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LESSON ONE - The Rising Sun - The Renaissance

Church History

Rising Sun: The Renaissance

What was the Renaissance?

- Few have doubted its significance, especially in church history as a forerunner of the
Reformation; the 16t century saying, “Erasmus laid the egg and Luther hatched
it,"1 contains more than a grain of truth, despite the eventual break between the
prince of Renaissance humanists and the pioneer of Protestantism.

- Renaissance is the name historians give to a cluster of important developments
within Western culture at the close of the Middle Ages.

- The commotion began in Italy in the second half of the 14th century and eventually
spread across the whole of Western Europe, changing people’s values and outlook
on life.

- The closest we can get to expressing the core of the Renaissance is to say that it was
a movement cradled in the love of ancient Greek and Roman culture, and a desire for
its rebirth in the present.

- The word Renaissance is French for rebirth.

- This commitment to Europe’s pre-medieval culture was rooted in a rediscovery of
the literature of ancient Greece and Rome.

- The Renaissance involved a revival of classical forms of thought, expression and
action, a revival mediated through “humane” studies - grammar, rhetoric, poetry,
history and philosophy.

- In the 19t century, the German thinker, F] Niethammer coined the term humanism
to sum up this Renaissance concept of humanity and human life.

- In contrast to today’s humanists, most of the humanists of the Renaissance were
pro-Christian. Their commitment to humanity and human culture was normally part
of a Christian view of the world; they saw a God-given meaning and worth in the
present life as well as the life to come.

- Central to this Renaissance critique of medieval civilization was an adjustment of the
claims of this world and the next.

- In the Middle Ages, the prevailing attitude of official Western religion at its most
devout had been of high and holy contempt for the present life, a fixing of the mind
on the four last things - death, judgement, hell, heaven - and a conviction that the
only truly worthwhile use this short-lived earthly existence was for people to
prepare their souls for the eternal life to come.
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The perfect human beings, those who most closely conformed themselves to Christ,
were therefore the monk and the nun.

The Renaissance changed this. It shifted people’s spiritual concern back to the
present life: not usually in the sense of denying the life to come, but insisting
strongly that life on earth had a value, a dignity and a beauty of its own.

In the great Pagan writers of Greek and Roman civilization, there was no contempt
for the world of human achievement, no monastic withdrawal from secular affairs.
Renaissance humanists looked back on this ancient civilization of Greece and Rome
as the golden age of human culture, the perfect expression of the human spirit and
its highest values; this golden age, they believed, must be reborn in the present if
humankind was to fulfill its true potential.

There was an awakening of interest in humanity itself and the human world, a fresh
and excited optimism about the possibilities of human achievement in art, music,
literature, education, science and government.

This brought with it a reaction against the monastic ideal of poverty, asceticism and
heavenly contemplation in favor of an active and productive life in the world through
secular pursuits.

A new fascination for the individual person also appeared, a new emphasis on
personal self-expression and self-development, which gave rise to a flourishing of
non-religious portraits and biographies.

In the culture of Greece and Rome, then, the claims of human life on earth were
paramount. This contrasted keenly with the world-renouncing, heaven-aspiring
attitude of medieval spirituality and many found it liberating.

Some Renaissance humanists stopped there; they simply wanted to restore the
secular human-centered spirit of ancient paganism.

However, the Christian humanists did not admire only pagan writers of the classical
age. They wanted to go back to all the sources of Western European civilization,
Christian as well as pagan.

So, they dug fresh into the riches of the Greek New Testament and the early Church
Fathers. The apostolic and patristic period became, in their eyes, a spiritual golden
age and that early church must be reborn in the present.

It is fitting that this revival of the spirit and values of ancient Greece and Rome, in
their Pagan and Christian aspects, should have arisen first in Italy, the ancient
heartland of the Roman Empire.

The Italian Renaissance

Renaissance Italy was not politically united as one nation. Five chief political
communities dominated the land: Milan, Venice, Florence, Naples and the papal
states.
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A great Italian Renaissance figure was the poet Francesco Petrarch (1304-1374). He
was a zealous admirer of the ancient pagan writers of Latin, espec1ally Clcero Virgil
and Seneca and modeled his writing style on Francesco il

them. Petrarch

Petrarch’s spiritual hero was Augustine and since 1304-1374

Augustine was a Platonist, Petrarch accepted
Plato was the supreme philosopher.
Hostility towards scholasticism became the
typical humanist attitude. This was partly because humanism led to renewed
enthusiasm for Plato, while most scholastics favored Aristotle but it was also partly
because humanists thought that scholastic theology was over-complicated, too
philosophical, divorced from Scripture and expressed in barbaric medieval Latin.
The scholastics usually studied the Latin Vulgate and the humanists demanded that
theologians must study Scripture in the original Hebrew and Greek.

Many of the humanists were admirers of Augustine and scholastic theology had
begun to drift away from Augustine’s view of humanity being in bondage to sin and
the sovereignty of God'’s grace in salvation.

William of Ockham had started a popular trend towards neo-Pelagian theology,
which emphasized human free will, effort and worthiness as the way to secure God’s
mercy.

[ p——

In Petrarch we see the ingredients which went into the making of Renaissance
humanism, especially in its more Christian form.

1.

vl

An attitude of contempt for the medieval period as “the dark ages” - Petrarch
was the first man to refer to the Middle Ages by this name.

. Abeliefin a golden age of civilization in classical Greece and Rome, and a

spiritual golden age in the days of the apostles and early church fathers.

. A new fervor for Plato which checked the commitment to Aristotle that

operated in much scholastic theology and a tendency to prefer Augustine over
scholasticism.
The admiration of ancient Latin authors as masters of literary style.

. Coloring all of this, the conviction that all philosophy and theology should

revolve around humanity and human life, especially the relationship between
human beings and God. 2

It was also in Italy that the Renaissance revival of interest in the early Church first
blossomed.

Among the important figures and towering above them all was Lorenzo Valla (1406-
1457).

Valla combined a zeal for Augustine with a pioneering study of the Greek text of the
New Testament and a highly critical attitude to some ancient Catholic traditions.
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- His two greatest works were his Concerning the
False Credit and Eminence of the Donation of
Constantine (1440) and his Annotations on the New
Testament.

- In the first of these works, Valla exposed as a
forgery the so-called “Donation of Constantine,”
which the popes had used for 700 years to back up their exalted claims.

- Based on this exposure, Valla argued that the papacy should give up all political
power and become a purely spiritual institution.

- His Annotations On the New Testament were not published until 1505 by Erasmus of
Rotterdam.

- The Renaissance popes promoted the artistic movement, as well as advancing the
cause of humanistic learning.

The German Renaissance

- In Germany, the Renaissance was more fully and explicitly Christian than in Italy.

- From its pagan elements they derived models of literacy style, Platonic philosophy,
and ideals of political citizenship.

- From its Christian elements, they shaped a concept of Christian spirituality which
emphasized the study of the New Testament, a simple and Christ-centered faith, the
abiding value of the early Church Fathers, and the importance of serving God in the
world rather than retreating to a monastery.

- German humanists developed these Christian concerns in conscious antagonism to
scholastic theology; they scorned scholasticism as a philosophical distortion of the
Christian faith, which seduced people from the simplicity of Christ into a wasteland
of useless theological arguments.

- The German Renaissance also moved away from the scholastic tendency to interpret
Scripture in an allegorical way (looking for deep, hidden theological and spiritual
meanings in every statement) and placed a fresh emphasis on the old Antiochene
method of “grammatical-historical” interpretation (understanding the Bible’s words
and statements primarily in their ordinary obvious sense).

- German humanists hoped, through education in schools and universities, to purify
people’s minds of ignorance and superstition and nurture them into godly and
useful Christian citizens, glorifying God through their various abilities here on earth
as artists, politicians, teachers, merchants, craftsman and housewives.

- Another distinctive factor in the German Renaissance was its tendency towards
German nationalism. German humanists looked on the Germans as the most noble
people on earth.
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Rudolf Agricola (1444-1485)

Agricola is sometimes called the father of German humanism. After studying at
various German universities and sampling the culture of Renaissance Italy, he
lectured on the classics at Heidelberg University (central-western Germany),
promoting the teaching of Latin in German schools and universities.

His treatise on education, On the Formation of Study (1484), greatly influenced
Erasmus.

Sebastian Brant (1458-1521)

Brant was a poet who stimulated the development of the German language, a
follower of Joachim of Fiore and a zealous advocate of the Holy Roman Empire - he
saw Maximilian I (1493-1519), rather than the papacy, as the true source of religious
reform.

Brant was the author of the internationally famous and popular book Ship of Fools
(1494).

He also criticized the sale of indulgences and relics for profit.

Conrad Celtis (1459-1508)

Celtis’s great passion in life was the glory of the German people, whom he wished to
unify politically into a single nation.

He saw the papacy as Germany’s supreme foe and expressed his nationalism in a
violently anti-papal, anti-Italian way in his Five Books of Epigrams.

His outstanding contribution to German humanism was as a historian, carrying out
brilliant ground-breaking research into various aspects of Germany’s past.

Johannes Reuchlin (1455-1522)

Reuchlin was a Greek and Latin scholar who became the first non-Jewish German
academic to master the Hebrew language.

Reuchlin pioneered the study of Hebrew; his Rudiments of Hebrew (1506) was the
first textbook on Hebrew grammar and vocabulary ever published.

In 1509, a convert from Judaism named Johann Pfefferkorn (1469-1522), persuaded
Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I to decree that all Jews must surrender their
books to the authorities.

Reuchlin was appalled; he spoke out in defense of Jewish literature as useful in
understanding the Old Testament, and argued that friendly discussion with the Jews
was better than confiscating their books, if they were ever to embrace Christianity.
As a result, the inquisition accused Reuchlin of heresy and put him on trial in 1514.
German humanists rallied to support Reuchlin.
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Two of them, Crotus Rubeanus and Ulrich von Hutten, wrote a brilliant best-selling
attack on Reuchlin’s enemies, called Letters of Obscure Men, published between 1515
and 1517.

Rubeanus and Hutten pretended that these letters had been written by Dominican
friars, whom they saw as Reuchlin’s greatest foes, and they made the friars say such
stupid and scandalous things that the whole of educated Catholic Europe was soon
laughing at them.

Despite the fact that Rubeanus and Hutten won public opinion over to Reuchlin’s
side, Rome did finally condemn him in 1520. But by then, the mightier storm of the
Protestant Reformation had overtaken the battle between humanists and
scholastics.

Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1536)

By far the most famous and influential of all the Christian humanists was Desiderius
Erasmus. He was born in 1466 in Rotterdam, the E SRERI i
Netherlands. i
Brilliant at communicating his views in writing, he
was the first thinker in history to see his own idea
become internationally famous in his own lifetime.
He wrote some 226 works; two and half million &
copies of them were circulated. He was called the ¥
“schoolmaster of Europe.” Almost single-handedly, Erasmus created a new
atmosphere in Western culture.

The illegitimate son of a Dutch priest, Erasmus was educated in a school run by the
Brothers of the Common Life at Deventer.

This early contact with the Brothers and the devotion moderna gave Erasmus a
lifelong concern for a simple Christ-centered faith and a practical religion.

The great turning point in Erasmus’s life was his visit to England in 1499, where he
became friends with the leading English humanists; John Colet and Thomas Moore.
Inspired by their Christian humanist vision, Erasmus devoted himself to acquiring
the new learning of the Renaissance; from now on, the Greek language, the New
Testament and the early Church Fathers became the food of Erasmus’s soul.

He published many new editions of the writings of the fathers, helping to renew
people’s interest in them.

Erasmus wanted to use humanism as an instrument for reforming the whole of
Western society.

Scholastic Theology. Erasmus rejected the methods and conclusions of
scholasticism. He thought that scholastic theologians had corrupted the Christian
message by marrying it to the philosophy of Aristotle.

For Erasmus, theology was not a matter of logic or philosophy, but of the New
Testament and following Christ.

i

i
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External religion. Erasmus kept up a constant, often cuttingly sarcastic criticism of
the kind of religion that glorified external things: images, relics, ceremonies,
indulgences etc. True religion, he insisted, was an inward and spiritual reality; it
came from the heart.

Erasmus’s dislike of merely external religion meant that he placed a greater
emphasis on a spiritual participation in the sacraments: eating the bread of the
eucharist was useless unless it was accompanied by a loving communion with Christ
and fellow Christians.

Although Erasmus did not reject infant baptism, he did suggest that baptism could
be given again once a person had reached the age of puberty and could now
understand the significance of the ritual.

The clergy, the monks and the papacy. Erasmus attacked the immorality and
ignorance of priests, monks and popes with devasting effect.

His weapon was not righteous anger, but humor: he held up corrupt Church leaders
to ridicule, mocked them and set all Western Europe laughing at them.

His most famous writing in this style was his Praise of Folly (1509), which poured
scornful laughter on contemporary abuses in Church and society.

More light-hearted, although perhaps more scandalous, was Erasmus’s Julius
Excluded from Heaven (1517), which depicted Pope Julius II being refused admission
into heaven after his death.

To remedy these corruptions, Erasmus proposed a threefold program of reform,
which had a moral, cultural and scriptural dimension.

Moral reform. To Erasmus, the essence of Christianity was the Sermon on the
Mount and living a pure Christlike life.

He always took a very minimal attitude to doctrine, stressing the humanity of Christ
as a teacher and role-model.

Erasmus offered his view of the true Christian life most effectively in his Dagger of
the Christian Soldier (1503), where he presented Christianity not as theology or
ritual, but as a practical lifestyle, based on the imitation of Christ and the movement
of the soul away from visible material things to unseen spiritual realities.

Cultural reform. Erasmus believed that education was the royal route to solving
mankind’s problems.

He created the impression that the school and teacher, not the church and
clergyman, were the real agents for fashioning people to live excellent lives.

He wanted children to be given a good humanist education in Greek, Latin, the Pagan
classics and the New Testament.

Scriptural reform. The study of Scripture was central to Erasmus’s program of
reform. Erasmus saw Scripture as the supreme source of divine wisdom for human
living.

If people were to understand the true message of Scripture, however, they had to
study it in its original languages, not the Latin of the Vulgate.
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To help the educated classes study the New Testament in Greek, Erasmus published
in 1516 his own scholarly edition of the Greek New Testament - the first ever
printed edition - accompanied by a Latin translation and his own notes.

Erasmus also approved of the New Testament being translated into the various
native tongues of the world, so that ordinary people would have the opportunity to
read it.

By demanding that the Bible be studied in Greek and Hebrew, through the
grammatical-historical method, free from the control of scholastic theology and by
exalting the early church fathers above the schoolmen as interpreters of the gospel,
the Christian humanists prepared people’s minds to accept that the Catholic Church
of the Middle Ages had gone disastrously wrong, and needed the drastic remedy of
Reformation.

The low value Erasmus placed on outward ceremonies, feeling that these were an
obstacle to a true inward religion of the heart, greatly influenced the “Reformed”
branch of the Reformation.

His ideal of imitating Christ helped shape Anabaptist spirituality.

Reformers on the Eve of the Reformation

John of Wesel (1400-1481)

John Ruchrath of Wesel was born at Oberwesel on the Rhine (western Germany),
lectured at Basel University in Switzerland, and in 1463 was appointed a preacher in
Worms Cathedral.

John taught that the Scripture alone was the source of Christian teaching and that
popes and councils should not be followed if they contradicted Scripture.

He defined the church as the whole body of believers, not the ecclesiastical
organization headed by the papacy, denied transubstantiation and sided with
Eastern Orthodoxy on the filioque clause.

He also rejected indulgences, because God alone could pardon sins, attacked the
enforced celibacy of the clergy and maintained that the distinction between priest
and diocesan bishop was of merely human origin.

The Church authorities could not remain forever silent in the face of such sweeping
criticisms and in 1447, they deposed John from his office and in 1479 the inquisition
in Mainz put him on trial, accusing him of being a Hussite.

John'’s frailty (he was 79 years old) proved unequal to the persuasive powers of the
inquisition, and he agreed to renounce his heresies in a public statement of
repentance.

The authorities burnt all his writings and sentenced him to imprisonment in the
Augustinian convent in Mainz, where he died two years later.
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Wessel Gansfort (1419-1489)

Born at Groningen in the Netherlands, Gansfort was in a school at Deventer by the
Brothers of the Common Life, then went on to study in various universities before
lecturing in Heidelberg and Paris.

Gansfort was a pioneer humanist, and expert in Greek and Hebrew. In theology
Gansfort was at first a disciple of Thomas Aquinas but later turned away from
Aquinas to Augustine of Hippo.

He went back to Groningen in about 1474 to act as spiritual director of a nunnery
there, and also in the Mount Saint Agnes monastery.

Like John of Wesel, Gansfort made many probing criticisms of Catholic doctrine. He
denied infallibility both of the papacy and of ecumenical councils. He did accept
transubstantiation but also maintained that Christ was present in the bread and
wine for believers only.

A strong Augustinian, he upheld salvation by God’s sovereign grace alone, and taught
a somewhat confused idea of justification by faith. He denied indulgences and the
treasury of merit.

Gansfort was more fortunate than John of Wesel in escaping the attentions of the
inquisition; he died peacefully in his bed.

Girolamo Savonarola (1452-1498)

Savonarola was a native of the Italian Renaissance city of Ferrara who in 1474
became a Dominican friar. After preaching in various Italian cities, in 1491 he was
appointed prior of San Marco, a Dominican convent in Florence.

His preaching in Florence was so popular that it gave him almost complete power
over the city, especially after its ruling family, the Medici, fled from a French invasion
force in 1494.

His moral reforms made the city of Florence into a sort of vast monastic community.
However, in 1495, a long a fierce quarrel broke out between Savonarola and Pope
Alexander VI (1492-1503).

Alexander commanded Savonarola to stop preaching. Savonarola refused to obey,
denounced Alexander as a servant of Satan and began preaching against the
corruptions of the papal court. Alexander excommunicated Savonarola in 1497 and
threatened to place Florence under an interdict unless it sent the rebel Dominican to
Rome for a trial. Savonarola appealed to an ecumenical council against Alexander’s
verdict.

Savonarola’s enemies in Florence, the Franciscans, suggested that they make a direct
appeal to God’s judgement: one of their friars and one of Savonarola’s Dominicans
would walk through fire; the one who survived must be in the right.

Savonarola agree but on the day of the test in April 1498, the Franciscans raised all
sorts of objections, a rain-storm put the fire out and as night started to fall
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Florence’s ruling council intervened and called the whole thing off. This event broke
Savonarola’s power.

His popular support bled away and the following day the city authorities arrested
Savonarola, tortured him and burnt him at the stake on May 23rd,

The Mass in Later Medieval Piety

The Protestant Reformation was a reforming of Catholic piety as well as doctrine.
And one of the storm centers of the 16th century reform movement was the mass.
The mass lay at the heart of later medieval piety. It was celebrated every day in the
parish church, although most of the laity only attended on Sunday.

For the upper classes who had their own chapels and chaplains, mass was often part
of the daily routine: mass would be followed by the day’s hunting.

The lay person rarely took communion. He usually watched as the priest alone ate
and drank. Lay people generally only joined in on Easter.

The mass was therefore a visual drama for the average person, an event in which he
was a spectator rather than a participant.

The inaccessible nature of the mass was underlined by its being in Latin, the
language of the cultural elite, not understood by most people.

The medieval church tried to compensate for illiteracy by the use of symbolism. All
the rituals of the mass presented some element of Christ’s atoning death to the
minds and senses of the worshippers.

Despite Thomas Aquinas’s refined theory of transubstantiation, the miracle of
Christ’s bodily presence was probably understood in a crudely physical way by
ordinary worshippers.

Prayer for the souls of the dead in purgatory was also part of the mass. There was a
fairly widespread interpretation of the mass as a means of releasing God’s power
against demonic forces.

The host in particular was seen as containing supernatural power in concentrated
form. If a worshipper, when actually receiving the host, did not swallow it, but put it
entire in his mouth and took it away, many people felt he had obtained an object
charged with magical potency.

This belief was so common that the Church had to take extreme safety measures to
prevent the theft of the host; the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) decreed that the
communion bread and wine had to be kept locked away.

The Renaissance initiated a critique of some of the more bizarre aspects of popular
“mass piety.” The Reformers took up this critique with a far keener vigor; as part of a
wider program to cleanse the Church of superstition and restore a purer apostolic
piety based on the Scriptures and the early Church fathers.

10
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The Witch Craze

- The age of the Renaissance in Western Europe in some ways launched a tidal wave of
criticism against superstitious beliefs and Sl
practices. Yet strangely, the Renaissance also
witnessed the birth of a wild mania which was
to sweep across Western society for the next
300 years - the witch craze.

- Fear and panic about existence and activities
of witches gripped almost every level of
society. Governments put to death untold ®.
thousands of women and men who were accused ofpractlcmg black maglc

- When the inquisition was founded in 1215, it made no mention of witches; heretics
were its target. It was only in the 15t century that witchcraft replaced heresy as the
supreme enemy in the eyes of Church and state.

- There was a growing concern about witches in the 13t and 14t centuries, but it was
not until the 15t that the Western Church began to view witchcraft as a distinct cult
requiring special attention.

- At the very dawn of the Renaissance, between 1370-1380, the inquisition decreed a
series of tracts that witchcraft must now be dealt with as severely as heresy.

- A hundred years later; in 1484, Pope Innocent VIII (1484-1492) published one of the
most famous papal bulls, Summis Desiderantes, which made the burning of witches’
part of official Catholic policy.

- In 1486 the most influential book ever written about witchcraft appeared - the
Malleus Maleficarum (Hammer of the Witches), constantly reprinted throughout the
16th and 17t centuries. The authors were two high-ranking inquisitors from Cologne
University, the Dominican Friars Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger. Here was
everything anyone could ever wish to know about witches and how to deal with
them (vampires too).

- Not surprisingly, women were the main victims of the witch craze. In the days of the
early Roman Empire, people had blamed the Christians for everything that went
wrong in society, now the tables were turned and Christians blamed the witches.

- One estimate puts the total number of (real or alleged) witches killed throughout the
entire craze period as high as nine million; a less bloody estimate puts it at between
50,000 and 100,000.

- The witch craze was just as fierce in countries which accepted the Protestant faith as
it was in Roman Catholic lands.

- In Calvin’s Geneva, for instance, two or three women were executed each year for
witchcraft.

- The most notorious Protestant episodes of witch-killing, however, took place in
Puritan England and Puritan America.

- In England, during the civil war period, the activities of Matthew Hopkins as
“Witchfinder General” provided sensational material for 20t century filmmakers.
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- In fact, Hopkins was active only from 1644 to 1647 (when he died of consumption),
but along with his assistants John Sterne and Goody Phillips, he excelled all other
Puritan “witchfinders” in uncovering Satan’s agents, mostly in his native county of
Essex.

- In 1645, twenty-nine women were cited for witchcraft by Hopkins, of whom
nineteen were executed by hanging, the normal English method of killing witches:
witch burning is largely a myth as far as English practice is concerned.

- Puritan America supplies the still more infamous episode at the village of Salem in
Massachusetts in 1692, where twenty people were put to death (19 by hanging, 1 by
crushing).
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