She was also an accomplished pianist, and later served as a deacon until her death in 

1994. 

  

 Ford Battles’ range and quality of publishings are most impressive. Following the 

publication of his dissertation and several reviews, his first major publication was 

Advocates of Reform: From Wyclif to Erasmus (1953) in the Library of Christian Classics 

series. He also translated Calvin’s first work, a commentary on Seneca’s De Clementia, 

and essays by Wyclif and Erasmus; many other essays, translations, and insightful 

articles flowed from his pen during his Hartford tenure. His intimate acquaintance with 

patristic and medieval theology, however, is evident over the course of his life from his 

numerous articles, introductions, and editorial work. With his knowledge of Calvin, he 

set his hand to translate the standard English edition of Calvin’s Institutes (1960). 

Recruited by J. T. McNeill to translate Calvin’s magnum opus from the original Latin, 

Battles devoted much of the years of 1953-1960 to this task. He realized that a fitting 

translation must, of necessity, take note of the Latin originals, but also be informed by 

culture, history, philosophy, other cited sources, Canon law, medieval thought and life, as 

well as other various academic or professional fields. Battles, in this mammoth project, 

sought to enter the recesses of Calvin’s mind in order to present that fertile and pious 

mind to an audience that was agnostic at best toward Calvin. He viewed much of his 

work in translating and editing, whether in Calvin or others, as preliminary spade work 

for other scholars to mold. 
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 With the release of his 1960 edition of the Institutes (also in the Library of Christian 

Classics series), Battles established his reputation as a new brand of theologian—one 

who was both historically savvy and also as one who revered ad fontes as more than an 

antiquated method. Battles, as a textualist, did as much as any other English-speaking 

theologian in the twentieth century to return the priority of the text to the minds of future 

generations of pastors and theologians. Indeed, with his other translations of other 

editions of Calvin’s Institutes, Battles led a revival of source-based study, a contribution 

that is as lasting as appreciated. Of his own work, he saw his craft as follows: “theology 

is the changing of the verbs of Scripture in to nouns, preaching should be the changing of 

nouns back into verbs.”8 This particular work would also congeal his “progress from 

modernism to Reformed Christianity . . . struggling to reclaim the gospel at a time when 

the acids of sixteenth-century ‘modernity’ had obscured and disfigured” classical 

orthodoxy.9 Battles believed that he gave to students in this 1960 work, “spiritual 

autobiography in dogmatic form.” Moreover, he disavowed that the focus of theology 

was on speculative matters.  

  

 At the same time, Battles’ interests were broad. From works ranging from a 1964 

article on “Art and Worship: Friends or Foes” and a 1967 work “Seventy Decisive Years 

in American Hymnody (1799-1868),” one sees the breadth of spiritual interests in this 

scholar. His bibliography shows a pronounced increase in production, however, 

beginning in 1968 with his association with Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. From an 

average of 2-3 publications per year from 1949-1967, he averaged over 10 publications 

from 1968-1978. While he continued to write on medieval theologians, his lasting focus 

from that time until his death was on Calvin studies; indeed, some see him as pioneering 

modern Calvin studies in America. 

  

 Furthermore, that Battles was a thoroughly modern scholar can be seen from his early 

appropriation of computing tools for Calvin studies. He was one of the first theologians 
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to publish an article on that subject in his 1969 “Calvin and the Computer,” a bold 

attempt to harness technology in service of academic theology. In the 1970s while also 

publishing many articles on liturgical subjects, he continued his scholarly work, and in 

1972, at the beginning of the use of computer tools for theologians, he published A 

Computerized Concordance to Calvin’s “Instituties of the Christian Religion.”  

  

 Before his death in 1979, the distinguished Calvin translator-scholar, Ford Lewis 

Battles, agreed to have his English translation of Calvin’s First (1538) Catechism 

(Calvin’s First Catechism: A Commentary, by I. John Hesselink [Westminster John Knox 

Press, 1997]) This first catechism of the Genevan reformer had remained unpublished 

until 1877 in Geneva in French. While an Italian translation was provided and a Latin text 

was reserved for scholars, this first English edition came from Battles’ translation and 

was published in 1997.   

  

 In the final years of his career, several very noteworthy publications were released 

between 1975 and 1980. His continued interest in hymnody and ecumenical theology are 

reflected from his final years, and his 1976 address on “The Future of Calviniana” 

pointed the way for many young scholars. His 1978 work, Calculus Fidei: Some 

Ruminations on the Structure of the Theology of John Calvin, was likely his most 

comprehensive, as it sought to identify the unifying thread of Calvin’s thought. In this 

address to an Amsterdam meeting of the International Congress on Calvin Research, one 

also notes how far Calvin studies had come, both in substance and organization, during 

Battles’ period of scholarly effort and leadership. Exhibiting a new level of scholarly 

comprehensiveness (See for example Table F [Interpreting Calvin, 156], that essay 

summarizes in one page the additions and relocations of material between various 

editions of the Institutes. He viewed this last work as his most significant and as “the 

creative fruit of those years in which he labored minutely over the text of the Institutes as 

its translator.”10 One of Battles’ lifetime goals was to balance the systematic strain of 

Calvin with the poetic strain, a task seldom targeted prior to Battles. One may read any of 
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Battles’ several synopses of Calvin and find rigor, organization, and charting that is 

almost of a Bezaesque degree. Notwithstanding, the pulse beat of true faith also thumps 

beneath the various schemes and outlines provided. His outlines of subject matter are 

honest, accurate, helpful, and quite involved. 

  

 Following his death in 1979, several important volumes have been produced that 

highlight the value of his work. Reformatio Perennis  (Pickwick, 1981) was a 

posthumously published festschrift for Battles that assesses his contributions as scholar, 

teacher, churchman, and humanitarian. In 1986, a revised edition of Battles’ translation of 

Calvin’s early work was released as: Institutes of the Christian Religion: Embracing Almost the 

Whole Sum of Piety, & Whatever is Necessary to Know of the Doctrine of Salvation. Interpreting John 

Calvin (published in 1996 by Baker). The 1996 Interpreting John Calvin contains several 

original sources under one cover, including Calvin’s early work on Seneca, Battles’ 

Calculus Fidei, and part of the present volume below. The bibliography in that work (pp. 

361-370) indicates his thorough scholarship.  

  

 Like Calvin, much of Battles’ piety was quiet and private, but his commitments were 

deep and unshakeable. John Hesselink, among others, has noted the collegiality of 

Battles: “Like his own mentor, John Calvin, Ford Battles not only had many friends; he 

sustained and deepened those friendships long after direct personal contact was generally 

not possible.”11 Former student Donald McKim correctly identifies both his breathtaking 

familiarity with previous theologians before Calvin, as well as his ongoing dialogue with 

humanist critics of Calvin. However, McKim is also correct to give tribute to his 

imposing scholarship, the “profundity of his reservoirs,” and foremost, his “honest 

humility.”  

  

 His work is characterized as a life of scholarship, dedicated to belief, focused on 

original sources, committed to accuracy, supportive of spiritual balance and piety, 

unashamed of the reality of conversion, ecumenical in thrust, and deeply appreciative of 
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the enduring value of John Calvin as a mentor for living. Most of his church life was 

lived in the Congregationalist orbit of the United Church of Christ, but he concluded his 

life as a member of the Christian Reformed Church with sympathetic Calvinists in Grand 

Rapids, where a collection of unpublished papers by Battles is held by the H. Henry 

Meeter Center for Calvin Studies in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Many of his students have 

carried on his honest scholarship and enhanced Calvin studies, surely a satisfactory 

tribute to his mentoring. Among them are Calvin experts Richard Benedetto, Richard 

Gamble, John Hesselink, Donald McKim (and others), and his own children, Nancy and 

Emily. Nancy’s husband Stanley Tagg is a musician and the editor of the hymnic portions 

of this work.  

  

 The dedication of this volume, released as part of the 500th anniversary of John 

Calvin’s birth, also fittingly gives tribute to another John, this time Leith. The original 

dedication of this present book to John H. Leith speaks volumes about Battles’ 

commitment to reformed Orthodoxy. John Leith, with whom Ford Lewis Battles later 

identified, and others like Battles aided considerably in the rebirth of appreciation of 

Calvin among American Presbyterians in the mid-twentieth century. Their hope, as all of 

ours, is not for Calvinolatry but for mere Calvinophilia. None of these previous authors 

believe that Calvin was beyond criticism nor unimprovable; however, what we unite for 

is the pursuit of a better appreciation for the work of Calvin. A tender appreciation for 

Calvin’s piety, which is so needed to round out and correct apprehensions of his life and 

work, is the goal of this work and our Calvin Quincentenary.  

  

 Allowing Battles the final word, in his 1976 “Future of Calviniana,” he summarized 

his own work well: 

 

. . . what I am advocating is no antiquarian enterprise. What is set forth in the pages . . . 

however clumsily, is a life and death matter. Can the form of Christianity commonly 

known as Calvinism survive in the modern world? It cannot survive unless, first, it is 

known; secondly, believed; thirdly, practiced. Calvin, the theologian, was captive to his 

own time and place, but also transcends the sixteenth century. The more I study that great 



interpreter of Jesus Christ, the more contemporary I discover him to be, and the more 

dated I find so called ‘contemporary theology’ to be.12  

 

This present volume is dedicated to those same ends, shared not only by Battles and 

Calvin, but as indicated by the presence of his children, in what we hope will be the 

beginning bell for Calvin1000 in 2509. Both Calvin and Battles would be pleased to have 

their future students read their explorations through their own mentors’ works centuries 

later. 

 

David W. Hall 
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