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The Book, the Body, and the World: Renaissance Humanism, Medicine, and Exploration
Humanism, Religion, and Theology
Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples, Exhortatory Letter on Translating the Gospels into French

1. The passions and commitments of Renaissance humanists ‘arose from and extended the legacy of the Latin Christian civilization of medieval Europe. Their humanism embraced both Cicero and God.’
 
2. Lefèvre d’Étaples was born around 1455, in Étaples, Picardy, in France. He was ordained a priest and entered the University of Paris. 
3. His early career was involved in a cautious humanist effort ‘to reform scholastic philosophy by replacing the defective thirteenth-century Latin translations of Aristotle with new translations made by Italian humanists’.
 ‘His initial goal was to expound the main ideas of Aristotle simply and directly, without giving attention to the many scholastic commentaries that had accumulated.’

Beginning in 1492 with a paraphrase of Aristotle’s works on natural philosophy, he published a long sequence of commentaries, paraphrases, and translations of other works of Aristotle, thus creating a fresh approach to the university’s official philosophical authority.

4. Lefèvre d’Étaples was a deeply pious scholar and turned away from the secular philosophy of Aristotle to Plato and the texts associated with Platonism. He travelled several times to Italy, and at Florence ‘he met both Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola and learned at first hand about ancient Neo-Platonism and the Hermetic literature, which like them he regarded as sources of an ancient tradition of wisdom that both supplemented and confirmed Christian teachings’.

5. His study of religious texts increased, including the works of the medieval Catalan mystic Ramón Lull. He also produced a series of influential biblical studies. Like Erasmus, Lefèvre d’Étaples linked humanistic scholarship with the achievement of a characteristic type of religious reform, Christian (or biblical) humanism. This was concerned primarily with the theology and interpretation of the word of God (the scriptural text, but also the word incarnate in Jesus Christ). According to the standard medieval scheme, four meanings should be sought in the Scriptures:

a. sensus litteralis, the “letter” or literal or historical meaning, that can be seen partially to mask, but also to reveal and give way to the other meanings;

b. sensus tropologicus, the moral abstraction deriving from the text;

c. sensus allegoricus, or figurative or typological meaning, wherein, for example, Old Testament events prefigure the incarnation, life, death, or resurrection of Jesus Christ;

d. sensus anagogicus, or anagogical meaning, which is either eschatological (last things: death, judgement, heaven, and hell), or soteriological (concerning salvation).

Initially only the first of these needed to be affected by the new humanist, philological approach to the bible. ‘Nevertheless, the traditional division, with which Erasmus expressed his impatience, was gradually abandoned. What remained was the literal sense, which might indeed depend on the progress of biblical scholarship, and a generally spiritual or moral sense.’
 Erasmus and Lefèvre sought to combine them, and this approach became increasingly common under the impact of the Reformation.
6. As his reputation as the foremost French humanist grew, Lefèvre d’Étaples attracted the patronage of powerful individuals in church and state. But he also attracted the growing hostility of conservative theologians who regarded him as a danger to traditional religion. Pre-Reformation northern humanism in general, like Erasmus or Lefèvre d’Étaples in particular, emerged from the early Reformation years badly damaged. Even before 1517, Erasmus found that application of humanist ideals and methods to the task of religious reform aroused bitter attacks. As Luther’s opinions spread and posed an even more extreme challenge to tradition, conservative critics accused the Christian humanists of being the source of Luther’s heresies.

[Lefèvre d’Étaples] participated in an attempt by his patron and disciple, Guillaume Briçonnet, bishop of Meaux, to use the bishop’s authority to reform the diocese and cut back on certain superstitious observances. Unfortunately for the reformers at Meaux, their reform got out of hand. Radical agitators influenced by the Reformation in Germany committed acts of iconoclasm in the churches, and thus seemed to justify complaints by the local religious orders that the bishop was recklessly stirring up heresy and disorder. Both Lefèvre and Bishop Briçonnet had been sheltered from such attacks by King Francis I and his intellectual sister Marguerite d’Angoulême [later Marguerite de Navarre, who was reform-minded and humanistically trained]. But the captivity of King Francis for more than a year after the battle of Pavia in 1525 removed this protection. Bishop Briçonnet was formally charged before the Parlement of Paris and fined for permitting the spread of heresy. Henceforth he carefully refrained from reform activity. Lefèvre fled over the border to Strasbourg [which was then in Germany] for several months, and he spent the rest of his life in semi-retirement away from the centre of power in Paris. His own rather ambivalent position, in some respects closer to Protestantism than that of Erasmus, is typical of the evangelical and reformist humanism he inspired among his admirers. That is why those followers are rightly labelled ‘evangelicals’ rather than Protestants, though many later French Protestants (John Calvin among them) came out of this vaguely evangelical reform movement.

7. While resident at Meaux, Lefèvre d’Étaples published, in 1523, his translation of the Gospels into French, and in 1524-25, his translation of the remainder of the New Testament. This became the basis of all subsequent translations into French, the vernacular language of the people. He went on to translate the entire bible into French, which he published in 1530. He translated basically from the Latin Vulgate by Jerome, which had been used by the Roman Catholic Church since the fifth century CE. To do so was a thoroughly Christian humanist thing to do: it weighs the authority of the traditions of the Roman Catholic Church against that of the Biblical text and finds the former wanting.
Michel de Montaigne, An Apology for Raymond Sebond
1. Where the essays of Montaigne touch upon religion, they do so in the spirit of philosophy. The fullest example of this is An Apology for Raymond Sebond, which is also, according to M.A. Screech, in his Introduction to the recommended edition, an excellent example of how ‘Montaigne reconciled throughout his Essays a questing, often skeptical, intelligence with a profound political conservatism, an unshakable respect for constitutional legality, a humane morality and an easy submission – in its proper sphere – to the teaching authority of the Roman Catholic Church’.

2. According to Montaigne, Pierre Bunel, a Christian humanist from Toulouse (1499-1546), had once stayed at Montaigne and gave a copy of Raymond Sebond’s Natural Theology, written in the 1420s or 1430s, to Montaigne’s father, as an antidote to Lutheranism or Protestantism. Montaigne was later to translate it into French for his father. 
3. Raymond Sebond was a Master of Arts who professed, or practiced, both Medicine and Theology. Apart from this single work, Sebond had been forgotten by the mid-sixteenth century, and Montaigne tells us that when he inquired about him with his scholarly friend Adrian Turnebus, he could only say that the Natural Theology was a ‘kind of quintessence drawn from Thomas Aquinas’. According to Screech: ‘That may imply that Turnebus rightly considered it to have been influenced by another medieval Catalan theologian, Raymond [Ramón] Lull, the great Doctor Illuminatus who was himself held to be the Quintessence of Aquinas.’ And who also greatly interested Lefèvre d’Étaples. 
a. As Screech observes in his Introduction: ‘In the fifteenth century the scholarly and saintly Cardinal Nicolaus of Cusa had possessed a copy’ of Sebond’s Natural Theology, yet ‘in 1558-9, the entry Raymundus de Sabunde: Theologia Naturalis appeared on the Index of Forbidden Books of Pope Paul IV’, on account, however, of the short Prologue which accompanied it.
 Clearly though, there were those who regarded the entire work with suspicion. It is thought that Montaigne may have written An Apology for Raymond Sebond at the request of the reform-minded Marguerite d’Angoulême [later Marguerite de Navarre]. 
4. Sebond’s Natural Theology holds that there is a ‘Book of Creatures’, that is, of all that is created by God, which Adam could read in Paradise, discerning from its visible ‘letters’ the knowledge of God. But since the Fall humanity is blinded to the words and sentences of this book unless enlightened by divine grace. Then there is also the book of Holy Scripture, the bible, and ‘since the same God created all things in due order and revealed the Scriptures’, these two books – the one natural, the other supernatural – cannot contradict each other.
 Montaigne’s Apology for Raymond Sebond is a defence of this doctrine.
5. Against the criticism of Sebond that knowledge or true belief in God is grasped only by faith and God’s grace, Montaigne argues that in enlightened Christians, whose hearts are governed by faith, faith draws on their other capacities, including sense perception and reason. The scriptural basis for this, and for all natural theology in the Renaissance, is St Paul’s epistle to the Romans (I.20), which Montaigne translates: ‘“The invisible things of God,” says St Paul, “are clearly seen from the creation of the world, his Eternal Wisdom and his Godhead being perceived from the things he has made.”’
 Therefore even though the ancients for whom Montaigne had such great respect, existed before Christ, some might in some measure penetrate through to truths, if not necessarily to the most vital truths, contained in the Book of Creatures.

6. Although Montaigne maintains that Sebond’s Natural Theology has grace and illumination from God, his Apology for Raymond Sebond explores what Screech describes as ‘all the highways and byways and sidetracks travelled along by Man’s questing spirit in his search for truth about God, Man and the Universe’, often remaining unilluminated and ignorant.
 Indeed ‘no purely human reasons can show conclusively (as Sebond can) that Man – for all his “reason” – is in any way higher than the other animals’, many of which Montaigne’s text grants reasoning powers.

7. The scepticism that we saw Montaigne apply to the claims of knowledge gained from experience in the fields of law and medicine, in his essay On Experience, is allied to Christianity in his Apology for Raymond Sebond, to attack and humble intellectual pride, which leads to people arrogantly taking mere opinion for knowledge. 
a. In other words, ‘scepticism, by reducing all Man’s knowledge to opinion, deprives heretics of any criterion of truth’.
 In this way scepticism can be put in the service of Catholic orthodoxy against sect and schism. 
b. You may recall that in the essay On Experience, Montaigne is not left in a sea of doubt, but finds a guide to self-knowledge in Nature. Similarly, in An Apology for Raymond Sebond, the poet who dominates the sceptical reduction of human knowledge is Lucretius, a follower of the philosopher Epicurus, who held that the senses give human beings access to infallible certainty.
 
c. Yet the Apology argues that ‘sense-data are unsure, uncertain and often plainly misleading’, as is the faculty of judgement or reason (see Apology, p. 680). 
d. So in the Apology, Montaigne places the human being where unaided natural reason ought to place her or him – among the other creatures. 
e. But Montaigne does not conclude from that, that ‘Truth itself [is] the plaything of individual subjectivity’, that it is entirely relative.
 Instead Montaigne trusts that it is possible ‘to discover the personal, individual, permanent strand in the transient, variegated flux of his experience and sensations’, which alone gave continuity to his ‘being’, and through which he could study not just himself but humankind.
 
f. Moreover, Montaigne argues, following Plato rather more than the sceptical Sextus Empiricus, that it is possible ‘to pass from the impermanence of the everchanging creature’, the world of differences and uncertainty, to a concept of God that is accessible to human reason, a God who has unity and absolute Being.
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