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The only Reformed Cathedral in the world is found in the Swiss city of Geneva. The picture 

shows you a recent photograph of the main entrance, made of natural stone in the eleventh century in 

the highest part of the city. In 1534 the building was given to the Reformed Congregation and all the 

statues outside and inside the cathedral carefully removed. The French speaking people make a 

distinction between the Protestant Church (Temple Reformee and the Roman Catholique Church 

[Eglise Catholique]), but the Reformed Cathedral of St. Peter (Saint Pierre) was not altered. It is a huge 

building with a very high round ceiling in the middle. Dr. Johannes Calvijn (Jean Cauvin) and his older 

friend Guillaume Farel have preached here for thousands of people. 

The first period that Calvin lived in Geneva was from July 1536 to April 1538. The second 

period was from September 13, 1541 until May 27, 1564. (His body was buried in a part of Geneva 

with the name Plainpalais, but his grave has not been found.) He died of tuberculosis with several 

complications. He was born in the French city of Noyon (province Picardia) in the northern part of the 

country. He received home schooling by the family Hangest de Montmor. The local Church made him 

curate in 1521, with a good income. In 1523 he went with the family Hangest de Montmor to Paris, 

where he went to college (named College de la Marche de Mathurin Cordier) where he was taught 

Latin and French. He came into contact with Protestants and began to study the French translation of 

the Bible (of Mr. Fevre d’Etage). Although the Inquisition entered Paris, Calvin studied, together with 

Pierre Robert Olivier. In 1528 he studied more intensely at the University of Orleans, and a year later in 

Bourges where the Lutheran teacher Melchior Wolmar taught him Greek. He started preaching in 

Lignieres. 

After the death of his father, in 1531, Calvin went back to Paris to study literature at the College 

de France (founded by king Francois I of Valois who favored the Reformed people, but later he 

changed his mind). He went to meetings, like biblical societies, in secret with guards outside to warn 

them in case enemies of the Reformation would come to attack them. Here his first books appeared. In 

1533 he had to flee. Margaretha, queen of Navarra, called him back and wanted to protect him, but 

there were too many enemies around in the city, so Calvin decided to flee again. He went to Saintonge, 

where his friend, Du Tillet of Angouleme, lived. He adopted temporarily the name Charles d’Espeville. 

He studied and wrote books, but in 1535 he started traveling to many cities in France and 

Switzerland. 

Probably the reproduction of a rare painting of Calvin, discovered in the German castle of 

Aschbach, was made in that time. 

In 1536 appeared his book Institution in the Christian Religion for Catechism purposes, going 

in the footsteps of Luther. He was then 26 years old. 

With Du Tillet he fled to the residence of the Duchess Renata of Ferrara, sister of Francois I. 

She was a courageous follower of the Reformation and Calvin remained in contact with her in 

correspondence the rest of his life. He had to flee again. In July 1536 he was back in Geneva. He 

preached in the St. Peter Cathedral without immediately saying who he was, and without a salary. In 

the city of Bern, he went with Farel to defend the Reformation before a forum of Roman Catholic 

theologians and convinced many. So, in 1537 in Geneva the Reformation became a fact. From there it 

would go all over the world. Missionaries traveled with merchants and reached island-states in the 

Pacific. 

Calvin however had to flee again. From September 1538 to September 1541, he served a 

congregation of other refugees in the city of Strassburg (he preached four times a week and was paid 

one guilder). Sometimes he did it in German. In 1539 he made the first hymnbook for the Church, with 



18 Psalms (for 8 of them he made the melody himself) Later, in Geneva, another book with all the 

Psalms was made (melodies made by Maitre Pierre, Louis Bourgeois and Matthias Greiter). 

A contemporary of Calvin made a small statue of him, of clay, which can still be seen in the 

“Musee historique de la Reformation” in Geneva. In those days he wrote also the “Testimonium 

Spiritus Sancti” (about the Holy Spirit) and his first exegese (comment) about the letter of Paul to the 

Romans. 

In August 1540, Calvin married Idelette of Bure, who was the widow of Jean Stordeur in Liege 

(Southern part of The Netherlands), with two children. Calvin got a son with her, but that child died 

soon. 

At the request of the Church, Calvin returned to Geneva on September 13, 1541, and together 

with the ministers there he organized preaching once every day, and three times on Sunday. In 1543 a 

third edition (in Latin) of Calvin’s Institution appeared. The government in Paris was furious and on 

February 14,1544, this book was burned in public in front of the Notre Dame Church. 

In 1545 the Geneva Catechism appeared. However, in 1542, Geneva had been stricken by 

famine and the plague; many people died, but Calvin was able to continue his work. 

In 1543 he sent a letter to the German emperor Charles V with the heading “The necessity of 

Reformation in the Church.” The Roman Catholics reacted with organizing opposition against Calvin 

on a large scale, approaching in a crafty way some of his friends, who didn’t have the courage or 

knowledge to defend themselves. Calvin was very disappointed when he discovered that former friends 

were suddenly against him. A movement, “the Libertins,” attacked him in pamphlets, and Calvin 

produced a clear answer to stop their mouths. Calvin wanted pure Christianity in the city and 

introduced a strict law for the behavior of the inhabitants. People who did not care about the rules were 

punished and took revenge by spreading false reports and accusations against Calvin, which he often 

was not even aware of. 

In 1549 the followers of Calvin and Zwingli came to an agreement, named the “Consensus 

Tigurinus.” 

On June 5,1559, the Geneva Academy was founded with four young theologians in the 

“Auditoire” opposite the St. Peter Cathedral. The first rector was Beza. 

Calvin often felt sad because in 1549, his wife, Idelette, who had always encouraged him, had 

died. He worked almost day and night at correspondence with friends in other countries, but he often 

did not feel well. His health became a problem, but he remained productive as defender of the faith, the 

Bible and the Reformation till his last day on earth. ♦ 
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