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Calvin’s Ideas on the Church-State
Relationship and their Meaning for the
Churches in Indonesia

Benyamin F. Intan

SUMMARY

The issue of the relationship between Church and state is
as old as the Christian church itself but it became a major
concern at the time of the Reformation. This article dis-
cusses Calvin’s political thought and his view of Church
and state in particular. Against the dominant views of
Caesaropapism and papal supremacy which subordinate
Church to state or vice versa, Calvin - like the Anabap-
tists — advocated a separation between Church and state.

* * * *

RESUME

La question de la relation entre I'Eglise et I'Etat se pose
depuis la naissance de I'Eglise, mais c’est devenu une
préoccupation majeure a I'époque de la Réforme. Le
présent article traite de la pensée politique de Calvin et
plus particulierement de son point de vue sur la relation
entre |'Eglise et I'Etat. Contre le point de vue dominant
du Cesaropaplsme etdela suprématie du pape qui subor-
donnait I'Eglise a I'Etat ou vice versa, Calvin, comme

* * * *

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Die Frage der Beziehung zwischen Kirche und Staat ist
so alt wie die christliche Gemeinde selbst, doch zur Zeit
der Reformation wurde sie zu einem Hauptanliegen.
Dieser Artikel erortert Calvins politisches Denken
und insbesondere seine Ansichten zu Kirche und
Staat. Gegen die vorherrschenden Auffassungen des
Casaropapismus und der pépstlichen Vorherrschaft,
welche die Kirche dem Staat unterordnete oder umge-
kehrt, beftirwortete Calvin — wie die Anabaptisten — eine

But unlike the Anabaptists, who rejected participation
of Christians in government offices, Calvin argued for
mutual assistance and reciprocal cooperation between
Church and state. The article shows that Calvin’s view
of the proper relationship between Church and state
is important for the churches in Indonesia. With refer-
ence to current affairs, | shall argue that the Indonesian
churches should adopt Calvin’s political thought as nor-
mative for the Church-state relationship.

* * * *

les anabaptistes, plaidait pour la séparation de I Eghse
et de I'Etat. Mais, contrairement aux anabaptistes qui
refusaient la participation de chrétiens a des fonctions
de gouvernement, Calvin soutenait que I'Eglise et I'Etat
devaient s’accorder assistance mutuelle et coopération
réciproque. L'auteur montre ici I'importance que revét
ce point de vue de Calvin pour les Eglises en Indonésie.
En rapport avec les événements actuels, il plaide que les
Eglises indonésiennes gagneraient & adopter cette pensée
politique de Calvin comme leur norme.

* * * *

Trennung zwischen Kirche und Staat. Doch anders als
die Anabaptisten, welche die Teilnahme von Christen am
Staatsdienst ablehnten, pladierte Calvin fiir eine gegen-
seitige Hilfe und Zusammenarbeit zwischen Kirche und
Staat. Der Artikel zeigt, dass Calvins Sicht der richtigen
Beziehung zwischen Kirche und Staat von Bedeutung
fur die Gemeinden in Indonesien ist. Im Hinblick auf
die gegenwartige Situation wird argumentiert, dass die
indonesischen Gemeinden Calvins politisches Denken
als normgebend fur die Beziehung zwischen Kirche und
Staat annehmen sollten.

EJT27:1 » 55



BenYAMIN F. INTAN

1. Introduction

What does John Calvin have to say to us today?
Numerous scholars have noted that Calvin’s politi-
cal ideas have led to a movement that changed the
landscape of modern politics. Some have focused
on his impact on the origins of modern politics,’'
while others have highlighted his connection to the
development of Western law and human rights,? as
well as his impact on the democratic movement,?
but not a few of his critics have accused him of
inhibiting freedom and democratic ideas.*

Proper analysis of Calvin’s political thought will
unsurprisingly lead to the conclusion that the right
relationship between Church and state inevitably
became a major concern for Calvin. The issue of
Church-state relationships was, as David Little
puts it, ‘as old as the Christian church itself and
in an important sense had been at the heart of
Christian cogitation, in its diverse forms, from the
beginning of Christianity’.® So Calvin was obliged
to work on the issue, and his foundational ideas
on the subject can be found in the Institutes of the
Christian Religion as well as in his extensive com-
mentaries on scriptural passages related to political
issues.

Against Caesaropapism or Erastianism — the
idea of a state-controlled Church — and papal
supremacy — the idea of a church-controlled state
— Calvin, like the Anabaptists, advocated a sepa-
ration between Church and state. Based on his
doctrine of the two kingdoms, Calvin argued that
Church and state are to be kept distinct from each
other. But against the Anabaptists, who rejected
participation of Christians in government as civil
magistrates, Calvin argued that both Church and
state are ordained by God. He was convinced that
when Church and state are separate from each
other, both can maintain their reciprocal coop-
eration and mutual responsibility. But how — in
Calvin’s thought — the Church should fulfil its
responsibility toward the state and the state toward
the Church in a specific historical situation is the
question addressed in this article.

It is important to note that Calvin’s developed
understanding of the relation between Church
and state has been widely influential. ‘Building in
part on classical and Christian prototypes,” John
Witte confirms, ‘Calvin developed arresting new
teachings on authority and liberty, duties and
rights, and Church and state that have had an
enduring influence on Protestant lands.”® Indeed,
his political thought played a significant role in
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democratic societies globally.” In this context, I
will argue that Calvin’s idea of how the Church
should properly relate to civil government is zor-
mative and that as such it may contribute to the
development of the relation between religion and
state in the Indonesian context. It should thus be
taken into consideration by the Protestant Church
in Indonesia when it reflects on its role in society.

2. The background of Calvin’s thoughts

When Calvin came on stage in the sixteenth cen-
tury, the relationship of Church and state had for
many centuries been difficult due to the tensions
and struggles between the earthly powers and the
popes, and in response the new Protestant peo-
ples ‘created problems, proposals, and promises’.®
In essence, there were three views concerning the
relationship of the Church to civil government.
First, the Caesaropapist or Erastian view held that
the state should control the Church; second, the
papal supremacy view held that the Church should
control the state; and third, the Anabaptist view
argued for total separation between Church and
state.

2.1 Caesaropapism

One may define Caesaropapism as ‘[a] system
whereby supreme authority over the Church is
exercised by a secular ruler, so even doctrine is
subject to state control’.’ The authority exercised
by the Byzantine (East Roman) Emperors over the
Eastern Church, especially in the centuries imme-
diately preceding the Schism of 1054, is the best
way to illustrate Caesaropapism.'® The Byzantine
Emperor would typically manage the ecclesiasti-
cal hierarchy of the Eastern Church by controlling
the election of patriarchs and setting the territo-
rial boundaries of their jurisdiction. By implica-
tion, any decision of a church council required the
emperor’s approval in order to be binding.!!

Caesaropapism also occurred in the Western
Church when England adopted this position in
1534, after king Henry VIII declared himself to
be the ‘pope’ of the Church of England. The first
break with Rome took place when pope Clement
VII declined Henry’s request to annul his mar-
riage to Catherine of Aragon. The pope’s refusal
was due in part to his fear of offending Catherine’s
nephew, Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor. In
1529, after compiling a manuscript from ancient
sources that argued that by law it was he, and not
the pope, who should be the head of the Church
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of England, Henry called a parliament and set
about the Reformation of the Church. In January
1531 the new Church of England recognised
Henry VIII as ‘the singular protector, the only
and supreme lord, and as far as is permitted by
the law of Christ, even the supreme head’ of the
Church of England. The pope excommunicated
Henry in 1533. In 1534 the Act of Submission
of the Clergy ended the pope’s influence, and the
first Supremacy Act proposed for Henry to be the
Supreme Head of the Church of England. These
constitutional changes gave the monarch suprem-
acy over the Church of England so that all its leg-
islative decisions must have royal consent.!?

Given his doctrine of the ‘two kingdoms’, it
seems that Martin Luther would argue for a sepa-
ration of Church and state. Following Augustine’s
eschatological distinction between the city of God
and the city of man, Luther believed that God had
established two kingdoms, namely, a kingdom of
God and a kingdom of the world, with distinct
purposes:

Here we must divide the children of Adam and
all mankind into two classes, the first belong-
ing to the kingdom of God, the second to the
kingdom of the world. Those who belong to
the kingdom of God are all the true believers
who are in Christ and under Christ ... All who
are not Christians belong to the kingdom of the
world and are under the law.!?

Luther made it clear that believers and unbelievers
have different realms. He went on to argue that
in relation to these two kingdoms, God has estab-
lished two governments:

For this reason God has ordained two govern-
ments: the spiritual, by which the Holy Spirit
produces Christians and righteous people under
Christ; and the temporal, which restrains the
un-Christian and wicked so that — no thanks
to them — they are obliged to keep still and to
maintain an outward peace.'*

These two governments ought to be kept distinct;
they should not mingle with each other."® It is a
constant work of the devil, Luther argued, to con-
fuse these two governments.

The devil never stops cooking and brewing
these two kingdoms into each other. In the
devil’s name the secular leaders always want
to be Christ’s masters and teach Him how He
should run His church and spiritual govern-
ment. Similarly, the false clerics and schismatic

spirits always want to be the masters, though
not in God’s name, and to teach people how
to organize the secular government. Thus the
devil is indeed very busy on both sides, and he
has much to do.!®

Later, however, Luther’s position regarding
Church-state relationship changed, taking a direc-
tion which led to an unexpected and sometimes
contradictory outcome, both theologically and
politically. In spite of his previous clear distinction
and separation between political and ecclesiasti-
cal power, in his address 7o the Christian Nobility
of the German Nation Concerning the Reform of
the Christinn Estate Luther criticised the divi-
sion of the spiritual and temporal spheres. Based
on his doctrine of the priesthood of all believers,
Luther argued that ‘all Christians are truly of the
spiritual estate, and there is no difference among
them except that of office’.!” This means that if
the clergy is not faithful to the Church and does
something harmful to the well-being of Christians,
any believer can take the necessary steps which
are within their power against the clergy for the
preservation of the Church. Through this state-
ment Luther took away some authority from the
Church - by saying that everyone is a priest — and
gave more authority to the temporal sphere.'®
By implication, he allowed any believer to save
Christendom by summoning a council if they
would find a problem in the spiritual sphere. He
considered the ‘temporal authorities’ as best suited
for calling a council in such cases, since they are
‘fellow-Christians, fellow-priests’ and thus they
should exercise the office they have ‘received from
God’."?

Thus, in spite of his early doctrine of two king-
doms, by breaking down the division between the
spiritual and temporal spheres Luther gave the sec-
ular authorities power over the Church. Therefore,
the Lutheran territories in Germany which had
been influenced by his political thought ultimately
advocated the spirit of Caesaropapism, which in
Protestant circles was later called Erastianism.*

2.2 Papal supremacy

Papal supremacy, the claim by the popes in Rome
that all power — spiritual and temporal — belongs to
the pope, developed during the medieval period.
The Holy Roman Empire, for example, was under
the control of popes for considerable periods. It
was pope Gelasius I (492-496) who promulgated
the doctrine of two powers (or two swords) which
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he called ‘the sacred authority of the priests’ and
‘the royal power’. While these two powers were
independent in their own spheres of responsibil-
ity, Gelasius insisted that the emperor must bow
to the will of the pope in spiritual matters. In his
influential letter to Emperor Anastasius in 494
Gelasius wrote,

Two there are, august emperor, by which this
world is chiefly ruled, the sacred authority of
the priesthood and the royal power. Of these
the responsibility of the priests is more weighty
in so far as they will answer for the kings of
men themselves at the divine judgment. You
know... that, although you take precedence
over all mankind in dignity, nevertheless you
piously bow the neck to those who have charge
of divine affairs and seek from them the means
of your salvation.?!

This statement was soon widely accepted as
authoritative and formed the foundation of
Western European political thought for almost a
millennium.

Advocates of papal supremacy argued that the
main reason why the pope has two swords and
therefore authority over both the spiritual and
temporal spheres is that he is the vicar of Christ
himself; as such the pope is the successor of the
apostle Peter, to whom had been given ‘not only
the universal church but the whole world to
govern’.?? They argued further that Peter, who
‘administers the higher end of divine salvation and
will speak at the Last Judgment for the kings of
men’, has ‘a far greater responsibility on earth than
Caesar, whose mission was to provide only short-
term, temporal well-being’.??

Although the pope himself would not use the
temporal power but delegate its use to temporal
powers, he still had absolute power and authority,
and if necessary, was able to command the tempo-
ral power for the sake of the Church’s benefit. As
pope Boniface VIII (1294-1303) explains,

Both then are in the power of the church, the
material sword and the spiritual. But the one
is exercised for the church, the other by the
church, the one by the hand of the priest, the
other by the hand of kings and soldiers, though
at the will and sufferance of the priest. One
sword ought to be under the other and the tem-
poral authority subject to the spiritual power.
For, while the apostle says, “There is no power
but from God and those that are ordained
of God’ (Romans 13:1), they would not be
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ordained unless one sword was under the other
and, being inferior, was led by the other to the
highest things.?*

In short, the Roman Church under the rule of the
pope has full power in both temporal and spiritual
affairs.

2.3 The Anabaptist view

The Anabaptists, the radical wing of the Protestant
Reformation in Europe, argued for the total
separation of Church and state. The Schleithem
Contfession of Faith (1527) by Michael Sattler —
the main Anabaptist confession — says in chapter 4:

We have been united concerning the separation
that shall take place from the evil and the wick-
edness which the devil has planted in the world,
simply in this: that we have no fellowship with
them, and do not run with them in the confu-
sion of their abominations. So it is; since all who
have not entered into the obedience of faith and
have not united themselves with God so that
they will to do His will, are a great abomina-
tion before God, therefore nothing else can or
really will grow or spring forth from them than
abominable things. Now there is nothing else
in the world and all creation than good or evil,
believing and unbelieving, darkness and light,
the world and those who are [come] out of
the world, God’s temple and idols, Christ and
Belial, and none will have part with the other.?®

This quotation explains that the main reason for
the Christian community to be separated com-
pletely from the world is the absolute conflict that
exists between the kingdom of Christ and the
kingdom of darkness. A radical dualism between
Christians and civil government is also suggested
in chapter 6:

Their citizenship is in this world, but that of
the Christian is in heaven. The weapons of their
battle and warfare are carnal and only against
the flesh, but the weapons of Christians are
spiritual, against the fortification of the devil.
The worldly are armed with steel and iron, but
Christians are armed with the armor of God,
with truth, righteousness, peace, faith, salva-
tion, and with the Word of God.?

The chapter concludes by affirming that Christians
ought not to serve as magistrates due to the abso-
lute contrast between flesh and spirit, the world
and heaven. ‘[TThe rule of the government is
according to the flesh, that of the Christians
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according to the Spirit. Their houses and dwelling
remain in this world, that of the Christians is in
heaven.”?”

3. Calvin on Church and state

3.1 On Luther, Caesaropapism and papal
supremacy

Calvin’s views on Church and state cannot be
separated from his doctrine of two kingdoms. He
took up Luther’s two kingdoms approach in many
important respects,?® but he developed it further
in a different direction because he did not agree
with the way Luther had defined the relationship
between Church and state.

Following Luther, Calvin believed that God has
established two kingdoms with distinct purposes:

[Tlhere is twofold government in man: one
aspect is spiritual, whereby the conscience is
instructed in piety and in reverencing God; the
second is political, whereby man is educated
for the duties of humanity and citizenship that
must be maintained among men. These are usu-
ally called the ‘spiritual’ and ‘temporal” jurisdic-
tion ... by which is meant that the former sort
of government pertain to the life of the soul,
while the latter has to do with the concerns of
the present life ... For the former resides in the
inner mind, while the latter regulates only out-
ward behavior. The one we may call the spiritual
kingdom, the other, the political kingdom.?

The distinction between these two kingdoms
must be constantly kept in mind. Calvin was con-
cerned about those who ‘unwisely mingle these
two, which have a completely different nature’.3
How distinct they are is evident from the fact that
when people think about one kingdom they ‘must
call away and turn aside the mind from thinking
about the other’.?! Thus Calvin would never tol-
erate either Caesaropapism or papal supremacy.
Caesaropapism is unthinkable for him because he
is convinced that the role and nature of civil gov-
ernment concern temporal matters, and that its
power is based on coercion. It is true that Calvin
argued that, along with peace and public justice,
the civil government is responsible for establish-
ing godliness.*> However, this role of the govern-
ment toward religion remains outward, temporal,
and limited to this life. Otherwise, ‘the civil and
earthly government cannot be distinguished from

the spiritual kingdom of Christ’.3

By maintaining the authority and independ-
ence of the Church, Calvin argued against the
Erastianism which characterised the Church-state
relation in England and in the Lutheran territories
in Germany.** Calvin even described Henry VIII
as the apostate Israelite king Jehu, who enthusias-
tically obeyed the call of a prophet to overthrow
the dynasty of Ahab but continued to hold on to
the idolatrous worship of king Jeroboam. In short,
‘the reformation under Jehu was like that under
Henry’, where Henry ‘pretended great zeal for a
time: he afterwards raged cruelly against all the
godly and doubled (duplicavit — duplicated) the
tyranny of the Roman Pontiff”.3

On the other hand, Calvin also rejected the
doctrine of papal supremacy. He regarded the
Roman Church as a corrupted church.?® The
pope, claiming to be Christ’s deputy, not only had
supreme jurisdiction in all ecclesiastical matters,
but by claiming supreme power over civil power,
Calvin observed, the pope also ‘rules barbarously
and tyrannically’.’” He further showed that by
confusing its ministry of Christ’s spiritual govern-
ment with magisterial political claims, the Roman
Church had disclosed its obsession with ‘secular
power’ and its ‘lust for dominion’.?® Clergies were
more interested in exercising political power than
in fulfilling their spiritual functions as ministers of
Christ. ‘In them Christ lies hidden, half buried,
the gospel overthrown, piety scattered, the wor-
ship of God nearly wiped out.”® Consequently,
when the papists elected a bishop, ‘they choose a
lawyer who knows how to plead in a court rather
than how to preach in a church’.*® The problem
was ‘not simply the politicization of ecclesiastical
authority’, as Matthew Tuininga has put it, ‘but
the exercise of magisterial power over religion, as if
Christ has placed his authority at the discretion of
the church’.*! The Roman Church was a corrupt
church because it ignored its fundamental minis-
try, that is, the ministry of the Word.

3.2 On the Anabaptists

Although Church and state should be kept dis-
tinct, both are, according to Calvin, legitimate
and divinely ordained. In Romans 13 Calvin notes
Paul’s description of government as ‘an ordinance
of God’ and princes as ‘ministers of God’. For
Calvin, civil government is not only a ‘holy and
lawful” vocation but also ‘the most sacred and by
far the most honorable of all callings in the whole
life of mortal men’.*> While he does not see civil
government as part of Christ’s spiritual kingdom,
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he considers it to be under the lordship of Christ.*?
In short, unlike the Anabaptists he does not think
of the two kingdoms as ‘antithetical’ and irrec-
oncilable.** Calvin explains this when discussing
Jesus’ classic statement, ‘Render to Caesar the
things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things are
God’s’:
Christ’s reply ... lays down a clear distinction
between spiritual and civil government, in order
to inform us that outward subjection does not
prevent us from having within us a conscience
free in the sight of God. For Christ intended to
refute the error of those who did not think that
they would be the people of God unless they
were free from every yoke of human authority
... In short, Christ declares that it is no viola-
tion of the authority of God or any injury done
to his service, if, in respect of outward polity,
the Jews obey the Romans.*

Calvin considers the Anabaptists’ rejection of
Christian participation in civil government as
overthrowing the political order. It indicates their
failure to appreciate civil government as a gift of
God’s providence that is essential to human life,
since it establishes “civil justice and outward moral-
ity’ 46

For Calvin, the error of the Anabaptists consists
in their misunderstanding of what Jesus says about
the relation of the spiritual kingdom to the politi-
cal order. For example, the Anabaptists interpret
Jesus’ warning to the disciples not to be like the
rulers of this world as indicating that a distinction
should be drawn between Christians and unbeliev-
ers. For this reason, they argue, Christians ought
not to serve in political offices. Thus they fail to
take into consideration the distinction between
the two kingdoms, as Calvin maintains:

[T]he design of Christ was, as I have said, to
distinguish between the spiritual government of
his Church and the empires of the world.

While political government such as that of David
and Hezekiah required ‘a scepter, a crown, a
throne and other emblems of royalty’, the spiritual
government appointed by Christ emphasises the
maxim ‘not to rule, but to serve’. In short, the
comparison which Jesus makes between his disci-
ples and the rulers of this world is not ‘between
Christians and ungodly men, but between the

nature of their offices’.*”

3.3 Calvin’s own view
Although distinct, Church and state are not anti-
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thetical and irreconcilable: both are legitimate and
divinely ordained institutions. And since both are
under Christ and must serve his purposes, Calvin
advocates ‘their mutual interaction’.*® Whereas
Little employs the term ‘disassociate and inter-
connect’ to describe the relation between Church
and state in Calvin’s thought,* W. Stanford Reid
summarises Calvin’s political thought as ‘that of
mutual independence, but also of mutual helpful-
ness and support’.*® In other words, although they
are separate from each other, Church and state
have a mutual responsibility for each other.

Yet how should state and Church fulfil these
mutual responsibilities? Calvin argues that along
with peace and public decency, civil government
is ordained to take care of ‘godliness’, that is,
‘to promote religion, to maintain the worship of
God, and to take care that sacred ordinances be
observed with due reverence’.® It is important to
note that this role of the government — known as
the care of religion (cura religionis) — has to be
fulfilled indirectly, for Calvin considers the state’s
responsibilities to relate only to the outward,
external manifestation of religion. He clearly states
that the state should have concern for ‘the out-
ward worship of God’, ‘public offenses against
religion’, ‘a public manifestation of religion’ and a
‘public sacrilege’.5? Thus Calvin would not entrust
civil authorities ‘to make laws according to their
own decision concerning religion and the worship
of God’.%® In brief, civil authorities have a respon-
sibility toward religion but their power remains
outward and temporal. They could not usurp the
spiritual functions of the Church.

On the other hand, Calvin believes that the
Church should play an important role with regard
to the state. The main responsibility of the Church
is to set forth the biblical teaching concerning the
state and its function. Calvin frequently reminds
the Church that in administering its role toward
the state it should not interfere in its operations.
The Church may advise the state as to what God’s
law says, but it cannot determine how that law is
to be applied in civil jurisdiction, since the Church
does not have, as Calvin explains, ‘the author-
ity to force’ through ‘the sword’ which the state
‘commonly inflicts’.>* However, Calvin realises
that some issues of civil affairs, such as sexuality,
marriage and family, have civil as well as ecclesi-
astical dimensions. In cases like drunkenness and
prostitution, for example, both state and Church
ought to be involved in rendering punishment,
such as imprisonment by the state and — if there is
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no repentance — excommunication by the Church.
In this case the Church would be able to ‘help the
magistrate in order that not so many may sin’, so
that Church and magistrate can be ‘so joined that
each serves to help, not hinder, the other’.%

In conclusion, Calvin’s view of Church and
state is quite different from the other positions. As
demonstrated above, he firmly rejected the papal
supremacy, the subordination of the state to the
ecclesiastical authority in the late Middle Ages.
He also opposed the Caesaropapist or Erastian
subordination of the Church to the civil author-
ity in England and the Lutheran territories. And
although he might agree with the Anabaptists
that there ought not to be any confusion between
the temporal and spiritual orders, he argued for a
Christian involvement and participation in hold-
ing offices in the civil government. His ideal was
not a total separation of the temporal and spiritual
kingdoms, but rather their cooperation and recip-
rocal collaboration, in which each is free in its own
sphere.

Calvin’s view of Church and state was devel-
oped in his context within Christendom, and
presupposes the conviction that public morality
should reflect Christian moral convictions. At the
beginning of the third millennium the context in
which we live is different and Christendom is no
more. As Indonesia is an extremely diverse coun-
try, both religiously and culturally, I also realise
that the Christendom setting of Calvin’s model
cannot be applied directly to the Indonesian situ-
ation. Nonetheless, I will argue that Calvin’s idea
of mutual interaction and cooperation between
Church and state should be viewed as normative
because it has a strong biblical foundation and is
theologically sound. If so, it must be applicable to
the Indonesian context and may contribute to the
development of the relation between religion and
state in this context.

4. The contribution of Indonesian
churches

4.1 Background

The Dutch colonisation of Indonesia began in
1602 and lasted until the country’s independence
in 1945. The Protestant churches of Indonesia
knew Calvin’s political thought and his views on
the proper relationship between Church and state
in particular. Yet Dutch colonialism in Indonesia
through the Veremigde Oost-Indische Compagnie

(VOC, United East-Indies Company)®® was moti-
vated mainly by economic greed and not by evan-
gelistic purposes. The initial contracts between the
Dutch government and the VOC make no men-
tion of Reformed Christianity, but from 1623 the
VOC committed to involve itself in the propaga-
tion of Reformed Christianity.”” However, it was
not the VOC but missionary societies and organi-
sations, such as the Zending der Gereformeerde
Kerken (ZGKN),*® which spread Calvin’s teach-
ing and Reformed ideas among the Protestant
churches in Indonesia.*

With almost 20,000 islands®® spread over an
area of more than 9,800,000 sq. km,*! Indonesia is
the largest archipelago in the world; with its popu-
lation of 250 million, it is the world’s fourth most
populous country. Indonesia is arguably one of
the most ethnically and culturally diverse nations.
There are over 300 different ethnic groups with
more than 250 distinct spoken languages.®* All
major world religions are represented, along with
a wide range of folk religions and animistic beliefs.
However, approximately 87% of the population
are Muslims, making Islam the largest religious
group in Indonesia by far.®?

Because Indonesia was religiously pluralistic,
the founding fathers of the nation early on fully
realised the danger of dominance of the majority
religion; accordingly, they paid careful attention
to the problem of religion and the state. Their
concern is expressed in chapter 29 of the 1945
Constitution or Undang-Undang Dasar, which
declares that ‘the State is founded on the princi-
ple of One Lordship” and ‘the State guarantees
the freedom of each citizen to embrace his/her
own religion and to worship according to his/her
religion and belief”. This statement contains three
basic thoughts. First, Indonesia is not a theocratic
state since no religion is explicitly mentioned in
the Constitution. This means that the State will
be fair to all religions and not take sides with any
one religion. Second, being founded on the prin-
ciple of One Lordship, the State appreciates and
encourages the contribution of diverse religions
to the life of the nation.** Third, the Constitution
must guarantee the freedom of individuals to
change their belief or religion. However, in reality
Indonesian politics has not lived up to this ideal.

4.2 Discriminatory legislation

A deviation from the constitutional requirement
for the government to be neutral toward all reli-
gions happened when in 1965 President Sukarno
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issued a decree, the first article of which reads:

Every person is prohibited to deliberately, in
public, tell, encourage, or seek public support
to give an interpretation of a professed religion
in Indonesia, or to engage in religious activities
that resemble the activities of that religion, if
such interpretation and activities deviate from
the basic teachings of that religion.%®

Although this decree listed the six religions to
which most Indonesian people adhere (Islam,
Protestantism, Catholicism, Hinduism, Buddhism
and Confucianism), it does not imply that these
were the only officially recognised religions. But
from 1974 onwards, when religion became a deci-
sive factor in validating a marriage, these six reli-
gions became the official ones, which discriminates
against citizens who subscribe to aliran keper-
cayaan (mysticism).%

Following this decree, a new article was added
to the Constitution of Criminal Law, which
includes imprisonment as a possible penalty:

A penalty of imprisonment of up to five years
will be imposed on any person who deliberately,
in public, expresses hostility towards, or abuse,
or desecrates an official religion in Indonesia,
with the intention of preventing people from
embracing any official religion based on the
belief in one Lordship. (Article 156a of the
KUHP)

This law implies that followers of an official reli-
gion no longer have the freedom to give an inter-
pretation of their religion, as in doing so they
could be convicted of desecrating their religion
and thus committing a criminal act. Obviously, the
attempt to ‘criminalise’ religion confines religious
freedom because a discontinuity exists between
the Constitution and the laws under it.

Based on Calvin’s teaching on the relation-
ship between Church and state, the Indonesian
churches should have rejected this law which
reflects the idea of papal supremacy in which the
state is subordinated to the authority of religion.
But regrettably, the churches have not voiced their
opinion on this matter because this law could also
help them to purify their teachings by using the
hand of the state. Religious believers who do not
exercise their faith according to its official inter-
pretation can be punished on the basis of this law.
Religions which welcome the state’s intervention
in their internal affairs may initially have the good
and noble intention of encouraging believers to be
more faithful to their religion, but in reality, the

62 ¢ EJT27:1

state intervention fosters hypocrisy and taints the
image of those religions.

Moreover, official religions that make use of the
state’s power are often unaware that this power can
have counterproductive effects on their religious
legitimacy conferred by the state. For example,
during Sukarno’s period in office Confucianism
was acknowledged as an official religion, together
with Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, Hinduism
and Buddhism. However, in 1978 a ministerial
decision announced that Confucianism was no
longer acknowledged as an official religion and
therefore banned in Indonesia.”” Not until the
administration of president Abdurrahman Wahid
in 2000 was it again declared an official religion.

It is important to note that in reality, Article
156a of the KUHP has often been ‘expanded’
indefinitely to catch anybody regarded as des-
ecrating religion, and that the victims are usually
minority groups. One example involves the recent
prosecution of Basuki Tjahaja Purnama, also
known as Ahok, the Chinese-Christian governor
of Jakarta, who was falsely accused of insulting the
Quran based on a particularly controversial edited
video of a speech he delivered in September 2016.
Ahok was convicted on blasphemy charges and
sentenced to two years in prison. He also resigned
from his office. A curious matter to be noted in
this case was the judges’ final decision on his con-
viction, which they based on Article 156a of the
KUHDP, despite the fact that the prosecutors had
previously dropped these charges. Many saw the
former governor’s trial and conviction as a case of
injustice and protested against it. In addition, with
regard to our present discussion, the use of Article
156a of KUHP can be seen as a subordination of
the state to religion in the pattern of the religioni-
sation of politics which could in the end produce
a ‘theocratic state’. But again, the Indonesian
churches regrettably kept silent and did not take
a clear standpoint on this matter, since, as men-
tioned above, they might benefit from this law to
purify their teachings.

It is true that Ahok’s case shows the manipu-
lation of the state by religion for its own inter-
ests. However, seen from another perspective,
what happened is not merely the religionisation of
politics, in which a certain religion demanded a
greater role as the sole decision-maker on matters
of the state, but it was also the politicisation of reli-
gion. Many observers saw the prosecution of Ahok
as politically motivated: religion was dragged into
the public sphere and made a symbol of contention
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and a tool for winning votes. This subordination
of religion to the state in the form of a politicisa-
tion of religion will in the end result in a ‘state reli-
gion’. If they took Calvin’s view of Church-state
relations as normative, the Indonesian churches
ought to reject the Caesaropapism or Erastianism
in which religion is subordinated to the state’s
authority.

In brief, religion and state must never be totally
fused. The religionisation of politics in the form
of ‘theocratic state’ and the politicisation of reli-
gion in the form of ‘state religion” should be con-
sidered illegitimate options. This does not imply,
however, that the churches in Indonesia should
support a total separation of religion and state.
As discussed above, although Calvin agreed with
the Anabaptists that Church and state are distinct,
he rejected their total separation. A secular state,
which promotes absolute separation between reli-
gion and state and thus marginalises religion to
the private domain, should also be rejected by the
Indonesian churches.

4.3 A state based on Pancasila

Calvin’s political thought rejects not only a theo-
cratic state and a state religion, but also a secular
state. In what follows I shall argue that it is, on
the other hand, easily compatible with Pancasila,
Indonesia’s national ideology.®®

Indonesia’s founding fathers agreed that
despite being the largest Muslim country in the
world, Indonesia should not become an Islamic
state. The influence of western education on the
founding fathers during the Dutch colonisation
did not make them choose a secular state either.
Rather, Indonesia should be a state based on
Pancasila, which is neither a theocratic state nor a
secular one.® Being a non-theocratic state means
that religion and state must never be totally fused.
The Pancasila-based state would thus reject not
only the possibility of an Islamic state, but also
ecclesiastical supremacy and Caesaropapism /
Erastianism. On the other hand, being a non-sec-
ular state means that religion and state must never
be totally separated. The Pancasila-based state
would thus reject the Anabaptists’ total separation
of Church and state. Hence within the Pancasila-
based state, religion and state — although separate
from each other — will cooperate and take some
responsibility for each other. In this context, the
churches in Indonesia can use Calvin’s principle
of mutual interaction and reciprocal collaboration
between Church and state normatively and apply it

to Pancasila’s proper relationship of religion and
state.

The question then is how religion and state can
fulfil their mutual responsibilities without being
trapped in the discourse of the religionisation of
politics and the politicisation of religion. I would
suggest that this is where the Ministry of Religion
has a key role.”® Based on the normative use of
Calvin’s political thought, I will argue that the
Ministry of Religion should facilitate the fulfil-
ment of the responsibilities of both religion and
the state.

When dealing with the responsibility of the
state towards religion, the Ministry of Religion
must retain the state’s primary tasks, as Calvin
has put it, not only to establish peace and public
decency but also to take care of godliness. This
role of the government, however, must be car-
ried out indirectly, that is, limited to the outward,
external manifestation of religion. This means that
when dealing with disrupting religious manifesta-
tions, the Ministry of Religion is only allowed to
prohibit certain manifestations or interpretations
of that religion but not to prohibit the religion
itself. This regulative function of the Ministry of
Religion should be based not only on considera-
tions of public justice and public morality, but
mainly and primarily upon the requirement that
the Ministry secures the fundamental rights of the
adherents of all religions and freedom of belief.
Thus the Ministry of Religion’s regulative func-
tion should not usurp religion’s spiritual functions.
In this sense the Ministry’s interventions may not
be imposed permanently and should be removed
as soon as possible in order that a large measure of
freedom can be assured.

On the other hand, when dealing with the
responsibility of religion towards the state, the
Ministry of Religion has to realise that whereas
religions have no intention of interfering in the
state’s internal affairs, they have an important role
to play in the nation’s socio-political life. Religion,
as Calvin puts it, may set forth the biblical princi-
ples concerning the state and its function. In this
case religion may, for example, ‘lay a strong moral,
ethical and spiritual foundation for nation-build-
ing as an implementation of Pancasila’, as man-
dated by the 1998 ‘Guidelines of State Policy’. In
doing so, religion — along with the state — could
be involved in some issues of civil affairs such as
sexuality, marriage and family.

In conclusion, by revisiting Calvin’s views on
Church and state and applying them normatively
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to the struggle that the Indonesian churches are
facing, this article has shown that Calvin’s political
thought is still relevant to our world today. It is
amazing that the normative use of Calvin’s view
on the proper relationship of Church to state is
highly compatible with Pancasila and may make
an important contribution to the relation of reli-
gion and state in Indonesia, the world’s largest
Muslim country.
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