
CHAPTER 29 : FROM RISE OF PROTESTANTISM IN FRANCE 
(1510) TO PUBLICATION OF THE INSTITUTES (1536) 

The area of the Reformation — that great movement which, wherever it comes, makes all 
things new is about to undergo enlargement. The stage, already crowded with great actors 
— England, Germany, Switzerland, Sweden, Denmark — is to receive another accession. 
The plot is deepening, the parts are multiplying, and the issues give promise of being rich 
and grand beyond conception. It is no mean actor that is now to step upon that stage on 
which the nations do battle, and where, if victorious, they shall reap a future of happiness 
and glory; but if vanquished, there await them decadence, and shame, and ruin. The new 
nationality which has come to mingle in this great drama is France. 
 
At the opening of the sixteenth century, France held a foremost place among the 
countries of Europe. It might not unworthy aspire to lead in a great movement of the 
nations.  The rich endowments of the people made it at once desirable and probable that 
France would embrace the Reformation.  
 
We are entering on one of the grandest yet most tragic of all the pages of our history. The 
movement which we now behold entering France is to divide — deeply and fiercely 
divide the nation; for it is a characteristic of the French people that whatever cause they 
embrace, they embrace with enthusiasm; and whatever cause they oppose, they oppose 
with an equal enthusiasm. As we pass on the scenes will be continually shifting, and the 
quick alternations of hope and fear will never cease to agitate us.  
 
We lift the curtain at the year 1510. On its rising we find the throne of France occupied 
by Louis XII, the wisest sovereign of his time. He has just assembled a Parliament at 
Tours to resolve for him the question whether it is lawful to go to war with the Pope, who 
violates treaties, and sustains his injustice by levying soldiers and fighting battles? The 
warlike Julius II then occupied the chair which a Borgia had recently filled. 
 
Ignorant of theology, with no inclination, and just as little capacity, for the spiritual duties 
of his see, Julius II passed his whole time in camps and on battle-fields. With so bellicose 
a priest at its center, Christendom had but little rest. Among others whom the Pope 
disquieted was the meek and upright Louis of France; hence the question which he put to 
his Parliament. The answer of that assembly marks the moral decadence of the Papacy, 
and the contempt in which the thunderbolts of the Vatican were beginning to be held. "It 
is lawful for the king," said they, "not only to act defensively but offensively against such 
a man". Fortified by the advice of his Parliament, Louis gave the command to his armies 
to march, and two years later he indicated sufficiently his own opinion of the Papacy and 
its crowned chief, when he caused a coin to be struck at Naples bearing the words, Perdan 
Babylonis nomen.  These symptoms announced the near approach of the new times. 
 
Other things were then being transacted which also gave plain indication that the old age 
was about to close and a new age to open. Weary of a Pope who made it his sole vocation 
to marshal armies and conquer cities and provinces, who went in person to the battle-
field, but never once appeared in the pulpit, the Emperor Maximilian I and Louis of 



France agreed to convoke a Council for "the Reformation of the Church in its head and 
members." That Council was now sitting at Pisa. It summoned the Pope to its bar, and 
when Julius II failed to appear, the Council suspended him from his office, and forbade 
all people to obey him. The Pope treated the decree of the Fathers with the same 
contempt which he had shown to their summons. He convoked another Council at the 
Lateran, made void that of Pisa, with all its decrees, fulminated excommunication against 
Louis, suspended Divine worship in France, and delivered the kingdom to whomsoever 
had the will and the power to seize upon it.  
 
Thus Council met Council, and the project of the two sovereigns for a Reformation came 
to nothing, as later and similar attempts were destined to do. 
 
Julius II was busied with his Council of the Lateran when in 1513 he died, and was 
succeeded in the Papal chair by Cardinal John de Medici, Leo X. 
 
With the new Pope came new manners at Rome. Underneath, the stream of corruption 
continued steadily to flow, but on the surface things were changed. The Vatican no longer 
rang with the clang of arms. Instead of soldiers, troops of artists and musicians, crowds of 
masqueraders and buffoons now filled the palace of the Pope. The talk was no longer of 
battles, but of pictures and statues and dancers. Soon Louis of France followed his former 
opponent, Julius II, to the grave. He died and was succeeded by his nephew, Francis I. 
 
The new Pope and the new king were not unlike in character. The Renaissance had 
touched both, communicating to them that refinement of outward manners, and that 
aesthetical rather than cultivated taste, which it never failed to impart to all who came 
under its influence. The strong, wayward, and selfish passions of the men it had failed to 
correct. Both loved to surround themselves with pomps. Francis was greedy of fame, Leo 
was greedy of money, and both were greedy of pleasure, and the characteristic passions 
of each became in the hand of an overruling Providence the means of furthering the great 
movement which now presents itself on the scene. 
 
The river which waters great kingdoms, and bears on its bosom the commerce of many 
nations, may be traced up to some solitary fountain among the far-off hills. So was it with 
that river of the Water of Life that was now to go forth to refresh France. It had its first 
rise in a single soul. It is the year 1510, and the good Louis XII is still upon the throne. A 
stranger visiting Paris at that day, more especially if of a devout turn, would hardly have 
failed to mark an old man, small of stature and simple in manners, going his round of the 
churches and, prostrate before their images, devoutly "repeating his hours:" This man was 
destined to be, on a small scale, to the realm of France what Wyckliffe had been, on a 
large, to England and the world — "the morning star of the Reformation." His name was 
Jacques Lefevre.  
 
The man who was the first to emerge from the darkness that covered his native land is 
entitled to a prominent share of our attention. Lefevre was in all points a remarkable man. 
Endowed with an inquisitive and capacious intellect, hardly was there a field of study 
open to those ages which he had not entered, and in which he had not made great 



proficiency. The ancient languages, the belles lettres, history, mathematics, philosophy, 
theology; — he had studied them all. His thirst for knowledge tempted him to try what he 
might be able to learn from other lands besides France. He had visited Asia and Africa, 
and seen all that the end of the fifteenth century had to show. Returning to France he was 
appointed to a chair in the Sorbonne, or Theological Hall of the great Paris University, 
and soon he drew around him a crowd of admiring disciples. He was the first luminary, 
Erasmus tells us, in that constellation of lights; but he was withal so meek, so amiable, so 
candid, and so full of loving-kindness, that all who knew him loved him. But there were 
those among his fellow-professors who envied him the admiration of which he was the 
object, and insinuated that the man who had visited so many countries, and had made 
himself familiar with so many subjects, and some of them so questionable, could hardly 
have escaped some taint of heresy, and could not be wholly loyal to Mother Church. 
 
They set to watching him; but no one of them all was so punctual and exemplary in his 
devotions. never was he absent from mass; never was his place empty at the procession, 
and no one remained so long as Lefevre on his knees before the saints. Nay, often might 
this man, the most distinguished of all the professors of the Sorbonne, be seen decking 
the statues of Mary with flowers.  No flaw could his enemies find in his armor. 
 
Lefevre, thinking to crown the saints with a fairer and more lasting garland than the 
perishable flowers he had offered to their images, formed the idea of collecting and re-
writing their lives: He had already made some progress in his task when the thought 
struck him that he might find in the Bible materials or hints that would be useful to him in 
his work. To the Bible — the original languages of which he had studied — he 
accordingly turned. He had unwittingly opened to himself the portals of a new world. 
Saints of another sort than those that had till this moment engaged his attention now 
stood before him — men who had received a higher canonization than that of Rome, and 
whose images the pen of inspiration itself had drawn. The virtues of the real saints 
dimmed in his eyes the glories of the legendary ones. The pen dropped from his hand, 
and he could proceed no farther in the task on which till now he had labored with a zeal 
so genial, and a perseverance so untiring. 
 
Having opened the Bible, Lefevre was in no haste to shut it. He saw that not only were 
the saints of the Bible unlike the saints of the Roman Calendar, but that the Church of the 
Bible was unlike the Roman Church. From the images of Paul and Peter, the doctor of 
Etaples now turned to the Epistles of Paul and Peter, from the voice of the Church to the 
voice of God. The plan of a free justification stood revealed to him. It came like a sudden 
revelation — like the breaking of the day. In 1512 he published a commentary, of which 
a copy is extant in the Bibliotheque Royale of Paris, on the Epistles of Paul. In that work 
he says, "It is God who gives us, by faith, that righteousness which by grace alone 
justifies to eternal life."  
 
The day has broken. This utterance of Lefevre assures us of that. It is but a single ray, it is 
true; but it comes from Heaven, it is light Divine, and will yet scatter the darkness that 
broods over France. It has already banished the gloom of monkery from the soul of 
Lefevre; it will do the same for his pupils — for his countrymen, and he knows that he 



has not received the light to put it under a bushel. Of all places, the Sorbonne was the 
most dangerous in which to proclaim the new doctrine. For centuries no one but the 
schoolmen had spoken there, and now to proclaim in the citadel and sanctuary of 
scholasticism a doctrine that would explode what had received the reverence, as it had 
been the labor, of ages, and promised, as was thought, eternal fame to its authors, was 
enough to make the very stones cry out from the venerable walls, and was sure to draw 
down a tempest of scholastic ire on the head of the adventurous innovator. Lefevre had 
attained an age which is proverbially wary, if not timid; he knew well the risks to which 
he was exposing himself, nevertheless he went on to teach the doctrine of salvation by 
grace. There rose a great commotion round the chair whence proceeded these unwonted 
sounds. With very different feelings did the pupils of the venerable man listen to the new 
teaching. The faces of some testified to the delight which his doctrine gave them. They 
looked like men to whose eyes some glorious vista had been suddenly opened, or who 
had unexpectedly lighted upon what they had long but vainly sought. Astonishment or 
doubt was plainly written on the faces of others, while the knitted brows and flashing 
eyes of some as plainly bespoke the anger that inflamed them against the man who was 
razing, as they thought, the very foundations of morality. 
 
The agitation in the class-room of Lefevre quickly communicated itself to the whole 
university. The doctors were in a flutter. Reasonings and objections were heard on every 
side, frivolous in some cases, in others the fruit of blind prejudice, or dislike of the 
doctrine. But some few were honest, and these Lefevre made it his business to answer, 
being desirous to show that his doctrine did not give a license to sin, and that it was not 
new, but old; that he was not the first preacher of it in France, that it had been taught by 
Irenaeus in early times, long before the scholastic theology was heard of; and especially 
that this doctrine was not his, not Irenaeus', but God's, who had revealed it to men in his 
Word. 
 
Mutterings began to be heard of the tempest that was gathering in the distance; but as yet 
it did not burst, and meanwhile Lefevre, within whose soul the light was growing clearer 
day by day, went on with his work. 
 
It is important to mark that these occurrences took place in 1512. Not yet, nor till five 
years later, was the name of Luther heard of in France. The monk of Wittemberg had not 
yet nailed his Theses against indulgences to the doors of the Schloss-kirk. From Germany 
then, most manifest it is, the Reformation which we now see springing up on French soil 
did not come. 
 
Even before the strokes of Luther's hammer in Wittemberg are heard ringing the knell of 
the old times, the voice of Lefevre is proclaiming beneath the vaulted roof of the 
Sorbonne in Paris the advent of the new age. The Reformation of France came out of the 
Bible as really as the light which kindles mountain and plain at daybreak comes out of 
heaven. And as it was in France so was it in all the countries of the Reform. The Word of 
God, like God himself, is light; and from that enduring and inexhaustible source came 
forth that welcome clay which, after a long and protracted night, broke upon the nations 
in the morning of the sixteenth century. 



Among the youth whom we see gathered round the chair of the aged Lefevre, there is one 
who specially attracts our notice. It is easy to see that between the scholar and his master 
there exists an attachment of no ordinary kind. There is no one in all that crowd of pupils 
who so hangs upon the lips of his teacher as does this youth, nor is there one on whom 
the eyes of that teacher rest with so kindly a light. This youth is not a native of France. 
He was born among the Alps of Dauphine in 1489. His name is William Farel. 
 
His parents were eminently pious, measured by the standard of that age. Never did 
morning kindle into glory the white mountains, in the midst of which their dwelling was 
placed, but the family was assembled, and the bead-roll duly gone over; and never did 
evening descend, first enkindling then paling the Alps, without the customary hymn to 
the Virgin. The parents of the youth, as he himself informs us, believed all that the priests 
told them; and he, in his turn, believed all that his parents told him. 
 
Thus he grew up till he was about the age of twenty — the grandeurs of nature in his eye 
all hours of the day, but the darkness of superstition deepening year by year in his soul. 
The two — the glory of the Alps and the glory of the Church — seemed to blend and 
become one in his mind. It would have been as hard for him to believe that Rome with 
her Pope and holy priests, with her rites and ceremonies, was the mere creation of 
superstition, as to believe that the great mountains around him, with their snows and their 
pine-forests, were a mere illusion, a painting on the sky, which but mocked the senses, 
and would one day dissolve like an unsubstantial though gorgeous exhalation.  
 
It was his father's wish that he should devote himself to the profession of arms, but the 
young Farel aspired to be a scholar. The fame of the Sorbonne had reached him in his 
secluded native valley, and he thirsted to drink at that renowned well of learning. He now 
(1510) set out for Paris, presented himself at the gates of its university, and was enrolled 
among its students. 
 
It was here that the young Dauphinese scholar became acquainted with the doctor of 
Etaples. There were but few points to bring them together, one would have thought, and a 
great many to keep them apart. The one was young, the other old; the one was 
enthusiastic, the other was timid; but these differences were on the surface only. The two 
were kindred in their souls, both were noble, unselfish, devout, and in an age of growing 
skepticism and dissoluteness the devotion of both was as sincere as it was ardent. This 
was the link that bound them together, and the points of contrast instead of weakening 
only tended the more firmly to cement their friendship. The aged master and the young 
disciple might often be seen going their rounds in company, and visiting the same 
shrines, and kneeling before the same images. 
 
But now a change was commencing in the mind of Lefevre which must part the two for 
ever, or bind them together yet more indissolubly. The spiritual dawn was breaking in the 
soul of the doctor of Etaples; would his young disciple be able to enter along with him 
into that new world into which the other was being translated? In his public teaching 
Lefevre now began to let fall at times crumbs of the new knowledge he had gleaned from 
the Bible. "Salvation is of grace," would the professor say to his pupils. 



 
"The Innocent One is condemned and the criminal is acquitted." "It is the cross of Christ 
alone that openeth the gates of heaven and shutteth the gates of hell." Farel started as 
these words fell upon his ear. What did they import, and where would they lead him? 
Were then all his visits to the saints, and the many hours on his knees before their images, 
to no purpose — prayers flung into empty space? The teachings of his youth, the 
sanctities of his home, nay, the grandeurs of the mountains which were associated in his 
mind with the beliefs he had learned at their feet, rose up before him, and appeared to 
frown upon him, and he wished he were back again, where, encompassed by the calm 
majesty of the hills, he might no longer feel these torturing doubts. 
 
There had been for some time a tempest in the soul of the young student. Farel had lost 
his peace, and the austerities he had practiced with a growing rigor had failed to restore it. 
What Scripture so emphatically terms "the terrors of death and the pains of hell" had 
taken hold upon him. It was while he was in this state, feeling that he could not save 
himself, and beginning to despair of ever being saved, that the words were spoken in his 
hearing, "The cross of Christ alone openeth the gates of heaven." Farel felt that this was 
the only salvation to suit him, that if ever he should be saved it must be "of grace," 
"without money and without price," and so he immediately pressed in at the portal which 
the words of Lefevre had opened to him, and rejoined his teacher in the new world into 
which that teacher himself had so recently entered. 

For a brief space Jacques Lefevre and Guillaume Farel shone like twin stars in the 
morning sky of France. The influence of Lefevre was none the less efficient that it was 
quietly put forth, and consisted mainly in the dissemination of those vital truths from 
which Protestantism was to spring among the young and ardent minds that were gathered 
round his chair, and by whom the new doctrine was afterwards to be published from the 
pulpit, or witnessed for on the scaffold. Peter Robert Olivetan, the translator of the first 
French Bible from the version of Lefevre, is believed to have been among the number of 
those who received the truth from the doctor of Etaples, and who, in his turn, was the 
means of enlisting in the service of Protestantism the greatest champion whom France, or 
perhaps any other country, ever gave to it. 
 
While Lefevre scattered the seed in his lecture-room, Farel, now fully emancipated from 
the yoke of the Pope, and listening to no teaching but that of the Bible, went forth and 
preached in the temples. He was as uncompromising and bold in his advocacy of the 
gospel as he had aforetime been zealous in behalf of Popery. "Young and resolute," says 
Felice, "he caused the public places and temples to resound with his voice of thunder." 
He labored for a short time in Meaux, where Protestantism reaped its earliest triumphs: 
and when the gathering storm of persecution drove him from France, which happened 
soon thereafter, Farel directed his steps towards those grand mountains from which lie 
had come, and preaching in Switzerland with a courage which no violence could subdue, 
and an eloquence which drew around him vast crowds, he introduced the Reformation 
into his native land. He planted the standard of the cross on the shores of the lake of 
Neuchatel and on those of the Leman, and eventually carried it within the gates of 
Geneva, where we shall again meet him. He thus became the pioneer of Calvin. 



 
We have marked the two figures — Lefevre and Farel — that stand out with so great 
distinctness in this early dawn. A third now appears whose history possesses a great 
although a melancholy interest. After the doctor of Etaples no one had so much to do 
with the introduction of Protestantism into France as the man whom we now bring upon 
the stage. He is William Briconnet, Count of Montbrun, and Bishop of Meaux, a town 
about eight leagues east of Paris. Descended from a noble family, of good address, and a 
man of affairs, Briconnet was sent by Francis I on a mission to Rome. The most 
magnificent of all the Popes — Leo X — was then in the Vatican, and Briconnet's visit to 
the Eternal City gave him an opportunity of seeing the Papacy in the noon of its glory, if 
now somewhat past the meridian of its power. 
 
It was the same Pope to whom the Bishop of Meaux was now sent as ambassador to 
whom the saying is ascribed, "What a profitable affair this fable of Christ has been to 
us!" To Luther in his cell, alone with his sins and his conscience, the gospel was a reality; 
to Leo, amidst the statues and pictures of the Vatican, his courtiers, buffoons and dancers, 
the gospel was a fable. But this "fable" had done much for Rome. It had filled it — no 
one said with virtues — but with golden dignities, dazzling honors, and voluptuous 
delights.  
 
What an enigma was presented to the Bishop of Meaux! What a strange city was Rome 
— how full of religion, but how empty of virtue! Its ceremonies how gorgeous, but its 
worship how cold; its priests how numerous, and how splendidly arrayed! It wanted only 
that their virtues should be as shining as their garments, to make the city of the Pope the 
most resplendent in the universe. Such doubtless were the reflections of Briconnet during 
his stay at the court of Leo. 
 
The time came that the Bishop of Meaux must leave Rome and return to France. On his 
way back to his own country he had a great many more things to meditate upon than 
when on his journey southward to the Eternal City. As he climbs the lower ridges of the 
Apennines, and casts a look behind on the fast-vanishing cluster of towers and domes, 
which mark the site of Rome on the bosom of the Campagna, we can imagine him saying 
to himself, "May not the Pope have spoken infallibly for once, and may not that which I 
have seen enthroned amid so much of this world's pride and power and wickedness be, 
after all, only a 'fable'?" In short, Briconnet, like Luther, came back from Rome much 
less a son of the Church than he had been before going thither.  
 
New scenes awaited him on his return, and what he had seen in Rome helped to prepare 
him for what he was now to witness in France. On getting back to his diocese the Bishop 
of Meaux was astonished at the change which had passed in Paris during his absence. 
There was a new light in the sky of France: a new influence was stirring in the minds of 
men. The good bishop thirsted to taste the new knowledge which he saw was 
transforming the lives and gladdening the hearts of all who received it. He had known 
Lefevre before going to Rome, and what so natural as that he should turn to his old friend 
to tell him whence had come that influence, so silent yet so mighty, which was changing 
the world? Lefevre put the Bible into his hands: it was all in that book. The bishop 



opened the mysterious volume, and there he saw what he had missed at Rome — a 
church which had neither Pontifical chair nor purple robes, but which possessed the 
higher splendor of truth and holiness. The bishop felt that this was the true Spouse of 
Christ. 
 
The Bible had revealed to Briconnet, Christ as the Author of a free salvation, the 
Bestower of an eternal life, without the intervention of the "Church," and this knowledge 
was to him as "living water," as "heavenly food." "Such is its sweetness," said he, "that it 
makes the mind insatiable, the more we taste of it the more we long for it. What vessel is 
able to receive the exceeding fullness of this inexhaustible sweetness?"  
 
The bishop received the new doctrine without experiencing that severe mental conflict 
which Farel had passed through. He found the gate not strait, and entered in — somewhat 
too easily perhaps — and took his place in the little circle of disciples which the gospel 
had already gathered round it in France — Lefevre, Farel, Roussel, and Vatable, all four 
professors in the University of Paris — although, alas! he was not destined to remain in 
that holy society to the close. 
 
Of the five men whom Protestantism had called to follow it in this kingdom, the Bishop 
of Meaux, as regarded the practical work of Reformation, was the most powerful. The 
whole of France he saw needed Reformation; where should he begin? Unquestionably in 
his own diocese. His rectors and cures walked in the old paths. They squandered their 
revenues in the dissolute gaieties of Paris, while they appointed ignorant deputies to do 
duty for them at Meaux. In other days Briconnet had looked on this as a matter of course: 
now it appeared to him a scandalous and criminal abuse. In 1520 he published a mandate, 
proclaiming all to be "traitors and deserters who, by abandoning their flocks, show 
plainly that what they love is their fleece and their wool." He interdicted, moreover, the 
Franciscans from the pulpits of his diocese. At the season of the grand fetes these men 
made their rounds, amply provided with new jests, which put their hearers in good 
humor, and helped the friars to fill their stomachs and their wallets. Briconnet forbade the 
pulpits to be longer desecrated by such buffooneries. He visited in person, like a faithful 
bishop, all his parishes; summoned the clergy and parishioners before him: inquired into 
the teaching of the one and the morals of the other: removed ignorant cures, that is, every 
nine out of ten of the clergy, and replaced them with men able to teach, when such could 
be found, which was then no easy matter. To remedy the great evil of the time, which was 
ignorance, he instituted a theological seminary at Meaux, where, under his own eye, there 
might be trained "able ministers of the New Testament;" and meanwhile he did what he 
could to supply the lack of laborers, by ascending the pulpit and preaching himself, "a 
thing which had long since gone quite out of fashion."  
 
Leaving Meaux now, to come back to it soon, we return to Paris. The influence of 
Briconnet's conversion was felt among the high personages of the court, and the literary 
circles of the capital, as well as amidst the artisans and peasants of the diocese of Meaux. 
The door of the palace stood open to the bishop, and the friendship he enjoyed with 
Francis I opened to Briconnet vast opportunities of spreading Reformed views among the 
philosophers and scholars whom that monarch loved to assemble round him. One high-



born, and wearing a mitre, was sure to be listened to where a humbler Reformer might in 
vain solicit audience. The court of France was then adorned by a galaxy of learned men, 
to all of whom the bishop made known a higher knowledge than that of the Renaissance. 
But the most illustrious convert in the palace was the sister of the king, Margaret of 
Valois. And now two personages whom we have not met as yet, but who are destined to 
act a great part in the drama on which we are entering, make their appearance. 
 
The one is Francis I, who ascended the throne just as the new day was breaking over 
Europe; the other is his sister, whom we have named above, Margaret of Angouleme. The 
brother and sister, in many of their qualities, resembled each other. Both were handsome 
in person, polished in manners, lively in disposition, and of a magnanimous and generous 
character. Both possessed a fine intellect, and both were fond of letters, which they had 
cultivated with ardor: Francis, who was sometimes styled the Mirror of Knighthood, 
embodied in his person the three characteristics of his age — valor, gallantry, and letters; 
the latter passion had, owing to the Renaissance, become a somewhat fashionable one.  
 
Francis aspired to be a great king, but the moral instability which tarnished his many 
great qualities forbade the realization of his idea. It was his fate, after starting with 
promise in every race, to fall behind before reaching the goal. The young monarch of 
Spain bore away from him the palm in arms. Despite his great abilities, and the talents he 
summoned to his aid, he was never able to achieve for France in politics any but a second 
place. He chased from his dominions the greatest theological intellect of his age, and the 
literary glory with which he thought to invest his name and throne passed over to 
England. He was passionately fond of his sister, whom he always called his "darling;" 
and Margaret was not less devoted in affection for her brother. For some time the lives, as 
the tastes, of the two flowed on together; but a day was to come when they would be 
parted. Amid the frivolities of the court, in which she mingled without defiling herself 
with its vices, the light of the gospel shone upon Margaret, and she turned to her Savior. 
Francis, after wavering some time between the gospel and Rome, between the pleasures 
of the world and the joys that are eternal, made at last his choice, but, alas! on the 
opposite side to that of his lovely and accomplished sister. Casting in his lot with Rome, 
and staking crown, and kingdom, and salvation upon the issue, he gave battle to the 
Reformation. 
 
We turn again to Margaret, whose grace and beauty made her the ornament of the court, 
as her brilliant qualities of intellect won the admiration and homage of all who came in 
contact with her. This accomplished princess, nevertheless, began to be unhappy. She felt 
a heaviness of the heart which the gaieties around her could not dispel. She was in this 
state, ill at ease, yet not knowing well what it was that troubled her, when Briconnet met 
her (1521). He saw at once to the bottom of her heart and her grief. He put into her hand 
what Lefevre had put into his own — the Bible; and after the eager study of the Word of 
God, Margaret forgot her fears and her sins in love to her Savior. She recognized in him 
the Friend she had long sought, but sought in vain, in the gay circles in which she moved, 
and she felt a strength and courage she had not known till now. Peace became an inmate 
of her bosom. She was no longer alone in the world. There was now a Friend by her side 
on whose sympathy she could cast herself in those dark hours when her brother Francis 



should frown, and the court should make her the object of its polished ridicule. 
 
In the conversion of Margaret a merciful Providence provided against the evil days that 
were to come. Furious storms were at no great distance, and although Margaret was not 
strong enough to prevent the bursting of these tempests, she could and did temper their 
bitterness. She was near the throne. The sweetness of her spirit was at times a restraint 
upon the headlong passions of her brother. With quiet tact she would defeat the plot of 
the monk, and undo the chain of the martyr, and not a few lives, which other wise would 
have perished on the scaffold, were through her interposition saved to the Reformation. 

A morning without clouds was rising on France, and Briconnet and Lefevre believed that 
such as the morning had been so would be the day, tranquil and clear, and waxing ever 
the brighter as it approached its noon. Already the gospel had entered the palace. In her 
lofty sphere Margaret of Valois shone like a star of soft and silvery light, clouded at 
times, it is true, from the awe in which she stood of her brother and the worldly society 
around her, but emitting a sweet and winning ray which attracted the eye of many a 
beholder. 
 
The monarch was on the side of progress, and often made the monks the butt of his biting 
satire. The patrons of literary culture were the welcome guests at the Louvre. All things 
were full of promise, and, looking down the vista of coming years, the friends of the 
gospel beheld a long series of triumphs awaiting it — the throne won, the ancient 
superstition overturned, and France clothed with a new moral strength becoming the 
benefactress of Christendom. Such was the future as it shaped itself to the eyes of the two 
chief leaders of the movement. Triumphs, it is true, glorious triumphs was the gospel to 
win in France, but not exactly of the kind which its friends at this hour anticipated. Its 
victories were to be gained not in the lettered conflicts of scholars, nor by the aid of 
princes; it was in the dungeon and at the stake that its prowess was to be shown. This was 
the terrible arena on which it was to agonize and to be crowned. This, however, was 
hidden from the eyes of Briconnet and Lefevre, who meanwhile, full of faith and 
courage, worked with all their might to speed on a victory which they regarded as already 
half won. 
 
The progress of events takes us back to Meaux. We have already noted the Reformation 
set on foot there by the bishop, the interdict laid on the friars, who henceforward could 
neither vent their buffooneries nor fill their wallets, the removal of immoral and 
incapable cures, and the founding of a school for the training of pastors. Briconnet now 
took another step forward; he hastened to place the Reform upon a stable basis — to open 
to his people access to the great fountain of light, the Bible. 
 
It was the ambition of the aged Lefevre, as it had been that of Wyckliffe, to see before he 
died every man in France able to read the Word of God in his mother tongue. With this 
object he began to translate the New Testament. The New Testament in French was 
published in 1522; and in 1524 the whole Bible was published in one volume at Meaux. 
The publication of the translated Bible was going on contemporaneously in Germany. 
Without the Bible in the mother tongues of France and Germany, the Reformation must 



have died with its first disciples; for, humanly speaking, it would have been impossible 
otherwise to have found for it foothold in Christendom in face of the tremendous 
opposition with which the powers of the world assailed it. The bishop, overjoyed, 
furthered with all his power the work of Lefevre. He made his steward distribute copies 
of the four Gospels to the poor gratis. "He spared," says Crespin, "neither gold nor 
silver," and the consequence was that the New Testament in French was widely 
circulated in all the parishes of his diocese. 
 
The wool trade formed the staple of Meaux, and its population consisted mainly of wool-
carders, spinners, weavers. Those in the surrounding districts were peasants and vine-
dressers. In town and country alike the Bible became the subject of study and the theme 
of talk. The artisans of Meaux conversed together about it as they plied the loom or 
tended the spindle. At meal-hours it was read in the workshops. The laborers in the 
vineyards and on the corn-fields, when the noontide came and they rested from toil, 
would draw forth the sacred volume, and while one read, the rest gathered round him in a 
circle and listened to the words of life. They longed for the return of the meal-hour, not 
that they might eat of the bread of earth, but that they might appease their hunger for the 
bread whereof he that eateth shall never die.  
 
These men had grown suddenly learned, "wiser than their teachers," to use the language 
of the book they were now so intently perusing. They were indeed wiser than the tribe of 
ignorant cures, and the army of Franciscan monks, whose highest aim had been to make 
their audience gape and laugh at their jests. Compared with the husks on which these men 
had fed them, this was the true bread, the heavenly manna. "Of what use are the saints to 
us?" said they. "Our only Mediator is Christ." To offer any formal argument to them that 
this book was Divine, they would have felt to be absurd. It had opened heaven to them. It 
had revealed the throne of God, and their way to it by the one and only Savior. Whose 
book, then, could this be but God's? and whence could it have come but from the skies? 
 
And well it was that their faith was thus simple and strong, for no less deep a conviction 
of the gospel's truth would have sufficed to carry them through what awaited them. All 
their days were not to be passed in the peaceful fold of Meaux. Dark temptations and 
fiery trials, of which they could not at this hour so much as form a conception, were to 
test them at no distant day. Could they stand when Briconnet should fall? Some of these 
men were at a future day to be led to the stake. Had their faith rested on no stronger 
foundation than a fine logical argument — had their conversion been only a new 
sentiment and not a new nature — had that into which they were now brought been a new 
system merely and not a new world — they could not have braved the dungeon or looked 
death in the face. But these disciples had planted their feet not on Briconnet, not on Peter, 
but on "the Rock," and that "Rock" was Christ: and so not all the coming storms of 
persecution could cast them down. Not that in themselves they could not be shaken — 
they were frail and fallible, but their "Rock" was immovable; and standing on it they 
were unconquerable — unconquerable alike amid the dark smoke and bitter flames of the 
Place de Greve as amid the green pastures of Meaux. 
 
But as yet these tempests are forbidden to burst, and meanwhile let us look somewhat 



more closely at this little flock, to which there attaches this great interest, that it was the 
first Protestant congregation on the soil of France. They were the workmanship, not of 
Briconnet, but of the Spirit, who by the instrumentality of the Bible had called them to 
the "knowledge of Christ," and the "fellowship of the saints." Let us mark them at the 
close of the day. Their toil ended, they diligently repaired from the workshop, the 
vineyard, the field, and assembled in the house of one of their number. They opened and 
read the Holy Scriptures; they conversed about the things of the Kingdom; they joined 
together in prayer, and their hearts burned within them. Their numbers were few, their 
sanctuary was humble, no mitred and vested priest conducted their services, no choir or 
organ-peal intoned their prayers; but ONE was in the midst of them greater than the 
doctor of the Sorbonne, greater than any King of France, even he who has said, "Lo, I am 
with you alway" — and where he is, there is the church. 
 
The members of this congregation belonged exclusively to the working class. Their daily 
bread was earned in the wool-factory or in the vineyard. Nevertheless a higher 
civilization had begun to sweeten their dispositions, refine their manners, and ennoble 
their speech, than any that the castles of their nobility could show. Meek in spirit, loving 
in heart, and holy in life, they presented a sample of what Protestantism would have made 
the whole nation of France, had it been allowed full freedom among a people who lacked 
but this to crown their many great qualities. 
 
By-and-by the churches were opened to them. Their conferences were no longer held in 
private dwellings: the Christians of Meaux now met in public, and usually a qualified 
person expounded to them, on these occasions, the scriptures. Bishop Briconnet took his 
turn in the pulpit, so eager was he to hold aloft "that sweet, mild, true, and only light," to 
use his own words, "which dazzles and enlightens every creature capable of receiving it; 
and which, while it enlightens him, raises him to the dignity of a son of God." These were 
happy days. The winds of heaven were holden that they might not hurt this young vine; 
and time was given it strike its roots into the soil before being overtaken by the tempest. 
 
A general reformation of manners followed the entrance of Protestantism into Meaux. No 
better evidence could there be of this than the complaints preferred by two classes of the 
community especially — the tavern-keepers and the monks. The topers in the wine-shops 
were becoming fewer, and the Begging Friars often returned from their predatory 
excursions with empty sacks. Images, too, if they could have spoken, would have swelled 
the murmurs at the ill-favored times, for few now bestowed upon them either coin or 
candles. Blasphemies and quarrellings ceased to be heard; there were now quiet on the 
streets and love in the dwellings of the little town. 
 
But now the first mutterings of the coming storm began to be heard in Paris; even this 
brought at first only increased prosperity to the Reformed Church at Meaux. It sent to the 
little flock new and greater teachers. The Sorbonne — that ancient and proud champion 
of orthodoxy — knew that these were not times to slumber: it saw Protestantism rising in 
the capital; it beheld the flames catching the edifice of the faith. It took alarm: it called 
upon the king to put down the new opinions by force. Francis did not respond quite so 
zealously as the Sorbonne would have liked. He was not prepared to patronize 



Protestantism, far from it; but, at the same time, he had no love for monks, and was 
disposed to allow a considerable margin to "men of genius," and so he forbade the 
Sorbonne to set up the scaffold. 
 
Still little reliance could be placed upon the wavering and pleasure-loving king, and 
Lefevre, on whom his colleagues of the Sorbonne had contrived to fasten a quarrel, might 
any hour be apprehended and thrown into prison. "Come to Meaux," said Briconnet to 
Lefevre and Farel, "and take part with me in the work which is every day developing into 
goodlier proportions" They accepted the invitation; quitting the capital they went to live 
at Meaux, and thus all the Reformed forces were collected into one center. 
 
The glory which had departed from Paris now rested upon this little provincial town. 
Meaux became straightway a light in the darkness of France, and many eyes were turned 
towards it. Far and near was spread the rumor of the "strange things" that were taking 
place there, and many came to verify with their own eyes what they had heard. Some had 
occasion to visit its wool markets; and others, laborers from Picardy and more distant 
places, resorted to it in harvest time to assist in reaping its fields; these visitors were 
naturally drawn to the sermons of the Protestant preachers moreover, French New 
Testaments were put into their hands, and when they returned to their homes many of 
them carried with them the seeds of the gospel, and founded churches in their own 
districts. 
 
We love to linger over this picture, its beauty is so deep and pure that we are unwilling to 
tear ourselves from it. Already we begin to have a presentiment, alas! to be too sadly 
verified hereafter, that few such scenes will present themselves in the eventful but 
tempestuous period on which we are entering. Amid the storms of the rough day coming 
it may solace us to look back to this delicious daybreak. But already it begins to overcast. 
Lefevre and Farel have been sent away from the capital. The choice that Paris has made, 
or is about to make, strikes upon our ear as the knell of coming evil. The capital of France 
has already missed a high honor, even that of harboring within her walls the first 
congregation of French Protestants. This distinction was reserved for Meaux, though little 
among the many magnificent cities of France. Paris knew not what it did when it drove 
the gospel from its gates. By the same act it opened them to a long and dismal train of 
woes — faction, civil war, atheism, the guillotine, siege, famine, death. 

At an early stage of the Reformation in France, the New Testament, as we have related in 
the foregoing chapter, was translated into the vernacular of that country. This was 
followed by a version of the Psalms of David in 1525, the very time when the field of 
Pavia, which cost France so many lives, was being stricken. Later, Clement Marot, the 
lyrical poet, undertook — at the request of Calvin, it is believed the task of versifying the 
Psalms, and accordingly thirty of them were rendered into metre and published in Paris in 
1541, dedicated to Francis I.  Three years afterwards (1543), he added twenty others, and 
dedicated the collection, "to the ladies of France." The combined majesty and sweetness 
of the old Hebrew Psalter took captive the taste and genius of the French people. In a 
little while all France, we may say, fell to singing the Psalms. They displaced all other 
songs, being sung in the first instance to the common ballad music. "This holy 



ordinance," says Quick, "charmed the ears, heart, and affections of court and city, town 
and country. They were sung in the Louvre, as well as in the Pres des Clercs, by the 
ladies, princes, yea, by Henry II himself. This one ordinance alone contributed mightily 
to the downfall of Popery and the propagation of the gospel. It took so much with the 
genius of the nation that all ranks and degrees of men practiced it, in the temples and in 
their families. No gentleman professing the Reformed religion would sit down at his table 
without praising God by singing. It was an especial part of their morning and evening 
worship in their several houses to sing God's praises." 
 
This chorus of holy song was distasteful to the adherents of the ancient worship. 
Wherever they turned, the odes of the Hebrew monarch, pealed forth in the tongue of 
France, saluted their ears, in the streets and the highways, in the vineyards and the 
workshops, at the family hearth and in the churches. "The reception these Psalms met 
with," says Bayle, "was such as the world had never seen." To strange uses were they put 
on occasion. The king, fond of hunting, adopted as his favorite Psalm, "As pants the hart 
for water-brooks," etc. The priests, who seemed to hear in this outburst the knell of their 
approaching downfall, had recourse to the expedient of translating the odes of Horace and 
setting them to music, in the hope that the pagan poet would supplant the Hebrew one. 
The rage for the Psalter nevertheless continued unabated, and a storm of Romish wrath 
breaking out against Marot, he fled to Geneva, where, as we have said above, he added 
twenty other Psalms to the thirty previously published at Paris, making fifty in all. This 
enlarged Psalter was first published at Geneva, with a commendatory preface by Calvin, 
in 1543. Editions were published in Holland, Belgium, France, and Switzerland, and so 
great was the demand that the printing, presses could not meet it. Rome forbade the book, 
but the people were only the more eager on that account to possess it. 
 
Calvin, alive to the mighty power of music to advance the Reformation, felt nevertheless 
the incongruity and indelicacy of singing such words to profane airs, and used every 
means in his power to rectify the abuse. He applied to the most eminent musicians in 
Europe to furnish music worthy of the sentiments. William Franc, of Strasburg, 
responding to this call, furnished melodies for Marot's Psalter; and the Protestants of 
France and Holland, dropping the ballad airs, began now to sing the Psalms to the noble 
music just composed. Now, for the first time, was heard the "Old Hundredth," and some 
of the finest tunes still in use in our Psalmody. 
 
After the death of Mater (1544) Calvin applied to his distinguished coadjutor, Theodore 
Beza, to complete the versification of the Psalms. Beza, copying the style and spirit of 
Marot, did so, and thus Geneva had the honor of giving to Christendom the first whole 
book of Psalms ever rendered into the metre of any living language.  But it restored what 
was indeed an ancient and divinely ordained tradition of the people of God: singing the 
inspired Psalms. 
 
This narration touching the Psalms in French has carried us a little in advance of the point 
of time we had reached in the history. We retrace our steps. 
 
A storm was brewing at Paris. There were two men in the capital, sworn champions of 



the darkness, holding high positions. The one was Noel Beda, the head of the Sorbonne. 
His chair — second only, in his own opinion, to that of the Pope himself — bound him to 
guard most sacredly from the least heretical taint that orthodoxy which it was the glory of 
his university to have preserved hitherto wholly uncontaminated. Beda was a man of very 
moderate attainments, but he was moderate in nothing else. He was bustling, narrow-
minded, a worshipper of scholastic forms, a keen disputant, and a great intriguer. "In a 
single Beda," Erasmus used to say, "there are three thousand monks." Never did owl hate 
the day more than Beda did the light. He had seen with horror some rays struggle into the 
shady halls of the Sorbonne, and he made haste to extinguish them by driving from his 
chair the man who was the ornament of the university — the doctor of Etaples. 
 
The other truculent defender of the old orthodoxy was Antoine Duprat. Not that he cared 
a straw for othodoxy in itself, for the man had neither religion nor morals, but it fell in 
with the line of his own political advancement to affect a concern for the faith. A 
contemporary Roman Catholic historian, Beaucaire de Peguilhem, calls him "the most 
vicious of bipeds." He accompanied his master, Francis I, to Bologna, after the battle of 
Marignano, and aided at the interview at which the infamous arrangement was effected, 
in pursuance of which the power of the French bishops and the rights of the French 
Church were divided between Leo X and Francis I. This is known in history as the 
Concordat of Bologna; it abolished the Pragmatic Sanction — the charter of the liberties 
of the Gallican Church — and gave to the king the power of presenting to the vacant sees, 
and to the Pope the right to the first-fruits. A red hat was the reward of Duprat's 
treachery. His exalted office — he was Chancellor of France — added to his personal 
qualities made him a formidable opponent. He was able, haughty, overbearing, and never 
scrupled to employ violence to compass his ends. He was, too, a man of insatiable greed. 
He plundered on a large scale in the king's behalf, by putting up to sale the offices in the 
gift of the crown; but he plundered on a still larger scale in his own, and so was 
enormously rich. By way of doing a compensatory act he built a few additional wards to 
the Maison de Dieu, on which the king, whose friendship he shared without sharing his 
esteem, is said to have remarked "that they had need to be large if they were to contain all 
the poor the chancellor himself had made." Such were the two men who now rose up 
against the gospel.  
 
They were set on by the monks of Meaux. Finding that their dues were diminishing at an 
alarming rate the Franciscans crowded to Paris, and there raised the cry of heresy. Bishop 
Briconnet, they exclaimed, had become a Protestant, and not content with being himself a 
heretic, he had gathered round him a company of even greater heretics than himself, and 
had, in conjunction with these associates, poisoned his diocese, and was laboring to infect 
the whole of France; and unless steps were immediately taken this pestilence would 
spread over all the kingdom, and France would be lost. Duprat and Beda were not the 
men to listen with indifferent ears to these complaints. 
 
The situation of the kingdom at that hour threw great power into the hands of these men. 
The battle of Pavia — the Flodden of France — had just been fought. The flower of the 
French nobility had fallen on that field, and among the slain was the Chevalier Bayard, 
styled the Mirror of Chivalry. The king was now the prisoner of Charles V at Madrid. 



Pending the captivity of Francis the government was in the hands of his mother, Louisa 
of Savoy. She was a woman of determined spirit, dissolute life, and heart inflamed with 
her house's hereditary enmity to the gospel, as shown in its persecution of the Waldensian 
confessors. She had the bad distinction of opening in France that era of licentious 
gallantry which has so long polluted both the court and the kingdom, and which has 
proved one of the most powerful obstacles to the spread of the pure gospel. It must be 
added, however, that the hostility of Louisa was somewhat modified and restrained by the 
singular sweetness and piety of her daughter, Margaret of Valois. Such were the trio — 
the dissolute Louisa, regent of the kingdom; the avaricious Duprat, the chancellor; and 
the bigoted Beda, head of the Sorbonne into whose hands the defeat at Pavia had thrown, 
at this crisis, the government of France. There were points on which their opinions and 
interests were in conflict, but all three had one quality in common — they heartily 
detested the new opinions. 
 
The first step was taken by Louisa. In 1523 she proposed the following question to the 
Sorbonne: "By what means can the damnable doctrines of Luther be chased and 
extirpated from this most Christian kingdom?" The answer was brief, but emphatic: "By 
the stake;" and it was added that if the remedy were not soon put in force, there would 
result great damage to the honor of the king and of Madame Louisa of Savoy. Two years 
later the Pope earnestly recommended rigor in suppressing "this great and marvelous 
disorder, which proceeds from the rage of Satan;" otherwise, "this mania will not only 
destroy religion, but all principalities, nobilities, laws, orders, and ranks besides." It was 
to uphold the throne, preserve the nobles, and maintain the laws that the sword of 
persecution was first unsheathed in France! 
 
The Parliament was convoked to strike a blow while yet there was time. The Bishop of 
Meaux was summoned before it. Briconnet was at first firm, and refused to make any 
concession, but at length the alternative was plainly put before him — abandon 
Protestantism or go to prison. We can imagine the conflict in his soul. He had read the 
woe denounced against him who puts his hand to the plough and afterwards withdraws it. 
He could not but think of the flock he had fed so lovingly, and which had looked up to 
him with an affection so tender and so confiding. But before him was a prison and 
perhaps a stake. It was a moment of supreme suspense. But now the die is cast. Briconnet 
declines the stake — the stake which in return for the life of the body would have given 
him life eternal. In 1523 he was condemned to pay a fine, and was sent back to his 
diocese to publish three edicts, the first restoring public prayers to the Virgin and the 
saints, the second forbidding any one to buy or read the books of Luther, while the third 
enjoined silence on the Protestant preachers. 
 
What a stunning blow to the disciples at Meaux! They were dreaming of a brilliant day 
when this dark storm suddenly came and scattered them. The aged Lefevre found his 
way, in the first instance, to Strasburg, and ultimately to Nerac. Farel turned his steps 
toward Switzerland, where a great work awaited him. Of the two Roussels, Gerard 
afterwards powerfully contributed to the progress of the Reformation in the kingdom of 
Navarre.   Martial Mazurier went the same road with Briconnet, and was rewarded with a 
canonry at Paris.   The rest of the flock, too poor to flee, had to abide the brunt of the 



tempest. 
 

Briconnet had recanted: but if the shepherd had fallen the little ones of the flock stood 
their ground. They continued to meet together for prayer and the reading of the scriptures, 
the garret of a wool-comber, a solitary hut, or a copse serving as their place of 
rendezvous. This congregation was to have the honor of furnishing martyrs whose 
blazing stakes were to shine like beacons in the darkness of France, and afford glorious 
proof to their countrymen that a power had entered the world which, braving the terror of 
scaffolds and surmounting the force of armies, would finally triumph over all opposition.   
 

Let us take a few instances. A humble man named Denis, one of the "Meaux heretics," 
was apprehended; and in course of time he was visited in his prison by his former pastor, 
Briconnet. His enemies at times put tasks of this sort upon the fallen prelate, the more 
thoroughly to humiliate him. When the bishop made his unexpected appearance in the 
cell of the poor prisoner, Denis opened his eyes with surprise, Briconnet hung his with 
embarrassment. The bishop began with stammering tongue, we may well believe, to 
exhort the imprisoned disciple to purchase his liberty by a recantation. Denis listened for 
a little space, then rising up and steadfastly fixing his eyes upon the man who had once 
preached to him that very gospel which he now exhorted him to abjure, said solemnly, 
"'Whosoever shall deny me before men, him shall I also deny before my Father who is in 
heaven!'" Briconnet reeled backwards and staggered out of the dungeon. The interview 
over, each took his own way: the bishop returned to his palace, and Denis passed from his 
cell to the stake. 
 
We select another from this band of pioneers. Pavane, a native of Boulogne and disciple 
of Lefevre, was a youth of sweetest disposition, but somewhat lacking in constitutional 
courage. He held a living in the church, though he was not as yet in priest's orders. 
Enlightened by the truth, he began to say to his neighbors that the Virgin could no more 
save them than he could, and that there was but one Savior, even Jesus Christ. This was 
enough: he was apprehended and brought to trial. Had he blasphemed Christ only, he 
would have been forgiven: he had blasphemed Mary, and could have no forgiveness. He 
must make a public recantation or, hard alternative, go to the stake. Terrified at death in 
this dreadful form, Pavane consented to purge himself from the crime of having spoken 
blasphemous words against the Virgin. On Christmas Eve (1524) he was required to walk 
through the streets bare-headed and barefooted, a rope round his neck and a lighted taper 
in his hand, till he came to the Church of Notre Dame. Standing before the portals of that 
edifice, he publicly begged pardon of "Our Lady" for having spoken disparagingly of her. 
This act of penitence duly performed, he was sent back to his prison. 
 
Returned to his dungeon, and left to think on what he had done, he found that there were 
things which it was more terrible to face than death. He was now alone with the Savior 
whom he had denied. A horror of darkness fell upon his soul. No sweet promise of the 
Bible could he recall: nothing could he find to lighten the sadness and heaviness that 
weighed upon him. Rather than drink this bitter cup he would a hundred times go to the 



stake. He who turned and looked on Peter spoke to Pavane, and reproved him for his sin. 
His tears flowed as freely as Peter's did. His resolution was taken. His sighing was now at 
an end: he anew made confession of his faith in Christ. The trial of the "relapsed heretic" 
was short; he was hurried to the stake. "At the foot of the pile he spoke of the sacrament 
of the Lord's Supper with such force that a doctor said, 'I wish Pavane had not spoken, 
even if it had cost the Church a million of gold.'" The fagots were quickly lighted, and 
Pavane stood with unflinching courage amid the flames till he was burned to ashes.  Such 
was the case with countless other martyrs. 
 
The young vine just planted in France was bending before the tempest, and seemed on the 
point of being uprooted. The enemies of the gospel, who, pending the absence of the 
king, still a prisoner at Madrid, had assumed the direction of affairs, did as it pleased 
them. Beda and Duprat, whom fear had made cruel, were planning stake after stake, and 
soon there would remain not one confessor to tell that the gospel had ever entered the 
kingdom of France. The Reformation in France, which as yet had hardly commenced its 
career, was already as good as burned out. But those who so reasoned overlooked the 
power of Him who can raise up living witnesses from the ashes of dead ones. The men 
whom Beda had burned filled a comparatively narrow sphere, and were possessed of but 
humble powers; mightier champions were about to step upon the stage, whom God would 
so fortify by his Spirit, and so protect by his providence, that all the power of France 
should not prevail against them, and from the midst of the scaffolds and blazing stakes 
with which its enemies had encompassed it, Protestantism would come forth to fill 
Christendom with disciples and the world with light. 
 
The great leader of the Reformation in Germany stepped at once upon the scene. No note 
sounded his advent and no herald ushered him upon the stage. From the seclusion of his 
monastery at Erfurt came Luther startling the world by the suddenness of his appearing, 
and the authority with which he spoke. But the coming of the great Reformer of France 
was gradual. If Luther rose on men like a star that blazes suddenly forth in the dark sky, 
Calvin's coming was like that of day, sweetly and softly opening on the mountain-tops, 
streaking the horizon with its silver, and steadily waxing in brightness till at last the 
whole heavens are filled with the splendor of its light. 
 
Calvin, whose birth and education we are now briefly to trace, was born in humble 
condition, like most of those who have accomplished great things for God in the world. 
He was born in 1509 at Noyon in Picardy. His family was of Norman extraction.  His 
father, Gerard, was apostolic notary and secretary to the bishop, through whom he hoped 
one day to find for his son John preferment in the Church, to which, influenced doubtless 
by the evident bent of his genius, he had destined him. Yes, higher than his father's 
highest dream was the Noyon boy to rise in the church, but in a more catholic church than 
the Roman. 
 
As a youth Calvin mastered with wonderful ease what it cost his class-fellows much labor 
and time to acquire. His knowledge seemed to come by intuition. While yet a child he 
loved to pray in the open air.   And he was punctual in his observance of the rites of the 
Romish Church.  When the pestilence of the Black Death came to Noyon, Calvin’s 



father, trembling for the safety of his son, sent his son to Paris to continue his education 
there.  At Paris, Calvin entered the school or college of La Marche. There was at that time 
in this college a very remarkable man, Mathurin Cordier, who was renowned for his 
exquisite taste, his pure Latinity, and his extensive erudition. Cordier initiated his pupil 
into the spirit of the Renaissance. The severe yet copious diction of Cicero, the thoughts 
of this and of other masters of Roman literature, the young Calvin soon learned to 
appreciate and to admire. He saw that if he aspired to wield influence over his fellowmen, 
he must first of all perfect himself in the use of that mighty instrument by which access is 
gained to the heart and its deep fountains of feeling, and its powerful springs of action 
touched and set in motion — language, namely, and especially written language. From 
this hour the young student began to graft upon his native tongue of France those graces 
of style, those felt cities of expression, that flexibility, terseness, and fire, which should 
fit it for expressing with equal ease the most delicate shade of sentiment or the most 
powerful burst of feeling. 
 
It is remarkable surely that the two great Reformers of Europe should have been each the 
creator of the language of his native country. Calvin was the father of the French tongue, 
as Luther was the father of the German. There had been a language in these countries, 
doubtless, since the days of their first savage inhabitants, a "French" and a "German" 
before there was a Calvin and a Luther, just as there was a steam-engine before James 
Watt. But it is not more true that Watt was the inventor of the steam-engine, by making it 
a really useful instrument, than it is true that Luther and Calvin were the creators of their 
respective tongues as now spoken and written.  Calvin found French, as Luther had found 
German, a coarse, meager speech — of narrow compass, of small adaptability, and the 
vehicle of only low ideas. He breathed into it a new life. A vastly wider compass, and an 
infinitely finer flexibility, did he give it. And, moreover, he elevated and sanctified it by 
pouring into it the treasures of the gospel, thereby enriching it with a multitude of new 
terms, and subliming it with the energies of a celestial fire. This transformation in the 
tongue of France the Reformer achieved by the new thinking and feeling he taught his 
countrymen; for a language is simply the outcome of the life of the people by whom it is 
spoken. 
 
Calvin fulfilled his course under Cordier, and in 1526 he passed to the College of 
Montaigu, one of the two seminaries in Paris — the Sorbonne being the other for the 
training of priests. His affection for his old master of La Marche, and his sense of benefit 
received from him, the future Reformer carried with him to the new college — nay, to the 
grave. In after-years he dedicated to him his Commentary on the First Epistle to the 
Thessalonians. In doing so he takes occasion to attribute to the lessons of Cordier all the 
progress he had made in the higher branches of study, and if posterity, he says, derives 
any fruit from his works, he would have it known that it is indebted for it, in part at least, 
to Cordier. 

On crossing the threshold of La Montaigu, Calvin felt himself in a new but not a better 
atmosphere. Unlike that of La Marche, which was full of the ideas of Republican Rome, 
the air of Montaigu was filled with the dogmas of the school-men. But as yet Calvin 
could breathe that air. The student with the pale face, and the grave and serious 



deportment, did not fail to satisfy the most scholastic and churchy of the professors at 
whose feet he now sat. His place was never empty at mass; no first did he ever profane by 
tasting forbidden dish; and no saint did he ever affront by failing to do due honor to his or 
her fete-day. 
 
The young student; was not more punctual in his devotions than assiduous in his studies. 
So ardent was he in the pursuit of knowledge that often the hours of meal passed without 
his eating. Long after others were locked in sleep he was still awake; he would keep 
poring over the page of schoolman or Father till far into the morning.  

A youth of so fine parts, of an industry so unflagging, and who was withal so pious, was 
sure, they said, to rise high in the Church. They prognosticated for him no mere country 
curacy or rectorship, no mere city diocese, nothing less was in store for such a scholar 
than the purple of a cardinal. He who was now the pride of their college, was sure in time 
to become one of the lights of Christendom.  
 
But the man who had been chosen as the instrument to lead the nations out of their 
prison-house was meanwhile shut up in the same doleful captivity, and needed, first of 
all, to be himself brought out of the darkness. The story of his emancipation — his 
struggles to break his chain — is instructive as it is touching. Calvin is made to feel what 
scripture so emphatically terms "the power of darkness," the strength of the fetter, and the 
helplessness of the poor captive, that "remembering the gall and the wormwood" he may 
be touched with pity for the miseries of those he is called to liberate, and may continue to 
toil in patience and faith till their fetters are broken. 
 
The Reformation was in the air, and the young student could hardly breathe without 
inhaling somewhat of the new life; and yet he seemed tolerably secure against catching 
the infection. He was doubly, trebly armed. In the first place, he lived in the orthodox 
atmosphere of the Montaigu; he was not likely to hear anything there to corrupt his faith: 
secondly, his head had been shorn; thus he stood at the plough of Rome, and would he 
now turn back? Then, again, his daily food were the schoolmen, the soundly nutritious 
qualities of whose doctrines no one in the Montaigu questioned. Over and above his daily 
and hourly lessons, the young scholar fortified himself against the approaches of heresy 
by the rigid observance of all outward rites.  

But God had provided an opening for the arrow to enter in the triple armor in which the 
young student was encasing himself. Calvin's cousin, Olivetan, a disciple of Lefevre's, 
now came to Paris. Living in the same city, the cousins were frequently in each other's 
company, and the new opinions, which were agitating Paris, and beginning to find 
confessors in the Place de Greve, became a topic of frequent converse between them. 
Olivetan and Calvin are not of one mind on the point, and the debates wax warm. 
Olivetan boldly assails, and Calvin as boldly defends, the dogmas of the Romish Church.  
The contest between the two cousins is renewed day by day. These are the battles that 
change the world — not those noisy affairs that are fought with cannons, but those in 
which souls wrestle to establish or overthrow great principles. "There are but two 
religions in the world," we hear Olivetan saying. "The one class of religions are those 



which men have invented, in all of which man saves himself by ceremonies and good 
works; the other is that one religion which is revealed in the Bible, and which teaches 
man to look for salvation solely from the free grace of God." "I will have none of your 
new doctrines," Calvin sharply rejoins; "think you that I have lived in error all my days?" 
But Calvin is not so sure of the matter as he looks. The words of his cousin have gone 
deeper into his heart than he is willing to admit even to himself; and when Olivetan has 
taken farewell for the day, scarce has the door been closed behind him when Calvin, 
bursting into tears, falls upon his knees, and gives vent in prayer to the doubts and 
anxieties that agitate him. 
 
The doubts by which his soul was now shaken grew in strength with each renewed 
discussion. What shall he do? Shall he forsake the Church? That seems to him like 
casting himself into the gulf of perdition. And yet can the Church save him? There is a 
new light breaking in upon him, in which her dogmas are melting away; the ground 
beneath him is sinking. To what shall he cling?  
 
The struggle of Calvin was not the perplexity of the skeptic unable to make up his mind 
among conflicting systems, it was the agony of a soul fleeing from death, but seeing as 
yet no way of escape. It was not the conflict of the intellect which has broken loose from 
truth, and is tossed on the billows of doubt and unbelief a painful spectacle; Calvin's 
struggle was not of this sort; it was the strong wrestling of a man who had firm hold of 
the great truths of Divine revelation, although not as yet of all these truths, and who saw 
the terrible realities which they brought him face to face with, and who comprehended 
the dreadful state of his case, fixed for him by his own transgressions on the one hand, 
and the irrevocable laws of the Divine character and government on the other.  The 
severity of Calvin's struggle was in proportion to the strength of his self-righteousness. 
That principle had been growing within him from his youth upwards. The very 
blamelessness of his life, and the punctuality with which he discharged all the acts of 
devotion, had helped to nourish it into rigor and strength; and now nothing but a tempest 
of surpassing force could have beaten down and laid in the dust a pride which had been 
waxing higher and stronger with every rite he performed, and every year that passed over 
him. And till his pride had been laid in the dust it was impossible that he could throw 
himself at the feet of the Great Physician. 
 
But meanwhile, like King Joram, he went to physicians "who could not heal him of his 
disease;" mere empirics they were, who, gave him beads to count and relics to kiss, 
instead of the "death" that atones and the "blood" that cleanses. "Confess!" cried the 
doctors of the Montaigu, who could read in his dimmed eye and wasting form the agony 
that was raging in his soul, and too surely divined its cause. "Confess, confess!" cried 
they, in alarm, for they saw that they were on the point of losing their most promising 
pupil, on whom they had built so many hopes. Calvin went to his confessor; he told him 
— not all — but as much as he durst, and the Father gave him kindly a few anodynes 
from the Church's pharmacopoeia to relieve his pain. The patient strove to persuade 
himself that his trouble was somewhat assuaged, and then he would turn again to the 
schoolmen, if haply he might forget, in the interest awakened by their subtleties and 
speculations, the great realities that had engrossed him. But soon there would descend on 



him another and fiercer burst of the tempest, and then groans louder even than before 
would echo through his chamber, and tears more copious than he had yet shed would 
water his couch. 
 
One day, while the young scholar of the Montaigu was passing through these struggles, 
he chanced to visit the Place de Greve, where he found a great crowd of priests, soldiers, 
and citizens gathered round a stake at which a disciple of the new doctrines was calmly 
yielding up his life. He stood till the fire had done its work, and a stake, an iron collar and 
chain, and a heap of ashes were the only memorials of the tragedy he had witnessed. 
What he had seen awakened a train of thoughts within him. 
 
"These men," said he to himself, "have a peace which I do not possess. They endure the 
fire with a rare courage. I, too, could brave the fire, but were death to come to me, as it 
comes to them, with the sting of the Church's anathema in it, could I face that as calmly 
as they do? Why is it that they are so courageous in the midst of terrors that are as real as 
they are dreadful, while I am oppressed and tremble before apprehensions and 
forebodings? Yes, I will take my cousin Olivetan's advice, and search the Bible, if haply I 
may find that 'new way' of which he speaks, and which these men who go so bravely 
through the fire seem to have found." He opened the Book which no one, says Rome, 
should open unless the Church be by to interpret. He began to read, but the first effect 
was a sharper terror. His sins had never appeared so great, nor himself so vile as now. 
 
He would have shut the Book, but to what other quarter could he turn? On every side of 
him abysses appeared to be opening. So he continued to read, and by-and-by he thought 
he could discern dimly and afar off what seemed a cross, and One hanging upon it, and 
his form was like the Son of God. He looked again, and the vision was clearer for now he 
thought he could read the inscription over the head of the Sufferer: "He was wounded for 
our iniquities, he was bruised for our transgressions; the chastisement of our peace was 
upon him, and with his stripes we are healed." A ray now shone through his darkness; he 
thought he could see a way of escape — a shelter where the black tempest that lowered 
over him would no longer beat upon his head; already the great burden that pressed upon 
him was less heavy, it seemed as if about to fall off, and now it rolled down as he kept 
gazing at the "Crucified." "O Father," he burst out — it was no longer the Judge, the 
Avenger — "O Father, his sacrifice has appeased thy wrath; his blood has washed away 
my impurities; his cross has borne my curse; his death has atoned for me!" In the midst of 
the great billows his feet had touched the bottom: he found the ground to be good: he was 
upon a rock. 
 
Calvin, however, was not yet safe on shore and past all danger. One formidable obstacle 
he had yet to surmount, and one word expresses it — the Church. Christ had said, "Lo, I 
am with you alway." The Church, then, was the temple of Christ, and this made unity — 
unity in all ages and in all lands — one of her essential attributes. The Fathers had 
claimed this as a mark of the true Church. She must be one, they had said. 
 
Precisely so; but is this unity outward and visible, or inward and spiritual? This was the 
rock on which Calvin was now in danger of shipwreck. The Church rose before his eyes, 



a venerable and holy society; he saw her coming down from ancient times, covering all 
lands, embracing in her ranks the martyrs and confessors of primitive times, and the great 
doctors of the Middle Ages, with the Pope at their head, the Vicar of Jesus Christ. This 
seemed truly a temple of God's own building. With all its faults it yet was a glorious 
Church, Divine and heavenly. Must he leave this august society and join himself to a few 
despised disciples of the new opinions? This seemed like a razing of his name from the 
Book of Life. This was to invoke excommunication upon his own head, and write against 
himself a sentence of exclusion from the family of God — nay, from God himself! This 
was the great battle that Calvin had yet to fight.  How many have commenced this battle 
only to lose it! They have been beaten back and beaten down by the pretended Divine 
authority of "the Church," by the array of her great names and her great Councils, and 
though last, not least, by the terror of her anathemas. It is not possible for even the 
strongest minds, all at once, to throw off the spell of the great Enchantress Nor would 
even Calvin have conquered in this sore battle had he not had recourse to the Sword of 
the Spirit, which is the Word of God. Ever and anon he came back to the Bible; he sought 
for the Church as she is there shown — a spiritual society, Christ her Head, the Holy 
Spirit her life, truth her foundation, and believers her members — and in proportion as 
this Church disclosed her beauty to him, the fictitious splendor and earthly magnificence 
which shone around the Church of Rome waned, and at last vanished outright. 
 
"There can be no Church," we hear Calvin saying to himself, "where the truth is not. 
Here, in the Roman Communion, I can find only fables, silly inventions, manifest 
falsehoods, and idolatrous ceremonies. The society that is founded on these things cannot 
be the true church.  In fine, Calvin concluded that the term "church" could not make the 
society that monopolized the term really "the church." High-sounding titles and lofty 
assumptions could give neither unity nor authority; these could come from the Truth 
alone; and so he abandoned "the Church" that he might enter the church — the church of 
the Bible.  The victory was now complete. The last link of Rome's chain had been rent 
from his soul.  And Protestantism enlisted one of its greatest advocates in the French 
Reformer. 
 
Sadly, however, Paris was not one of those cities that were destined to cast her lot with 
Protestantism.  Lefevre and Farel were sighing to enroll. among the disciples of the 
gospel a great potentate, Francis I. If, thought they, the throne can be gained, will not the 
preponderance of power on the side of the gospel infallibly assure its triumph in France? 
But God, whose thoughts are not as man's thoughts, was meanwhile working for a far 
greater issue, the conversion even of a pale-faced student in the College of Montaigu, 
whose name neither Lefevre nor Farel had ever happened to hear, and whose very 
existence was then unknown to them. They little dreamed what a conflict was at that very 
hour going on so near to them in a small chamber in an obscure quarter of Paris. And, 
although they had known it, they could as little have conjectured that when that young 
scholar had bowed to the force of the truth, a mightier power would have taken its place 
at the side of the gospel than if Francis and all his court had become its patrons and 
champions. Light cannot be spread by edict of king, or by sword of soldier. It is the 
Bible, preached by the evangelist, and testified to by the martyr, that is to bid the gospel, 
like the day, shine forth and bless the earth. 



 
From the hour of Calvin's conversion he became the center of the Reformation in France, 
and by-and-by the center of the Reformation in Christendom: consequently in tracing the 
several stages of his career we are chronicling the successive developments of the great 
movement of Protestantism. His eyes were opened, and he saw the Church of Rome 
disenchanted of that illusive splendor — that pseudo-Divine authority — which had 
aforetime dazzled and subdued him. Where formerly there stood a spiritual building, the 
House of God, the abode of truth, as he believed, there now rose a temple of idols. How 
could he minister at her altars? True, his head had been shorn, but he had not yet received 
that indelible character which is stamped on all who enter the priesthood, and so it was 
not imperative that he should proceed farther in that path. He resolved to devote himself 
to the profession of law. This mode of retreat from the clerical ranks would awaken no 
suspicion. 
 
It is somewhat remarkable that his father had come, at about the same time, to the same 
resolution touching the future profession of his son, and thus the young Calvin had his 
parent's full consent to his new choice — a coincidence which Beza has pointed out as a 
somewhat striking one. The path on which Gerard Chauvin saw his son now entering was 
one in which many and brilliant honors were to be won: and not one of those prizes was 
there which the marvelous intellect and the rare application of that son did not bid fair to 
gain. Already Gerard in fancy saw him standing at the foot of the throne, and guiding the 
destinies of France. Has Calvin then bidden a final adieu to theology, and are the courts 
of law and the offices of State henceforth to claim him as their own? No! he has turned 
aside but for a little while, that by varying the exercise of his intellect he may bring to the 
great work that lies before him a versatility of power, all amplitude of knowledge, and a 
range of sympathy not otherwise attainable. Of that work he did not at this hour so much 
as dream, but He who had "called him from the womb, and ordained him a prophet to the 
nations," was leading him by a way he knew not. 
 
The young student crosses for the last time the portal of the Montaigu, and, leaving Paris 
behind him, directs his steps to Orleans. In that city was a famous university, and in that 
university was a famous professor of law, Pierre de l'Etoile, styled the Prince of Jurists. It 
was the light of this; "star" that attracted the young Calvin to Orleans. 
 
The science of jurisprudence now became his study. And one of the maxims to which he 
was at times called to listen, as he sat on the benches of the classroom, was this: "It is the 
magistrate's duty," would "Peter of the Star" say to his scholars, "to punish offenses 
against religion as well as crimes against the State.”  This truth, so manifestly taught in 
scripture, Calvin and the other Protestant Reformers maintained as well.  The future 
Reformer now sits at the feet of the famous jurist of Orleans, and, by the study of the law, 
whets that wonderful intellect which in days to come was to unravel so many mysteries, 
and dissolve the force of so many spells which had enchained the soul.  The nation of 
Picardy — for the students were classified into nations according to the provinces they 
came from — elected the young Calvin as their proctor, and in this capacity he was able, 
by his legal knowledge, to recover for his nation certain privileges of which they had 
been deprived. 



 
Calvin next went to Bourges. He was attracted to this city by the fame of Alciati of 
Milan, who was lecturing on law in its university. The Italian loved a good table, and a 
well-filled purse, but he had the gift of eloquence, and a rare genius for jurisprudence. 
The eloquence of Alciati kindled anew Calvin's enthusiasm for the study of law. The 
hours were then early; but Calvin, Beza informs us, sat up till midnight, and, on 
awakening in the morning, spent an hour in bed recalling to memory what he had learned 
the evening previous. At Bourges was another distinguished man, learned in a wisdom 
that Alciati knew not, and whose prelections, if less brilliant, were more useful to the 
young student. Melchior Wolmar, a German, taught the Greek of Homer, Demosthenes, 
or Sophocles, "but less publicly," says Bungener, "though with small attempts at 
concealment, the Greek of another book far mightier and more important." 
 
When Calvin arrived in Bourges he knew nothing of Greek. His Latinity he had received 
at Paris from Mathurin Cordier, whose memory he ever most affectionately cherished; 
but now he was to be initiated into the tongue of ancient Greece. This service was 
rendered him by Melchior Wolmar, who had been a pupil of the celebrated Budaeus. 
 
Calvin now had access to the Oracles of God in the very words in which inspired men 
had written them — an indispensable qualification surely in one who was to be the first 
great interpreter, in modern times, of the New Testament. He could more exactly know 
the mind of the Spirit speaking in the Word, and more fully make known to men the glory 
of Divine mysteries; said the commentaries of Calvin are perhaps unsurpassed to this day 
in the combined qualities of clearness, accuracy, and depth.  
 
Before leaving Orleans his spiritual equipment for his great work had been completed. 
The agony he had endured in Paris returned in part. He may have contracted from his law 
studies some of the dross of earth, and he was sent back to the furnace for the last time. 
Doubts regarding his salvation began again to agitate him; the "Church" rose up again 
before him in all her huge fascination and enchantment. These were the very foes he had 
already vanquished, and left dead, as he believed, on the battle-field. 
 
Emerging from the furnace "purified seven times," Calvin abandons the study of the law, 
casts behind him the great honors to which it invited him, turns again to the church — not 
her whose head is on the Seven Hills — and puts his hand to the gospel plough, never to 
take it away till death should withdraw it. Quitting Orleans he goes to Bourges. It was 
here that Calvin made his first essay as an evangelist. 
 
Bourges was situated in the province of Berry, and as Margaret, whom we have specially 
mentioned as the disciple and correspondent of Briconnet and Lefevre, had now become 
Queen of Navarre and Duchess of Berry, Bourges was under her immediate jurisdiction. 
Prepared to protect in others the gospel which she herself loved, Bourges presented an 
opening for Protestantism which no other city in all France at that time did. Under 
Margaret it became a center of the evangelization. For some time previous no little 
religious fermentation had been going on among its population. The new doctrines had 
found their way thither; they were talked of in its social gatherings; they had begun even 



to be heard in its pulpits; certain priests, who had come to a knowledge of the truth, were 
preaching it with tolerable clearness to congregations composed of lawyers, students, and 
citizens. It was at this crisis that Calvin arrived at Bourges. 
 
His fame had preceded him. The Protestants gathered round him and entreated him to 
become their teacher. Calvin was averse to assume the office of the ministry. Not that he 
shrunk from either the labors or the perils of the work, but because he cherished a deep 
sense of the greatness of the function, and of his own unworthiness to fill it. "I have 
hardly learned the Gospel myself," he would say, "and, lo! I am called to teach it to 
others." 
 
Not for some time did Calvin comply with these solicitations. His timidity, his sense of 
responsibility, above all his love of study, held him back. He sought a hiding-place 
where, safe from intrusion, he might continue the pursuit of that wisdom which it 
delighted him with each studious day to gather and hive up, but his friends surprised him 
in his concealment, and renewed their entreaties. At last he consented. "Wonderful it is," 
he said, "that one of so lowly an origin should be exalted to so great a dignity." 
 
His words distil as the dew and as the tender rain on the grass. By-and-by the city 
becomes too narrow a sphere of labor, and the young evangelist extends his efforts to the 
hamlets and towns around Bourges. One tells another of the sweetness of this water, and 
every day the numbers increase of those who wish to drink of it. The castle of the baron 
is opened as well as the cottage of the peasant, and a cordial welcome is accorded the 
missionary in both. His doctrine is clear and beautiful, and as refreshing to the soul as 
light to the eye after long darkness.  
 
The monks looked with but small favor on these doings. The doors open to the young 
evangelist were shut against themselves. If they plotted to stop the work by casting the 
workman into prison, in a town under Margaret's jurisdiction this was not so easy. The 
design failed, if it was ever entertained, and the evangelist went on sowing the seed from 
which in days to come a plentiful harvest was to spring. The churches whose foundations 
are now being laid by the instrumentality of Calvin will yield in future years not only 
confessors of the truth, but martyrs for the stake. 
 
In the midst of these labors Calvin received a letter from Noyon, his native town, saying 
that his father was dead. These tidings stopped his work, but it is possible that they saved 
him from prison. He had planted, but another must water; and so turning his face towards 
his birth-place, he quits Bourges not again to return to it. But the work he had 
accomplished in it did not perish. A venerable doctor, Michel Simon, came forward on 
Calvin's departure, and kept alive the light in Bourges which the evangelist had kindled. 
 
On his journey to Noyon, Calvin had to pass through Paris. It so happened that the capital 
at that time (1529) was in a state of great excitement, another stake having just been 
planted in it, whereat one of the noblest of the early martyrs of France was yielding up his 
life. Providence so ordered it that the pile of the martyr and the visit of the Reformer 
came together. God had chosen him as the champion by whom the character of his 



martyrs was to be vindicated and their blood avenged on the Papacy, and therefore it was 
necessary that he should come very near, if not actually stand beside their stake, and be 
the eye-witness of the agonies, or rather the triumph, of their dying moments. Before 
tracing farther the career of Calvin let us turn aside to the Place de Greve, and see there 
"the most learned of the nobles of France" dying as a felon. 
 
Louis de Berquin was descended of a noble family of Artois. Unlike the knights of those 
days, who knew only to mount their horse, to handle their sword, to follow the hounds, or 
to figure in a tournament, Berquin delighted in reading and was devoted to study. He was 
frank, courteous, and full of alms-deeds. His morals were as pure as his manners were 
polished: he had now reached the age of forty without calumny finding occasion to 
breathe upon him. He often went to court., and was specially welcomed by a prince who 
delighted to see around him men of intellectual accomplishments and tastes. Touching 
the religion of Rome, Berquin was blameless, having kept himself pure from his youth 
up. "He was," says Crespin, "a great follower of the Papistical constitutions, and a great 
hearer of masses and sermons." All the Church's rites he strictly observed, all the 
Church's saints he duly honored, and he crowned all his other virtues by holding 
Lutheranism in special abhorrence. 
 
But it pleased God to open his eyes. His manly and straightforward character made the 
maneuvers and intrigues of the Sorbonne specially detestable to him. Besides, it chanced 
to him to have a dispute with one of its doctors on a scholastic subtlety, and he opened 
his Bible to find in it proofs to fortify his position. Judge of his amazement when he 
perceived there, not the doctrines of Rome, but the doctrines of Luther. His conversion 
was thorough. His learning, his eloquence, and his influence were from that hour all at 
the service of the gospel. He labored to spread the truth among his tenantry in the 
country, and among his acquaintances in the city and at the court. He panted to 
communicate his convictions to all France. Many looked to him as the destined Reformer 
of his native land; and certainly his position and gifts made him the most considerable 
person at that time on the side of the Reform in France.  
 
The Sorbonne had not been unobservant; their alarm was great, and their anger was in 
proportion to their alarm. "He is worse than Luther," they exclaimed. Armed with the 
authority of Parliament the Sorbonne seized and imprisoned Berquin (1523). There was 
nothing but a stake for the man whose courage they could not daunt, and whose 
eloquence they could not silence, and all whose wit and learning were employed in 
laughing at their ignorance and exposing their superstition. But the king, who loved him, 
set him at liberty. 
 
A second time the monks of the Sorbonne seized Berquin. A second time the king came 
to his rescue, advising him to be more prudent in future; but such strong convictions as 
those of Berquin could not be suppressed. A third time Berquin was seized, and the 
Sorbonnists thought that this time they had made sure of their prey. The king was a 
prisoner at Madrid: Duprat and Louisa of Savoy were all-powerful at Paris. But no: an 
order from Francis I, dated 1st April, 1526, arrived, enjoining them to suspend 
proceedings till his return; and so Berquin was again at liberty. 



 
Berquin's courage and zeal grew in proportion as the plots of his enemies multiplied. 
Erasmus, who was trying to swim between two streams, foreseeing how the unequal 
contest must end, warned Berquin in these characteristic words: "Ask to be sent as 
ambassador to some foreign country; go and travel in Germany. You know Beda and 
such as he — he is a thousand-headed monster darting venom on every side. Your 
enemies are named legion. Were your cause better than that of Jesus Christ, they will not 
let you go till they have miserably destroyed you. Do not trust too much to the king's 
protection. At all events, do not compromise me with the faculty of theology." 
 
Berquin did not listen to the counsel of the timid scholar. He resolved to stand no longer 
on the defensive, but to attack. He extracted from the writings of Beda and his colleagues 
twelve propositions, which he presented to the king, and which he charged with being 
opposed to the Bible and, by consequence, heretical. 
 
The Sorbonnists were confounded. That they, the pillars of the Church, and the lights of 
France, should be taxed with heresy by a Lutheran was past endurance. The king, 
however, not sorry to have an opportunity of humbling these turbulent doctors, requested 
them to disprove Berquin's allegations from scripture. This might have been a hard task; 
the affair was taking an ugly turn for the Sorbonne. Just at that time an image of the 
Virgin, at the corner of one of the streets, was mutilated. It was a fortunate incident for 
the priests. "These are the fruits of the doctrines of Berquin," it was exclaimed; "all is 
about to be overthrown — religion, the laws, the throne itself — by this Lutheran 
conspiracy." War to the knife was demanded against the iconoclasts: the people and the 
monarch were frightened; and the issue was that Berquin was apprehended (1529) and 
consigned to the Conciergerie. 
 
A somewhat remarkable occurrence furnished Berquin's enemies with unexpected 
advantage against him in the prosecution. No sooner was he within the walls of his prison 
than the thought of his books and papers flashed across his mind. He saw the use his 
persecutors would make of them, and he sat down and wrote instantly a note to a friend 
begging him to destroy them. He gave the note to a domestic, who hid it under his clothes 
and departed. 
 
The man, who was not a little superstitious, trembled at the thought of the message which 
he carried, but all went well till he came to the Pont du Change, where, his superstition 
getting the better of his courage, he swooned and fell before the image of "Our Lady." 
The passers-by gathered round him, and, unbuttoning his doublet that he might breathe 
the more freely, found the letter underneath. It was opened and read. "He is a heretic," 
said they: "Our Lady has done it. It is a miracle." The note was given to one of the 
bystanders, at whose house the monk then preaching the Lent sermons was that day to 
dine, who, perceiving its importance, carried it to Berquin's judges.   His books were 
straightway seized and examined by the twelve commissioners appointed to try him. The 
trial was soon finished, and at noon Berquin was brought into court, and had his sentence 
read to him. He was condemned to make a public abjuration in the following manner: — 
He was to walk bare-headed, with a lighted taper in his hand, to the Place de Greve, and 



there he was to see his books burned; from the Place de Greve he was to pass to the front 
of the Church of Notre Dame, and there he was to do penance "to God and his glorious 
mother, the Virgin." After that his tongue, "that instrument of unrighteousness," was to be 
pierced; and, lastly, he was to be taken back to prison, and shut up for life within four 
walls of stone, and to have neither books to read, nor pen and ink to write.   Berquin, 
stunned by the atrocity of the sentence, at first remained silent, but recovering in a few 
minutes his composure, said, "I appeal to the king." This was his way of saying, I refuse 
to abjure. 
 
Among his twelve judges was the celebrated Hellenist, Budaeus, the intimate friend of 
Berquin, and a secret favorer of the new doctrines. Budaeus hastened after him to the 
prison, his object being to persuade him to make a recantation, and thereby save his life. 
In no other way he knew could Berquin escape, for already a second sentence stood 
drafted by his judges, consigning him to the stake should he refuse to do public penance. 
Budaeus threw himself at Berquin's feet, and implored him with tears not to throw away 
his life, but to reserve himself for the better times that were awaiting the Reformation in 
France. This was the side on which to attack such a man. But the prisoner was inflexible. 
Again and again Budaeus returned to the Conciergerie, and each time he renewed his 
importunities with greater earnestness. He painted the grand opportunities the future 
would bring, and did not hesitate to say that Berquin would incur no small guilt should he 
sacrifice himself. 
 
The strong man began to bow. "The power of the Holy Ghost was extinguished in him for 
a moment," says one. He gave his consent to appear in the court of the Palace of Justice, 
and ask pardon of God and the king. Budaeus, overjoyed, hastened back to tell the 
Sorbonne that Berquin was ready to withdraw his appeal and make his recantation. How 
fared it the while with Berquin in the prison? His peace had forsaken him that same hour. 
He looked up to God, but the act which aforetime had ever brought joy and strength into 
his heart filled him with terror. This darkness was his true prison, and not the stone walls 
that enclosed him. Could the Sorbonne deliver him from that prison, and was this the sort 
of life that he was reserving for the Reformation? Verily he would do great things with a 
soul lettered by fear and bound down by a sense of guilt! No, he could not live thus. He 
could die — die a hundred times, but to appear before the Sorbonne and to say of the 
gospel, "I renounce it," and of the Savior, "I know him not," that he could not do.  And so 
when Budseus returned, there was an air in the face of the prisoner which told its own 
tale before Berquin had had time to speak. He had weighed the two — recantation and 
the stake; and he had chosen the better part — though Budaeus hardly deemed it so — 
the stake. 
 
The king, who it was possible might interpose at the last moment and save Berquin, was 
not indeed in Paris at this moment, but he was no farther away than at Blois. The 
Sorbonne must dispatch their victim before a pardon could arrive from Blois. 
 
A week's delay was craved in the execution of the sentence. "Not a day," said Beda.   But 
the prisoner has appealed to the royal prerogative. "Quick," responded his persecutors, 
"and let him be put to death." That same day was Berquin led forth to die. The ominous 



news had already circulated through Paris, from every street came a stream of spectators, 
and a dense crowd gathered and surged round the prison, waiting to see Berquin led to 
execution. The clock struck the hour: the gates of the Conciergerie were flung open with 
a crash, and the melancholy procession was seen to issue forth. 
 
The passage of that procession through the streets was watched with looks of pity on the 
part of some, of wonder and astonishment on the part of others. It amazed not a few to 
find that the chief actor in that dismal tragedy was one of the first nobles of France. But 
the most radiant face in all that great concourse of men was that of Berquin himself.  
 
Arrived at the Place de Greve, he alighted from the vehicle and stood beside the stake. He 
now essayed to speak a few words to the vast assembly which he found gathered at the 
place of execution. But the monks who stood near, dreading the effect on the multitude of 
what he might say, gave the signal to their creatures, and instantly the shout of voices, 
and the clash of arms, drowned the accents of the martyr. "Thus," says Felice, "the 
Sorbonne of 1529 set the populace of 1793 the base example of stifling on the scaffold 
the sacred words of the dying." 
 
The fire had done its work, and where a few minutes before stood the noble form of 
Berquin there was now only a heap of ashes. In that heap lay entombed the Reformation 
in France — so did both friend and foe deem. The Sorbonnists were overjoyed: the 
Protestants were bowed down under a weight of sorrow. There was no sufficient reason 
for the exultation of the one or the dejection of the other. Berquin's stake was to be, in 
some good measure, to France what Ridley's was to England — a candle which, by God's 
grace, would not be put out, but would shine through all that realm. 

How Calvin came to be in Paris at this moment we have already explained. Tidings that 
his father had died suddenly called him to Noyon. It cost him doubtless a wrench to sever 
himself from the work of the gospel which he was preaching, not in vain, in the capital of 
Berry and the neighboring towns; still, he did not delay, but set out at once, taking Paris 
in his way. The journey from Paris to Noyon was performed, we cannot but think, in 
great weariness of heart. Behind him was the stake of Berquin, in whose ashes so many 
hopes lay buried; before him was the home of his childhood, where no father now waited 
to welcome him; while all round, in the horizon of France, the clouds were rolling up, 
and giving but too certain augury that the Reformation was not to have so prosperous a 
career in his native land as, happily, at that hour it was pursuing in the towns of Germany 
and amid the hills of the Swiss. But God, he tells us, "comforted him by his Word." 
 
Calvin had quitted Noyon a mere lad; he returns to it on the verge of manhood (1529), 
bringing back to it the same pale face and burning eye which had marked him as a boy. 
Within, what a mighty change! but that change his townsmen saw not, nor did even he 
himself suspect its extent; for as yet he had not a thought of leaving the communion of 
Rome. He would cleanse and rebuttress the old fabric, by proclaiming the truth within it. 
But an experiment which he made on a small scale at Noyon helped doubtless to show 
him that the tottering structure would but fall in pieces in his hands should he attempt 
restoration merely. 



 
The fame of the young scholar had reached even these northern parts of France, and the 
friends and companions of his youth wanted to hear him preach. If a half-suspicion of 
heresy had reached their ears along with the rumor of his great attainments, it only 
whetted their eagerness to hear him. 
 
The Church of Pont l'Eveque, where his ancestors had lived, was opened to him. When 
the day came, quite a crowd, made up of his own and his father's acquaintances, and 
people from the neighboring towns, filled the church, all eager to see and hear the 
cooper's grandson. Calvin expounded to them the scriptures.  The old doctrine was new 
under that roof and to those ears. The different feelings awakened by the sermon in 
different minds could be plainly read on the faces clustered so thickly around the pulpit. 
Some beamed with delight as do those of thirsty men when they drink and are refreshed. 
This select number embraced the leading men of the district, among whom were Nicholas 
Picot. On that day he tasted the true bread, and never again turned to the husks of Rome. 
But the faces of the most part expressed either indifference or anger. Instead of a 
salvation from sin, they much preferred what the "Church" offered, a salvation in sin. 
And as regarded the priestly portion of the audience, they divined but too surely to what 
the preacher's doctrine tended, the overthrow namely of the "Church's" authority, and the 
utter drying-up of her revenues. 
 
Many a rich abbacy and broad acre, as well as ghostly assumption, would have to be 
renounced if that doctrine should be embraced. Noyon had given a Reformer to 
Christendom, but she refused to accept him for herself. The congregation at Pont 
l'Eveque was a fair specimen of the universal Roman community, and the result of the 
sermon must have gone far to convince the preacher that the first effect of the publication 
of the truth within the pale of the "Church" would be, not the re-edification, but the 
demolition of the old fabric, and that his ultimate aim must point to the rearing of a new 
edifice. 
 
After a two months' stay Calvin quitted his native place. Noyon continued to watch the 
career of her great citizen, but not with pride. In after-days, when Rome was trembling at 
his name, and Protestant lands were pronouncing it with reverence, Noyon held it the 
greatest blot upon her escutcheon that she had the misfortune to have given birth to him 
who bore that name. Calvin had to choose anew his field of labor, and he at once decided 
in favor of Paris. Thither accordingly he directed his steps. 
 
France in those days had many capitals, but Paris took precedence of them all. Besides 
being the seat of the court, and of the Sorbonne, and the center of influence which sooner 
or later made themselves felt to the extremities of the country, Paris had just become a 
great focus of literary light. Francis I, while snubbing the monks on the one hand, and 
repelling the Protestants on the other, kneeled before the Renaissance, which was in his 
eye the germ of all civilization and greatness. He knew the splendor it had lent to the 
house of Medici, and he aspired to invest his court, his kingdom, and himself with the 
same glory. Accordingly he invited a number of great scholars to his capital: Budaeus 
was already there; and now followed Danes and Vatable, who were skilled, the former in 



Greek and the latter in Hebrew, the recovery of which formed by far the most precious of 
all the fruits of the Renaissance. A false faith would have shunned such a spot: it was the 
very fact of the light being there that made Calvin hasten to Paris with the gospel. 
 
A great fermentation, at that moment, existed among the students at the university. Their 
study of the original tongues of the Bible had led them, in many instances, to the Bible 
itself. Its simplicity and sublimity had charms for many who did not much relish its 
holiness: and they drew from it an illumination of the intellect, even when they failed to 
obtain from it a renovation of the heart. The capital was then ringing with a warfare, 
partly literary, partly theological; and Calvin found he had done well, instead of returning 
to Bourges and gathering up the broken thread of his labors, in coming to a spot where 
the fields seemed rapidly ripening unto harvest. 
 
And, indeed, in one prime quality, at all times essential to work like his, but never more 
so than at the birth of Protestantism, Calvin excelled all others. In the beautiful union of 
intellect and devotion which characterized him he stood alone. He was as skillful a 
controversialist as any of the noisy polemics who were waging daily battle on the streets, 
but he was something higher. He fed his intellect by daily prayer and daily perusal of the 
scriptures, and he was as devoted an evangelist as he was a skillful debater. He was even 
more anxious to sow the seed of the kingdom in the homes of the citizens of Paris, than 
he was to win victories over the doctors of the Sorbonne. We see him passing along on 
the shady side of the street. He drops in at a door. He emerges after awhile, passes 
onward, enters another dwelling, where he makes another short stay, and thus he goes on, 
his unobtrusiveness his shield, for no one follows his steps or suspects his errand. While 
others are simply silencing opponents, Calvin is enlightening minds, and leaving traces in 
the hearts of men that are imperishable. In this we behold the beginnings of a great work 
— a work that is to endure and fill the earth, when all the achievements of diplomacy, all 
the trophies of the battle-field, and all the honors of the school shall have passed away 
and been forgotten. 
 
Leaving the evangelist going his rounds in the streets and lanes of Paris, let us return for a 
little to the public stage of the world, and note the doings of those who as the possessors 
of thrones, or the leaders of armies, think that they are the masters of mankind, and can 
mould at will the destinies of the world. The greatest monarchy of the day was Spain, 
which had shot up into portentous growth just as the new times were about to appear. The 
union of some, dozen of kingdoms under its scepter had given it measureless territory; 
the discovery of America had endowed it with great wealth, and its success in the field 
had crowned its standards with the prestige of invincible power. At the head of this vast 
Empire was a prince of equal sagacity and ambition, and who was by turns the ally and 
the enemy of the Pope, yet ever the steady champion of the Papacy, with which he 
believed the union of his Empire and the stability of his power were bound up. Charles V, 
first and chiefly, the Protestants had cause to dread. 
 
But a counterpoise had been provided. France, which was not very much less powerful 
than Spain, was made to weigh upon the arm of Charles, in order to deaden the blow 
should he strike at Protestantism. He did wish to strike at Protestantism, and sought 



craftily to persuade Francis to hold back the while. In the spring of 1531 he sent his 
ambassador Noircarmes to poison the ear of the King of France. Do you know what 
Lutheranism is? said Noircarmes to Francis one day. It means, concisely, three things, he 
continued — the first is the destruction of the family, the second is the destruction of 
property, and the third is the destruction of the monarchy. Espouse this cause, said the 
Spanish ambassador, in effect, and you "let in the deluge." 

And now we begin to see the good fruits reaped by Christendom from the disastrous 
battle of Pavia. It came just in time to counteract the machinations of Charles with the 
French monarch. The defeat of Francis on that field, and the dreary imprisonment in 
Madrid that followed it, planted rivalries and dislikes between the two powerful crowns 
of France and Spain, which kept apart two forces that if united would have crushed the 
Reformation. Inspired by hatred and dread of the Emperor Charles, not only had the 
insinuations of his ambassador the less power with Francis, but he cast his eyes around if 
haply he might discover allies by whose help he might be able to withstand his powerful 
rival on the other side of the Pyrenees. Francis resolved on making advances to the 
Protestant princes of Germany. He was all the more strengthened in this design by the 
circumstance that these princes, who saw a tempest gathering, had just formed 
themselves into a league of defense. In  1531 the representatives of the Protestant States 
met at Schmalkald, in the Electorate of Hesse, and, as we have elsewhere related, nine 
princes and eleven cities entered into an alliance for six years "to resist all who should try 
to constrain them to forsake the Word of God and the truth of Christ." 
 
The smallest of all the political parties in Christendom, the position of the Schmalkalders 
gave them an influence far beyond their numbers; they stood between the two mighty 
States of France and Spain. The balance of power was in their hands, and, so far at least, 
they could play off the crowns of Spain and France against one another. 
 
Accordingly next year Francis sent an ambassador — it was his second attempt — to 
negotiate an alliance with them. His first ambassador was a fool, his second was a wise 
man, Du Bellay, brother to the Archbishop of Paris, than whom there was no more 
accomplished man in all France. 
 
Du Bellay did what diplomatists only sometimes do, brought heart as well as head to his 
mission, for he wished nothing so much as to see his master and his kingdom of France 
cast off the Pope, and displaying their colors alongside those of Protestant Germany, sail 
away on the rising tide of Protestantism. Du Bellay told the princes that he had his 
master's express command to offer them his assistance in their great enterprise, and was 
empowered "to arrange with them about the share of the war expenses which his majesty 
was ready to pay." This latter proposal revealed the cloven foot. What was uppermost in 
the mind of the King of France was to avenge the defeat at Pavia; hence his eagerness for 
war. The League of Schmalkald bound the German princes to stand on the defensive 
only; they were not to strike unless Charles or some other should first strike at them. 
Luther raised his powerful voice against the proposed alliance. He hated political 
entanglements, mistrusted Francis, had a just horror of spilling blood, and he protested 
with all his might that the Protestants must rest the triumph of their cause on spiritual and 



not on carnal weapons; that the gospel was not to be advanced by battles, and that the 
Almighty did not need that the princes of earth should vote him succors in order to the 
effectual completion of his all-wise and Divine plan. The issue was that the stipulation 
which Du Bellay carried back to Paris could not serve the purposes of his master. 
 
Repulsed on the side of Germany, the King of France turned now to England. This was a 
quarter in which he was more likely to succeed. Here he had but one man to deal with, 
Henry VIII. To Henry, Protestantism was a policy merely, not a faith. He had been 
crossed in his matrimonial projects by the Pope, and so had his special quarrel with 
Clement VII, as Francis had his with Charles V. The French king sent a messenger across 
the Channel to feel the pulse of his "good brother" of England, and the result was that an 
interview was arranged between the two sovereigns — Henry crossing the sea with a 
brilliant retinue, and Francis coming to meet him with a train not less courtly. Taking up 
their quarters at the Abbot's Palace at Boulogne (1532), the two monarchs discussed their 
grievances and displeasures, and concerted together a joint plan for humiliating those 
against whom they bore a common grudge. A league was settled upon between the Kings 
of France and England, in which they engaged to raise an army of 50,000 men, ostensibly 
to attack the Turk; but in reality to begin a campaign against the emperor and the Pope. 
Now, thought Francis, I shall wipe out the disgrace of Pavia; and I, said Henry, shall 
chastise the insolence of Clement. But both were doomed to disappointment. This league 
which looked so big, and promised so much, came to nothing. Had this great army been 
assembled it would have shed much blood, but it would have enlightened no consciences, 
nor won any victories for truth. It might have humbled the Pope, it would have left the 
Papacy as strong as ever. 
 
While Francis I was looking so anxiously around him for allies, and deeming it a point of 
wisdom to lean on the monarch who could bring the largest army into the field, there was 
one power, the strength of which he missed seeing. That power had neither fleets nor 
armies at its service, and so Francis shunned rather than courted its alliance. It was fated, 
in his opinion, to go to the abyss, and should he be so imprudent as to link his cause with 
it, it would drag him down into the same destruction with itself. This was a natural but, 
for Francis, a tremendous mistake. The invisible forces are ever the strongest, and these 
were all on the side of Protestantism. But it is the eye of faith only that can see these. 
Francis looked with the eye of sense and could see nothing; and, therefore, stood aloof 
from a cause which, as it seemed to him, had so few friends, and so many and so 
powerful enemies. Francis and France lost more than Protestantism did. 

Leaving princes to intrigue for their own ends, under cover of advancing religion, let us 
turn to the work itself, and mark how it advances by means of instrumentalities far 
different from those which kings know to employ. This brings before us, once more, a 
lady illustrious for her rank, and not less illustrious for her piety — Margaret, the sister of 
the king, and now Queen of Navarre. She saw her brother holding out his hand to the 
Protestants of Germany, and the King of England, and permitted herself to believe that 
the hour had at last come when Francis and his kingdom would place themselves on the 
path of the Reform, and that in the martyrdom of Berquin, which had filled her soul with 
so profound a sorrow, she had seen the last blood that would ever be spilt on the soil of 



France, and the last stake that would ever blaze in the Place de Greve for the cause of the 
gospel. Full of these hopes, her zeal and courage grew stronger every day. 
 
Reflecting that she stood near the throne, that thousands in all parts of Reformed 
Christendom looked to her to stand between the oppressor and his victim, and that it 
became her to avert, as far as was in her power, the guilt of innocent blood from her 
house and the throne of her brother, she girded herself for the part which it became her to 
act. The gospel, said this princess, shall be preached in France, in the very capital, nay, in 
the very bosom of the Roman Catholic Church. The moment was opportune. The 
Carnival of 1533 was just ended. Balls and banquets had for weeks kept the court in a 
whirl and Paris in continual excitement, and, wearied with this saturnalia, Francis had 
gone to Picardy for repose. Margaret thus was mistress of the situation. She summoned 
Roussel to her presence, and told him that he must proclaim the "great tidings" to the 
population of Paris from its pulpits. The timid evangelist shook like aspen when this 
command was laid upon him. He remonstrated: he painted the immense danger: he 
acknowledged that it was right that the gospel should be preached, but he was not the 
man; let Margaret find some more intrepid evangelist. The queen, however, persisted. 
She issued her orders that the churches of Paris should be opened to Roussel. But she had 
reckoned without her host. The Sorbonne lifted its haughty head and commanded that the 
doors of the churches should be kept closed. The queen and the Sorbonne were now in 
conflict, but the latter carried the day. These Sorbonnists could be compared only to some 
of old, who professed to be the door-keepers of the kingdom of heaven, but would neither 
go in themselves, nor permit those that would to enter. 
 
Margaret now bethought her of an expedient which enabled her to turn the flank of the 
doctors. She was resolved to have the gospel preached in the capital of France, and to 
have it preached now; it might be the turning-point of its destiny, and surely it was a 
likelier way to establish the Reform than that of diplomatists, who were seeking to do so 
by leagues and battles, if the Sorbonnists were masters in the city, Margaret was mistress 
in the palace. She accordingly extemporized a chapel in the Louvre, and told Roussel that 
he must preach in it. This was a less formidable task than holding forth in the city pulpits. 
The queen publicly announced that each day at a certain hour a sermon would be 
preached under the royal roof, and that all would be welcome from the peer downwards. 
The Parisians opened their eyes in wonder. Here was something till now unheard of — 
the king's palace turned into a Lutheran conventicle! When the hour came a crowd of all 
ranks was seen streaming in at the gates of the Louvre, climbing its staircase, and 
pressing on through the antechambers to the saloon, where, around Roussel, sat the King 
and Queen of Navarre, and many of the grandees of France. The preacher offered a short 
prayer, and then read a portion of scripture, which he expounded with clearness and great 
impressiveness. The result bore testimony to the wisdom of Roussel and the power of the 
truth. A direct assault on the Papacy would but have excited the combative faculties of 
his hearers, the exposition of the truth awakened their consciences. 
 
Every day saw a greater crowd gathering in the chapel. The saloon could no longer 
contain the numbers that came, and antechambers and corridors had to be thrown open to 
give enlarged space to the multitude. The assembly was as brilliant as it was numerous. 



Nobles, lawyers, men of letters, and wealthy merchants were mingled in the stream of 
bourgeoisie and artisans that each day, at the appointed hour, flowed in at the royal gates, 
and devoutly listened under the gorgeous roof of the Louvre to preaching so unwonted. 
Verily, he would have been a despondent man who, at that hour, would have doubted the 
triumph of the good cause in France. 
 
Margaret, emboldened by the success which had attended her experiment, returned to her 
first idea, which was to get possession of the churches, turn out the monks, and for their 
ribald harangues substitute the pure gospel. She wrote to her brother, who was still 
absent, and perhaps not ill-pleased to be so, making request to have the churches placed 
at her disposal. Francis granted her wish to the extent of permitting her the use of two of 
the city churches. He was willing to do Protestantism this service, being shrewd enough 
to see that his negotiations with English and German Protestants would speed none the 
worse, and that it might equally serve his purpose to terrify the Pope by the possible 
instant defection of France from its "obedience" to the "Holy See." One of the churches 
was situated in the quarter of St. Denis, and Margaret sent the Augustine monk Courault 
to occupy it, around whom there daily assembled a large and deeply impressed 
congregation gathered from the district. Berthaud, also an Augustine, occupied the pulpit 
of the other church put by Francis at Margaret's disposal. A fountain of living water had 
the Queen of Navarre opened in this high place; inexpressible delight filled her soul as 
she thought that soon this refreshing stream would overflow all France, and convert the 
parched and weary land into a very garden. It was the season of Easter, and never had 
Lent like this been kept in Paris. The city, which so lately had rung from one end to the 
other with the wild joy and guilty mirth of the Carnival, was now not only penitent, but 
evangelical. "The churches were filled," says the historian Crespin, "not with formal 
auditors, but with men who received the glad tidings with great joy.  Drunkards had 
become sober, the idle industrious, the disorderly peaceful, and libertines had grown 
chaste."  
 
What, meanwhile, were the doctors of the Sorbonne about? Were they standing by with 
shut mouths and folded arms, quietly looking on, when, as it must have seemed to them, 
the bark of Peter was drifting to destruction? Did they slumber on their watch-tower, not 
caring that France was becoming Lutheran? Far from it. They gave a few days to the 
hearing of the report of their spies, and then they raised the alarm. A flood of heresy, like 
the flood of waters that drowned the old world, was breaking in on France. They must 
stop it; but with what? The stake. "Let us burn Roussel," said the fiery Beda, "as we 
burned Berquin." The king was applied to for permission; for powerful as was the 
Sorbonne, it hardly dared drag the preacher from the Queen of Navarre's side without a 
warrant from Francis. The king would interfere neither for nor against. 
 
They applied to the chancellor. The chancellor referred them to the archbishop, Du 
Bellay. He too refused to move. There remained a fourth party to whom they now 
resolved to carry their appeal: the populace. If they could carry the population of Paris 
with them they should yet be able to save Rome. With this object an agitation was 
commenced, in which every priest and monk had to bear his part. They sent their 
preachers into the pulpits. Shouting and gesticulating these men awoke, now the anger, 



now the horror of their fanatical hearers, by the odious epithets and terrible denunciations 
which they hurled against Lutheranism. They poured a host of mendicants into the houses 
of the citizens. These, as instructed beforehand, while they filled their wallets, dropped 
seditious hints that "the Pope was above the king," adding that if matters went on as they 
were doing the crown would not long adorn the head of Francis. 
 
Still further to move the people against the queen's preachers, processions were organized 
in the streets. For nine days a crowd of penitents, with sackcloth on their loins and ashes 
on their heads, were seen prostrate around the statue of St. James, loudly imploring the 
good saint to stretch out his staff, and therewith smite to the dust the hydra that was 
lifting up its abhorred head in France. 
 
Nor did the doctors of the Sorbonne agitate in vain. The excitable populace were catching 
fire. Fanatical crowds, uttering revolutionary cries, paraded the streets, and the Queen of 
Navarre and her Protestant coadjutors, seeing the matter growing serious, sent to tell the 
king the state of the capital. 
 
The issue, in the first instance, was a heavy blow to the agitators. The king's pride had 
been touched by the attack which the Romanists had made on the prerogative, and he 
ordered that Beda, and the more inflammatory spirits who followed him, should be sent 
into banishment.  
 
It was a trial of strength, not so much between Evangelism and Romanism as between the 
court and the university, and the Sorbonne had to bow its proud head. But the departure 
of Beda did not extinguish the agitation; the fire he had kindled continued to burn after he 
was gone. Not in a day were the ignorance and fanaticism, which had been ages a-
growing, to be extirpated: fiery placards were posted on the houses; ribald ballads were 
sung in the streets. 
 
"To the stake! to the stake! the fire is their home; As God hath commanded, let justice be 
done," 
 
was the refrain of one of these unpolished but cruel productions. Disputations, plots, and 
rumors kept the city in a perpetual ferment. The Sorbonnists held daily councils; leaving 
no stone unturned; they worked upon the minds of the leading members of the Parliament 
of Paris, and by dint of persistency and union, they managed to rally to their standard all 
the ignorant, the fanatical, and the selfish — that is, the bulk of the population of the 
capital. The Protestant sermons were confirmed for some time; many conversions took 
place, but the masses remained on the side of Rome. 
 
This was the CRISIS of France — the day of its special visitation. More easily than ever 
before or since might France have freed its soul from the yoke of Rome, and secured for 
all coming time the glorious heritage of Protestant truth and liberty. This was, in fact, its 
second day of visitation. 
 
The first had occurred under Lefevre and Farel. That day had passed, and the golden 



opportunity that came with it had been lost. A second now returned, for there in the midst 
of Paris were the feet of them that "publish peace," and that preach "the opening of the 
prison to them that are bound." What all auspicious and blessed achievement if Margaret 
had been able to win the population of Paris to the gospel! Paris won, France would have 
followed. It needed but this to crown its many happy qualities, and make France one of 
the most delightful lands on earth — a land full of all terrestrial good things; ennobled, 
moreover, by genius, and great in art as in arms. But Paris was deaf as adder to the voice 
of the charmer, and from that hour the destiny of France was changed. A future of 
countless blessings was fatally transformed into a future of countless woes.  
 
Paris had made its choice. And as in old time when men joined hands and entered into 
covenant they ratified the transaction by sacrifice, Paris sealed its engagement to abide by 
the Pope in the blood of a disciple of the gospel. Had the Sorbonne been more completely 
master of the situation, Roussel would have been selected as the sacrifice; but he was too 
powerfully protected to permit the priests venturing on burning him, and a humbler 
victim had to be found. A Dominican friar, known by the name of Laurent de la Croix, 
had come to the knowledge of the gospel in Paris. 
 
Straightway he threw off his cowl and cloak and monkish name, and fled to Geneva, 
where Farel received him, and more perfectly instructed him in the Reformed doctrines. 
To great natural eloquence he now added a clear knowledge and a burning zeal. Silent he 
could not remain, and Switzerland was the first scene of his evangelizing efforts. But the 
condition of poor France began to lie heavy on his heart, and though he well knew the 
perils he must brave, he could not restrain his yearnings to return and preach to his 
countrymen that Savior so dear to himself. Crossing the frontier, and taking the name of 
Alexander, he made his way to Lyons. Already Protestantism had its disciples in the city 
of Peter Waldo, and these gave a warm welcome to the evangelist. He began to preach, 
and his power to move the hearts of men was marvelous.  Alexander preached every day, 
this hour in one quarter of the city and the next in the opposite. It began to be manifest 
that some mysterious influence was acting on the population. The agents of the priests 
were employed to scent it out; but it seemed as if the preacher, whoever he was, to his 
other qualities added that of invisibility. His pursuers, in every case, arrived to find the 
sermon ended, and the preacher gone, they knew not whither. This success in baffling 
pursuit made his friends in time less careful. Alexander was apprehended. Escorted by 
bowmen, and loaded with chains, he was sent to Paris. 
 
The guard soon saw that the prisoner they had in charge was like no other that had ever 
before been committed to their keeping. Before Paris was reached, the captain of the 
company, as well as several of its members, had, as the result of their prisoner's 
conversation with them, become converts to the gospel. As he pursued his journey in 
bonds, Alexander preached at the inns and villages where they halted for the night. At 
every stage of the way he left behind him trophies of the Protestant faith. 
 
The prisoner was comforted by the thought that his Master had turned the road to the 
stake into a missionary progress, and if in a few days he should breathe his last amid the 
flames, others would rise from his ashes to confess the truth when he could no longer 



preach it. 
 
Arrived in Paris, he was brought before the Parliament. The prisoner meekly yet 
courageously confessed the Reformed faith. He was first cruelly tortured. Putting his 
limbs in the boot, the executioners drove in the wedges with such blows that his left leg 
was crushed. Alexander groaned aloud. "O God," he exclaimed, says Crespin, "there is 
neither pity nor mercy in these men! Oh, that I may find both in thee!" "Another blow," 
said the head executioner. The martyr seeing Budaeus among the assessors, and turning 
on him a look of supplication, said, "Is there no Gamaliel here to moderate the cruelty 
they are practicing on me?"  
 
Budaeus, great in the schools, but irresolute in the matters of the gospel, fixing an eye of 
pity on Alexander, said, "It is enough: his torture is too much: forbear." His words took 
effect. "The executioners," says Crespin, "lifted up the martyr, and carried him to his 
dungeon, a cripple." He was condemned to be burned alive. In the hope of daunting him, 
his sentence, contrary to the then usual practice, was pronounced in his presence; but they 
who watched his face, instead of fear, saw a gleam of joy shoot, at the instant, athwart it. 
He was next made to undergo the ceremony of degradation. They shaved his crown, 
scraped his fingertips, and tore off his robe. "If you speak a word," said they, "we will cut 
out your tongue;" for about this time, according to the historian Crespin, this horrible 
barbarity began to be practiced upon the confessors of the truth. Last of all they brought 
forth the rob de fol. When Alexander saw himself about to be arrayed in this dress, he 
could not, says Crespin, refrain from speaking. "O God," said he, "is there any higher 
honor than to receive the livery which thy Son received in the house of Herod?" 
 
The martyr was now attired for the fire. Unable to walk to the place of execution, for one 
of his legs had been sorely mangled in the boot, they provided a cart, one usually 
employed to convey away rubbish, and placed the martyr in it. As he passed along from 
the Conciergerie to the Place Maubert he managed to stand up, and resting his hands on 
the sides of the cart and leaning over, he preached to the crowds that thronged the streets, 
commending to them the Savior for whom he was about to die, and exhorting them to 
flee from the wrath to come. The smile which his sentence had kindled on his face had 
not yet gone off it; nay, it appeared to glow and brighten the nearer he drew to the stake. 
"He is going to be burned," said the onlookers, "and yet no one seems so happy as he." 
 
Being come to the place of execution they lifted him out of the cart, placed him against 
the stake, and bound him to it with chains. He begged, before they should kindle the pile, 
that he might be permitted to say a few more last words to the people. Leave was given, 
and breaking into an ecstasy he again extolled that Savior for whom he was now to lay 
down his life, and again commended him to those around. The executioners, as they 
waited to do their office, gazed with mingled wonder and fear on this strange criminal. 
The spectators, among whom was a goodly number of monks, said, "Surely there is 
nothing worthy of death in this man," and smiting on their breasts, and bewailing his fate, 
with plenteous tears, exclaimed, " If this man is not saved, who of the sons of men can be 
so?" Well might the martyr, as he saw them weeping, have said, "Weep not for me, but 
weep for yourselves." A few sharp pangs, and to him would come joy for ever; but for 



them, alas! and for their children, the cry of the blood of the martyr, and of thousands 
more yet to be slain, was to be answered in a future dark with woes. 
 
Between the stake of Berquin and the stake of Alexander, there were three full years 
during which the winds of persecution were held back. During at least two of these years 
the gospel was freely and faithfully preached in the capital; an influence from on High 
was plainly at work amongst the people. Five thousand men and women daily passed in 
at the gates of the Louvre to listen to Roussel; and numerous churches throughout the city 
were opened and filled with crowds that seemed to thirst for the Water of Life. Many 
"felt the powers of the world to come." In these events, Providence put it distinctly to the 
inhabitants of Paris, "Choose ye this day whom ye shall serve. Will ye abide by the 
Papacy, or will ye cast in your lot with the Reformation?" and the men of Paris as 
distinctly replied, when the period of probation had come to an end, "We will abide by 
the Pope." The choice of Paris was the choice of France. Scarcely were the flames of 
Alexander's pile extinguished, when the sky of that country, which was kindling apace, as 
the friends of truth fondly thought, with the glories of the opening day, because suddenly 
overcast, and clouds of threatening blackness began to gather. In the spring of 1534 the 
churches of Paris were closed, the sermons were suppressed, 300 Lutherans were swept 
off to prison, and soon thereafter the burnings were resumed. But the ominous 
circumstance was that the persecutor was backed by the populace. Queen Margaret's 
attempt to win over the population of the capital to the gospel had proved a failure, and 
the consequence was that the Sorbonne, with the help of the popular suffrage, again set 
up the stake, and from that day to this the masses in France have been on the side of 
Rome. 

We have seen Calvin return to Paris in 1529. He was present in that city during those four 
eventful years when the novel and stirring scenes we have narrated were taking place. 
How was he occupied? He felt that to him the day of labor had not yet fully arrived; he 
must prepare against its approach by reading, by study, and by prayer. In the noisy 
combats with which the saloons, the halls of the Sorbonne, and even the very streets were 
then resounding, Calvin cared but little to mingle. His ambition was to win victories 
which, if less ostentatious, would be far more durable. Like his old teacher, Mathurin 
Cordier — so wise in his honesty — he wished solidly to lay the foundations, and was 
not content to rear structures which were sure to topple over with the first breeze. He 
desired to baptize men for the stake, to make converts who would endure the fire. 
Eschewing the knots of disputants in the streets, he entered the abodes of the citizens, and 
winning attention by his very shyness, as well as by the clearness and sweetness of his 
discourse, he talked with the family on the things that belonged to their peace. He had 
converted a soul while his friends outside had but demolished a syllogism. Calvin was the 
pioneer of all those who, since his day, have labored in the work of the recovery of the 
lapsed masses. 
 
However, the fame he shunned did, the more he fled from it, but the more pursue him. 
His name was mentioned in the presence of the Queen of Navarre. Margaret must needs 
see the young evangelist. We tremble as we see Calvin enter the Louvre to be presented 
at court. They who are in king's houses wear "soft raiment," and learn to pursue middle 



courses. If Calvin is to be all to the Church he must be nothing to kings and queens. All 
the more do we tremble at the ordeal he is about to undergo when we reflect that, in 
combination with his sternness of principle and uprightness of aim, there are in Calvin a 
tenderness of heart, and a yearning, not for praise, but for sympathy, which may render 
him susceptible to the blandishments and flatteries of a court. But God went with him to 
the palace. Calvin's insight discovered even then, what afterwards became manifest to 
less penetrating observers, that, while Margaret's piety was genuine, it was clouded 
nevertheless by mysticism, and her opinions, though sound in the main, were too 
hesitating and halting to compass a full Reformation of the church. 
 
On these accounts he was unable to fully identify himself with the cause of the Queen of 
Navarre. Nevertheless, there were not a few points of similarity between the two which 
excited a mutual admiration. There was in both a beautiful genius; there was in both a 
lofty soul; there was in both a love of what is pure and noble; and especially there was in 
both — what is the beginning and end of all piety — a deep heaven-begotten reverence 
and love of the Savior. Margaret did not conceal her admiration of the young scholar and 
evangelist. His eye so steadfast, yet so keen; his features so calm, yet so expressive of 
energy; the wisdom of his utterances, and the air of serene strength that breathed around 
him — betokening a power within, which, though enshrined in a somewhat slender 
frame, was evidently awaiting a future of great achievements — won the confidence of 
the queen. Calvin was in a fair way of becoming a frequent visitor at the palace, when an 
unexpected event drove the young scholar from Paris, and averted the danger, if ever it 
had existed, of the chief Reformer of Christendom becoming lost in the court chaplain. 
 
That event fell out thus — Nicholas Cop, Rector of the Sorbonne, was the intimate friend 
of Calvin. It was 1533, and the session of the university was to open on the 1st of next 
month (All Saints' Day), when Cop was expected to grace the occasion with an inaugural 
discourse. What an opportunity, thought Calvin, of having the gospel preached in the 
most public of all the pulpits of Christendom! He waited on his friend Cop and broke to 
him his stratagem. But Cop felt unequal to the task of composing such an address as 
would answer the end. It was finally agreed between the two friends that Calvin should 
write, and that Cop should read the oration. It was a bold experiment, full of grave risks, 
of which its devisers were not unaware, but they had made up their minds to the 
dangerous venture. 
 
The 1st of November arrived. It saw a brilliant assembly in the Church of the Mathurins 
— professors, students, the elite of the learned men of Paris, a goodly muster of 
Franciscans, some of whom more than half suspected Cop of a weakness for 
Lutheranism, and a sprinkling of the friends of the new opinions, who had had a hint of 
what was to happen. 
 
On a bench apart sat Calvin, with the air of one who had dropped in by the way. Cop 
rose, and proceeded amid deep silence to pronounce an oration in praise of "Christian 
Philosophy." But the philosophy which he extolled was not that which had been drawn 
from the academies of Greece, but that diviner wisdom to reveal which to man the 
Immortal had put on mortality. The key-note of the discourse was the "Grace of God," 



the one sole fountain of man's renewal, pardon, and eternal life. The oration, although 
Protestant in spirit, was very thoroughly academic. Its noble sentiments were clothed in 
language clear, simple, yet majestic.  
 
Blank astonishment was portrayed on the faces of the most part of the audience at the 
beginning of the oration. By-and-by a countenance here and there began to kindle with 
delight. Others among the listeners were becoming uneasy on their seats. The monks knit 
their brows, and shooting out fiery glances from beneath them, exchanged whispers with 
one another. They saw through the thin disguise in which the rector was trying to veil the 
gospel. Spoken on "All Saints' Day," yet not a word about the saints did that oration 
contain! It was a desecration of their festival; an act of treason against these glorious 
intercessors; a blow struck at the foundations of Rome: so they judged, and rightly. The 
assembly rose, and then the storm burst. Heresy had reached an astounding pitch of 
audacity when it dared to rear its head in the very midst of the Sorbonne. It must be 
struck down at once. 
 
Cop was denounced to the Parliament, then the supreme judge and executioner of 
heretics. Summoned to its bar, he resolved, strong in the integrity of his cause, and 
presuming not a little on his position as head of the first university in Christendom, to 
obey the citation. He was already on his way to the Palace of Justice, attired in his robes 
of office, his beadles and apparitors preceding him, with their maces and gold-headed 
staves, when a friend, pressing through the crowd, whispered into his ear that he was 
marching to his death. Cop saw the danger of prosecuting further this duel between the 
Parliament and the Sorbonne. He fled to Basle, and so escaped the fate already 
determined on for him.  
 
When Cop was gone, it began to be rumored that the author of the address, which had set 
Parliament and the university in flames, was still in Paris, and that he was no other than 
Calvin. Such a spirit was enough to set all Christendom on fire: he must be burned. 
Already the lieutenant-criminal, Jean Morin, who for some time had had his eye on the 
young evangelist, was on his way to apprehend him. Calvin, who deemed himself safe in 
his obscurity, was sitting quietly in his room in the College of Fortret when some of his 
comrades came running into his chamber, and urged him to flee that instant. Scarcely had 
they spoken when a loud knocking was heard at the outer gate. It was the officers. Now 
their heavy tramp was heard in the corridor. Another moment and Calvin would be on his 
way to the Conciergerie, to come out of it only to the stake. That would, indeed, have 
been a blow to the Reformation, and probably would have changed the whole future of 
Christendom. But God interposed at this moment of peril. While some of his friends held 
a parley with the officers at the door, others, seizing the sheets on his bed, twisted them 
into a rope, fastened them in the window, and Calvin, catching hold of them, let himself 
down into the street of the Bernardins.  
 
Dropped into the street, the fugitive traversed Paris with rapid steps, and soon reached the 
suburbs. His first agitation subsiding, he began to think how he could disguise himself, 
knowing that the officers of Morin would be on his track. Espying a vine-dresser's 
cottage, and knowing the owner to be friendly to the gospel, he entered, and there 



arranged the plan of his flight. Doffing his own dress, he put on the coat of the peasant, 
and, with a garden hoe on his shoulder he set out on his journey. He went forth not 
knowing whither he went — the pioneer of hundreds of thousands who in after-years 
were to flee from France, and to seek under other skies that liberty to confess the gospel 
which was denied them in their native land. To Calvin the disappointment must have 
been as keen as it was sudden. 
 
He had fondly hoped that the scene of his conversion would be the scene of his labors 
also. He saw too, as he believed, the gospel on the eve of triumphing in France. Was it 
not preached in the churches of the capital, taught from some of the chairs of the 
Sorbonne, and honored in the palace of the monarch? But God had arranged for both 
France and Calvin a different future from that which the young evangelist pictured to 
himself. The great kingdom of France was to harden its heart that God might glorify his 
power upon it, and Calvin was to go into exile that he might prepare in solitude those 
great works by which he was to instruct so many nations, and speak to the ages of the 
future. 
 
Turning to the south, Calvin went on towards Orleans, but he did not stop there. He 
pursued his way to Tours, but neither did he halt there. Going onwards still, he traveled 
those great plains which the Loire and other streams water, so rich in meadows and tall 
umbrageous trees, and which are so loved by the vine, forming then as they do at this day 
the finest part of that fine country. After some weeks' wandering, he reached Angouleme, 
the birth-place of Margaret of Navarre. Here he directed his steps to the mansion of the 
Du Tillets, a noble and wealthy family, high in office in the State, famed moreover for 
their love of letters, and with one of whose members Calvin had formed an acquaintance 
in Paris. The exile had not miscalculated. The young Du Tiller, the only one of the family 
then at home, was delighted to resume in Angouleme the intercourse begun in Paris. The 
noble mansion with all in it was at the service of Calvin.  
 
The exile needed rest; he needed time for reading and meditation; he found both under 
this princely and friendly roof. The library of the chateau was one of the finest of which 
France, or perhaps any other country, in that age could boast, containing, it is said, some 
4,000 volumes. Here he reposed, but was not idle. As Luther had been wafted away in the 
midst of the tempest to rest awhile in the Wartburg, so Calvin was made to sit down here 
and equip himself for the conflicts that were about to open. It was here that Calvin 
projected his Institutes, which D'Aubigne styles "the finest work of the Reformation." 
Not that he wrote it here; but in this library he collected the materials, arranged the plan, 
and it may be penned some of its passages. We shall have occasion to speak of this great 
work afterwards; suffice it here to remark that it was composed on the model of those 
apologies which the early Fathers presented to the Roman emperors on behalf of the 
primitive martyrs. 
 
Again were men dying at the stake for the gospel. Calvin felt that it became him to raise 
his voice in their defense; but how could he better vindicate them than by vindicating 
their cause, and proving in the face of its enemies and of the whole world that it was the 
cause of truth? But to plead such a cause before such an audience was no light matter. He 



prepared himself by reading, by much meditation, and by earnest prayer; and then he 
spoke in the Institutes with a voice that sounded through Europe, and the mighty 
reverberations of which have come down the ages. 
 
An episode of a touching kind varied the sojourn of Calvin at Angouleme. Lefevre still 
survived, and was living at Nerac, near to Angouleme, enjoying the protection and 
friendship of Margaret. Calvin, who yearned to see the man who had first opened the 
door of France to the Reformation, set out to visit him. The aged doctor and the young 
Reformer met for the first and last time.  

Calvin had been half-a-year at Angouleme, and now, the storm having blown over, he 
quitted it and returned northward to Poictiers.  The new opinions had already found some 
entrance into the learned society of Poictiers; but with Calvin came a new and clearer 
light, which soon attracted a select circle of firm friends. 
 
The chief magistrate, Pierre de La Planche, became Calvin’ss friend, and at his house he 
was accustomed to meet the distinguished men of the place, and under his roof, and 
sometimes in the garden, the Basses Treilles, did Calvin expound to them the true nature 
of the gospel and the spiritual glory of the kingdom of heaven, thus drawing them away 
from idle ceremonies and dead formulas, to living doctrines by which the heart is 
renewed and the life fructified. Some contemned the words spoken to them, others 
received them with meekness and joy. Among these converts was Ponthus, abbot of a 
Benedictine convent in the neighborhood of Poictiers, and head of a patrician family. 
Forsaking a brilliant position, he was the first abbot in France who openly professed 
himself a disciple of the Reformed faith.  
 
It was at Poictiers that the evangelization of France began in a systematic way. The 
school which Calvin here gathered round him comprehended persons in all conditions of 
life – canons, lawyers, professors, counts, and tradesmen. They discoursed about Divine 
mysteries as they walked together on the banks of the neighboring torrent, the Clain, or as 
they assembled in the garden of the Basses Treilles, where, like the ancient Platonists, 
they often held their re-unions. There, as the Papists have said, were the first beginnings 
in France of Protestant conventicles and councils. "As it was in a garden," said the 
Roman Catholics of Poictiers, "that our first parents were seduced, so are these men 
being enchanted by Calvin in the garden of the Basses Treilles." 
 
By-and by it was thought prudent to discontinue these meetings in the Basses Treilles, 
and to seek some more remote and solitary place of re-union.   It was an hour's walk from 
the town. Dividing into groups, each company, by a different route, found its way to the 
cave. Here prayer was offered and the scriptures expounded, the torrent rolling beneath, 
and the beetling rocks and waving trees concealing the entrance. In this grotto, so far as 
the light of history serves, was the Lord's Supper celebrated for the first time in France 
after the Protestant fashion. On an appointed day the disciples met here, and Calvin, 
having expounded the Word and offered prayer, handed round the bread and cup, of 
which all partook, even as in the upper room at Jerusalem sixteen centuries before. The 
place had none of the grandeurs of cathedral, but "the glory of God and the Lamb" lent it 



beauty. No chant of priest, no swell of organ accompanied the service, but the devotion of 
contrite hearts, in fellowship with Christ, was ascending from that rocky chamber, and 
coming up before the throne in heaven.  Often since have the children of the Reformation 
assembled in the dens and caves, in the forests, wildernesses, and mountains of France, to 
sing their psalm and celebrate their worship; and He who disdains the gorgeous temple, 
which unholy rites defile, has been present with them, turning the solitude of the low-
browed cave into an august presence-chamber, in which they have seen the glory and 
heard the voice of the Eternal. 
 
Calvin now saw, as the fruit of his labors, a little Protestant congregation in Poictiers. 
This did not content him; he desired to make this young church a basis of evangelization 
for the surrounding provinces, and ultimately for the whole kingdom. One day in the little 
assembly he said, "Is there any one here willing to go and give light to those whom the 
Pope has blinded?" Jean Vernon, Philip Veron, and Albert Babinot stood up and offered 
themselves for this work. Veron and Babinot, turning their steps to the south and west, 
scattered the good seed in those fertile provinces and great cities which lie along the 
course of the Garonne. In Toulouse and Bordeaux they made many disciples. Obeying 
Calvin's instructions they sought to win the teachers of the youth, and in many cases they 
entirely succeeded; so that, as we find the staunch Roman Catholic Raemond 
complaining, "the minister was hid under the cloak of the magister," "the young were lost 
before they were aware of their danger," and "many with only down on their chins were 
so incurably perverted, that they preferred being roasted over a slow fire to renouncing 
their Calvinism." Jean Vernon remained at Poictiers, where he found an interesting field 
of labor among the students at the university. It was ever the aim of Calvin to unite 
religion and science. He knew that when these are divorced we have a race of fanatics on 
the one side, and of skeptics on the other; therefore, of his little band, he commanded one 
to abide at the university seat; and of the students not a few embraced the Reformed faith. 
These three missionaries, combining prudence with activity, and escaping the vigilance 
of the priests, continued to evangelize in France to their dying day. Veron and Babinot 
departed in peace; Vernon was seized as he was crossing the Alps of Savoy, and burned 
at Chambery. This was the first home-mission in modern times. After a stay of barely two 
months Calvin quitted Poictiers, going on by way of Orleans and Paris to Noyon, his 
birth-place, which he visited now for the last time. 
 
But he did not leave Poictiers as he had found it. There was now within its walls a 
Reformed church, embracing many men distinguished by their learning, occupying 
positions of influence, and ready to confess Christ, if need were, amid the flames. 
 
The plan which Calvin had formed to himself of his life's labors, after his conversion, had 
Paris and France as its center. Nearest his heart, and occupying the foreground in all his 
visions of the future, was his native land. It needed but the gospel to make France the first 
of the nations, and its throne the mightiest in Europe. 
 
And the footing the gospel had already obtained in that land seemed to warrant these 
great expectations. Had not the gospel found martyrs in France, and was not this a pledge 
that it would yet triumph, on the soil which their blood had watered? Had not the palace 



opened its gates to welcome it? More wonderful still, it was forcing its way, despite the 
prejudice and pride of ages, into the halls of the Sorbonne. The many men of letters 
which France now contained were, with scarce an exception, favorable to the 
Reformation. The monarch, it is true, had not yet decided; but Margaret, so sweet in 
disposition, so sincere in her Protestant faith, would not be wanting in her influence with 
her brother, and thus there was ground to hope that when Francis did decide his choice 
would be given in behalf of Protestantism. So stood the matter then. Was it wonderful 
that Calvin should so linger around Paris, and believe that he saw in it the field of his 
future labors? But ever and anon, as he came back to it, and grasping the seed-basket, had 
begun again to sow, the sky would darken, the winds would begin to howl, and he was 
forced to flee before a new outburst of the tempest. At last he began to understand that it 
was not the great kingdom of France, with its chivalrous monarch and its powerful 
armies, that God had chosen to sustain the battle of the Reformation. A handful only of 
the French people had the Reformation called to follow it, whose destined work was to 
glorify it on their own soil by the heroism of the stake, and to help to sow it in others by 
the privations and sacrifices of exile. But before speaking of Calvin's third and last flight 
from Paris, let us turn to an incident big with the gravest consequences to France and 
Christendom. 
 
The Pope, Spain, and France were by turns the allies and the adversaries of one another. 
The King of France, who was constantly scheming to recover by the arts of diplomacy 
those fair Italian provinces which he had lost upon the battle-field, was now plotting 
against Charles of Spain. The emperor, on his way to Augsburg, was at this moment 
closeted, as we have already related, with the Pope at Bologna. Francis, who was not 
ignorant of these things, would frequently ask himself, "Who can tell what evil may be 
brewing against France? I shall out-maneuver the crafty Charles; I shall detach the Pope 
from the side of Spain, and secure him for ever to France;" – for in those days the Pontiff, 
as a dynastic power, counted for more than he afterwards did. 
 
Francis thought that he had hit on a capital device for dealing a blow to his rival. What 
was it? The Pope, Clement VII, of the House of Medici, had a niece, a little fairy girl of 
fourteen; he would propose marriage between this girl and his second son, Henry, Duke 
of Orleans. The Pope, he did not doubt, would grasp at the brilliant offer; for Clement, he 
knew, was set on the aggrandizement of his family, and this marriage would place it 
among the royal houses of Europe. But was Francis I in earnest? Would the King of 
France stoop to marry his son to the descendant of a merchant? Yes, Francis would digest 
the mortification which this match might cause him for the sake of the solid advantages, 
as he believed them to be, which it would bring with it. He would turn the flank of 
Charles, and take his revenge for Pavia. Had Francis feared the God of hosts as much as 
he did the emperor, and been willing to stoop as low for the gospel as for the favor of the 
Pope, happy had it been for both himself and his kingdom. 
 
Clement, when the offer was made to him, could scarce believe it.  He was in doubt this 
moment; he was in ecstasy the next. The emperor soon discovered the affair, and 
foreseeing its consequences to himself, endeavored to persuade the Pope that the King of 
France was insincere, and counseled him to beware of the snake in the grass. The 



ambassadors of the French King protested that their master was in earnest, and pushed on 
the business till at last they had finished it. It was concluded that this girl, Catherine de 
Medici by name, should be linked with the throne of France, and that the blood of the 
Valois and the Medici should henceforth be mixed. The Pope strode through his palace 
halls, elate at the honor which had so unexpectedly come to his house, and refused to 
enter the league which the emperor was pressing him to form with him against Francis, 
and would have nothing to do with calling a Council for which Charles was importuning 
him. And the King of France, on his part, thought that if he had stooped it had been to 
make a good bargain. He had stipulated that Catherine should bring with her as her 
dowry, Parma, Florence, Pisa, Leghorn, Modena, Urbino, and Reggio, besides the Duchy 
of Milan, and the Lordship of Genoa. This would leave little unrecovered of what had 
been lost on the field of Pavia. The Pope promised all without the least hesitation. To 
Clement it was all the same – much or little – for he had not the slightest intention of 
fulfilling aught of all that he had undertaken. 
 
Catherine de Medici’s famous ancestor, Cosmo, was a merchant, and his ships visited the 
shores of Greece, the harbors of Egypt, and the towns on the sea-coast of Syria. It was the 
morning of the Renaissance, and this Florentine merchant had caught its spirit. He gave 
instructions to his sailing-masters, when they touched at the ports of the Levant and 
Egypt, to make diligent inquiry after any ancient manuscripts that might still survive, 
whether of the ancient pagan literature, or of the early Christian theology. His wishes 
were carefully attended to; and when his ships returned to Pisa, the port of Tuscany, they 
were laden with a double freight – the produce and fabrics of the countries they had 
visited, and the works of learned men which had slumbered for ages in the monasteries of 
Mount Athos, the convents of Lebanon, and in the cities and tombs of the Nile. Thus it 
was that Cosmo prosecuted, with equal assiduity and success, commerce and letters. By 
the first he laid the foundations of that princely house that long reigned over the 
Florentine Republic; and by the second he contributed powerfully to the recovery of the 
Greek and Hebrew languages, as they in their turn contributed to the outbreak of 
evangelical light which so gloriously distinguished the century that followed that in 
which Cosmo flourished.   Another event contributed to this happy turn of affairs. 
Constantinople had just fallen, and the scholars of the metropolis of the East, fleeing from 
the arms of the Turk, and carrying with them their literary treasures, came to Italy, where 
they were warmly welcomed by Cosmo, and entertained with princely hospitality in his 
villa on Fiesole. His talents, his probity, and his great wealth placed Cosmo at the head of 
Florence, and gave him the government of the Duchy of Tuscany. His grandson Lorenzo 
– better known as Lorenzo the Magnificent – succeeded him in his vast fortune, his 
literary and aesthetic tastes, and his government of the duchy. Under Lorenzo the 
Medician family may be said to have fully blossomed. Lorenzo had three sons – 
Giuliano, Pietro, and Giovanni. The last (John) became Pope under the title of Leo X. He 
inherited his father's taste for magnificence, and the Tuscan's love of pleasure. Under him 
the Vatican became the gayest court in all Christendom, and Rome a scene of revelry and 
delights not surpassed, if equaled, by any of the capitals of Europe. He was succeeded in 
the chair of St. Peter, after the short Pontificate of Adrian of Utrecht, by another member 
of the same family of Medici, Giulio, a son of the brother of Leo X, who ascended the 
Papal throne under the title of Clement VII.   



When Clement took possession of the Papal chair, he found a storm gathering round it. 
To whatever quarter of the sky his eye was turned, there he saw lowering clouds 
portending furious tempests in the future.  Luther was thundering in Germany; the Turk 
was marshalling his hordes and unfurling his standards on the borders of Christendom; 
nearer home, at his own gates almost, Francis and Charles were settling with the sword 
the question which of the two should be master of that fair land which both meanwhile 
were laying waste. The new Pope saw very plainly that the air was thick and the sky 
lowering, but having vast confidence in his own consummate craft and knowledge of 
business, he set about, the task of replacing the world upon its foundations. This onerous 
work resolved itself into four divisions.  First, he had the abuses of his court and capital 
to correct; secondly, he had the poise to maintain between Spain and France, taking care 
that neither Power became too strong for him; thirdly, he had the Turk to drive out of 
Christendom; and fourthly, and mainly, he had the Reformation to extinguish; and this 
last gave him more concern than all the rest. His attention to business was unwearied; but 
labor as he might it would not all do.  
 
That woman who was just stepping upon a scene where she was destined long and 
conspicuously to figure, and where she was to leave as her memorials a throne 
dishonored and a nation demoralized, here demands a brief notice. Catherine was the 
daughter of Lorenzo II, the grandson of Lorenzo the Magnificent, who, as we have said, 
was the grandson of Cosmo I., or Cosmo il Vecchio, as he is styled at Florence, the 
founder of the greatness of the family, and so honourably remembered as the patron of 
letters and the friend of scholars. Her mother was Magdeleine de Boulogne, of the Royal 
House of France. Her father survived her birth only a few days; her mother, too, died 
while she was still a child, and thus the girl, left an orphan, was taken under the care of 
her relative, Clement VII. She was but little cared for, or rather she was put, on purpose, 
in the way of receiving harm. When she comes before us, in connection with this 
marriage-scheme, Catherine de Medici was a gift of fourteen, of diminutive stature, of 
sylph-like form, with a fiery light streaming from her eyes. Bright, voluble, and 
passionate, she bounded from sport to sport, filling the halls where she played with the 
chatter of her talk, and the peals of her merriment. There was about her the power of a 
strange fascination, which all felt who came near her, but the higher faculties which she 
displayed in after-life had not yet been developed. These needed a wider stage and a 
loftier position for their display. 
 
As she grew up it was seen that she possessed not a few of the good as well as the evil 
qualities of the race from which she was sprung. She had a princely heart, and a large 
understanding. To say that she was crafty, and astute, and greedy of power, and prudent, 
patient, and plodding in her efforts to grasp it, is simply to say that she was a Medici. She 
was as prodigal and lavish in her habits as Leo X; and withal, as great a lover of pleasure. 
She filled the Louvre with scandals, even as Leo had done the Vatican, and from the 
court diffused a taint through the city.   Above all, she was noted for the truly Medician 
feature of an inordinate love of power. Whoever occupied the throne, Catherine was the 
real ruler of France. Most of the occurrences which made the reigns of her husband and 
sons so tragic, and blackened so dismally that era of history, had their birth in her 
scheming brain.  



 
The emperor became more pressing for a Council than ever. The Protestants of Germany, 
having formed a powerful league, had now a voice at the political council-table of 
Christendom. Nay, with his own hands Clement had been rearing a rampart round them, 
inasmuch as his alliance with Francis made Charles draw towards the Protestants, whose 
friendship was now more necessary to him. Even the French king, now his ally, could not 
be depended upon. Catherine's "three rings" the Pope had not made forthcoming, and 
Francis threatened, if they were not speedily sent, to come and fetch them. To fill up 
Clement's cup, already bitter enough and brimming over, as one would think, his two 
nephews quarreled about the sovereignty of Florence, and were fighting savagely with 
one another. To whatever quarter Clement turned, he saw only present trouble and 
portents of worse to come. It was hard to say whether he had most to dread from his 
enemies or from his friends, from the heretical princes of Germany or front the most 
Christian King of France and the most Catholic King of Spain.  Last of all, the Pope fell 
sick and died. 
 
Clement now reposed in marble in the Minerva, but the evil he had done was not 
"interred with his bones;" his niece lived after him, and to her for a moment we turn. 
There are beings whose presence seems to darken the light, and taint the very soil, on 
which they tread. Of the number of these was Catherine de Medici.  
 
And, moreover, it is instructive to mark how nearly contemporaneous were the departure 
of Calvin from France and the entrance into that country of Catherine de Medici. 
Scarcely had the gates of Paris shut out the Reformer, when they were opened to admit 
the crafty Italian woman. He who would have been the restorer and savior of his country 
was chased from it, while she who was to inoculate it with vice, which first corrupted, 
and at last sunk it into ruin, was welcomed to it with demonstrations of unbounded joy. 
 
We trace a marked change in the destinies of France from the day that Catherine entered 
it. Up till this time events seemed to favor the progress of Protestantism in that country; 
but the admission of this woman was the virtual banishment of the Reformation, for how 
could it ever mount the throne with Catherine de Medici sitting upon its steps? and unless 
the throne were won there was hardly a hope in a country where the government was so 
powerful of the triumph of the Reformation in the conversion of the great body of the 
nation. 
 
True, the marriage of the king's second son with this orphan of the House of Medici did 
not seem an event of the first consequence. Had it been the Dauphin whom she espoused, 
she would have been on the fair way to the throne; but as the wife of Henry the likelihood 
was that she never would be more than the Duchess of Orleans. Nor had Catherine yet 
given unmistakable indication of those imperious passions inclining and fitting her for 
rule that were lodged in her. No one could have foretold at that hour that the girl of 
fifteen all radiant with smiles would become the woman of fifty dripping all over with 
blood. But from the day that she put her hand into Henry's, all things wrought for her.  



Even Death, as D'Aubigne has strikingly observed, seemed to be in covenant with this 
woman. He came a first time, and, lo! the Dauphin lay a corpse, and Henry, Catherine's 
husband, became the immediate heir to the throne. He came a second time, and now 
Francis I breathes his last. Henry reigns in his father's stead, and by his side sits the 
Florentine girl, now Queen of France. Death came a third time to the Louvre, and now it 
is Henry II that is struck down; but the blow, so far from diminishing, enlarged the power 
of Catherine, for from this time she became, with a few brief and exceptional intervals, 
the real ruler of France. 
 
Her imbecile progeny sat upon the throne, but the astute mother governed the country. 
Death came a fourth time to the palace, and now it is the weak-minded Francis II who is 
carried out a corpse, leaving his throne to his yet weaker-minded brother, Charles IX. If 
her son, a mere puppet, wore the crown, Catherine with easy superiority directed the 
government. Casting off the Guises, with whom till now she had been compelled to 
divide her power, she stood up alone, the ruler of the land. Even when Death shifted the 
scenes for the last time by the demise of Charles IX, it was not to abridge this woman's 
influence. Under Henry III, as under all her other sons, it was the figure of Catherine de 
Medici that was by far the most conspicuous and terrible in France. Possessing one of 
those rare minds which reach maturity at an age when those of others begin to decay, it 
was only now, during the reigns of her last two sons, that she showed all that was in her. 
She discovered at this period of her career a shrewder penetration, a greater fertility of 
resource, and a higher genius for governing men than she had yet exhibited, and 
accordingly it was now that she adventured on her boldest schemes of policy, and that she 
perpetrated the greatest of her crimes. But, notwithstanding all her talent and wickedness, 
she gained no real success. The cause she espoused did not triumph eventually, and that 
which she opposed she was not able to crush. 

Of the evangelists who, but a dozen years before the period at which we are now arrived, 
had proclaimed the truth in France, hardly one now survived, or was laboring in that 
country. Some, like Lefevre, had gone to the grave by "the way of all men." Others, like 
Berquin and Pavane, had passed to it by the cruel road of the stake. Some there were, like 
Farel, who had been chased to foreign lands, there to diffuse the light of which France 
was showing itself unworthy. Others, whose lot was unhappier still, had apostatized from 
the gospel, seduced by love of the world, or repelled by the terrors of the stake. But if the 
earlier and lesser lights had nearly all disappeared, their place was occupied by a greater; 
and, despite the swords that were being unsheathed and the stakes that were being 
planted, it was becoming evident to all men that the sun of truth was mounting into the 
horizon, and soon the whole firmament would be filled with his light. 
 
The movement caused much chagrin and torment to the great ones of the earth. They 
trembled before a power which had neither war-horse nor battle-axe, but against which 
all their force could avail nothing. They saw that mysterious power advancing from 
victory to victory; they beheld it scattering the armies that stood up to oppose it, and 
recruiting its adherents faster than the fire could consume them; and they could hardly 
help seeing in this an augury of a day when that power would "possess the kingdom and 
dominion and the greatness of the kingdom under the whole heaven." This power was 



none other than the CHRISTIANITY of the first ages, smitten by the sword of the pagan 
emperors, wounded in yet more deadly fashion by the superstition of Rome, but now 
risen from the dead, and therefore mighty works did show forth themselves in it. 
 
The two chiefs of the great drama which was now opening in France had just stepped 
upon the stage – Calvin and Catherine de Medici. The one was taken from an obscure 
town in the north of France; the other came from a city already glorified by the renown of 
its men of letters, and the state and power of its princes. The former was the grandson of 
a cooper; the latter was of the lineage of the princely House of Tuscany. Catherine was 
placed in the Louvre, with the resources of a kingdom at her command; Calvin was 
removed outside of France altogether, where, in a small town hidden among the hills of 
the Swiss, he might stand and fight his great battle. But as yet Catherine had not reached 
the throne, nor was Calvin at Geneva. Death had to open the way that the first might 
ascend to power, and years of wandering and peril had yet to be gone through before the 
latter should enter the friendly gates of the capital of the Genevese. 
 
We return for a moment to Marseilles. Catheline de Medici had placed her cold hand in 
that of Henry of Valois, and by the act a new link had been forged which was to bind 
together, more firmly than ever, the two countries of Italy and France. The crowd of 
princes and courtiers, of prelates and monks, of liveried attendants and men-at-arms, 
which for weeks had crowded the streets of Marseilles, and kept it night and day in a stir, 
had dispersed; and Francis and Clement, mutually satisfied, were on their way back, each 
to his own land. The winds slept, the uneasy Gulf of Lyons was still till the Pontiff's 
galley had passed; and as he sailed away over that glassy sea, Clement felt that now the 
tiara sat firmer on his head than before, and that he might reckon on happier days in the 
Vatican. Alas, how little could he forecast the actual future! What awaited him at Rome 
was a shroud and a grave. 
 
Francis I, equally overjoyed, but equally mistaken, amused himself, on his journey to 
Paris, with visions of the future, arrayed in colors of equal brilliancy. He had not patience 
till he should arrive at the Louvre before making a beginning with these grand projects. 
He halted at Avignon, that old city on the banks of the Rhone, which had so often opened 
its gates to receive the Popes when Rome had cast them out. Here he assembled his 
council, and startled its members by breaking to them his purpose of forming a league 
with the Protestants of Germany.   Fresh from the embraces of Clement, this was the last 
thing his courtiers had expected to hear from their master. Yet Francis I was in earnest. 
One hand had he given to Rome, the other would he give to the Reformation: he would 
be on both sides at once. This was very characteristic of this monarch; – divided in his 
heart – unstable in all his ways – continually oscillating – but sure to settle on the wrong 
side in the end, and to reap, as the fruit of all his doublings, only disgrace to himself and 
destruction to his kingdom. 
 
The King of France was, in sooth, at this moment playing a double game – a political 
league and a religious reform. Of the two projects the last was the more chimerical, for 
Francis aimed at nothing less than to unite Rome and the Reformation. What a strange 
moment to inaugurate these schemes, when Europe was still ringing with the echoes of 



the bull in which the German heretics had been cursed, and which had been issued by the 
man with whom Francis had been closeted these many days past! And not less strange the 
spot chosen for the concoction of these projects, a city which was a second Rome, the 
very dust of which was redolent of the footprints of the Popes, and whose streets and 
palaces recalled the memories of the pride, the luxury, and the disorders of the Papal 
court. 
 
The key of the policy of Francis was his desire to humble his dreaded rival, Charles V. 
Hence his approach to the Pope, on the one hand, and to the Protestant princes, on the 
other. For the Papacy he did not greatly care; for Lutheranism he cared still less: his own 
ascendancy was the object he sought. 
 
The political project came first and sped best. An excellent opportunity for broaching it 
presented itself just at this time. Charles V had carried away by force of arms the young 
Duke of Wurtemberg. And not only had he stolen the duke; he had stolen his duchy too, 
and annexed it to the dominions of the House of Austria. Francis thought that to strike for 
the young duke, despoiled of his ancestral dominions, would be dealing a blow at Charles 
V, while he would appear to be doing only a chivalrous act. It would, moreover, vastly 
please the German princes, and smooth his approaches to them. If his recent doings at 
Marseilles had rendered him an object of suspicion, his espousal of the quarrel of the 
Duke of Wurtemberg would be a counter-stroke which would put him all right with the 
princes. An incident which had just fallen out was in the line of these reasonings, and 
helped to decide Francis. 
 
The young Duke Christopher had managed to escape from the emperor in a way which 
we have narrated in its proper place. He remained for some time in hiding, and was 
believed to be dead; but in November, 1532, he issued a manifesto claiming restoration of 
his ancestral dominions. The claim was joyfully responded to by the Protestants of 
Germany, as well as by his own subjects of Wurtemberg. This was the opening which 
now presented itself to the King of France, ever ready to ride post from Rome to 
Germany, and back again with even greater speed and heartier good-will from Germany 
to Rome. 
 
A Diet was assembling at Augsburg, to discuss the question of the restoration of the 
States of Wurtemberg to their rightful sovereign. The representatives of Ferdinand were 
to appear before that Diet, to uphold the cause of Austria. Francis I sent Du Bellay as his 
ambassador, with instructions quietly, yet decidedly, to throw the influence of France into 
the opposite scale. Du Bellay zealously carried out the instructions of his master. He 
pleaded the cause of Duke Christopher so powerfully before the Diet, that it decided in 
favor of his restoration to Wurtemberg. But the ambassadors of Austria stood firm; if 
Wurtemberg was to be reft from their master, and carried over to the Protestant side, it 
must be by force of arms. Philip, Landgave of Hesse, met Francis I at Bar-le-Duc, near 
the western frontier of Germany, and there arranged the terms for a campaign on behalf 
of the young Duke Christopher. The landgrave was to supply the soldiers, and the King 
of France, was to furnish – though secretly, for he did not wish his hand to be seen – the 
requisite money. All three had a different aim, though uniting in a common action. Philip 



of Hesse hoped to strengthen Protestantism by enlarging its territorial area. Du Bellay 
hoped to make the coming war the wedge that was to separate Francis from the Pope, and 
rend the Ultramontane yoke from the neck of his country. Francis was simply pursuing 
what had been his one policy since the battle of Pavia, the humiliation of Charles V, 
which he hoped to effect, in this case, by kindling a war between the German princes and 
the emperor. 
 
There was another party having interest; this party now stepped upon the scene. Luther 
and Melancthon were the representatives of Protestantism as a religion, as the princes 
were the representatives of it as a policy. To make war for the gospel was to them the 
object of their utmost alarm and abhorrence. They exerted all their rhetoric to dissuade 
the Protestant princes from drawing the sword. But it was in vain. The war was 
precipitately entered upon by Philip. A battle was fought. The German Protestants were 
victorious; the Austrian army was beaten, and Wurtemberg, restored to Duke 
Christopher, was transferred to the political side of Protestantism. 
 
The political project of Francis I had prospered. He had wrested Wurtemberg from 
Ferdinand, and through the sides of Austria had hurt the pride of his rival Charles V. This 
success tempted him to try his hand at the second project, the religious one. To mould 
opinions might not be so easy as to move armies, but the Lutheran fit was upon Francis 
just now, and he would try. The Reformation which the French king meditated consisted 
only in a few changes on the surface; these he thought would bring back the Protestants, 
and heal the broken unity of Rome. He by no means wished to injure the Pope, much less 
to establish a religion that would necessitate a reform of his own life, or that of his 
courtiers. The first step was to sound Melancthon, and Bucer, and Hedio, as to the 
amount of change that would satisfy them. It was significant that Luther was not 
approached. It was Lutheranism with Luther left out that was now entering into 
negotiations with Rome. It does not seem to have struck those who were active in setting 
this affair on foot, that the man who had created the first Lutheranism could create a 
second, provided the first fell back into the old gulf of Romanism. 
 
Meanwhile, however, the project gave promise of prospering. Du Bellay, in his way back 
from Augsburg, had an interview with Bucer at Strasburg; and, with true diplomatic tact, 
hinted to the pacific theologian that really it was not worth his while to labor at uniting 
the Zwinglians and the Lutherans. Here was something more worthy of him, a 
reconcilement of Protestantism and Romanism. The moment this great affair was 
mentioned to Bucer, other unions seemed little in his eyes. Though he should reconcile 
Luther and Zwingle, the great rent would still remain; but Rome and the Reformation 
reconciled, all would be healed, and the source closed of innumerable strife in 
Christendom. Bucer, being one of those who have more faith in the potency of persons 
than of principles, was overjoyed; if so powerful a monarch as Francis and so able a 
statesman as Du Bellay had put their shoulders to this work, it must needs, he thought, 
progress. 
 
A special messenger was dispatched to Melancthon (1534) touching this affair. The 
deputy found the great doctor bowed to the earth under an apprehension of the evils 



gathering over Christendom. There, first of all, was the division in the Protestant camp; 
and there, too, was the cloud of war gathering over Europe, and every hour growing 
bigger and blacker. The project looked to Melancthon like a reprieve to a world doomed 
to dissolution. The man from whom it came had been in recent and confidential 
intercourse with the Pope; and who could tell but that Clement VII was expressing his 
wishes and hopes through the King of France? Even if it were not so, were there not here 
the "grand monarchs," the Kings of France and England, on the side of union? 
Melancthon took his pen, sat down, and sketched the basis of the one Catholic Church of 
the future. In this labor he strove to be loyal to his convictions of truth. His plan, in brief, 
was to leave untouched the hierarchy of Rome, to preserve all her ceremonies of worship, 
and to reform her errors of doctrine. This, he admitted, was not all that could be wished, 
but it was a beginning, and more would follow. Finishing the paper, he gave it to the 
messenger, who set off with it to Francis. 
 
On his way to Paris the courier halted at Strasburg, and requested Bucer also to put on 
paper what he thought ought to form a basis of union between the two churches. Bucer's 
plan agreed in the main with that of Melancthon. The truth was the essential thing; let us 
restore that at the foundation, and we shall soon see it refashioning the superstructure. So 
said Bucer. There was another Reformer of name in Strasburg – Hedio, a meek but firm 
man; him also the messenger of Francis requested to give his master his views in writing. 
Hedio complied; and with these three documents the messenger resumed his journey to 
Paris. 
 
On his arrival in the capital the papers were instantly laid before the king. There was no 
small sensation in Paris; a great event was about to happen. 
 
Protestantism had spoken its last word. Its ultimatum lay on the king's table. How 
anxiously was the opening of these important papers, which were to disclose the 
complexion of the future, waited for! Were Rome and Wittemberg about to join hands? 
Was a new church, neither Romanist nor Protestant, but Reformed and eclectic, about to 
gather once more within its bosom all the peoples of Christendom, hushing angry 
controversies, and obliterating the lines of contending sects in one happy concord? Or 
was the division between the two churches to be henceforward wider than ever, and were 
the disputes that could not be adjusted in the conference-hall to be carried to the bloody 
field, and the blazing stake? 
 
The king summoned a council at the Louvre to discuss the program of Melancthon and 
his two fellow-Reformers. Gathered round the council-table in the palace were men of 
various professions, ranks, and aims. There sat the Archbishop of Paris and other 
prelates; there sat Du Bellay and a few statesmen; and there, too, sat doctors of the 
Sorbonne and men of letters. Some sincerely wished a Reformation of religion; others, 
including the king, made the Reform simply a stalking-horse for the advancement of their 
own interests. 
 
The papers were opened and read. All around the table were pleased and offended by 
turns. The color came into the king's face when he found the Reformers commencing by 



stating that "a true faith in Christ" was a main requisite for such a union as was now 
sought to be attained. But when, farther on, the Pope's deposing power was thrown 
overboard, the monarch was appeased. Prominence was given to the "doctrine of the 
justification of sinners," nor was the council displeased when this was ascribed not to 
"good works," nor the "rites of priests," but to the "righteousness and blood of Christ;" 
for had not the schoolmen used similar language? The question of the sacrament was a 
crucial one. "There is a real presence of Christ in the Eucharist," said the Reformers, 
without defining the nature or manner of that presence; but they added, it is "faith," not 
the "priest," that gives communion with Christ in the Lord's Supper. The bishops 
frowned; they saw at a glance that if the opus operatum were denied, their power was 
undermined, and the "Church" betrayed. On neither side could there be surrender on this 
point. 
 
The king had looked forward with some uneasiness to the question of the Church's 
government. He knew that the Reformers held the doctrine of the "priesthood of all 
believers;" this, he thought, was fatal to order. But, replied the Reformers, the Gospel-
church is a "kingdom of priests," and in a kingdom there must be officers and laws; the 
function of priesthood is inherent in all, but the exercise of it appertains only to those 
chosen and appointed thereto. The king was reassured; but now it was the turn of the 
Protestants at the council-board to feel alarm; for Melancthon and his fellow-Reformers 
were willing to go so far on the point of Church government as to retain the hierarchy. 
True, its personnel was to undergo a transformation. All its members from its head 
downwards were to become Reformed. The Pope was to be retained, but how greatly 
changed from his former self! He was to hold the primacy of rank, but not the primacy of 
power, and after this he would hardly account his tiara worth wearing. Here, said the 
Protestants, is the weak point of the scheme. A Reformed Pope! that indeed will be 
something new! When Melancthon put this into his scheme of Reform, said they, he must 
have left the domain of possibilities and strayed into the region of Utopia. 
 
To these greater reforms a few minor ones were appended. Prayers to the saints were to 
be abolished, although their festivals were still to be observed; priests were to be allowed 
to marry, but only celibates would be eligible as bishops; the monasteries were to be 
converted into schools; the cup was to be restored to the laity; private masses were to be 
abolished; in confession it was not to be obligatory to enumerate all sins; and, in fine, a 
conference of pious men, including laymen, was to meet and frame a constitution for the 
Church, according to the Word of God. 

The conference was now over. The king was not displeased; the Protestants were hopeful; 
but the bishops were cold. At heart they wished to have done with these negotiations; for 
their instincts surely told them that if this matter went on it could have but one ending, 
and that was the subversion of their Church. But the king, for the moment, was on the 
side of the Reform. He would put himself at its head, and guide it to such a goal as would 
surround his throne with a new glory. He would heal the schism, preserve Catholicism, 
curb the fanaticism of Luther, punish the hypocrisy of the monks, repress the assumptions 
of the Pope, and humble the pride of the emperor. To do all this would be to place 
himself without a rival in Europe. The King of France now took the matter more than 



ever into his own hands. 
 
Francis now proceeded to sketch out what virtually was a new basis of union for 
Christendom. He thought, doubtless, that he knew the spirit of the new times, and the 
influences stirring in the world at large, better than did the theologians of Wittemberg and 
Strasburg; that a throne was a better point of observation than a closet, and that he could 
produce something broader and more catholic than Melancthon, which would hit the 
mark. 
 
Summoning a commission round him, he sat down, and making the papers of the three 
theologians the groundwork, retrenching here, enlarging there, and expunging some 
articles wholly, the king and his councillors produced a new basis of union or fusion, 
different to some extent from the former. 
 
The king, although not aspiring like Henry of England to the repute of a theologian, was 
doubtless not a little proud of his handiwork. He sent copies of it to Germany, to the 
Sorbonne, and even to the Pope, requesting these several parties to consider the matter, 
and report their judgment upon it to the king. To the German theologians it caused no 
small irritation; they recognized in the king's paper little but a caricature of their 
sentiments. In the Sorbonne the message of Francis awakened consternation. The doctors 
saw Lutheranism coming in like a torrent, while the king was holding open the gates of 
France.  We can imagine the amazement and indignation which would follow the reading 
of the king's paper in the Vatican. Modified, it yet retained the essential ideas of 
Melancthon's plan, in that it disowned the saints, denied the opus operatum, and left the 
Papal tiara shorn of nearly all its authority and grandeur. What a cruel blow would this 
have been to Clement VII, aggravated, as he would have felt it, by the fact that it was 
dealt by the same hand which had so lately grasped his in friendship at Marseilles! But 
before the document reached Rome, Clement had passed from this scene of agitation, and 
was now resting in the quiet grave. This portentous paper from the eldest son of the 
Papacy was reserved to greet his successor, Paul III, on his accession to the Papal chair, 
and to give him betimes a taste of the anxieties and vexations inseparable from a seat 
which fascinates and dazzles all save the man who occupies it. But we return to the 
Sorbonnists. 
 
The royal missive had alarmed the doctors beyond measure. They saw France about to 
commit itself to the same downward road on which England had already entered. This 
was no time to sit still. They went to the Louvre and held a theological disputation with 
the king's ministers. Their position was not improved thereby. If argument had failed 
them they would try what threats could do. Did not the king know that Lutheranism was 
the enemy of all law and order? that wherever it came it cast down dignities and powers, 
and trampled them in the dust? If the altar was overturned, assuredly the throne would not 
be left standing. They thought that they had found the opening in the king's armor. But 
Francis had the good sense to look at great facts as seen in contemporaneous history. Had 
law and order perished in Germany? nay, did not the Protestants of that country reverence 
and obey their princes more profoundly than ever? Was anarchy triumphant in England? 
Francis saw no one warring with kings and undermining their authority save the Pope, 



who had deposed his Brother of England, and was not unlikely to do the same office for 
himself one of these days. Sorbonnists saw that neither was this the right tack. Must 
France then be lost to the Papacy? There did seem at the moment some likelihood of such 
disaster, as they accounted it, taking place. The year 1534 was drawing to a close, with 
Francis still holding by his purpose, when an unhappy incident occurred, all 
unexpectedly, which fatally changed the king's course, and turned him from the road on 
which he seemed about to enter. Of that event, with all the tragic consequences that 
followed it, we shall have occasion afterwards to speak. 
 
As regards this union, or rather fusion, there is no need to express any sorrow over its 
failure, and to regret that so fair an opportunity of banishing the iron age of controversy 
and war, and bringing in the golden age of concord and peace, should have been lost. Had 
this compromise been accomplished, it would certainly have repressed, for a decade or 
two, the more flagrant of the abuses and scandals and tyrannies of the Papacy, but it 
would also have stifled, perhaps extinguished, those mighty renovating forces which had 
begun to act with such marked and beneficial effect. Christendom would have lost 
infinitely more than all it could have gained: it would have gained a brief respite; it would 
have lost a real and permanent Reformation. Besides, the Council of Trent had not yet 
met; the hard and fast line of distinction between the two Churches had not then been 
drawn; in especial, that double-partition-wall of anathemas and stakes, which has since 
been set up between them, did not then exist. 
 
We return to Calvin, now and henceforward the true center of the Reformation. Wherever 
he is, whether in the library of Du Tillet, conversing with the mighty dead, and forging, 
not improbably, the bolts he was to hurl against Rome in future years, or in the limestone 
cave on the banks of the rivulet of the Clain; dispensing the Lord's Supper to the first 
Protestants of Poictiers, as its Divine Founder had, fifteen centuries before, dispensed it 
to the first disciples of Christianity, there it is that the light of the new day is breaking. 
 
Calvin had come to another most eventful epoch of his life. The future Reformer again 
stood at "the parting of the ways." A wrong decision at this moment would have wrecked 
all his future prospects, and changed the whole history of the Reformation. 
 
We left Calvin setting out from Poictiers in the end of April, 1534, attended by the young 
Canon Du Tillet, whose soul cleaved to the Reformer, and who did not discover till two 
years afterwards, when he began to come in sight of the stake, that something stronger 
than even the most devoted love to Calvin was necessary to enable him to cleave to the 
gospel which Calvin preached. Calvin would be twenty-five soon. This is the age at 
which, according to the canons, one who has passed his novitiate in the Church must take 
the first orders of priesthood. Calvin had not yet done so, he had not formally broken with 
Rome, but now he must take up his position decidedly within or decidedly without the 
Church. At an early age the initiatory mark of servitude to the Pope had been impressed 
upon his person. His head had been shorn. The custom, which is a very ancient one, is 
borrowed from the temples of paganism. The priests of Isis and Serapis, Jerome informs 
us, officiated in their sanctuaries with shorn crowns, as did the priests of Rome.  
 



His heart had left the Church of Rome, and any subjection he might now promise could 
be feigned only, not real. Yet there were not wanting friends who counseled him to 
remain in outward communion with Rome.  
 
Calvin, eschewing the path of expediency, and walking by faith, found the right road. He 
refused to touch the gold or wear the honors of the Church whose creed he no longer 
believed. "Not one, but a hundred benefices would I give up," he said, "rather than make 
myself the Pope's vassal." Even the hope of one day becoming generalissimo of the 
Pope's army, and carrying over his whole force to the camp of the enemy in the day of 
battle, could not tempt him to remain in the Papal ranks. In Noyon, on May 4th, 1534, in 
presence of the officials, ecclesiastical and legal, he resigned his Chaplaincy of La 
Gesine, and his Cursoy of Pont l'Eveque, and thus he severed the last link that bound him 
to the Papacy, and by the sale of his paternal inheritance at the same time, he broke the 
last tie to his birth-place. 
 
Calvin, "his bonds loosened," was now more the servant of Christ than ever. In the sale of 
his patrimony he had "forgotten his father's house," and he was ready to go anywhere – to 
the stake should his Master order him. He longed to plant the standard of the cross in the 
capital of a great country, and hard by the gates of a university which for centuries had 
been a fountain of knowledge. Accordingly, he turned his steps to Paris, where he was 
about to make a brief but memorable stay, and then leave it nevermore to return. 
 
It was during this visit to Paris that Calvin met, for the first time, a man whom he was 
destined to meet a second time, of which second meeting we shall have something to say 
afterwards. The person who now crossed Calvin's path was Servetus. Michael Servetus 
was a Spaniard, of the same age exactly as Calvin, endowed with a penetrating intellect, 
highly imaginative genius, and a strongly speculative turn of mind. Soaring above both 
Romanism and Protestantism, he aimed at substituting a system of his own creation, the 
corner-stone of which was simple Theism. He aimed his stroke at the very heart of 
Christianity, the doctrine of the Trinity.  
 
Confident in his system, and not less in his ability, he had for some years been leading 
the life of a knight-errant, having wandered into Switzerland, and some parts of 
Germany, in quest of opponents with whom he might do battle. Having heard of the 
young doctor of Noyon, he came to Paris, and threw down the gage to him. Calvin felt 
that should he decline the challenge of Servetus, the act would be interpreted into a 
confession that Protestantism rejected the doctrine of the Trinity, and so was corrupt at 
the core. It concerned the Reformers to show that Protestantism was not a thing that tore 
up Christianity by the roots under pretense of removing the abuses that had grown up 
around it. This consideration weighed with Calvin in accepting, as he now did, Servetus' 
challenge. The day, the hour, the place – a house in the suburb of St. Antoine – were all 
agreed upon. 
 
Calvin was punctual to the engagement; but Servetus – why, was never known – did not 
appear. 



Let us mark the state of Paris at the time of Calvin's visit. We have already had a glimpse 
into the interior of the palace, and seen what was going on there. Francis I was trying to 
act two parts at once, to be "the eldest son of the Church," and the armed knight of the 
Reformation. He had gone in person to Marseilles to fetch the Pope's niece to the Louvre, 
he had sent William du Bellay to negotiate with the German Protestants; not that he cared 
for the doctrines, but that he needed the arms of the Lutherans. And, as if the King of 
France had really loved the gospel, there was now a conference sitting in the Louvre 
concocting a scheme of Reform. Councils not a few had labored to effect a Reformation 
of the Church in its head and members; but not one of them had succeeded. It will indeed 
be strange, we can hear men saying, if what Pisa, and Constance, and Basle failed to give 
to the world, should at last proceed from the Louvre.  It is in closets where, on bended 
knee, the page of scripture is searched with tears and groans for the way of life, that these 
movements have their commencement. From the court let us turn to the people. 
 
We have already narrated the sudden turn of the tide in Paris in the end of 1533. During 
the king's absence at Marseilles the fiery Beda was recalled from exile. His banishment 
had but inflamed his wrath against the Protestants, and he set to work more vigorously 
than ever to effect their suppression, and purge Paris from their defilement. The preachers 
were forbidden the pulpits, and some three hundred Lutherans were thrown into the 
Conciergerie. Not content with these violent proceedings, the Parliament, in the 
beginning of 1534, at the instigation of Beda, passed a law announcing death by burning 
against those who should be convicted of holding the new opinions on the testimony of 
two witnesses.   It was hard to say on whom this penalty might fall. It might drag to the 
stake Margaret's chaplain, Roussel; it might strike down the learned men in the university 
– the lights of France – whom the king had assembled round him from other lands. But 
what mattered it if Lutheranism was extinguished? Beda was clamoring for a holocaust. 
Nevertheless, despite all this violence the evangelization was not stopped. The disciples 
held meetings in their own houses, and by-and-by when the king returned, and it was 
found that he had thrown off the Romish fit with the air of Marseilles, the Protestants 
became bolder, and invited their neighbors and acquaintances to their reunions. Such was 
the state in which Calvin found matters when he returned to Paris, most probably in the 
beginning of June, 1534. There was for the moment a calm. Protestant conferences were 
proceeding at the Louvre; Beda could not provide a victim for the stake, and the 
Sorbonne was compelled meanwhile to be tolerant. The times, however, were very 
uncertain; the sky at any moment might become overcast, and grow black with tempest. 
 
Calvin, on entering Paris, turned into the Rue St. Denis, and presented himself at the door 
of a worthy tradesman, La Forge by name, who was equally marked by his sterling sense 
and his genuine piety. This was not the first time that Calvin had lived under this roof, 
and now a warm welcome waited his return. But his host, well knowing what was 
uppermost in his heart, cautioned him against any open attempt at evangelizing. All, 
indeed, was quiet for the moment, but the enemies of the gospel were not asleep; there 
were keen eyes watching the disciples, and if left unmolested it was only on the condition 
that they kept silence and remained in the background. To Calvin silence was agony, but 
he must respect the condition, however hard he felt it, for any infraction of it would be 
tantamount to setting up his own stake. Opportunities of usefulness, however, were not 



wanting. He exhorted those who assembled at the house of La Forge, and he visited in 
their own dwellings the persons named to him as the friends of the gospel in Paris. 
 
The evangelist showed much zeal and diligence in the work of visitation. It was not the 
mansions of the rich to which he was led; nor was it men of rank and title to whom he 
was introduced; he met those whose hands were roughened and whose brows were 
furrowed by hard labor; for it was now as at the beginning of Christianity, "not many 
mighty, not many noble are called, but God hath chosen the poor of this world."  

Living at the house of La Forge, Calvin met not only devout Christians, but others of a 
different stamp, whose inspiration and sentiments were drawn from another source than 
the scriptures. The avowal of pantheistic and atheistic doctrines would, at times, drop 
from the mouths of these suspicious-looking strangers, and startle Calvin not a little. It 
seemed strange that the still dawn of the evangelic day should be deformed by these lurid 
flashes; yet so it was.  The sure forecast of Calvin divined the storms with which the 
future of Christendom was pregnant, unless the Gospel should anticipate and prevent 
their outburst. We have already said that from the days of Abelard the seeds of 
communistic pantheism had begun to be scattered in Europe, and more especially in 
France. Dining the cold and darkness of the centuries that followed Abelard's time, these 
seeds had lain silently in the frozen soil, but now the warm spring-time of the sixteenth 
century was bringing them above the surface. The tares were springing up as well as the 
wheat. The quick eye of Calvin detected, at that early stage, the difference between the 
two growths, and the different fruits that posterity would gather from them. He heard men 
who had stolen to La Forge's table under color of being favorers of the new age, avow it 
as their belief that all things were God – themselves, the universe, all was God – and he 
heard them on that dismal ground claim an equally dismal immunity from all 
accountability for their actions, however wicked. From that time Calvin set himself to 
resist these frightful doctrines, not less energetically than the errors of Rome. He felt that 
there was no salvation for Christendom save by the gospel; and he toiled yet more 
earnestly to erect this great and only breakwater.  
 
In the meantime Calvin quitted Paris, probably in the end of July, 1534. It is possible that 
he felt the air thick with impending tempest. But it was not fear that made him depart; his 
spirit was weighed down, for almost every door of labor was closed meanwhile; he could 
not evangelize, save at the risk of a stake, and yet he had no leisure to read and meditate 
from the numbers of persons who were desirous to see and converse with him. He 
resolved to leave France and go to Germany, where he hoped to find "some shady nook," 
in which he might enjoy the quiet denied him in the capital of his native land. Setting out 
on horseback, accompanied by Du Tillet, the two travelers reached Strasburg in safety. 
His departure was of God; for hardly was he gone when the sky of France was overcast, 
and tempest came. Had Calvin been in Paris when the storm burst, he would most 
certainly have been numbered among its victims. But it was not the will of God that his 
career should end at this time and in this fashion. 
 
We stand now on the threshold of an era of martyrdoms. Francis I had not hitherto been 
able to come to a decision on the important question of religion. But an incident was 



about to take place, destined to put an end to the royal vacillation. 
 
There were two parties in the young Church of France; the one was styled the 
Temporisers, the other the Scripturalists. Both parties were sincerely devoted to the 
Scriptural Reform of their native land, but in seeking to promote that great end the one 
party was more disposed to fix its eyes on men in power, and follow as they might lead, 
than the other thought it either dutiful or safe. The monarch, said the first party, is 
growing every day more favorable to the Reformation; he is at no pains to conceal the 
contempt he entertains, on the one hand, for the monks, and the favor he bears, on the 
other, to men of letters and progress. Is not his minister, Du Bellay, negotiating a league 
with the Protestants of Germany, and have not these negotiations already borne fruit in 
the restoration of Duke Christopher to his dominions, and in an accession of political 
strength to the Reform? Besides, what do we see in the Louvre? Councils assembling 
under the presidency of the king to discuss the question of the union of Christendom. Let 
us leave this great affair in hands so well able to guide it to a prosperous issue. We shall 
but spoil all by obtruding our counsel, or obstinately insisting on having our own way. 
 
The other party in the young Protestant Church were but little disposed to shape their 
policy by the wishes and maxims of the court. They did not believe that a monarch so 
dissolute in his manners, and so inconstant in his humors, would labor sincerely and 
steadfastly for a Reform of religion. To embrace the Pope this hour and the German 
Protestants the next, to consign a Romanist to the Conciergerie to-day and burn a 
Lutheran to-morrow, was no proof of impartiality, but of levity and passion. They built 
no hopes on the conferences at the Louvre. The attempt to unite the Reformation and the 
Pope could end only in the destruction of the gospel.  The years were gliding away; the 
Reformation of France tarried; they would wait no longer on man. A policy bolder in 
tone, and more thoroughly based on principle, alone could lead, they thought, to the 
overthrow of the Papacy in France. 
 
Divided among themselves, it was natural that the Protestants should turn their eyes 
outside of France for counsel that would unite them. Among the Reformers easily 
accessible, there was no name that carried with it more authority than that of Farel. He 
was a Frenchman; he understood, it was to be supposed, the situation better than any 
other, and he could not but feel the deepest interest in a work which he himself, along 
with Lefevre, had commenced. To Farel they resolved to submit the question that divided 
them. 
 
They found a humble Christian, Feret by name, willing to be their messenger. He 
departed, and arriving in Switzerland, now the scene of Farel's labors, he found himself in 
a new world. In all the towns and villages the altars were being demolished, the idols cast 
down, and the Reformed worship was in course of being set up. How different the air, the 
messenger could not but remark, within the summits of the Jura, from that within the 
walls of Paris. It required no great forecast to tell what the answer of the Swiss Reformers 
would be. They assembled, heard the messenger, and gave their voices that the 
Protestants of France should halt no longer; that they should boldly advance; and that 
they should notify their forward movement by a vigorous blow at that which was the 



citadel of the Papal Empire of bondage – the root of that evil tree that overshadowed 
Christendom – the mass. 
 
But the bolt had to be forged in Switzerland. It was to take the form of a tract or placard 
denunciatory of that institution which it was proposed by this one terrible blow to lay in 
the dust. But who shall write it? Farel has been commonly credited with the authorship; 
and the trenchant eloquence and burning scorn which breathe in the placard, Farel alone, 
it has been supposed, could have communicated to it.  It was no logical thesis, no 
dogmatic refutation; it was a thunderburst, terrific and grand. 
 
The paper was headed, "True Articles on the horrible, great, and intolerable Abuses of the 
Popish Mass; invented in direct opposition to the Holy Supper of our Lord and only 
Mediator and Savior Jesus Christ." It begins by taking "heaven and earth to witness 
against the mass, because the world is and will be by it totally desolated, ruined, lost, and 
undone, seeing that in it our Lord is outrageously blasphemed, and the people blinded and 
led astray." After citing the testimony of scripture, the belief of the Fathers, and the 
evidence of the senses against the dogma, the author goes on to assail the ceremonies 
which accompany its celebration.  "What mean all these games?" he asks; "you play 
around your god of dough, toying with him like a cat with a mouse. You break him into 
three pieces... and then you put on a piteous look, as if you were very sorrowful; you beat 
your breasts... you call him the Lamb of God, and pray to him for peace. St. John showed 
Jesus Christ ever present, ever living, living all in one – an adorable truth! but you show 
your wafer divided into pieces, and then you eat it, calling for something to drink."  The 
writer asks "these cope-wearers" where they find "this big word 
TRANSUBSTANTIATION?" Certainly, he says, not in the Bible. The inspired writers 
"called the bread and wine, bread and wine." "St. Paul does not say, Eat the body of Jesus 
Christ; but, Eat this bread." "Yes, kindle your faggots," but let it be for the true profaners 
of the body of Christ, for those who place it in a bit of dough, "the food it may be of 
spiders or of mice." And what, the writer asks, has the fruit of the mass been? "By it:" he 
answers, "the preaching of the gospel is prevented. The time is occupied with bell-
ringing, howling, chanting, empty ceremonies, candles, incense, disguises, and all 
manner of conjuration. And the poor world, looked upon as a lamb or as a sheep, is 
miserably deceived, cajoled, led astray – what do I say? – bitten, gnawed, and devoured 
as if by ravening wolves."  The author winds up with these words: – "Truth is wanting to 
them, truth terrifies them, and by truth will their reign be destroyed for ever." 
 
The document was printed in two forms, with a view to its being universally circulated. 
There were placards to be posted up on the walls of towns, and on the posts along the 
highway, and there were small slips to be scattered in the streets. This light was not to be 
put under a bushel; it was to flash the same day all over France. The bales of printed 
matter were ready, and Feret now set out on his return. As he held his quiet way through 
the lovely mountains of the Jura, which look down with an air so tranquil on the fertile 
plains of Burgundy, no one could have suspected what a tempest traveled with him.  
 
Immediately on his arrival the members of the little church were convened; the paper was 
opened and read.  The assembly was divided, but the majority supported the project.  So 



the next step was to make this manifesto meet the eye of every man in France. The 
kingdom was divided into districts, and persons were told off who were to undertake the 
hazardous work of posting up, each in the quarter assigned him, this placard. 

The eventful night came. Before the morning should break, this trumpet must be blown 
all over France. As soon as the dusk had deepened into something like darkness the 
distributors sallied forth; and gliding noiselessly from street to street, and from lane to 
lane, they posted up the placards. They displayed them on the walls of the Louvre, at the 
gates of the Sorbonne, and on the doors of the churches. What was being done in Paris 
was at the same instant being transacted in all the chief towns – nay, even in the rural 
parts and highways of the kingdom. France had suddenly become like the roll of the 
prophet.  
 
When morning broke, men awoke in city and village, and came forth at the doors of their 
houses to see this mysterious placard staring them in the face. Little groups began to 
gather round each paper. These groups speedily swelled into crowds, comprising every 
class, lay and cleric. A few read with approbation, the most with amazement, some with 
horror. The paper appeared to them an outpouring of blasphemous sentiment, and they 
trembled lest it should draw down upon the people of France some sudden and terrible 
stroke. Others were transported with rage, seeing in it an open defiance to the Church, 
and an expression of measureless contempt at all that was held sacred by the nation. 
Frightful rumors began to circulate among the masses. The Lutherans, it was said, had 
concocted a terrible conspiracy, they were going to set fire to the churches, and burn and 
massacre every one. The priests, though professing of course horror at the placards, were 
in reality not greatly displeased at what had occurred. For some time they had been 
waiting for a pretext to deal a blow at the Protestant cause, and now a weapon such as 
they wished for had been put into their hands. 
 
The king at the time was living at the Castle of Amboise. At an early hour Montmorency 
and the Cardinal de Tournon knocked at his closet door to tell him of the event of the 
night. As they were about to enter their eye caught sight of a paper posted up on the door 
of the royal cabinet. It was the placard.   Montmorency and Tournon tore it down, and 
carried it in to the king.  The king grasped the paper. Its heading, and the audacity shown 
in posting it on the door of his private apartment, so agitated Francis that he was unable 
to read it. He handed it again to his courtiers, who read it to him. He stood pallid and 
speechless a little while; but at length his wrath found vent in terrible words: "Let all be 
seized, and let Lutheranism be totally exterminated!"  

Now it was that the storm burst. The king wrote summoning the Parliament to meet, and 
execute strict justice: in the affair, he further commanded his lieutenant-criminal, Jean 
Morin, to use expedition in discovering and bringing to justice all in any way suspected 
of having been concerned in the business.   Morin, a man of profligate life, audacious, a 
thorough hater of the Protestants, and skillful in laying traps to catch them, needed not 
the increase of pay which the king promised him to stimulate his zeal. A few moments 
thought and he saw how the thing was to be done. He knew the man whose office it was 
to convene the Protestants when a reunion was to be held, and he had this man, who was 



a sheath-maker by trade, instantly apprehended and brought before him. The lieutenant-
criminal told the poor sheath-maker he was perfectly aware that he knew every Lutheran 
in Paris, and that he must make ready and conduct him to their doors. The man shrunk 
from the baseness demanded of him. Morin coolly bade an attendant prepare a scaffold, 
and turning to his prisoner gave him his choice of being burned alive, or of pointing out 
to him the abodes of his brethren. Terrified by the horrible threat, which was about to be 
put in instant execution, the poor man became the betrayer.  The lieutenant-criminal now 
hoped at one throw of his net to enclose all the Lutherans in Paris. 
 
Under pretense of doing expiation for the affront which had been put upon the "Holy 
Sacrament," Morin arranged a procession of the Corpus Christi.   The houses in the line 
of the procession were draped in black, and with slow and solemn pace friar and priest 
passed along bearing the Host, followed by a crowd of incense-bearers and hymning 
choristers. The excitement thus awakened favored the plans of the lieutenant-criminal. He 
glided through the streets, attended by his sergeants and officers. The traitor walked 
before him. When he came opposite the door of any of his former brethren the sheath-
maker stopped and, without saying a word, made a sign. The officers entered the house, 
and the family were dragged forth and led away manacled. Alas, what a cruel as well as 
infamous task had this man imposed upon himself! Had he been walking to the scaffold, 
his joy would have grown at every step. As it was, every new door he stopped at, and 
every fresh victim that swelled the procession which he headed, bowed lower his head in 
shame, and augmented that pallor of the face which told of the deep remorse preying at 
his heart. 
 
Onwards went the procession, visiting all the quarters of Paris, the crowd of onlookers 
continually increasing, as did also the mournful train of victims which Morin and the 
traitor, as they passed along, gathered up for the stake. The tidings that the lieutenant-
criminal was abroad spread over the city like wild-fire. "Morin made all the city quake." 
This was the first day of the "Reign of Terror." Anguish of spirit preceded the march of 
Morin and his agents; for no one could tell at whose door he might stop. Men of letters 
trembled as well as the Protestants. If fear marched before Morin, lamentation and cries 
of woe echoed in his rear. 
 
To the Lutherans were attributed the most atrocious designs. They had conspired, it was 
said, to fire all the public buildings, and massacre all the Catholics. They were accused of 
seeking to compass the death of the king, the overthrow of the monarchy, and the 
destruction of society itself. They meant to leave France a desert. So it was whispered, 
and these terrible rumors were greedily listened to, and the mob shouted, "Death, death to 
the heretics!"  
 
With reference to these charges that were now industriously circulated against the 
Protestants of Paris, there was not a Lutheran who ever meditated such wickedness as 
this. Not a fragment of proof of such designs has ever been produced.  

The scaffolds were distributed over all the quarters of Paris, and the burnings followed on 
successive days, the design being to spread the terror of heresy by spreading the 



executions. The advantage however, in the end, remained with the gospel. All Paris was 
enabled to see what kind of men the new opinions could produce. There is no pulpit like 
the martyr's pile.  

Paris was no longer a place for Protestants. Accordingly, they rose up and fled. It was 
bitter to leave home and country and all the delights of life, and go forth into exile, but it 
was less bitter than to surrender their hope of an endless life in the better country; for at 
no less a cost could they escape a stake in France. 
 
A few days made numerous blanks in the society of Paris. Each blank represented a 
convert to the gospel. When men began to look around them and count these gaps, they 
were amazed to think how many of those among whom they had been living, and with 
whom they had come into daily contact, were Lutherans, but wholly unknown in that 
character till this affair brought them to light. Merchants vanished suddenly from their 
places of business; tradesmen disappeared from their workshops; clerks were missing 
from the countinghouse; students assembled at the usual hour, but the professor's chair 
was empty; their teacher, not waiting to bid his pupils adieu, had gone forth, and was 
hastening towards some more friendly land. 
 
The bands of fugitives now hurrying by various routes, and in various disguises, to the 
frontiers of the kingdom, embraced all ranks and all occupations. The Lords of Roygnac 
and Roberval, of Fleuri, in Briere, were among those who were now fleeing their country 
and the wrath of their sovereign. Men in government offices, and others high at court and 
near the person of the king, made the first disclosure, by a hasty flight, that they had 
embraced the gospel, and that they preferred it to place and emolument. Among these last 
was the privy purse-bearer of the king. Every hour brought a new surprise to both the 
friends and the foes of the gospel.  
 
Margaret wept, but the fear in which she stood of her brother made her conceal her tears. 
Her three preachers – Roussel, Berthaud, and Courault – had been thrown into prison. 
Any indiscretion or over-zeal might prove fatal to her. Nevertheless, she resolved on 
braving the king's wrath, if haply she might rescue her friends from the stake. Bigotry had 
not quite quenched Francis's love for his sister; the lives of her preachers were given her 
at her request; but, with the exception of one of the three, their services to the Protestant 
cause ended with the day on which they were let out of prison. Roussel retired to his 
abbey at Clairac; Berthand resumed his frock and his beads, and died in the cloister; 
Courault contrived to make his escape, and turning his steps toward Switzerland, he 
reached Basle, became minister at Orbe, and finally was a fellow-laborer with Calvin at 
Geneva. 
 
Meanwhile another, and yet another, rose up and fled, till the band of self-confessed and 
self-expatriated disciples of the gospel swelled to be between 400 and 500. Goldsmiths, 
engravers, notably printers and bookbinders, men of all crafts, lawyers, teachers of youth, 
and even monks and priests were crowding the roads and by-ways of France, fleeing 
from the persecutor. Some went to Strasburg; some to Basle; and a few placed the Alps 
between them and their native land. Among these fugitives there is one who deserves 



special mention – Mathurin Cordier, the venerable schoolmaster, who was the first to 
detect, and who so largely helped to develop, the wonderful genius of Calvin.  
 
The men who were now fleeing from France were the first to tread a path which was to 
be trodden again and again by hundreds of thousands of their countrymen in years to 
come. During the following two centuries and a half these scenes were renewed at short 
intervals. Scarcely was there a generation of Frenchmen during that long period that did 
not witness the disciples of the gospel fleeing before the insane fury of the persecutor, 
and carrying with them the intelligence, the arts, the industry, the order, in which, as a 
rule, they pre-eminently excelled, to enrich the lands in which they found an asylum. And 
in proportion as they replenished other countries with these good gifts did they empty 
their own of them. A blind and inexorable bigotry chased from her soil every teacher of 
virtue, every champion of order, every honest defender of the throne; it said to the men 
who would have made their country a "renown and glory" in the earth, Choose which you 
will have, a stake or exile? At last the ruin of the State was complete; there remained no 
more conscience to be proscribed; no more religion to be dragged to the stake; no more 
patriotism to be chased into banishment; it was then that the French Revolution entered 
the morally devastated land, bringing in its train scaffolds and massacres. 

As yet we have seen only the beginning of the tragedy; its more awful scenes are to 
follow. Numerous stakes had already been planted in Paris, but these did not slake the 
vengeance of the persecutor; more victims must be immolated if expiation was to be done 
for the affront offered to Heaven in the matter of the placards, and more blood shed if the 
land was to be cleansed from the frightful pollution it had undergone. Such was the talk 
which the priests held in presence of the king.  They reminded him that this was a crisis 
in France, that he was the eldest son of the Church, that this title it became him to 
preserve unsullied, and transmit with honor to his posterity, and they urged him to 
proceed with all due rigor in the performance of those bloody rites by which his throne 
and kingdom were to be purged. Francis I was but too willing to obey. A grand 
procession, which was to be graced by bloody interludes, was arranged, and the day on 
which it was to come off was the 21st of January, 1535. The horrors which will make this 
day famous to all time were not the doings of the king alone; they were not less the acts 
of the nation which by its constituted representatives countenanced the ceremonial and 
put its hand to its cruel and sanguinary work. 
 
The day fixed on arrived. Great crowds from the country began to pour into Paris. In the 
city great preparations had been made for the spectacle. At the early hour of six the 
procession marshalled at the Louvre. First came the banners and crosses of the several 
parishes; next appeared the citizens, walking two and two, and bearing torches in their 
hands. The four Mendicant orders followed; the Dominican in his white woollen gown 
and black cloak; the Franciscan in his gown of coarse brown cloth, half-shod feet, and 
truncated cowl covering his shorn head; the Capuchin in his funnel-shaped cowl, and 
patched brown cloak, girded with a white three-knotted rope; and the Augustine with a 
little round hat on his shaven head, and wide black gown girded on the loins with a broad 
sash. After the monks walked the priests and canons of the city. 
 



The next part of the procession evoked, in no ordinary degree, the interest and the awe of 
the spectators. On no former occasion had so many relics been paraded on the streets of 
Paris. In the van of the procession was carried the head of St. Louis, the patron saint of 
France. There followed supposedly the true cross of Christ, the real crown of thorns, one 
of the nails, the swaddling clothes in which Christ lay, the purple robe in which he was 
attired, the towel with which he girded himself at the last supper, and the spear-head that 
pierced his side. Many saints of former times had sent each a bit of himself to grace the 
procession, and nourish the devotion of the on-lookers – some an arm, some a tooth, 
some a finger, and others one of the many heads which, as it would seem, each had worn 
in his lifetime. This goodly array of saintly relics was closed by the shrine of Genevieve, 
the patron saint of Paris, borne by the corporation of butchers, who had prepared 
themselves for this holy work by the purification of a three days' fast.  
 
After the dead members of the Church, whose relics were enshrined in silver and gold, 
came a crowd of living dignitaries, in their robes and the insignia of their ecclesiastical 
rank. Cardinal and abbot, archbishop and bishop were there, in the glory of scarlet hat 
and purple gown, of cope and mitre and crozier. Now came the heart of this grand show, 
the Host; and in it the spectators saw One mightier than any dead saint or living dignitary 
in all that great procession. The Host was carried by the Bishop of Paris under a 
magnificent canopy, the four pillars of which were supported by four princes of the blood 
– the three sons of the king, and the Duke of Vend'me. 
 
After the Host walked the king. The severe plainness of his dress was in marked and 
studied contrast to the magnificence of the robes in which the ecclesiastics that preceded 
and the civic functionaries that followed him were arrayed. Francis I on that day wore no 
crown, nor robe of state, nor was he borne along in chariot or litter. He appeared walking 
on foot, his head uncovered, his eyes cast on the ground, and in his hand a lighted taper. 
The king was there in the character of a penitent. He was the chief mourner in that great 
national act of humiliation and repentance. He mourned with head bowed and eyes cast 
down, but with heart unbroken. 
 
For what did Francis I, monarch of France, do penance? For the debaucheries that defiled 
his palace? for the righteous blood that stained the streets of his capital? for the violated 
oaths by which he had attempted to overreach those who trusted him at home, and those 
who were transacting with him abroad? No; these were venial offenses; they were not 
worth a thought on the part of the monarch. The King of France did penance for the all 
but inexpiable crime of his Protestant subjects in daring to attack the mass, and publish in 
the face of all France their Protest against its blasphemy and idolatry. 
 
The end of the procession was not yet; it still swept on; at slow pace, and in mournful 
silence, save when some penitential chant rose upon the air. Behind the king walked the 
queen; she was followed by all the members of the court, by the ambassadors of foreign 
sovereigns, by the nobles of the realm, by the members of Parliament in their scarlet 
robes, by judges, officers, and the guilds of the various trades, each with the symbol of 
penitence in his hand, a lighted candle. The military guard could with difficulty keep 
open the way for the procession through the dense crowd, which pressed forward to touch 



some holy relic or kiss some image of saint. They lined the whole route taken by the 
processionists, and did homage on bended knee to the Host as it passed them.  
 
The long procession rolled in at the gates of Notre Dame. The Host, which had been 
carried thither with so much solemnity, was placed on the high altar; and a solemn mass 
proceeded in the presence of perhaps a more brilliant assemblage than had ever before 
been gathered into even the great national temple of France. When the ceremony was 
concluded the king returned to the bishop's palace, where he dined. After dinner he 
adjourned with the whole assembly to the great hall, where he ascended a throne which 
had been fitted up for the occasion. It was understood that the king was to pronounce an 
oration, and the assembly kept silence, eager to hear what so august a speaker, on so great 
an occasion, would say. 
 
The king presented himself to his subjects with a sorrowful countenance; nor is it 
necessary to suppose that that sorrow was feigned. The affair of the placards threatened 
to embroil him with both friend and foe; it had crossed his political projects; and we can 
believe, moreover, that it had shocked his feelings and beliefs as a Roman Catholic; for 
there is little ground to think that Francis had begun to love the gospel, and the looks of 
sadness in which he showed himself to his subjects were not wholly counterfeited. 
 
The speech which Francis I delivered on this occasion lamented the presence of what he 
conceived to be heresy.  He argued that "God has been attacked in the Holy Sacrament," 
France has been dishonored in the eyes of other nations, and the cloud of the Divine 
displeasure is darkening over her. "Oh, the crime, the blasphemy, the day of sorrow and 
disgrace! Oh, that it had never dawned upon us!"  "I give thanks to God," he resumed, 
"that the greatest, the most learned, and undoubtedly the majority of my subjects, and 
especially in this good city of Paris, are full of zeal for the Catholic religion." Then, says 
the chronicle, you might have seen the faces of the spectators change in appearance, and 
give signs of joy; acclamations prevented the sighs, and sighs choked the acclamations. "I 
warn you," continued the king, "that I will have the said errors expelled and driven from 
my kingdom, and will excuse no one." Then he exclaimed, says our historian, with 
extreme anger, "As true, Messieurs, as I am your king, if I knew one of my own limbs 
spotted or infected with this detestable rottenness, I would give it you to cut off. . . . And 
farther, if I saw one of my children defiled by it, I would not spare him... I would deliver 
him up myself, and would sacrifice, him to God."  The king was so agitated that he was 
unable to proceed; he burst into tears. The assembly wept with him. The Bishop of Paris 
and the provost of the merchants now approached the monarch, and kneeling before him 
swore, the first in the name of the clergy, and the second in that of the citizens, to make 
war against heresy. "Thereupon all the spectators exclaimed, with voices broken by 
sobbing, 'We will live and die for the Catholic religion!'" 
 
Having sworn this oath in Notre Dame – the roof under which, nearly three centuries 
after, the Goddess of Reason sat enthroned – the assembly reformed and set forth to begin 
the war that very hour. Their zeal for the "faith" was inflamed to the utmost; but they 
were all the better prepared to witness the dreadful sights that awaited them. A terrible 
program had been sketched out; horrors were to mark every step of the way back to the 



Louvre, but Francis and his courtiers were to gaze with pitiless eye and heart on these 
horrors. 
 
The procession in returning made a circuit by the Church of Genevieve. At short 
distances scaffolds had been erected on which certain Protestant Christians were to be 
burned alive, and it was arranged that the faggots should be lighted at the moment the 
king approached, and that the procession should halt to witness the execution.  The men 
set apart to death were first to undergo prolonged and excruciating tortures, and for this 
end a most ingenious but cruel apparatus had been devised, which let us describe. First 
rose an upright beam, firmly planted in the ground; to that another beam was attached 
crosswise, and worked by a pulley and string. The martyr was fastened to one end of the 
movable beam by his hands, which were tied behind his back, and then he was raised in 
the air. He was next let down into the slow fire underneath. After a minute or two's 
broiling he was raised again, and a second time let drop into the fire; and thus was he 
raised and lowered till the ropes that fastened him to the pole were consumed, and he fell 
amid the burning coals, where he lay till he gave up the ghost. 

We have described in our last chapter the explosion that followed the publication of the 
manifesto against the mass.  Hardly had Francis I concluded his penitential procession 
when he again turned to the Protestant princes of Germany, and attempted to resume 
negotiations with them. They not unnaturally asked of him an explanation of his recent 
proceedings. Why so anxious to court the favor of the Protestants of Germany when he 
was burning the Protestants of France? 
 
Were there two true faiths in the world, the creed of Rome on the west of the Rhine, and 
the religion of Wittenberg on the east of that river? But the king was ready with his 
excuse, and his excuse was that of almost all persecutors of every age. The king had not 
been burning Lutherans, but executing traitors. If those he had put to death had imbibed 
Reformed sentiments, it was not for their religion, but for their sedition that they had 
been punished. Such was the excuse which Francis gave to the German princes.  

But these untruths and doublings availed Francis little. Luther had no faith in princes, 
least of all had he faith in Francis I. Melanchthon, anxious as he was to promote 
conciliation, yet refused to enter a city on the streets of which the ashes of the fires in 
which the disciples of Christ had been burned were not yet cold. And the Protestant 
princes, though desirous of strengthening their political defenses, nevertheless shrank 
back from a hand which they saw was red with the blood of their brethren. The situation 
in France began to be materially altered. The king's disposition had undergone a change 
for the worse; a gloomy determination to crush heresy had taken possession of him, and 
was clouding his better qualities. 
 
The men of letters who had shed a luster upon his court and realm were beginning to 
withdraw. They were terrified by the stakes which they saw around them, not knowing 
but that their turn might come next. The monks were again looking up, which augured no 
good for the interests of learning. 
 



Not content with the previous executions, the king continued to issue edicts against the 
sect of "Lutherans still swarming in the realm;" he wrote to the provincial parliaments, 
exhorting them to furnish money and prisons for the extirpation of heresy; lastly, he 
indited an ordinance declaring printing abolished all over France, under pain of the 
gallows. That so barbarous a decree should have come from a prince who gloried in being 
the leader of the literary movements of his age, would not have been credible had it not 
been narrated by historians of name.  
 
Of those who now withdrew from Paris was Margaret of Valois, the king's sister. We 
have seen the hopes that she long and ardently cherished that her brother would be won to 
the Reformation; but now that Francis I had cast the die, and sealed his choice by the 
awful deeds of blood we have narrated, Margaret, abandoning all hope, quitted Paris, 
where even the palace could hardly protect her from the stake, and retired to her own 
kingdom of Bearn. Her departure, and that of the exiles who had preceded her, if it was 
the beginning of that social and industrial decadence which ever since has gone on, amid 
many deceitful appearances, in France, was the dawn of a new day to Bearn. Her court 
became the asylum of the persecuted. Many refugee families transported their industry 
and their fortune to her provinces, and the prosperity which had taken a long adieu of 
France, began to enrich her little kingdom. Soon a new face appeared upon the state of 
the Bearnais. The laws were reformed, schools were opened, many branches of industry 
were imported and very successfully cultivated, and, in short, the foundations were now 
laid of that remarkable prosperity which made the little kingdom in the Pyrenees 
resemble an oasis amid the desert which France and Spain were now beginning to 
become. When Margaret went to her grave, in 1549, she left a greater to succeed her in 
the government of the little territory which had so rapidly risen from rudeness to wealth 
and civilization. Her daughter, Jeanne d'Albret, is one of the most illustrious women in 
history. 
 
We return to Calvin, in the track of whose footsteps it is that the great movement, set for 
the rising of one kingdom and the fall of another, is to be sought. He now begins to be by 
very much the chief figure of his age. We have seen him, a little before the bursting of the 
storm, leave Paris, nevermore to enter its gates.  Setting out in the direction of Germany, 
and traveling on horseback, he arrived in due course at Strasburg. Being a free city, it 
offered asylum to the exiles from surrounding countries. Its magistrates were liberal; its 
citizens intelligent; its college was already famous; the strong walls and firm gates that 
would have resisted the tempests of war had yielded to the gospel, and the Reformation 
had found entrance into Strasburg at an early period. Bucer, Capito, and Hedio, whom we 
have already met with, were living here at the time of Calvin's visit, and the pleasure of 
seeing them, and conversing with them, had no small share in inducing the Reformer to 
turn his steps in the direction of this city. 
 
In one respect he was not disappointed. He much relished the piety and the learning of 
these men, and they in turn were much impressed with the seriousness and greatness of 
character of their young visitor. But in another respect he was disappointed in them. Their 
views of Divine truth lacked depth and comprehensiveness, and their scheme of 
Reformation was, in the same proportion, narrow and defective. The path which they 



loved, a middle way between Wittenberg and Rome, was a path which Calvin did not, or 
would not, understand. To him there were only two faiths, a true and a false, and to him 
there could be but two paths, and the attempt to make a third between the two was, in his 
judgment, to keep open the road back to Rome. All the greater minds of the Reformation 
were with Calvin on this point. Those only who stood in the second class among the 
Reformers gave way to the dream of reconciling Rome and the Gospel: a circumstance 
which we must attribute not to the greater charity of the latter, but to their incapacity to 
comprehend either the system of Rome or the system of the gospel in all the amplitude 
that belongs to each. 
 
Calvin grew weary of hearing, day after day, plans propounded which, at the best, could 
have but patched and soldered a hopelessly rotten system, but would have accomplished 
no Reformation, and so, after a sojourn of a few months, he took his departure from 
Strasburg, and began his search for the "quiet nook" where he might give himself to the 
study of what he felt must, under the Spirit, be his great instructor the Bible. The 
impression was growing upon him, and his experience at Strasburg had deepened that 
impression, that it was not from others that he was to learn the Divine plan; he must 
himself search it out in the Holy Oracles; he must go aside with God, like Moses on the 
mount, and there he would be shown the fashion of that temple which he was to build in 
Christendom. 
 
Following the course of the Rhine, Calvin went on to Basle. Basle is the gate of 
Switzerland as one comes from Germany, and being a frontier town, situated upon one of 
the then great highways of Europe, it enjoyed a large measure of prosperity.  
Much troubled was the world around; the passions of men were raising frightful tempests 
in it; armies and battles and stakes made it by no means a pleasant dwelling-place; but 
these quiet valleys and those distant peaks spoke of peace, and so the exile, weary of foot, 
and yet more weary of heart – for his brethren were being led as sheep to the slaughter – 
very unobtrusively but very thankfully entered within those gates to which Providence 
had led him, and where he was to compose a work which still keeps its place at the head 
of the Reformation literature – the Institutes. 
 
On his way from Strasburg to Basle, Calvin had an interview with a very remarkable 
man. The person whom he now met had rendered to the gospel no small service in the 
first days of the Reformation, and he might have rendered it ten times more had his 
courage been equal to his genius, and his piety as profound as his scholarship. We refer to 
Erasmus, the great scholar of the sixteenth century. He was at this time living at Freiburg, 
in Brisgau – the progress, or as Erasmus deemed it, the excesses of the Reformed faith 
having frightened him into leaving Basle, where he had passed so many years, keeping 
court like a prince, and receiving all the statesmen and scholars who chanced to visit that 
city. Erasmus' great service to the Reformation was his publication of the New Testament 
in the year 1516. The great scholar, in his early and better days, had seen with unfeigned 
joy the light of letters breaking over Europe. He hated the monks with his whole soul, and 
lashed their ignorance and vice with the unsparing rigor of his satire; but now he was 
almost seventy, he had hardly more than another year to live, and the timidity of age was 
creeping over him. He had never been remarkable for courage; he always took care not to 



come within wind of a stake, but now he was more careful than ever not to put himself in 
the way of harm. He had hailed the Reformation less for the spiritual blessings which it 
brought in its train than for the literary elegances and social ameliorations which it shed 
around it.  Besides, the Pope had been approaching him on his weak side. Paul III fully 
understood the importance of enlisting the pen of Erasmus on behalf of Rome. The battle 
was waxing hotter every day, and the pen was playing a part in the conflict which was not 
second to even that of the sword. A cardinal's hat was the brilliant prize which the Pope 
dangled before the scholar. Erasmus had the good sense not to accept, but the flattery 
implied in the offer had so far gained its end that it had left Erasmus not very zealous in 
the Reformed cause, if indeed he had ever been so. Could the conflict have been confined 
to the schools, with nothing more precious than ink shed in it, and nothing more weighty 
than a little literary reputation lost by it, the scholar of Rotterdam would have continued 
to play the champion on the Protestant side. But when he saw monarchs girding on the 
sword, nations beginning to be convulsed – things he had not reckoned on when he gave 
the first touch to the movement by the publication of his New Testament – and especially 
when he saw confessors treading the bitter path of martyrdom, it needed on the part of 
Erasmus a deeper sense of the value of the gospel and a higher faith in God than, we fear, 
he possessed, to stand courageously on the side of the Reformation. How unlike the two 
men who now stood face to face! Both were on the side of progress, but each sought it on 
a different line, and each had pictured to himself a different future. Erasmus was the 
embodiment of the Renaissance, the other was the herald of a more glorious day. In the 
first the light of the Renaissance, which promised so much, had already begun to wane – 
sprung of the earth, it was returning to the earth; but where Erasmus stopped, there 
Calvin found his starting-point.  

Upon entering Basle, Calvin diligently began his work.  The purpose for which he had 
come to Basle required that he should remain unknown; he wished to have perfect 
unbroken quietude for study. Accordingly he turned into a back street where, he knew, 
lived a pious woman in humble condition, Catherine Klein,  and he took up his abode in 
her lowly dwelling.  Calvin had found at last his "obscure corner," and he jealously 
preserved his incognito. Ecolampadius, the first Reformed Pastor of Basle, was now in 
his grave; but Oswald Myconius, the friend of Zwingli, had taken his place as President 
of the Church. In him Calvin knew he would find a congenial spirit. There was another 
man living at Basle at that time, whose fame as a scholar had reached the Reformer – 
Symon Grynaeus. Grynaeus was the schoolfellow of Melanchthon, and when Erasmus 
quitted Basle he was invited to take his place at the university, which he filled with a 
renown second only to that of his great predecessor. He was as remarkable for his 
honesty and the sweetness of his disposition as for his learning. Calvin sought and 
enjoyed the society of these men before leaving Basle, but meanwhile, inflexibly bent on 
the great ends for which he had come hither, he forbore making their acquaintance. It was 
here, in this seclusion and retreat, that Calvin sketched the first outline of a work which 
was to be not merely the basis of his own life-work, but the corner-stone of the Reformed 
Temple, and which from year to year he was to develop and perfect, according to the 
measure of the increase of his own knowledge and light, and leave to succeeding 
generations as the grandest, of his and of his age's achievements. 
 



The Institutes first sprang into form in the following manner: While Calvin was pursuing 
his studies in his retirement at Basle, dreadful tidings reached the banks of the Rhine. The 
placard, the outbursts of royal wrath, the cruel torturing that followed, were all carried by 
report to Basle. First came tidings of the individual martyrs; scarcely had the first 
messenger given in his tale, when another – escaped from prison or from the stake, and 
who could say, as of old, "I only am left to tell thee" – arrived with yet more dreadful 
tidings of the wholesale barbarities which had signalized the terrible 21st of January in 
Paris. The news plunged Calvin into profound sorrow. He could but too vividly realize 
the awful scenes, the tidings of which so wrung his heart with anguish. It was but 
yesterday that he had trodden the streets in which they were enacted. He knew the men 
who had endured these cruel deaths. They were his brethren. He had lived in their houses; 
he had sat at their tables. How often had he held sweet converse with them on the things 
of God! He knew them to be men of whom the world was not worthy; and yet they were 
accounted as the off-scouring of all things, and as sheep appointed to the slaughter were 
killed all day long. Could he be silent when his brethren were being condemned and 
drawn to death? And yet what could he do? 
 
The arm of the king he could not stay. He could not go in person and plead their cause, 
for that would be to set up his own stake. He had a pen, and he would employ it in 
vindicating his brethren in the face of Christendom.  He could vindicate these martyrs 
effectually not otherwise than by vindicating their cause. It was the Reformation that was 
being vilified, condemned, burned in the persons of these men; it was this, therefore, that 
he must vindicate. It was not merely a few stakes in Paris, but the martyrs of the gospel in 
all lands that he would cover with his aegis. 
 
The task that Calvin now set for himself was sublime, but onerous. He would make it 
plain to all that the faith which was being branded as heresy, and for professing which 
men were being burned alive, was no cunningly devised system of man, but the old 
gospel; and that so far from being an enemy of kings, and a subverter of law and order, 
which it was accused of being, it was the very salt of society – a bulwark to the throne 
and a protection to law; and being drawn from the Bible, it opened to man the gates of a 
moral purification in this life, and of a perfect and endless felicity in the next. This was 
what Calvin accomplished in his Christianae Religionus Institutio. 

We shall now proceed to the consideration of that work which has exercised so vast an 
influence on the great movement we are narrating, and which all will admit, even though 
they may dissent from some of its teachings, to be, in point of logical compactness, and 
constructive comprehensive genius, truly grand. No such production had emanated from 
the theological intellect since the times of the great Father of the West – Augustine. 
 
We have said that Calvin was the first to open this path, but the statement is not to be 
taken literally and absolutely. He had several pioneers in this road; but none of them had 
trodden it with so firm a step, or left it so thoroughly open for men to follow, as Calvin 
did. By far the greatest of his pioneers was Augustine. But even the City of God, however 
splendid as a dissertation, is yet as a system much inferior to the Institutes, in 
completeness as well as in logical power. After Augustine there comes a long and dreary 



interval, during which no attempt was made to classify and systematize the truths of 
revelation. The attempt of Johannes Damascenus, in the eighth century, is a very 
defective performance. Not more successful were the efforts of the schoolmen. The most 
notable of these were the four books of Sentences by Peter Lombard, and the Summa of 
Thomas Aquinas, but both are defective and erroneous. In perusing the theological 
productions of that age, we become painfully sensible of strength wasted, owing to the 
adoption of an entirely false method of interpreting the Word of God – a method which, 
we ought to say, was a forsaking rather than an interpreting of the scriptures; for in the 
schoolmen we have a body of ingenious and laborious men, who have withdrawn 
themselves from the light of the Bible into the dark chamber of their own minds, and are 
weaving systems of theology out of their brains and the traditions of their church, in 
which errors are much more plentiful than truths, and which possess no power to pacify 
the conscience, or to purify the life. 
 
When we reach the age of the Reformation the true light again greets our eyes. Luther 
was no systematiser on a great scale; Melanchthon made a more considerable essay in 
that direction. His Loci Communes, or Common Places, published in 1521, were a 
prodigious advance on the systems of the schoolmen. They are quickened by the new life, 
but yet their mold is essentially mediaeval, and is too rigid and unbending to permit a free 
display of the piety of the author. The Commentarius de Vera et Falsa Religione, or 
Commentary on the True and False Religion, of Zwingli, published in 1525, is freed from 
the scholastic method of Melanchthon's performance, but is still defective as a formal 
system of theology. The Confession of Augsburg (1530) is more systematic and complete 
than any of the foregoing, but still simply a confession of faith, and not such an 
exhibition of Divine Truth as the Church required. It remained for Calvin to give it this. 
The Intitutes of the Christian Religion was a confession of faith, a system of exegesis, a 
body of polemics and apologetics, and an exhibition of the rich practical effects which 
flow from Christianity – it was all four in one. Calvin takes his reader by the hand and 
conducts him round the entire territory of truth; he shows him the strength and grandeur 
of its central citadel – namely, its God-given doctrines; the height and solidity of its 
ramparts; the gates by which it is approached; the order that reigns within; the glory of 
the Lamb revealed in the Word that illuminates it with continual day; the River of Life by 
which it was watered that is, the Holy Spirit; this, he exclaims, is the "City of the Living 
God," this is the "Heavenly Jerusalem ;" decay or overthrow never can befall it, for it is 
built upon the foundation of prophets and apostles, Jesus Christ Himself being the chief 
corner-stone.  
 
This work was adopted by the Reformed Church, and after some years published in most 
of the languages of Christendom. The clearness and strength of its logic; the simplicity 
and beauty of ifs exposition; the candor of its conclusions; the fullness of its doctrinal 
statements, and not less the warm spiritual life that throbbed under its deductions, now 
bursting out in rich practical exhortation, and now soaring into a vein of lofty speculation, 
made the church feel that no book like this had the Reformation given her heretofore; and 
she accepted it, as at once a confession of her faith, an answer to all charges whether 
from the Roman camp or from the infidel one, and her justification alike before those 
now living and the ages to come, against the violence with which the persecutor was 



seeking to overwhelm her. 
 
The first edition of the Institutes contained only six chapters. During all his life after he 
continued to elaborate the work and expand the number of chapters. Edition after edition 
continued to issue from the press. These were published in Latin, but afterwards rendered 
into French, and translated into all the tongues of Europe.  
 
We shall briefly examine the order and scope of the book. It proposes two great ends, the 
knowledge of God and the knowledge of man. It employs the first to attain the second. 
"The whole sum of wisdom," said the author at the outset, "is that by knowing God each 
of us knows himself also."  If man was made in the image of God, then surely the true 
way to know what our moral and spiritual powers are, or ought to be, what are the 
relations in which we stand to God, and what the service of love and obedience we owe 
him, is not to study the dim and now defaced image, but to turn our eye upon the 
undimmed and glorious Original – the Being in whose likeness man was created. 
 
The image of God, it is argued, imprinted upon our own souls would have sufficed to 
reveal him to us if we had not fallen. But sin has defaced that image. Nevertheless, we are 
not left in darkness, for God has graciously given us a second revelation of himself in his 
Word. Grasping that torch, and holding it aloft, Calvin proceeds on his way, and bids all 
who would know the eternal mysteries follow that shining light. Thus it was that the all-
sufficiency and supreme and sole authority of the scriptures took a leading place in the 
system of the Reformer. 
 
The order of the work is borrowed from the Apostles' Creed, whose four cardinal 
doctrines furnish the Reformer with the argument of the four books in which he finally 
arranged the Institutes.  

• I. "I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth." Such is the 
argument of the first book. In it Calvin brings God before us in his character of 
Creator and sovereign Ruler of the world. But we must note that his treatment of 
this theme is eminently moral. 'It is no scenic exhibition of omnipotent power and 
infinite wisdom, as shown in the building of the fabric of the heavens and the 
earth, that passes before us. From the first line the author places himself and us in 
the eye of conscience. The question, Can the knowledge of God as Creator 
conduct to salvation? leads the Reformer to discuss in successive chapters the 
doctrine of the fall; the necessity of another and clearer revelation; the proofs of 
the inspiration of the Bible. He winds up with some chapters on Providence, as 
exercised in the government of all things, and in the superintendence of each 
particular thing and person in the universe. In these chapters Calvin lays the 
foundations for that tremendous conclusion at which he arrives in the book 
touching election, which has been so stumbling to many. 

• II. "And in Jesus Christ, his only-begotten Son." The knowledge of God as 
Redeemer is the argument of book second. This ushers the author upon a higher 
stage, and places him amid grander themes. All that led up to the redemption 
accomplished on Calvary, as well as the redemption itself, is here discussed. Sin, 



the ruin of man, and his inability to be his own savior; the moral law; the gracious 
purpose of God in giving it, namely, to convince man of sin, and make him feel 
his need of a Savior; such are the successive and majestic steps by which Calvin 
advances to the Cross. Arrived there, we have a complete Christology: Jesus very 
God, very Man, Prophet, Priest, and King; and his death an eternal redemption, 
inasmuch as it was an actual, full, and complete expiation of the sins of his 
people. The book closes with the collected light of the Bible concentrated upon 
the Cross, and revealing it with a noonday clearness, as a fully accomplished 
redemption, the one impregnable ground of the sinner's hope. 

• III. "I believe in the Holy Ghost." That part of redemption which it is the office of 
the Spirit to accomplish, is the argument to which the author now addresses 
himself. The theme of the second book is a righteousness accomplished without 
the sinner: in the third book we are shown a righteousness accomplished within 
him. Calvin insists not less emphatically upon the last as an essential part of 
redemption than upon the first. The sinner's destruction was within him, his 
salvation must in like manner be within him; an atonement without him will not 
save him unless he have a holiness within him. But what, asks the author, is the 
bond of connection between the sinner and the righteousness accomplished 
without him? That bond, he answers, is the Holy Spirit. The Spirit works faith in 
the sinner, and by that faith, as with a hand, he receives a two-fold benefit – a 
righteousness which is imputed to him, and a regeneration which is wrought 
within him. By the first he obtains the justification of his person, by the second 
the sanctification of his soul, and a fitness for that glory everlasting of which he 
became the heir in the moment of his justification. The one grand corollary from 
all this is that man's salvation is exclusively, and from first to last, of God's 
sovereign grace.  

• IV. "I believe in the Holy Catholic Church." The term church, in its strict sense, 
he applied to the children of God; in its looser sense, to all who made profession 
of the gospel, for the instruction and government of whom, God had instituted, he 
held, pastors and teachers. Touching the worship and government of the church, 
Calvin laid down the principle of the unlawfulness of introducing anything 
without positive scriptural sanction.  Augustine deplored the prevalence of the 
rites and ceremonies of his time, but he lacked a definite principle with which to 
combat and uproot them. These ceremonies and rites had become yet more 
numerous in Luther's day; but neither had he any weapon wherewith to grapple 
effectually with them. He opposed them mainly on two grounds: first, that they 
were burdensome; and secondly, that they contained more or less the idea of 
merit, and so tended to undermine the doctrine of justification by faith. Calvin 
sought for a principle which should clear the ground of that whole noxious growth 
at once, and he judged that he had found such a principle in the following – 
namely, that not only were many of these ceremonies contrary to the first and 
second precepts of the Decalogue, and therefore to be condemned as idolatrous; 
but that in the mass they were without warrant in the Word of God, and were 
therefore to be rejected as unlawful.  



In regard to Church government, the means which the Reformer adopted for putting an 
end to all existing corruptions and abuses, and preventing their recurrence, are well 
summed up by Dr. Cunningham. He sought to attain this end  

"First, by putting an end to anything like the exercise of monarchical authority in the 
church, or independent power vested officially in one man, which was the origin and root 
of the Papacy. 
 
Second, by falling back upon the combination of aristocracy and democracy, which 
prevailed for at least the first two centuries of the Christian era, when the churches were 
governed by the common council of presbyters, and these presbyters were chosen by the 
churches themselves, though tried and ordained by those who had been previously 
admitted to office. 
 
Third, by providing against the formation of a spirit of a mere priestly caste, by 
associating with the ministers in the administration of ecclesiastical affairs, a class of men 
who, though ordained presbyters, were usually engaged in the ordinary occupations of 
society; and fourth, by trying to prevent a repetition of the history of the rise and growth 
of the prelacy and the Papacy, through the perversion of the one-man power, by fastening 
the substance of these great principles upon the conscience of the Church as binding jure 
divino."  

We have reserved till now our brief statement of Calvin's views on the subject of 
predestination and election. The absolute sovereignty of God was Calvin's cornerstone. 
As the Author and Ruler of his own universe, he held that God must proceed in his 
government of his creatures according to a definite plan; that that plan he had formed 
unalterably and unchangeably from everlasting; that it embraced not merely the grander 
issues of Providence, but the whole array of means by which these issues are reached; 
that this plan God fully carries out in time; and that, though formed according to the good 
pleasure of his will, it is based on reasons infinitely wise and righteous, although these 
have not been made known to us. Such was Calvin's first and fundamental position. 
 
This larger and wider form of the question, to which is given the name of predestination, 
embraces and disposes of the minor one, namely, election. If God from everlasting pre-
ordained the whole history of all his creatures, it follows that he pre-ordained the destiny 
of each individual. Calvin taught, as Augustine had done before him, that out of a race all 
equally guilty and condemned, God had elected some to everlasting life, and that this 
decree of the election of some to life, implied the reprobation of the rest to death, but that 
their own sin and not God's decree was the reason of their perishing. The Reformer 
further was careful to teach that the election of some to life did not proceed on God's 
fore-knowledge of their faith and good works, but that, on the contrary, their election was 
the efficient cause of their faith and holiness. 
 
These doctrines the Reformer embraced because it appeared to him that they were the 
doctrines taught in the Scriptures on the point in question; that they were proclaimed in 
the facts of history; and that they were logically and inevitably deducible from the idea of 



the supremacy, the omnipotence, and intelligence of God. Any other scheme appeared to 
him inconsistent with these attributes of the Deity, and, in fact, a dethroning of God as 
the Sovereign of the universe which he had called into existence, and an abandonment of 
its affairs to blind chance. 
 
The book was the chest that contained the vital forces of the Reformation. When it first 
saw the light in Basle in 1536, it was relatively small, and was a sketch in outline of the 
fundamental principles of the Christian faith. The work grew into unity and strength, 
grandeur and completeness, by the patient and persevering touches of the author, and 
when completed it consisted of four books and eighty-four chapters. But as in the acorn is 
wrapped up all that is afterwards evolved in the full-grown oak, so in the first small 
edition of the Institutes were contained all the great principles which we now possess, 
fully developed and demonstrated, in the last and completed edition of 1559. 

Thus did a strong arm uplift before the eyes of all Europe, and throw loose upon the 
winds, a banner round which the children of the Reformation might rally. Its appearance 
at that hour greatly inspirited them.  

A scheme of doctrine, a code of government, a plan of church organization, the Institutes 
was at the same time an apology, a defense of the persecuted, an appeal to the conscience 
of the persecutor. It was dedicated to Francis I.  His dedication was a noble, most 
affecting and thrilling intercession for his brethren in France, many of whom were at that 
moment languishing in prison or perishing at the stake.  In penning this appeal Calvin 
occupied one of the sublimest positions in all history. He stood at a great bar – the throne 
of France. He pleaded before a vast assembly – all Christendom; nay, all ages. 
 
But before the "strong arm" to which Calvin had alluded should be "stretched forth" more 
than two centuries were to pass away. These martyrs had to wait till "their brethren" also 
should be slain as they had been. But meanwhile there were given unto them the "white 
robes" of this triumphant vindication; for scarcely were their ashes cold when this 
eloquent and touching appeal was pleading for them in many of the tongues of Europe, 
thrilling every heart with the story of their wrongs, and inspiring thousands and tens of 
thousands to brave the tyrant's fury, and at the risk of torture and death to confess the 
gospel. This was their "first resurrection." What they had sown in weakness at the stake 
rose in power in the Institutes. Calvin, gathering as it were all their martyr-piles into one 
blazing torch, and holding it aloft, made the splendor of their cause and of their names to 
shine from the east even unto the west of Christendom. 
 
The publication of the Institutes placed Calvin in the van of the Reformed hosts, he was 
henceforward the recognized chief of the Reformation. His retreat was now known, and 
this city on the edge of the Black Forest, on the banks of the Rhine, could no longer 
afford him the privacy he sought. Men from every country were beginning to seek him 
out, and gather round him. Rising up, he found an asylum at the court of Renee, daughter 
of Louis XII of France, and Duchess of Ferrara, who, like Margaret of Valois, had 
opened her heart to the doctrines of the Reformation. Calvin disappears for awhile from 
the scene. 
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