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Assessment Essay
What were some of the religious benefits that Renaissance humanists believed would result from synthesising classical textual scholarship with Christian theology?

Within this essay, I will be exploring some religious benefits that was believed to come out of synthesising classical textual scholarship with Christian theology, according to Renaissance humanists. It is important to note that humanism during the Renaissance “was more like a way of life” than having any common principles; however, what arguably distinguishes a humanist is their common bond of “the study, absorption, and imitation of the classics,” and as many humanists were Christians, they often synthesised their knowledge of Greek and Roman classics with their own Christian theology.[footnoteRef:1] Their influences and works had an impact on a wide range of topics, although for this essay I will be focusing on some religious benefits they believed could be obtained from their studies, such as the argument that it can bring human beings closer to God, can help to better understand already existing Christian values, and the arguments made to encourage ruling powers to govern with more or better Christian values. These benefits, despite being more of an indirect impact of their interaction with classical tradition, as improving or reforming Christendom was not necessarily their goal, made it no less important for humanists for these new understandings to be seriously considered by Christendom because they fulfilled one of their desires for the classical culture to “live on, wrapped in Christian integuments.”[footnoteRef:2] [1: Martin Davies, ‘Humanism in script and print in the fifteenth century,’ The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Humanism, edited by Jill Kraye, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p.47.]  [2:  Margaret L. King, ‘General Introduction’, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, (Indiana: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 2014), p. ix.] 

	Many Christian humanists believed that understanding classical tradition could bring us closer to God, and one way this was achieved was through knowledge. Increasing one’s knowledge draws human beings closer to God. Michel de Montaigne was one such thinker who was influenced by the classical tradition held by ancient authors, such as Plato, of the concern of the pursuit of knowledge, which “evoked theological certainties since they formed a strand of chain of argument claiming to prove on Platonico-Christian grounds that the soul is immortal.”[footnoteRef:3] Montaigne believed that through knowledge, one can increase spiritual ascendance, which is an idea supposedly based on Plato’s idea of the soul as “capable of knowing the pure intelligible forms or ideas; hence it must be incorporeal and eternal like them.”[footnoteRef:4] That understanding the knowledge of the immortality of the soul can aid in one’s spiritual journey, and since the soul itself is an “animating principle of the body,” it can have a deeper and more spiritual understanding of the knowledge learned by the human body, which leads inevitably to a deeper understanding of God and his working in the universe.[footnoteRef:5] As a man deeply educated in the classics due to his upbringing, he was familiar with the works of Aristotle and Plato, which helped him develop his own understanding and knowledge of his own Christian faith, as he believes that “[p]hilosophy was a complement to theology,” which meant that his essays would touch upon religion only in the spirit of philosophy when it overlapped, such as in his work On Experience, where he writes how his understanding of knowledge is based on his own intellectual experiences, both Christian and classical.[footnoteRef:6] While the doctrine of the immortality of the soul is not found in Scripture, it is in the early works of the apologists and Church Father, which themselves are considered ancient texts, which therefore arguably demonstrate how synthesising classical textual scholarship with Christian theology can benefit Christendom, as many ancient philosophical ideas draw on older Christian values that are no longer widely known or taught, as “one of the chief arguments of its immortality is again its affinity with God and the eternal ideas inherent in Him which the soul is able to know,” consequently drawing human beings closer to God through knowledge.[footnoteRef:7] [3:  M. A. Screech, ‘Introduction’, Michel De Montaigne: The Complete Essays, (London: Penguin Books, 2003), p.xlv.]  [4:  Paul Oscar Kristeller, ‘The Immortality of the Soul’, Renaissance Concepts of Man and Other Essays, (London: Harper & Row, 1972), p.27.]  [5:  Paul Oscar Kristeller, ‘The Immortality of the Soul’, Renaissance Concepts of Man and Other Essays, (London: Harper & Row, 1972), p.26.]  [6:  M. A. Screech, ‘Introduction’, Michel De Montaigne: The Complete Essays, (London: Penguin Books, 2003), p.xix.]  [7:  Paul Oscar Kristeller, ‘The Immortality of the Soul’, Renaissance Concepts of Man and Other Essays, (London: Harper & Row, 1972), pp.28-29.] 

	Another way in which humanists believed that synthesising ancient classical scholarship with Christian theology could bring human beings closer to God was through the study of the human condition. Some humanists believed that there were “transcendental, spiritual goals existing beyond the worldly ones,” which, through delving into questions about the human condition found in ancient texts, could lead human beings closer to God.[footnoteRef:8] By studying ancient texts, humanists questioned and “marvelled at the human being […] without disposing of God,” which resulted in humanists reflection on their own humanity and position in the universe, such as in the works of humanist Marsilio Ficino, who has drawn on Platonic concepts of the human being as a microcosm.[footnoteRef:9] Ficino believed that Platonism “support and develop religious beliefs” and set out to combine Platonic doctrine with Christianity, as he considers Platonic doctrines “an authority comparable to that of divine law” because the works of Plato were in themselves divinely inspired.[footnoteRef:10] One of the ways he combined these doctrines was in his arguments that “all natural desires are related to God” and that the ultimate goal of the soul is to reach that end, and the only way that it is able to do so is because of the “virtue of its central position, the soul of man is dual in nature.”[footnoteRef:11] Ficino believes that the soul has two tendencies, one towards the body and one towards God, because God created man as a microcosm of all of His other creations, which in itself makes human beings closer to God than any other created being. Ficino also draws on the Platonic concept that desire for knowledge governs the soul’s natural movement to further this argument by suggesting that the “intellectual soul strives to know all things,” therefore arguing that the knowledge of the human condition brings us closer to God by understanding how the human condition fits into God’s created universe.[footnoteRef:12] It is through Plato’s concept of the central position of the soul as a microcosm that Ficino emphasises “the inner ascent of the soul towards God,” as he believes that the soul is naturally drawn to God through desire and that, as humans, we are conditioned to be drawn to God by our desires, also known as Platonic love, which is the desire for spiritual love.[footnoteRef:13] Therefore, it can be argued that the benefit of bringing human beings closer to God is achieved through the humanistic synthesis of classical textual scholarship with Christian theology by allowing humans to have a deeper understanding of the human condition, which results in a closer relationship and understanding of God. [8:  Charles G. Nauert, ‘Humanism and Italian Society’, Humanism and the Culture of Renaissance Europe, 2nd edn. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p.65.]  [9:  Margaret L. King, ‘Exploration of the Self’, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, (Indiana: Hackett publishing company, inc., 2014), p.35.]  [10:  Josephine L. Burroughs, ‘Marsilio Ficino’, The Renaissance Philosophy of Man, edited by Ernst Cassier and others, (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1956), p.186.]  [11:  Josephine L. Burroughs, ‘Marsilio Ficino’, The Renaissance Philosophy of Man, edited by Ernst Cassier and others, (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1956), pp.190-191.]  [12:  Josephine L. Burroughs, ‘Marsilio Ficino’, The Renaissance Philosophy of Man, edited by Ernst Cassier and others, (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1956), pp.190-191.]  [13:  Paul Oskar Kristeller, ‘Renaissance Platonism’, Renaissance Thought: The Classical, Scholastic, and Humanist Strains, (New York: Harper & Row, 1961), p.59.] 

	Other religious benefits of this synthesis for humanists are that it allows a better or deeper understanding of Christian values. It is argued that certain interests of humanism can be traced back to the works of Francesco Petrarch’s “concern to get not only the words right but also the facts right,” and so it is a common interest of humanists to find what they believe is true by examining ancient classical texts.[footnoteRef:14] The humanist Giovanni Pico della Mirandola Pico continued this tradition of finding truth in his studies of Arab, Jewish, Platonic, and Neo-Platonic classical texts, where he found what he believes to be a universal truth, which has been explored in his speech Oration on the Dignity of Man. This was a result of Pico’s aim to “support propositions drawn from many different sources” to find an ultimate truth that supports Christian values, which he justifies in his work by his belief that “truth consists in a number of true statements and the various philosophers participating in the truth.”[footnoteRef:15] He believed that these different statements all contribute to “the formation of a desirable human being,” as they all help to provide a deeper understanding of Christian values.[footnoteRef:16] Many scholars view this as an expansion on Ficino’s work on the concept of the soul as a microcosm; however, unlike Ficino, Pico believes that it is not the condition of the human being as a microcosm that defines the dignity of man, but rather his ability of free will, which allows man to choose to ascend, “granted to have whatever he wants and to be whatever he wishes.”[footnoteRef:17] Here he is combining the Christian values of free will from the book of Genesis, where Adam was created to freely choose between good and evil, with the Platonic concept of the microcosm and the chain of being explored by Ficino, in order to explore the Christian doctrine of the Fall with a deeper understanding, as Pico argues that the Fall “came about through mistaken choice.”[footnoteRef:18] Pico argues that the universal truth, which is acquired through knowledge and the studies of a variety of different sources, will bring about religious benefits as it will allow human beings to have a better understanding of Christian values, which can lead humanity to make the right spiritual choices that will bring humans closer to God in the chain of existence. [14:  Nicolas Mann, ‘The origins of humanism,’ The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Humanism, edited by Jill Kraye, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p.11.]  [15:  Paul Oska Kristeller, ‘Giovanni Picco della Mirandola’, The Renaissance Philosophy of Man and Other Essays, edited by Ernst Cassier and others, (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1956), p.220.]  [16:  Paul Oska Kristeller, ‘Giovanni Picco della Mirandola’, The Renaissance Philosophy of Man and Other Essays, edited by Ernst Cassier and others, (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1956), p.221.]  [17:  Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Oration on the Dignity of Man, in Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, edited by Margaret L. King (Indiana: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 2014), p.56.]  [18:  Joseph Anthony Mazzeo, ‘Renaissance and Humanism’, Renaissance & Revolution: The Remaking of European Thought, (London: Methuen & Co Ltd, 1969), p.55.] 

	Some humanists also argue that synthesising classical textual scholarship with Christian theology can also bring about religious benefits by spreading the teachings of a purer form of Christianity. While humanists have a different attitude towards non-Christian sources, the Bible “remained a fundamental text,” yet some humanists, such as Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples, believed that the Christian church prevented a purer form of Christian values from being taught as they were often blended alongside human church values rather than the values found in Scripture.[footnoteRef:19] Lefèvre, on the other hand, used his critical works to “purify and make available basic documents of Christianity” in his attempt to reform and expand the teachings of a purer form of Christianity.[footnoteRef:20] Like Desiderius Erasmus, Lefèvre also created translations of the Bible, from Latin to French in his case, and his interest in classical ancient languages and thought was only so he could “bent his knowledge wholly to the cause of Christianity,” which is what led to his translations, as he believed that one could only gain true divine grace by reading the Scriptures yourself.[footnoteRef:21] In his work Exhortatory Letter on Translating the Gospels into French, Lefèvre makes statements tinged with Platonism and Neo-Platonism as he compares his translation to light, “the true sun, can one see by any light other than the light of his faith,” as he considers the translation in its own right as an act of pure religious teaching as the word of God and Jesus are no longer unmerited by human works.[footnoteRef:22] He believes that it was due to church values of only allowing the gospel to be read in Latin, which restricted others from reading it themselves as many did not have the scholastic education afforded to those wanting a role in the church that provided teachings on how to read Latin, that led to people relying on members of the clergy to preach the Gospels to them, which according to Lefèvre has led to other interpretations or changing of specific phases of the Word by members of the church to be “altered for the understanding of ordinary folk.” This results in what Lefèvre believes “deflects them from the truth,” resulting in a Christianity that is less pure as it is not the Word of God or Jesus they hear or understand, but rather the word of man or the church.[footnoteRef:23] Whereas, translating the Bible will allow a wider audience to attain the pure advantages of divine grace for themselves, as he argues that “[s]uch communication requires no meditation by learned men, but directly reaches even ordinary people.”[footnoteRef:24] Therefore, Lefèvre makes use of classical textual scholarship to enhance Christian theology by demonstrating the benefits of reading the Word for one’s self, which in itself will deepen people’s understanding of Christian values without being affected by the church values of the educated clergy. [19:  Alastair Hamilton, ‘Humanism and the Bible,’ The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Humanism, edited by Jill Kraye, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p.100.]  [20:  Myron P. Gilmore, ‘The Program of Christian Humanism,’ The World of Humanism 1453-1517, (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), p.217.]  [21:  Margaret L. King, ‘Humanism and Religion’, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, (Indiana: Hackett publishing company, inc., 2014), p.207.]  [22:  Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples Exhortatory Letter on Translating the Gospels into French, in Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, edited by Margaret L. King (Indiana: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 2014), p.208.]  [23:  Margaret L. King, ‘Humanism and Religion’, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, (Indiana: Hackett publishing company, inc., 2014), p.208.]  [24:  Margaret L. King, ‘Humanism and Religion’, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, (Indiana: Hackett publishing company, inc., 2014), pp.208-209.] 

	It is arguably also important to consider the religious benefits that came out of humanistic writings and concepts that encouraged the ruling powers to govern with Christian values, and once such a benefit is the encouragement of the welfare of the people, humanists such as Desiderius Erasmus were also concerned with synthesising classical scholarship in order to improve or aid society, especially in Erasmus’ work. On the Education of a Christian Prince, he considers it important for Christendom to have a ruling body that governs with strong Christian values because he “sees the state as dependent on the personal qualities of the prince.”[footnoteRef:25] Erasmus argues that Christendom and its people as a whole will benefit from a prince who rules with a “philosophy of Christ” because it is “one of charity made manifest in action,” as it is a Christian duty to have charity, and as a ruler of a Christendom state, the prince must also rule with this Christian value.[footnoteRef:26] Like other humanists, he believes that this can be achieved through the importance of a humanist education, as this will create the “whole formation of the rule’s character,” as he believes that the writings of the ancients embody pure Christian values that are not tainted by the bad influences often found among the clergy in court.[footnoteRef:27] For Erasmus, “Christian ideas were still important and served a function very close to that of ancient religion,” which suggests that he felt that a humanist education will reinforce the importance of charity and welfare of the people to ruling bodies, ensuring that they rule with proper Christian values, as he also “identifies wisdom with ethical knowledge.”[footnoteRef:28] Therefore, the synthesis of classical textual scholarship with Christian theology allows for a ruling that is more devoted to Christian values, which, as a result, will also benefit the people of Christendom and set an example of how they should also live their lives with a strong Christian ethic. [25:  Margaret L. King, ‘Visions of the State’, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, (Indiana: Hackett publishing company, inc., 2014), p.137.]  [26:  Myron P. Gilmore, ‘The Condition of the Christian Church,’ The World of Humanism 1453-1517, (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), p.227.]  [27:  Margaret L. King, ‘Visions of the State’, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, (Indiana: Hackett publishing company, inc., 2014), p.148.]  [28:  Joseph Anthony Mazzeo, ‘Renaissance and Humanism’, Renaissance & Revolution: The Remaking of European Thought, (London: Methuen & Co Ltd, 1969), p.39-50.] 

	Humanists also considered the benefit of ruling with a Christian value to discourage war, such as Erasmus and Thomas More, who saw war itself as an antithesis to Christianity. For Erasmus, his opposition to war also relates to his “philosophy of Christ,” as he writes that a “good prince should strive for the kind of glory which sheds not blood and harms no one,” as it is important that a humanistically educated prince should rule just as Christ would rule, according to Christian values and theology, with kindness and care.[footnoteRef:29] Thomas More also shares that view with Erasmus that war “is always perilous” in his fictional writing Utopia and also agreed on the fundamental humanist views of the common good and the importance of classical education to prevent war; however, he also believed that war is unavoidable as the negative influences on a ruler are too overpowering to avoid. Although, despite his scepticism, he still viewed humanistic writings against war as important as they could “ward off the impending catastrophe.” [footnoteRef:30]  By writing about how military glory is not compatible with traditional Christian morality, like Erasmus, these ideas of war being an antithesis of Christianity and that ruling should govern without the need to go to war due to this were also influenced by the synthesis of classical textual scholarship with Christian theology in this line of thinking, as Kristeller argues that this could “hardly have been conceived without reading Plato’s Republic.”[footnoteRef:31] [29:  Desiderus Erasmus, On Education of a Christian Prince, in Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, edited by Margaret L. King, (Indiana: Hackett publishing company, inc., 2014), p.155.]  [30:  Margaret L. King, ‘Visions of the State’, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, (Indiana: Hackett publishing company, inc., 2014), p.138.]  [31:  Paul Oskar Kristeller, ‘Renaissance Platonism’, Renaissance Thought: The Classical, Scholastic, and Humanist Strains, (New York: Harper & Row, 1961), p.62.] 

	In conclusion, it can be argued that there were many religious benefits to synthesising classical textual scholarship with Christian theology by humanists, as they all apparently interlink with the humanistic importance of knowledge, education of ancient Roman and Greek classical texts, and civilization. These religious benefits of drawing human beings closer to God, bettering the understanding of Christian values, and encouraging the ruling powers to govern with Christian values all show the influence of the synthesis of classical textual scholarship with Christian theology. However, the most commonly among these appears to be Platonic influences, or Neo-Platonic, rather than Aristotelian, which does conform with humanistic thinking as Platonism was “understood by its representative and contemporaries as a revival,” whereas Aristotelianism was linked with the tradition that originated in the middle ages, yet as per the synthesising habits of humanists, many “committed to the synthesis of Plato and Aristotle,” known as Neo-Platonists, which also had an impact of synthesising these ancient authors with Christianity.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Paul Oskar Kristeller, ‘The Aristotelian Tradition’, Renaissance Thought: The Classical, Scholastic, and Humanist Strains, (New York: Harper & Row, 1961), pp.25-26.] 
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