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The purpose of this pa;;¥‘is to trace the inf]uencé of Pico .

.on the development of Thomas More's Christian Humanism. Ea}1y\in ¢

his career, More tranilated the life of Pico as well as a se]ectlon

~

. of his works. He- professed a deep admiration for the Ita11an humanist

¢

~and claimed to take him as his model for a 1ife of piety and learning.
More utilized many of Pico's themes in his-own works throughout his

career, yet rejected magy of the arcage doctrines for which, the works

of Pico are justly famous More's Christian humanism was also inftu-

enced by the’Tives of Erasmus and Colet with whom he was 1nt1matq]y
acquainted, as well as the r1s1ng tide of Lutheran reform. In More s

career we see a blend of .traditional p1et§hﬁnd Rena1ssance human1sm,
4
of the spirit of the 'devotio moderna and the_fru1t§ of classical
. Lt
wisdom, of Catholic conservatism and the desire for ecclesiastical

.

reform. _ _ ' . e
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‘Around the year 1505(19, Thomas More tfanélatec}l into

English the biography of.an Italian nobleman upon whom he
is said to have modeled.his life. The work, written by

Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandbla, was the biography of

/ <

his famous uncle #ico who died in 1494. as ‘Ropgr tells

us, -More was a yolng man who
gave himself to devotion and prayer in the
Charterhouse of London, religiously living there
without vow about four years, until he resorted
"to the house of one Mr. Colt, a gentleman of
Essex thdt had oft invited him thither, having
three daughters whose -honest conversation and
virtuous education p\r?gyked him there especially

-+ to set his affection.'®

i

2
3

It was in this.period of his life that More undertook the

[

translation as well as the step into ‘matrimony. His

decision to marry indi¢ates a break with the monastic

spirit, but this break was not complete. He dedicated the

Life of Pico to an English nun, a family friend who had
taken the veil. Her brother Edward was"l‘ater to serve the
Ring and become embroiled in a controversy with Erasmus,

|

Z ’ v

(1) g Chambers; Thomas More, London, Jonathan Cape,

1938, p. 94. The date is conjectural but agreed.upon” ’

by the majority of authorities.

—

. , i ’

(2)  Roper; Life of Sir Thomas More, London;—Eyeryman
edition, Dent & Co., 1906 (1908), p. 3. - .
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whom More found himself dbliged;ta defend#d) But at

/
!

r/l

>

present More and Erasmus have not met.

The purpose of this paper is to trace the influence

Pico had upoh More. That More is said to ﬁéve taken him

,ag hlS model is both famlly tradltlon and scholarly

”»

footnote ‘but the fact.remains that the Qigg in More's
volume is meant'as ah introduction to the more significant
works that'folloﬁ. The order here is dlgéerent than that
found in the original Latin edition of Pico's life and

/

works published’ by,hls nephew. More could not be certain

that the English public would know wh'o Pico was, and the

general drift of the biography 1leads one td conclude that
Pico's importance for More lay in the épirituaL works that

follow his Life. These 1nclude three letters by Plco, a

commentary on Psalm XV, 12 Rules, 12 Weapons, 12‘

Properties (being a spiritual guide of sorts) and a verse
prayer. How Pico's Life and these works first found their

. . .
way “into More's hands is unknown. It has been suggéé&ed

~

(1) Lee attacked Erasmus because of an omission he.made
in his Greek New Testament. In Erasmus' defense,
More developed the idea that the Bible is not the
only vehicle through which the WOrd of God comes to

; man . .
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that Liiy brought’ thgﬁl back fgfm Italy.(1) " ami
/

an
;tmo;phgre g} general enthusiasm,for‘the sd—ca;led ' new
Zeérn}hg' iflis not important to discover just how © !
_:‘ material of this sort got to England--it could havg come

tddItaly} Linacre, Colet, Lily, /and Crocyn had beeh there

them.
~gcircle;, he too became infected with a zea for the
humanist studies an8 we are told that it was /Jonly under
andoned his

university career in favor of legal pursuits. Yet he

(1) Pico's works were not unknown /in England 'in the
early sixteenth century. Arn®™infentory of William
Grocyn's library reveals works by Pico, and around
1508 one of Erasmus' pupils presented the English .
monarch with a volume of d¢votional writings '
including Pico's 'Rules for Spiritual Warfare.'- See
J. McConica; English Humanists and Reformation
Politics Under Henry VIII and Edward VI, Oxford,
Claredon Press, 1965, p. 57; also Sears'Jayne;
John Colet and Marsilio Fijcino, Oxford, Oxford . :
/ University Press, 1963, for /Colet's use of Pico's - . .
, ‘works, especially the Heptdplus; and F. Seebohm;
Theigﬁford Reformers, London,/ Longman & Green, 1968,
p. 151. .
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varying influences present in Engllsh humanlsm(l) most are

in agreement tﬁ%t by and large More is to be considered as

a member of that group known as Christian humanists. This -

is a basic assumption‘df this paper aIthough I will point
out differences SetWegh More and his contemporaries in the
ecclesiastical ranks.‘ More was, significantly, a layman
but his ties with the non-lay world were deep and quite
extensive.

In ‘tracing Pico's influence on More we shall

_necessarily come into céntact with a lYarge amount of

interrelated ideas -pertaining to the Rehaissance. When I
discuss Nicholas of Cusa for example, it is iméortant
because it illustrates a éendency or a.direction of
thought rather than a clearly defined and linear
development. At all times, énd pa}ticulquy in the
Renaissancé,-there exists a substratum of intellectual
activity which runs below the explicitly stated. It
reveals itself in nuances, in attitudes. So while More in

many ways retained a medieval posture, he also adopts

certain culturally transmitted ideas which show a break

, from those barely a hundred years before.

®

(1) The dlfferlng views are presented clearly ‘in a
comparlson of the follow1ng works: Cassirer, E; The
-Platonic Renaissance in England, Edinburgh, Nelson,
1953 and Bush, D; The Renaissance and English
Humanism, Toronto, University of Torontp Press, 1939

-
vy
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'The alleged ”he;o-&osship”l) of Pico may have faded
as More matured, or perhaps pore}s understanding of Pico
was exclusive of mény of the ideas we normally associate
with the. .famous Florentine philosopher. Plco's is a
complex character and it may be that More either iénored
or siﬁply was ignorant of many of its compongnts. It is
significant that More translated Pico's laéér works and
none of those bearing a marked theological position. This |
reveals much about Modre's understanding‘of him, and ‘in
reading the biography we see’a p%cture férming of Pico
that would doubtless.haée appealéd to one in More's
positibn. In his translation, for example, we see that

when Pico went to Rome with his 900 theses he was

"desirous of glory and men's praise (for yet he was not

ol

kindled in the love of God)..."{(2), More could appreciate
the antithesis of pride and 'love of God', butil suggest
that hif picture of Pico is strongly weighted in favor qf
tﬁe‘alleged conversion to the deeper spirituality conveyed

in Pico's later writings. Whether Pico lost his desire

(1) Seebbhm; The Oxford Reformers, p. 151. This is
echoed by Cassirer; The Platonic Renaissance in
England, p. 23. i '

(2)  The English Works’of Sir Thomas More, Vol. I, edited
and with a modern version by W.E. Campbell, London,
Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1931 (New York, The Dial
Press), 'P. 351.
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for men's pgaise is imposéible to establish, but on the
basis of those works translated by More ié is safe to say‘
that it appeared that way to More. ' As Casgirer points
out, "More finds articulate in him [Pico] in all its
purity that new type of religious spirit for which he ién

strivingﬁ(l) Pico, the would-be defender of nearly a

RN . .

thousand arcane doctrines apparently rejected this posture

late in his life and strove for a more humble, eveﬂ

resigned Christianity. For More this may represent a

turning away from speculative. theology toward the sort of
hegative theology one finds in Cusanus. It is a personal,
subjective approach to religious truth that shuns
discursivé dialectig. _Both Erasmus and Colet took this
approach that naturally found itself ranged against‘ﬁhe
prevailing scholaéticism of the time.

In touching upon those ideas current in the Italian
and‘English Renaissance I will negéssarily ﬁake use of
certain terms which are themselves the subject of

scholarly debate. 1In general, I follow Kristeller's defi-

nition of humanism and Renaissance(2) because, as will

N

~

(1) Cassirer; The Platonic Renaissance in England, p. 23.

(2) P.O0. Kristeller; Renaissance Thought: The Classic,’
Scholastic, and Humanist Strains, New York, Harper
Torch Books, 1961, pp. 8 fft. : C

PO . ¢
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become clear later, I am interested in establ ishing a

specific relationship between Italian humanlism ‘and the

. v . .
later version we see in Erasmus and More. It is not my

purpose to assert any new understanding of these terms,
nor sha‘vll I attempt the question of justifying them as

conceptgal tools. I take the Renaissance to mean a pércipd

’ éxfendih‘;’;:f’r‘om about the middle of the 14th century to the

»
end of the 16th; a period distinguished by_a conspicuous

tendency or direction that stood 1n contrast to the
prec eding. centuries. This of course is not to deny that
pre-Renaiésance,ideas ‘were found thriving during the
Renaissance, or that ideas d-eveloped more fully in t:.he

Renaissance had Medieval (antecedents. Humanism seems to

me . to be the appropriate term to apply to one of these
A

tendencies. Humanism was that .attitude which emphasized

& ) .
the study of classical Greek and Latin texts, “an

"educational and cultural program" in whigh the humanists

"elaborated methods of historical and philological criti-

cism which contributed greatly to the later developments

of those‘d'isciplines."(l)‘ As we will see, philological

and historical criticism of ancient texts figures largely

“ »

~in Pico, Erasmus and to a lesser degree, in More. Because.

~ &

o~

- (1) C;assire\r, Kristeller, Randall, Jr., editors; The
Renaissance Philosophy of Man, Chdcago, University of

Chicago Press, 1948, p. 3. Ay

>
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of the impoftance of humanism to the subject of this paper
I will briefly sketch its salient points. .
By the 15th century, the studia humanitatis had come

‘to be identified with a g&cle of scholarly discipiineg,

primarily literary in nature, that included grammar,.

rhetoric, history, poetry, and moral philosophy.: The
. A\ - .
underlying assumption in this program was that the study

of classical sources prepared - the student for. an active,
secular life of moral responsibility and above all, of
high.lea;ning.’ The humanist program;did’not.includé
métaphysics, logic, matﬁematics, natural. philosophy or
theblogy——stanéard fare in the universities of the late
middle ages; particularlyain P;ris ;nd other north
European commupities. The general .aim of the studia

» . ki
. . . SO R . .
‘humanitatis was to provide training for the mind in a

broad and comprehensive- manner but was considerably
different from the_sciéntific orientation then found in
scholastic education. T

This primarily literary bent came-.as & result: of the

inheritance bequeathed to. the humanists by tWeir
} ' "

ancestors, the medieval ‘'dictatores'; The 'dictatores’,

" or practitioners of the 'ars dictaminis' centered their

M

activity around the compositiqh of letters usually at the

o .

request of a brjncé~or.nobleman in whose employ they

typically found themselves.‘ Not only did théy write his

-
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letters and keep his off1c1a;‘correspondences, but they

taught his thldrenu They took as theitr models the

classical Latin authors whose works were establlshed as
.the norm for good Latin and whose eloquence they attempted

to imitate. . : , ' po ? \

i ’

The humanists inherit;ﬁ this pursuit of eloquence(l)
but gradually aSSxmllated not only the outward form of
their models, but thelt content as’ well. The wisdom
contained io such writers as Cicero,and Lucian began to \
. serve aé‘the guide to moral virtue. Eloéuence and wisdom

J

were fused in tge humanist program. As we see later in

Pico (in hi's well known debate with Barbaro) and stfil

ldter in Melanchthon (1n hlS .Reply to Pico on Barbaxo s'

behalf)(z) the relationship between eloguence and

philosophy was open tertitorﬁ. The scholastics tended to

keép the two'distino;;.wﬁile the humanists. subordindted -

thlosophyito rhetoricy, possiblyvout of sheer disgust when .
) ’

faced with the "barbatic'glanguage then employed by the

ever-technical philosophers. For the humanists, the 4

© -

(1) For a full discussion of this aspect of humanism, see - .
Gray, "The qusuit/of Eloguence” in Kristeller, ed.; !
Renaissance Essays,’ New York, Harper Torch Books,®
1968, pp. 199-217.. . )

(2)  see "The Subordination of/Phiiosophy.to Rhetoric in
Melanchthon" by Quirinus Breen in ARCHIV FUR
REFORMATIONGESCHICHTE, #43, 1952. ‘ '
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primary goal of education was to enable men to live a

moral 1life, and while pért of kﬁewledge is to know the

truth, the importance of knowing fhe truth is nil unless
\

you can impell men towards its application. Eloguence is -

of course just as useless wfthgkx motal content:

dangerous, in fact.
4 ) .

The clash with scholasticism was bound to Fenter on
this question of the relationship of rhetoric and
philosophy. Yet we must not quickly hand around‘labels to
those who appeared to haze taken one side or the other.
While Pico defends the primacy of philosophy, he does so
with humaﬁist eloquence which suggests that the opposing
fronts only appear well defined to someone in the

2

trenches. Pico has a high regard for eloquence but will

not use it as a c;itefion for the validity of a’

philosophical system.

@

More's position in this is interesting. It should be

pointed out that he is by no.means a philosoﬁher yet shows

.quite a few affinities with Barbaro -in his discussion of

'thg perversion of,language often found in scholastic

writings. He insists that the sort of activity which goes
under the name.of philosophy is not really philosophy, and
can therefore be criticized without detracting from the

importance of philosophy in general. IM his letter - to

[y
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Dorp, More points out that a few simple rules of grammar .

are adequate for speaking and writing Lagﬁn, and likewise
,a ‘few simple rules of logic should be enough to "make

L , , e e Lo
immediate application of dialectics, as .an instrument, to

the'othir branches of iea;nrngﬂ(l) “Instead,
[ .

dialecti¢ians have pudsued the rules of logic and

1

dialectic for their own sake,.givi<: rise to a class of
scholars who ‘are neither true bhilos.phers or theologians
nor men o$ letters. They are prete%ders living in an

artificial world of sophistry. Moré’tguches upon a myriad

'subjects through the coursg of the letter, displaying a

B

comprehensive appreciation for the relationship of

., classical learning to the study of Scripture, maintaining

throughout a need for a réappraisal f the pources of
Christianity using the tools of philology. o

~._ Much of the'scholastié philosbphy hen in Europelwas
based "on Aristotle as seen thro gh the Arasip

commentators.' This Aristotelianism was in fact a blend

containing many non-Aristotelain elements.f It had strong

institutional backing in Italy by the énd of the 13th

centdry (but considerably earlier in northern Europe)

(1)*  st. Thomas More: Selected Letters, edited by E.F.
Rogers, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1961, p.

19. This particular letter was translated by Rev.

Dr. M. Haworth. ‘
~.
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-4

\

¥

where it formed the core of ‘the faculties of medicine and

science. Medieval cosmology was érimarily based on
~ ' . 5 R
@riéégtelian suppositiong/which postulated certain

(2%
interrelationships between the sublunar and celestial

worlds that show Nédplatonic (Pseudo-Dionysian)

' influences. BAmong these is the idea that there exists a

)

\graduated hierarchy connecting the lower and higher realms

‘(the sensible and the intelligible, respectively) which

stand as polar opposites and are essQntially antithetical,
Christian revelation épans this abyss but does.nof
eradicate it. This picture of the universe remained
»strong until the 17th cengﬁry, but certain impor;ant
changes beéame clear well befére then. _Oné such change
Qas‘found in Nicholas of Cusa.

CoOmmunication between the two realm of sensible and

intelligible was carried - on along a sort of'laddér of

steps linking God and .man in a series of discrete stages .

corresponding to the degrees of emanation which radiated

from God. The methods of speculative theology by and

large dictated the perceived patterns of this brocess of

emanation which in turn stemmedlfrom‘the pecul&ar blend of
Aristotelian and Neoplatonic elements. Cusénus was able
to peqetfate, using ‘recently acquired tools of
philolo%icai\investigation, into the purely Platonic,

a

essential opposition bétween - the realms of the finite

e U

[N

A
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(man) and that of the Infinite (God). KXeeping thém
strictly separate, he posited a nggative theology wﬁereby
it became impossible to know God in the sense that the

scholastics giaimed. Knowledge of the infinite "must be

o

b —

understood in its ultimate depth and con?eived of through,
"the conditions of human knowledgeﬂ(l) Because th
search for truth proceeéds by comparison (as does a
knowledge)i we know ;n object not in itself but as’ an
image which bears a 1;keness to the object. The
difference between object and image can be éqminished but
never eradicated. Sa the infinite cannot be reacﬁed by
the finite understandin; due to the 'lack of adequate
comparison--our uhderstanding has lim;ts and conditions
which preclude knowledge of the infinite. Fof'this
reason, revelation is our only guide; ’

Cusanus develops‘a theol&gy of 'learned ignorance’'.
It abandons the scholastic conceptual framewArk‘of genefic
concepés aﬁdqreplﬁces it with a more Platonig distinction

bétween appearance and idea. Appearance and idea can be

related but never mingled, their differences are essential

¢
« e ..

(1) E. Cassirer; The Individual and the Cosmos in
Renaissance ‘Philosophy, trans. By M. Domandi,
PhiTadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1963,

- p. 10. -

o Dked i ©
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-differences. - The meaning of an(idea is never completely

given as a particular existent--the bridge between them is

a bridge of 'participation' which is of course the

necessary corqQllary of separation. *

t

\ The one ‘truth, ungraspable in its absolute
being, can present itself to us only in the
realm of otherness; on the other hand, there is
no otherness for. us that dodes not.in some way
point to the unity and participa% in it.

And further;
By denying any overlapping of the two realms and
by teaching us to see the One in the otherd{ and
the other in the'One, the separation itself
guarantees the possibility of frue participation
of the sensible in the ideal.(1)

z i4
finite man admit of no mingling, (due to their essential

differehces) man can know the infinite only throudh its

expression in £he'f;nite.

The Aristotelian concept of the cosmos was one.of a
hiewarchy, gradeé along a vertical axis. The separations
between the different levels of this scale were determined
by diffgring elements (or essences) and the higher one
ascends on the ladder the closer one approaches the pure
and rarified nature not found in the sublunar realm. The
closer you are to the 'source' of the emanations, the less

corrupt they \bggome. Cusanus dismisses. this notion
.

(1) 1bid., pp. 23-24.

- . 14,

. ‘ 4
In other words, while the two poles of Infinite Being and

e o A A B e e =
- . .

P




"by stressing the insurmountable differences that separate -

" homogeneous and without gradation and is infinitely apart

‘of the infinite distance between ig,and the One. There

R i i st Ll
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e

the finite realm from the infinite. The uniwverse is quite

-

from the One. This means that there is no hierarchy,
e %
there is no lower and higher—-in fact, each partlcular t

entity stands in equal relat1onsh1p to the One by virtue

C e

follows the idea that there is no center to the universe

or, if you will, all are centers.

a

This opened the door for a better understanding of
human subjectivity. 1If knowledge of God was to be :-
understood as a function of particulars acting in and

Al *'.,

thrdugh their particular relationship with the infinite,

theology could not claim dogmatic éertainty for everyone.

Cusanus argues, in De Pace Fidei, for broad religious

to;eranceJl) In fact, his epistemology requires a,

- . -

-

(l)a The question of religious tolerance surfaces in the v
lives of both Pico and More and their reaction to it
is remarkably simildr to that prescribed by Cusanus.
* Pico withdrew his condemned theses not because he was
convinced of their philosophical error, but rather in
deference to ecclesiastical authority. More's under-
standlng of heresy stemmed from his understanding of
‘the relationship of the individual to the church~-a
relationship that should be marked by respect and
. reverence. Both men reacted to heterodox opinions in
a way that suggested Christian unity should be pre-
served by allegiance to a cémmon authority but which
al owed for personal deviations from the official .
doctrines so long as such deviations were not spread
abroad against the wishes of the church,

e P A b o Me

o e
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positive value of the particular. Hé‘%s the first thinker

to advocate an epistemology based.on{human subjectivity

~and its freedom to establish a relationship to God ‘as part

, Of its participation in the infinite. Similarly, he gives

a new objectivity to the physical*¥iriiverse and de-’

!
emphasizes the general metaphysical hienarchy of the

»

~

Cosmos. Cusanus's views of Christ are in keeping with his

~

general philosophy. Only in Christ 1is {the infinite

personified in the finite. "Christ alone is the genuine’

natura media that embraces the'finite and the infinite in
one.  And this unity is not accidental, but essentipl.“l)

-~ In Christ is the spiritual content of all humanity which
stems from the universal consciousness of the abyss that
separates the finité from the infinite. Cusanus points
‘0ut that our empirical self cannot make the transition
from the one to the other. Man is, however, HBt solely
métter but spirit also. His spirit,\simited and in need
of ;edqmptiod, can effect th;s transition through the

ageﬁcy of Christ Who contains the sum total of mankinds'

spiritual content. And by redeeming man, Christ redeems

nature which is represented in its highest form (i.e., as

high' as finite matter can be) in man.

.

4

(1) Cassirer; The Individual and the Cosmos in - '
Renaissance Philosophy, p. 39.

[
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‘Ca;sifei notes the 'latent Pelagianism in the exalted
view of man's nature, particularly with”reépect.to the
notion of or}ginal sin. This brings us round to Pico
rather nicely, for as we will see later, his understanding
of the nature of ﬁan also seems to downplay the idea of
original sin and Eives\an ever increasing freedom to man
ig determining his felationshié to God. Cusanus
acknowledges-man's complete dependence on God. Bué'he
also stresses that man h;s é‘giygn freedom wﬁich is an

important one; while all existent things stem from God, it

is man who gives them value. = Man has the power to

determlne less and more, better -and worse. Plunged into

théuworld of created matter, the world of the sensible, is
t;e only state in which {he mind can attend the
intelligiblef This places a more positive value on the
world than was eommon and no doubt compensated for the
apparent loss which one could see in Cusanus' idea of a
homogenoué universe divested of its neat distinctions
between sublunar and‘celestial.

Cusanus. was schooled at Deventer among the Brethren
of the Commorr ﬁife. He brought their stress on the
importance of. lay education aqi lay piety to Italy and was

no doubt supported in this by.humanist intentions running

A

aYong similar .lines. He was separated from Pico and.

"M
Ficino by only a generation, but his influence on the

v
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direction their thought would take,lat least to one
scholar, yas significant. His was an unstéble
eduilibriuﬁi-his idea of 'learned ignorance' was based on
a tension that exists between the finiﬁe knower and the
infinite object of his knowledge. But in his attempt to,
bridge tge gaghbetween ﬁaith and philosophy and unite man,
the cosmos and God into a single.system he anticibates the
work of éno;her major Renaissance figure who is cent;él to
our paper: Pico della Mirandola. . ’

Pico was less successful in his attempt to unite man
and the coémos in a coherent system governgd by the
inherent 1imits of the intellect. Judging frbm,what we

know of his life, it appears that—the'gap between the

.world of knowledge and that of God became too wide for

N - -

reason or intellect to bridge, and Pico was buried in the
cowl of a monk, garb never worn by him in life. Pico
turned more and more toward Chqistian revelation (perhaps
under the ianuence of Savona;ola) and abandoned ;he
sometimes wild eclecticim for which he is éamous.

The link between reason and revelatiqﬂ?\?r philosophy
and theology, is explored by both Pico and More.
Philosophical specuiation tends to lead one away from
dogmatic reliéion and more toward a tolerance of varying
religious beliefs which, if given dogmatic expression, may

be incompatible with one another. Reason's conclusions

- &+
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however rigorous, are never quite conclusive enough in

matters concerning the ineffable. Revelation, of course,

allows for absolute certainty, at least in theory.

...For a universal theism, grounded in pure
reason, forms the core of that Utopian religion
depicted by More. The supreme legislator of the
Utopian_state was noa so presumptious as to want
to make any stipulation concerning religion,
because he was not sure whether God Himself does
not intend manifold and diverse forms of
worship, and hence give to some this and to
others that form of religious inspiration. Thus

T we find again, agreeing to the letter, the same

rellglous ideal as that depldted by Cusa in his
De' Pace Fidei and by Ficino in his De Christiana
Religione. The external evidence also confirms
this connection; 'for More never ceased belg? a
passionate admirer of Pico della Mirandola.(

-

If the finite and the infinite can only relate through

\participatiqn certered in partfcularity, then of course

individual reason plays a significént role. But we must

‘remember that the religion of Utopia was of course not a

revealed Cﬁristiani;yh-a fact that is of no small
:mportance for Moré. The truths of gevelation must

somehow be brought into a relatlonship with those of

reasgn, and-thls was PlCO s.Herculean task.

In turning to the Florentine Academy and Pico we are
faced with a complex array of philosophical 1deas whléh
cannot be easily summarized. In isolating the following

. I » :
tendencies & have neglected others of equal importance.

-~

(1) casstrer; The Platonic Rénaissance in England, p. 23.
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But because of the sﬁbjeft matter I have selected only,.
those ideas which contribute to an understanding of Pico
who, we remindfourselves, is but half our story.

The expressioﬁ of the infinite in the finite which
formed the core of Cusanus' system of knowledgg of qu\
took the form of a sort of cult of beauty in Fl;renée.
"With its knowledge of beauty, and with the standard it

finds within jtself, the human mind places itself between

God and the world and thus encompasses both for the first

time in a true unity." (1) Man's mind is the locus wherein

this unity is effected. Mind, of its own accord, moves in
a felationship to the two realms without losing sight of~
either. This dynamic freedom of movement is developed By'
Pico iﬂ his Oration, and in his pursuit of truth Pico
shows considerable freedom of movement as he draws now
from one, now from another source. The ability of the
will to create its own place, to seek whatever means it

2

would in its guest for truth constituted the image of God

in man. Pico uses the Plotinian notion that "The soul's

/

being depends upon its attitude, upon'its actual behaviour.
It does not have a given speéific nature imprinted upon it

from the first, but becomes identified with the end of its

SN

1 ,

(1) Cassirer; The Inddvidual and the 'Cosmos in

. Renaissance Philosophy, p. 64.
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. They were fundamentally interested in religion anq
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own determination." (1)
' . = . .
While. the humanists were less intefested in

philosophy than in ethics, Pico's«anthropq}ogy cohld gquite .

~easily be taken as the undeflying\humanist philosophy. .

*

naturally wanted to remove it from the arena of
metaphygics and place it instead in the realo of moral- ~
philosophy where they felt it no doubt belonged.’ This
tendency, a humanist tendency, of removing religion from
speculatlve theology and metaphy51cs, illustrates the "
practical, ethical emphasis f the humanist program.’ and
while humanism per se was unable\to pfoduce a systematic
philosophy éo augment its influence, it aid lend its tdols

to those more capable of constructinig such a system. To a

- . .

(1) Cassirer; The Platonic Renaissance in England, p.
27. More adopts this position in his understandzng
of the importance of good works as well as in his
personal meditations on Christ to initiate the. saving
grace he so ardently desired. His view of good works
rests on a belief that mere faith (assent to and
belief in Christian doctrines) is not sufficient for
salvation. The~individual must shape and express

“this faith through the action of good works. Works
help man to conform his will to God's, and at the
same tlme, are themselves pleasing to Him. He sums
up his views on the prerequisites for salvation in
the unfinished Four Last Things; "There are, ye wot *
well, two points requisite unto salvation, that is to
wit, the declining or going aside from evil, and the
doing of good."” The English Works 'of Sir Thomas
More, Vol. I, p. 498. ] - s .

»
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large« extent Renaissance ‘philosophy, as seén in the
: : by

Florentine Acadenmy, was dependent on those tools. But
. .
‘just how much it adopted the humanist outlook is hard to

say. Pico shows strong scholastlc tenden01es, and equally

strong humanist ones. — The “non-scientific (non-

quantitative) aspects of—humanlst learnlng found an ally

-

in the Platonid elements of the Renaissance philosophy,
{ ) o -
emphasjzing those elements which seemed to be lacking in

Aristotle--the artisticrand the creative. -

ﬁeoplatonic thought became a powerful influence in
the 15th and 16th centiries. Both Pico and Ficinq show
this, and many Itallan phllosophers drew ideas from the
_Neoplatonic sources F101no (among others) was translating,
Manuscripts from\the Bast .provided access to uncorrupted

Platonic and Aristotelian ideas, and much effort was spent

trying to achieve a synthesis of the two.. While Aristotle

had and would contlnue to have for some élme the 110n s

share of attentlon 1n ,the facultles of ' theology and

philosophy in northern Europe, it faced opposition in

"

»Italy‘where Plato was gaining popularity, parEicularly‘
among the humanists. . Aristotle was entrenched in
“scholasticism, and the reaction afainst scholasticism lent

weight to the competition. But while certain specific

doctrines of Aristotelian §Bilosophy are rejected by
Vi

Ficino (such as' the unity of the active intellect) it
. e -»

2 »
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“would be untrud to claim.that the bulk-of Aristotelian

» : 2

-philosophy had been replaced by Platdhic or Neoplatonic
ideas. It was not until the 17th century that Aristotle

, *was finally displaced, and it came not from Platonists but

v Ps the scientisti like Galileo.

* Pico's rejection of occult astrological influences

-

- (which Ficino credited) s

_represehtative of nearly'éll t basic philosophical .

Q

tendencies that had traditionally nourished and

C o strengthened faith in astrology."(l) Cassirer sees the

v

'explanation for ‘this in Pico's ethical view; matter cannotfy

be the master of spirit. Man's freedom could not be
04 \,"—‘r"\" o " ‘:.:;!

affirmed when the influence of stars was allowed. While
P{co's world view was in many cases, determined by his
- . Neoplatonic leanings, astrology was the point at which‘he
.drew the line. Forces are not determined by mere place,
and the construction of stellar maps are m&:e hupan
projections which cannot éndo@ a star with causa;.
influenée.

While humanism in Italy was not identified with any "
specific systgmatic philosophy but became, through its
attitude toward the practical ends of education and mdral

[ ]
Y 4

. (1) Cassirer; The Individual and the Cosmos in
: Renaissance Philosophy, p. 115

o -

ms 0odd in one who was "a
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philosophy, in Engiand and northern Europe it tended to

" produce what is known as.Christian humanism; the obvious

‘example is of course Erasmus. To a Christian humanist,

philology was of particular importance because it.allowed

him to reclaim Scripture from the suffocating hands of the

_scholastics. The Christian humanists, unlike Pico, built

no systems and indulggd in little speculative theolog&.
Yet poth Erasmus and Pico received (and rgtained in
varying amounts) a thoréughly scholastic education. And
More, Colet, Lily and others had e;;en%ially been traine?
ghrough the scholastic univérsities of Europe. But
without exception they turned toward the so-called new
learning with enthusiasm. This was at altime when Oxford
was beginning to offer Greek, largely through the offices
Sf Oxford scﬁolars who had léarned it in Italy, and there
was a tremendous interest in classical litFrature. But
because Erasmus and the "Oxford Reformers"™ espoused no

formal philosophy does not ﬁean they had none, as we will

see later. The humanist stress on practical morality, on

the validity of a Historiqai approach to literature and-

-

more importantly to Scripture, on thé importance of

rhetoric over logic--all found expression in Christian

humanism. But what'is significant about this group is.

that with the exception of Mo}e, none is a layman.

Erasmus, it is t;ué, had leftthis order, but Colet,

- '
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Fisher, Grocyn, all were formally.committed to
\
Christianity. More stfuggled hard over the question of

. |
his vocation, and decided against the monastery. So, in

these men we see not enthusiasm for Plotinus or for plato,

but for Christian authors and Scripture. Erasmus’
activity needs no m&re mphasis than the years have given

it; he remains the epitome of this type of humanism.

o Bush has described humanism as "that way of life and

thought which keeps man \in union with God and above the
biological 1evel.“(1? This is generally true but it
could easily deéeriorate to a level of intellectual
sensualism devoid of religious content as it puésued the

moral qualities found in pré\phristian literature. This
is in fact what occurred in Iﬁa;y‘after ﬁhe process of
secularization took hold. That it\&an't in England is

\,

largely due to the personalities of Eraépus‘and otmers who

coupled a zeal for philological investigation with an

intensely Christian philosophy. Through their attempt at

religious refoﬁm, the Christian humanists created a vital

and dynamic movement and although this movement had its

[

‘1) Bush; The Renaissance and English Humanism, p. 55.
v
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adherents <in Italy (in such men as Gaspar 'Contariniﬂ;))
b, ; .

papal pressure was strong enough to defuse any threat of

real reform and force it underground. And where it would

not be silenced, in such cases as Savonarola, there was

always the stake. -

Using as a basis the religious experience, Erasmus

(and Colet)iptesented a new understanding of the .

reletionshig of Scripture to the Church. "Religious
experience forms the centre and source,/a purified
pﬁilology forms the medium and intellectual instrument,
for the comprehension of Scripture."(z) ‘.This posits a
new ﬁnderstanding of the Logos itself. Erasme; uses -the
new learning not to undermine the Church but to bolster it

through a deeber'ﬁnderstanding of the piimacy of

Scripture. It remains one of the high ironies in the
. A\

'hiséory?of Western culture that for a fe&'years Christian

humanists had access to the leading political -and
ecclesiastical figures of the age yet essentially failed

in .their attempted reform. And the devastation of Europe

(2)

N\,
(1) gee Complete Works of St. Thomas More, New Haven,
Yale University pPress, vVol. 5, part 11, pp. 789ff,
for an interesting anecdote concerning Contarini's.
reaction to Luther. See also James Ross; "The
Emergence of Gasparo Contarini: A Bibliographical
Essay" in CHURCH HISTORY, Vol. 41, #1, 1972, pp. 22-
45 for a more complete introduction to Contarini.

) Cassirer; The Platonic Renaissance in England, p. 19

v
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that followed the wake of the Lutheran upheaval polarized

reiigious and political l‘ife t 'ch a degree that unity

has even.now escaped the grasp of the millions who claim

to follow a common source. The lea for reform from

within the e’stabl ished ecclesiastical structure and the
political ‘courts--Pope Leo X, ﬁenry vVIII, Francis I, and
Charles V--voiced by the influential figukes situated near
the thrones had faii‘ed;&but certainly not for want of
talent. :

Erasmus, in his reply to Servatius(1) gives a clear
indication of his position with regard to his ordgr, and
to cloistered life in general. His work lies in other
directions but not outside the circle of devotion. If his
reasons are t‘he same as those which pre'vent More from
taking the vow (and I suspect they are ‘similar) then we

can begin to see the spirit of lay piety that is ‘so

clearly implicit in his translations and writings.(-"rhere

" are obstacles in the way of a true unde‘rstand’ing' of

Christianity and its documents, and this is due, in large
part, to the top-heavy and unsound manner in which

scholastic theologiﬁns approach Scriptural interpretation.

- }'a

In his translation of the New Testament he corrects many

! o

) "3 )
(1) Seebohm; The Oxford Reformers, pp. 296ff

-
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gerrors present in the Vulgate and denies the so-called.

verbal inspiration theaqry. This raised a consiéerable
controversy because jt made use of a historical apprdach
(Erasmus cites Origen as the example) rather than the
manifold senses approach. The irony here is that Origen
himself was heavily in favor of the latter.(1)  This drew
fire from Luther wpo chaﬁbioned the August;nian not%on

that if Scripture is not verbally ‘inspired (and hence open

to many‘levels of interpretation of varying significaﬁce)

then it may be found to be in error on a particular point#’
This is especially important in regard to the Vulgate

which, as a translation, must remain.as doctrinally pure

., as the original. 1In fact, Erasmus poing? out several

v

instances in which the Church Fathers are not in agreement
with each other and more specifically not‘in agreement
with the vulgate. 1In his reply to qupigs he asseris the
need for a common-sense literary interpretation of
Scripture-~an approach designed to produ?e a workable

basis for Christianity, not an airtight and painstakingly

.consistent system of doctrinal certainty. Erasmus, like

J

(1) Although Erasmus adopted an allegorical approach to
Scripture in some of his early works, by the time he
writes the introduction to his edition of -the New
Testament he leans more toward a grammatical-1literal
‘exegesis. See Albert Rabil, Jr.,; Erasmus and
the New Testament: the Mind of a Christian Humanist,
San Antonio, Trinity University Press, 1972, p. 101.
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Colet, believes there is a relatively simple and pure

Christianity resting not on dogma but on its own sources.
{, ; .
The philosophy of Christ, moreover, is to be
learned from its few books with far less labor
than the Aristotelian philosophy is to be
extracted from its multitude of ponderous and
conflicting commentaries. Nor is anxious
preparatory 1earn1ng needful to the Christian.
Its viaticum is simple, and at hand -to all.
Only bring. a pious and open heart 1mbueq.above

all things with a.pure and simple faith.

. It is certain that Erasmus is not rejecting philosophy per

=3

se in this introduction to his New Testament.‘ Be is

merely asserting that éhristian philosophy has been éiven ‘

to us”in accessible terms and not available only in the
vast tomes of scholastic wrltlngs such as AqulnSs' Summa.
This is really quite different than a 'reconc111at10n of
faith wfgw philosophy' but cdmplet{ly\in keepiﬁg with
Erasmus’ commitment stated earlier. Here we see‘not only
a different attitude toward religion than Pico's; we s;e a
fundamentally different world. Erasmus guests not for the

philosopher's truth--he is interested in specifically

Christian faith. He could no more sanction thé/use of

Cabala to prove Christ's divipity than he would the use of -

‘‘natural magic' to draw influence from the starg.\ And'he

is decidedly against the rigid enforcement of ‘dogma.

(1) Seebohm; The Oxford Reformers, p. 327. Quoting

Erasmus. ’ P

*
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I1f there should be anyone who would inquire into
the Divine nature, or the nature (hypostasis) of
Christ, or abstruse points about the sacraments,
let him do so; only let him not try to force his
views upon others, In the same way as very
verbose, instruments lead to controverix, so too
many definitions lead to differences.(

Whether this is simple naivete or no, we will leave

—

aside. But given the general atmosphere of shspicion and

s

hefigyf a plea for unity ca#n never be seen as folly.

Erasmus was directing his views not only to the academic

circles and the common man, but to the princes of Europe

" of whom.both found themselves subjects. When we discuss

the relationship of both More and Erasmus to Luther we
will have occasion to present more theological
éerspectives‘concerning the philosophy of Christ. It is
enough hére to note that Luther had a ﬁore dogmatic
apgroach than did either More or Erasmus (their outrageous

@

invectives notwithstanding), a fact which prevented them

-

froh-understanding one another as perhaps they should

have.

Another important figure during this time wés Colet.
His approach to Scripture was very much the same as
Erasmus' about which much has already been said. . But

Colet had been to Italy and had absorbed many Neoplatonic

~

(1) 1bid.,.p. 490

¢
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elements in his studiés. His lectures are studded with
references to Ficino, to Pseudo-Dionysius (whom he .still
believed at this time to have been a companion of Paul's).
Yet the significant poin't for Colet is that if we are
unable to know God, we are at least able to love Him.
Colet aimed at penetrating’the original .meaning of the
epistles, a meaning which is broad and can assume many'
forms. Cassirer attributes Colet's oqtlook to his studies
in Italy (more specifically to Florencé) and traces it
back to Cusanus, but his méthodology in this does not
demand any gl_r__e_g_t_ connection with the teachings of
Cusanus. Both belie;red that while dogmatic certainty is
impossible in ascertaining any knowledge of the infinite‘,
what knowledge that is attainable comes from and. through a
symbolic understanding of the partiqular, providing of
course that ones convictions stem from a genuine religious
commi tment.(2) Religious life was in danger of becoming

so moribound that it could cease to be Christian, a danger

" from which Colet attempted to free it.

On the more volatile guestion of freedom of the will,

-

Colet taRes a less radical stance. The soul is won over,

through love, to God, willingly, but "through no merit of

(1) mbia., p. 39
(2)

Cassirer; The Platonjc Renaissance in England; p. 14

(1) . .-
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its own."(1) Even this middle of the road stance was

later to lead to _trouble. Colet also expressed another
. ‘\
seemingly mild view that was unpopular.

...the .essential attribute of any sacerdotal
order laying claim to apostolic institution

must assume

the attribute of a really pure and personal
holiness. No merely official sanctity imprinted
outwardly to a consecrated order, by virtue of
its outward consecration, could possibly satisfy
the requirements. And in the same way, the
sacraments were nothing apart from the personal
spiritual Eeal ities which they were meant to
symbolize.( )

Whether this is in fact the Donatist heresy or not, is hard
to establish .on the basis of a single observation. It

certainly does tend to lead one to that conclusion,

however, and doubtless did not endear him to the bishops

to whom he would have to answer.

Colet's return to the Scriptural authority had much
in common with Luther's reform: But Luther was interested
in Scripture as a basis for gcclesiastical authority in a
more legalistic way t:.han Colet's sermons indicate. Both
objected to the burdensome corruption of the New Testament

and the practices, of the Church which 1laid an

4

(1) seebohm; The ox£ford Reformers, p. 36

(2) 1bia., p. 72
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unsubstantiated foundation for .its activities on non-
Scriptural traditions. The sale of indulgences and the
cult of saint worship were roundly condemned by both Colet

and yLuther.

Luther challenged the authority by which the Church

\
justified its non-Scriptural sacraments and by doing'‘so

challenged the notion that the Church was the sole medium -

through which the Spirit works. His was a more systemétic
reform, aiming at the heart of the Church; whereas both
Erasmus (and Colet) and Luther preached reform, they were
speaking different languages. Of course, éhe Church had
based itself all along o; Scripture~-but the question
centered around the interpretation of Scriptﬁre,‘not
merely its use. Luther proposed a dogmatic abproach which
rivalled the existing hierarchy of the'ecciesiastical

world and claimed lsgal foundation on a new interpretation

of Christianywritings. It was on this legal question that

More enfered the controversy.

t

S
Wwhen More lent his aid to Henry VIII in refuting .

Luther's reformwpe'supported the established hiérarchy

(culminating in the pope) ‘as the medium through which the

.Spirit works. In a way this is an admission of papal

infallibility, but we should not press More too closely on
this question:for he was first‘aﬁd‘foremost a lawyer, in

the‘service of his king, and quite unqi}e to matah Lutherp

v , . \
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in the realm of theology. “More}s faith is not
perceptibl§ different from that of Erasmus; it is not
hugely-éifferent even from Luther's"(l) Yet Luther and
More understood the theology of faith quite differently.
Luther drew radical theological consequencéds from his
understanding of.the nature of faith, while MNore. and
Erasmus tended to espouse a more conservative 1line,
stressing that in a united Christendom, the truth would
reveal itself to all men, given enougﬁ time and good will.
According to Luther, man's justifica?ion is complete-

ly independent of his merits. Law is ﬁegative inothis
concépt of 5ustification. It reveals the depths of man's
depravit& but does not assign a positive value to his
efforts at reclaiming his 1lost freedom. It is this
hostility to law that More abhores. The highly heated
invectives and the levéllof abusive laﬁguage indicate that

in the epistles exchanged between the two men there was
/ -

little room for reason and even-handedness. More

doubt less saw Luther as thoroughly evil, completely un-
Christian.

Luther claims that the whole, justified man
needs neither the guidancé)nor the restriction

.

(1) g@. Marc'hadour; "Thomas More's Spirituali&y" in St.
Thomas . More: Action and Contemplation, edited by R.
Sylvester, New Haven, and London, Yale University
Press, 1972, p. 125.
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of the law but accomplishes the law through a
love that is rooted in his faith...To More, late
medieval catholic, the conflict in man between
body and soul has reality; and in the process of
justification, which is a human as well as a .
divine process and not simply a divine fiat, -
good ‘Zﬁks and sanctification have a significant

role. ' . .
. Abandonment of the law is neither possible nor advisable. -

But all this leads us considerably far afield for now.

More's outlook on the positive value of human activity

reveals his humanistic leening,s, and as a lawyei' he sa\;
real problems with the Luthe‘sa{view of man (with its
| unreasonable denial of the validity of good works) qnd !
authority. It is ironic that More should lose his life to !
the king he defended; More's view exprle..sses’ a .wnity, a

common orientation to the wide spectrum of political and

réligious act1v1ty 1nto which it was brought to focus. : i
Returning to the relationship of Pdico and More,
certain definite patterns have emerged which is our
business to trace more fully. Both made use of humanist
learning but for quite different ends~ both had rellglous
views that were shaped by the study of classical texts
which their humanxs;n 1%2ad them to 1nvestlgate. B,oth.

showed signs of asceticism. 'In summary we have seen how

the humanist movement in Italy, a non-philosophical

(1) The Complete Works of St. Thomas More, Vol. 5, part
' 11, p. 758. .
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attibude which contrastéd with the scholastic practices

-

that gave more Qéight to logic and.metaphysi¢s and lent

themselves mor readily to systematic approaches, could

turn toward eit

8]

r secularisatiohoor a new religious
spiriﬁ: In Christiah humanism it generated a concern for
réform tth found expre;$1on in Erasmus and Cole£, ‘while
in Pico it gave'birth to a blend of scholasticism and
humanism that produced an eclectic system - Christian in

i

its confession - but decidedly without a program for

church reform. The primary tools of humanism were readily -

absorbed by ﬁhilosophers.and divines to enable them to
return to the ancient sources:of their common culture.
Certain philosophical systems, or natural phflosophies;

came to light making use of Platonic elements absent in

medieval Aristotelianism. Following Cusanus' lead, a new

role was seen for man and knowledge, and the cosmos was

seen as ﬁhe undifferentiated locus wherein the infinite
expresses itself to the intellect through symbols. wnén;

the means for refined literary criticism were made

to Scripture served as the basis for an inténsé personal
piety and a ge-evéluation’pf the religious experience. A
historical-literary approach to the Bible replaced the
'manifold senses' théory of'ihtéipretation in theuwsrks of

many Christian humanists. But the rapid eptkenching of

1)
-

-

ok o
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-available in northern Europe, the opportunity for a return ,

LSS

[
i
i
4
i
]
i
i




' L)
R ]
% n R '
[ . .. . T N )
o ) , ) 37
i A ' .
. the various parties in the gqguestion of. reform and the
' . ) ) N 3 )
. ' nature of the will and papal authority thwarted any chance
of a peaceful application of the knowledge gained by this
: - renewed interest in Scripture.
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CHAPTER II

It' is of great importance.for the pufposes of this
paper to note that when More translated the biography of
Pico he "éollows the Latin closely except in so far as he
chooses to make omissions. He passes over details of
kinships and family history, he cuts out the particulars
of Pico's earlier studies in 'obscure philosophy', he
greatly.reduces the story of the nine hundred questions,
and summarizes a long account of Pico's writings by
télling us ‘that ﬁhey 'well testify both his angelic wit,

his ardent labor and his ‘profound erudition'."(l} We need

‘not assume that this editing was because More did not

4

understand or approve of Pico's philosophical
accomplishménté, despite his dismissal of ghem as
'obscure', but it is significant that he makes no comment
upon some of the more curious doctrines related in the
original biography. 0f course, during this time of

translating Morenis young, and-perhaps has not devéloped a

.

mature outlook himself, yet the fact remains that he-

neither adopts nor refutes any specific philosophical

doctrines of Pico's found in the biography or elsewhere

but dwells rather on Pico's personal virtue and strength

I / } ) |
(1) The English wWorks of St. Thomas More, Vol. I, p. 19.
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of faith, and of course, translates his devotional works

"which he eipands freely. More'pr;ises the depth of Pi¢o's

learning and his thorough familiarity with the ancient

authorities and describes how Pico set more faith in

devotion than in cunning. ,

~

It has been pointed out that More departs from th
spirit of the original text in ;mphasizing the "change in
Pico from extremely daring humanism to Christian humility,
cha;ity, and disciéline'(lh an observation that is
supported by noting &pre's omission of'the more
philosophiqal side of Pico as found in his biography.
That More saw in Pico a revitalized spirituality imbedded
in a man of deep ané thorough learning is alss borne'out
by his énclusion of the three epistles of Picoband the
spiritual treatises in verse form.

In tracing the influence of Pico upoﬁ More it becomes

necessary to try and form an idea of those aspects of

" Pico's l1life and thought that More used in his

understanding of Pico. On the evidence presented by

More's translation of Pico's Life a tentative conclusion

seems to point to a certain deliberate neglect of the

philosophical side of Pico in favor of the more humanistic

(1) 1pig., p. 19 /
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Christian-side. For this reason, I have touched mainly

upén those aspects of Pjco which point to his spiritual
development, but it must be remembered that as far as
Pico'é‘use of philosophy was imbued with his theology, no
strict separation can be maintained. Necessarily I will
nav2 to discuss, albeit briefly, Pico's philosophy and his
use of ﬁhilosophic;l ideas and their relatio; to his
understanding of Christian theolog?.

Giovapni Pico Qas born in 1463 in Mirandola to the
feudal Counts of Mirandola and Concordia. 1In 1477 he
began his §tudy of canon law in Bologna, apparently_in
preparation for a career in the Church. For unknown
reasons, this career never came sabout, and Pico went to)
Ferrara in 1479 to pursue a course in philosophy. The
following yeér he moved to the Aristotelian center of
Padua where he remained until 1482. It Is progable that
during this time hé met Ficino in Florence as '‘well as
other humanist scholarslthroughout Italy. 1In 1485 Pico
went to Paris, the reigning center of schoiastic learning,
where he spent a year before returning t§ Italy to study
Hebrew and Arabic, adding these languaggs to Qis knowledge
of Greek w:and Latinh It was during this, time that he

‘became familiar with the Jewish Cabala and wrote his nine

hundred theses, hoping to attract scholars from various

L , :
parts of the world to engage in learned debate.

i

[ R

[PPSR



2w amdet e

A papal commission appointed by Pope Innocent VII[
revieﬁed the theses and found thirteen of them hetegod X
or heretical. Pico attempted to clear up the matter /by

defending the condemned theses which resulted in/the
- ’ - .

condemnation of all nine ﬁundred.' He was forced to flee -

to France where, despite @he fact that he had siéned a
SR
declaration of submission, he was arrested and imprisoned.

Due to the intercession of some Italian noblemen, Pico was

Al

released and returned to Florence where he remained until

v

his death in 1494.

&>

It was in Florence, following his release from

0\

prison, that Pico completed his major works. The
Heptaplus, a exegetical treatise on the first twenty-seven
verses of Genesis, was published in 1489, followed by De

Ente et Uno in 1491. His lengthy treatilsse concerning

astrology was also written during this time, although it

‘'remained unpublished until after his death. The

atmosphere of Florence was particularly suited to Pico--he
was in close eontact with Ficino and the Platonic Academy

as well as with the humanists surrounding their Medici

patron Lorenzo. Pico also was in contact with Savonarola,

but the extent of this relationship is the subject of much

debate. Although Pico retained much of his youthful

enthusiasm for arcane doctrines, he seems to have becomg///

increasingly preoccupied - -with a more pe;sénal

-
s
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spirituality, according to the testimony of his letters to
his'nephew.(l) His lifelong goal.of creating a synthesis

of Plato and Aristotle, begun in the De Ente et Uno,

" remained unfulfilled. His understanding of the relation-
ship of philosophy to faith shows a tendency to subordi-
nate the former to the latter, but he refrains from
renouncing philosophy altogether. Rather,

he seeks...to increase it and carry it to the
& point at which it can be supplemented and

enhanced by ‘another purely intuitive kind of

knowledge. But at the same time, he maintains

the position that our thinking and conceiving,

in so far as it is directed toward the Divine,

can never be an adequ?5§ expression, but only an

image and a metaphor

This principle extends'throughoqt Pico's writings and
has much in common with the 'negative theology' of
Cusanus. It is found in Pico's understanding of the
message contained in Scripture and throughout the
Heptaplus .he utilizes a Cabalistic approach for his

understanding of.Genqiﬁs. Genesis is not a book concerned

with relating a literal account of creation, but is, in.

"fact, concerned with all of natural history and will, if

-

(1) The letters to his nephew (which More translated,
dated 1492) urging the reader go practice study and
virtuous self-discipline, show ‘gigns of an increasing
asceticism. -

(2) Cassirer; "Giovanni P1co della erandola“ in

' Renaissance Essays, '‘p. 27. .
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unéerstood properly, confirm mﬁch‘pf what 1is now
cbﬁsidéréd the province of metaphysics. But while it can
tell us truths about the physical universe, it.cannot tell
us 'more about God than our rational mindsAaf% prepared to
accept. The us of symbols is a necessary bridge between
our intellect{gié that realm which is inaccessible to the
finite understanding.

Pico is mistaken his belief that the Cabala with
which he was so famiiiar was a product of 'Mosaic times,
and the suppért Be finds in it‘for certain Neoplatonic
ideas is in fact a result of Neoplatonic influences them~-
selves. Using Cabalistic.methods of.inter?}etagion, Pico
finds evidence of ‘the theéry of emanation in the Genesis
creatioﬁ story. But his undefstanding of the relationship
of the One to the Many relies heavilywon the concept of
'sympolic expression': x}he Many is not a necessary effect
of ‘the One--it is its~symbol.(l)

Pico's spiritual_yoiks, included in More's Life of
Pico, show a 'side of him not seen iﬂ\hié more
philosophical works. Pico reveals a strong and simple
piety, uncomplicated by speculation and obscure references

to esoteric doctrines. These works are not significant in

(1} gee Cassirer; "Giovanni Pico della Mirandola™ in
Renaissance Essays. .

PURV R PITL S v i waros

b e el A s % b on o




44
)

;heir content to students of philosophy, but the fact that

for More they showed the deep piety of Pico demands

recognition. Doubtless Pico's piety was consistent and

/

thoroughly Christian throughout his life; perhaps as a

.result of his beliefs concerning the ineffability of God,

he seems to have opened himself to the possibility that

speculation is less useful than prayer (although his great

projected reconciliation of Plato and Aristotle lay’
%N

incomplete,'his last works were a commentary on Psalm XV,.

the twelve 'Rules' of a Christian life, an exposition of

" the Lord's Prayer, and he had laid plans to write a

commentary on the New Testament as well as a defense of
the Vulgate and Septuagint versions of the Psalms against
diverse opponents.) It is impossible to derive an
understanding, however tentative, of a man on the basis of

what,ee planned to write. Similarly, we should not derive

too weighty a message from the fact that Pico was buried

'in a monk's cowl at the hands of Savonarola. Yet, it is

possible to form,aﬁ understanding of at least the kind of
impressioﬁs Pico was able to project on the basis of such
evidence. His interest in philosophy and the value he
placeduon the human intellect probably did not diminish
during his later days, and for this reason we must estab-
lish his relation to the currents of intellectual life if

3

we are to form an adequate picture of his thought.

4
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Pico's relationship to humanism and .scholasticism

reveals his complex'chanacter and ﬁas_been the¥subject of

.much controversy. He describes himself as a philosopher |

among the poets and rhetoricians, but a poet and

rhetorician among the'philosophérs.(l) His tfaining at

the ~universities in Paris and Padua grounded him in’

scholasticisp yet his ardent pursuif of languages and his

use of classical literature place him within the camp of

the Italian humanists. He engaged in literary .

correspondence with Poliziano and Barbaro, humanists who

* "considered and tiéé%ed Pico as a member of their own.

circle."(2) His library contains Greek classics that are’

more philosophical than literary and we are told that he

destroyed his own Latin elegies in detestation of his

.vice...lest these trifles might be some evil occasion

afterwards.{3) . His 1letters -and his oration 'indicate

Pico's humanism.(4) The oration was a genre familiar to

the .ﬁumahists and often the occasion for a display of

4

(1)

(2)
(3)

C(4)

Kristéllef, P-; '‘Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and
His Sources', in L'Opera e il Pensiero 4di Giovanni

' Pico della Mirandola, Florence, Instituto Nazionale

di Studi sul Rinascimento, 1965, .vol. 1, p. 42 co

Ibid., p. 46 S

The English Works of Sir Thomas Nore, Vol. 1, p.353

Kristeller, 'G&ovanni Pico Della Mirandola and His
Sources', p. 51 £ff ' ' '
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- f elegant prose that lacked real substance. On this basis,
some tend to dismiss Pico's oration as a rhetorical
?iercise aevoid of ény philosophical import, and
'éonsequently "should not be taken seriously in a
philos&phical account of Pico's thoughtf(l) This view

has serious difficulties! 1Ideas found in the Oration are
A —————————

a#lso found in more conventional treatises dealing with

”' philosophical ideas, and more importantly,:- the iaea of the ' b
~freedom of man found in the firs£ half of the Oratiah |

forms the basis for Pico's rejectioh of astrology written . i

during the last years of his life. Indeed Pico's |

anthropology as seen in the Oration remained an important:

: : part of his thought throughout his life. Pico's humanism

permeated his philosophy, and his philosophy in turn

influenced his use of humanist learning such as the
recently acquired tools of ﬁhilology and language. The
attempt to exhibit Pico as a strict scholastic is balanced

by statements that he had:"difficulty 'in getting at the

c Y (1) kristeller, P.; Renaissance Thought ‘and Its Sources,
' : ed. Mooney, New York, Columbia University Press,
1979, p. 176. Kristeller is here rejecting A. Dulles
notién ‘that Pico was thoroughly scholastic, a notion

_ that necessarily places:little emphasis on Pico's

-understanding of the dignity of man. . /
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true scholasticism."(1l) The truth is that, as Pico

himself declared, he was a bit of both.

The assertion of man's‘essentiai freedom so strongly
expressed in Pico's Oration forms one of the foci of his
thought. Man has the potential to Qecome higher than the
dngels for he constitutes hii own realm outside the
hierarchy of creation. This idea is echoed in the
Heptaélus where it is given a more systematic expression.

Pico borrowed from many sources in composing his Oratijion:

Ficino's Theologia Platonica, Plato, the 0ld and New

Testaments, Lucan, Horace, a wide assortment of
Neoplatonic writers,'Arisiotle, Averroes, ?uns Scotus and
Alfarabi to name but a few. In the second half of the
Oration Pico defends his use of Cabala and oéher occult
sources, developing the notion that each tradition has a
part in a universal truth which can be isolated from the
many errors they also contain. He does not agree that all
traditions are merely using different words to express the
same. identical truth, and this exclusiveness prevents Pico

from becoming an exponent of the ancient eclectic school

of thought. Nor is truth the ey€lusive propefty of any

one particular man or system. He claims "There has been

(1) g, Hamm, Introduction to Of Being and Unity, by Pimﬂ
della Mirandola, Milwaukee, Marquette University
Press, 1943, p. 6. -
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nobody in the past, and there will be nobody after us, to

whom the truth has given itself to be un@erstood in its

entirety. Its immensity is %oo great for human capacity
to be equal to it."(1) Pico also caution§ against
adopting the teneté of once séhool before obtaining a
familiarity with the rest, for "there 'skiA each school
soTething distinctive that is not in|common with the
oth rs.'(?) 1

It is not surprising that Pico adopts alJFgorical and
symbolical methods of textual interpf tatiah given his
conviction that beneath thevwordé of‘v rious texts from
differ;ng traditions there lies a bodvy of truths that
await discovery by the trained philosopher. 1In the books
of the. 01d Testament he sees "not so much the Mosaic as
the Christian religion"(3) -- a common eﬂpugh interpreta-
tion in the Christian Era but Pico goes fu}ther than this.
ﬁe postulatés as one df his theses that Cabala is a sure
proof of Christ's divid;ty: ‘proof, %hat is, in a

philbsophical sense which in no way obviates the validity

¢

(1) p, Kristeller; Renaissance Thouggt and Its Sources,
p. 207.

(2)  Giovanni Pico 4 lla Mirendola, Oration on _the Dignity
: of Man, translated by E.L. Forbes in The Renalissance
Philosophy of Man, p- 242. .

(3) 1pbi4a., p. 252.
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of revelatlon. ﬁe further finds that there 1s no p01nt of

)

‘d1fference between Jewish and Christian truths Whlch

cannot be proven in favor of the latter by using Cabala.

.

Manyltrhtﬁs are obscured intentionally by an
&

overlaying of fables in drder to conceal their meaning

" from the uninitiated. ~This is true not only of the

"And, because Pico believed revelation to consist of two

ancient traditions,

¥

the true interpreation of which was given to Moses and

4

such as the Orphic hymns that conceal °

their real trﬁths behind poetry, but for Scripture itself,'

£rom him it was passegi\on orally to only the high priests.

The masseé, it seeq;,'would profane the real fruthé

contained in Scripture.

‘parté, a 'show of words' and behind them the 'occult -

‘mysteries',

It was enough through guileless story to
recognize now the power. of God,...and through
divine and beneficial precepts to be brought to
a good and happy way of life and the worship ‘of
true religion. But to make public th
mysteries, the secrets of the supreme G
hidden beneath the shell of the Law and under ;a
clumsy show of words--what else were this than
to give a holy thing to dogs and :to cast pearls
before swine? (1) '

© ]
-

conceal. How this approach differs frém that of the

l)}

»»
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Ibid., p. 250. , -
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he coudd ascribe to God the command to
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hdxﬁanists is clear--instead of a purified philological

é'iscovery of the literal and historical meaning of the

text, Pico posits a strictl‘ly allegorical wethod,

appropriate not only to Scxiptu_re but to most of thetpagan

; . N
Wind has pointed éﬁ)t that Pico's understanding of the

pagan mystéries was reali'y. a miginterpretation that owes
its existence to a remark in Plato's Phaedo where Plato
declares that, like the mystery religions,

philosophy itself was a mystical initiation of
another kind, which achieved for a chosen few by
conscious inquiry what the mysteries supplied to
the vulgar by stirring up their emotions. The
cleansing of the soul, the welcoming of death,
the power to enter into communion with the
beyond,...these benerfits which Plato recognized
were commonly provided by the mystical
initiations were to be obtained through his
philosophy by ratiohal exercise, by a training
in the art of dialectifi whose aim it was to
purge the soul of error. ) -

*

" Thus there arose a paroallel system of mysteries based on a

"fMgurative use of terms handm'images which were borrowed
from the popular rites but transferred'to the 'intellectual
disciplines of philosophical debate and meditation."(2)-

.

&

o 4

(1) E. Wwind, Pagah Mysteries in the Renaissance, London,

Faber and Faber, 1958 reprint. ed., Northampton',’

.England, John Dickens & Co., 1968, p. 3 (Italics
. mine.) ’ : ;

L4
-

(2)  1bid., p. 3.

O ————- o o

o A —— o b

— :

o WA



L

51
]

3

What began as an ironic analogy by Plato was made

thoroughly systematic by subseqguent Neoplatonists and

)
ended "by betraying the late Platonists into a revival of

magic.“(l) Pico's concern with the paéan mystery cults
was in fact a concern for his philosophical adaptation or
re-interpretation of them in the light of this analogy.
Plato appeared "not as a critic or transposer of
mysteries, but as the heir and oracle of an ancient wisdom
for which ; ritual disguise had been investeé by the
founders of the mysteries themselves."(2) wind attributes

to this understanding of the ancient tradition of

concealing philosophic truths behind a poetic veil Pico's.

own desire to couch his doctrines in enigmatic phrases.

Yet it does an injustice tbé Pico to suppose he

deliberately aimed at obscurity in his writings,

particularly in his later ones wpich certainly attempt, in
so far as it was poggible, to set out in precise and well-
’defined terms the wvarious aspécts of his thodght. ‘The
deBt Pico owes to the belief that there are mysteries to
be explored in every metaphor is clear enough and remained

throughoJ& Pico's 1life, but he seemé less enamored of it

(1) 1bid., p. 5.
(2)  1bid., p. 7.
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as a style to be imitated than as fertile ground for the
N
exercise of his intellect.

Al

~ ’ »

?icd's belief in the tradition of disguise forms the
core of his thenlogy. Beginning in Mosaic timesfrwith the
Cabala,da tradition of transmitting high truths through
clever.writings that yielded their real content only to

those skilled in penetratlng thelr literal facade %95

carried down through the ages. 1It is 1ound not only in

religious literature but in pagan wotks as well, and
reached its culmination in Christian texts. Pico saw the

Neoplatonic link connecting revelation with earlier

systems detailed in the wriii:zi/gg,&he Pseudo-Dionysius
(1) to whom Paul entrusted his most profound teachings.
Unfortunately Pico's proposed'trgatise on_poetic theology

was never written--in it he would have presumably given

»

the key to a symbolic understanding of the New Testament

which would have tied it firmly in place as the apex of
wisdom_iiterature.

'Pico favored Origen's approach to Scripture largely
because in Origen there isfmuch that smacks of a 'slightly

gnostic attitude toward revelation. ' This preference set

B

(1) pico's chronology concerning Cabala and Pseudo-
Dionysius is erroneous, which accounts for much of
his confusion in the relationship of Neoplatonic
doctrines. to Christianity.

i
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Pico apart from other Italian humanists who favored
Augustine over the rest of the Fathers.

Petrarch illustrates the humanist preference of
Augustine among Church Fathefs clearly in his account of

.

his ascent of Mount Ventoux. Here the poet quotes

Augustine's Confessions to the effect that wWhile men often
.involve themselves in the study of natu¥e, it profits them
1itt}e if they neglect to étudy themselves. The humanists
‘were responsible foria rediscovery of the need to study
man before furning to the external‘world around him, and
in so doing buttressed their belief with writings not only
from classical literture but from Church Fathers. l'The
return from nature td ﬁan, which is-so characterisgic of
Petrarch, and the whole emphasis on man which became so
important throughout the Renaissance, is he?e, in its|
origin, cohnectedfwith'tﬁe‘name and doctrine of
Augustinef(l) But,Augustine had another attraction for
the humanists--in their desire to return to pre-scholastic
letters and literature they found ih Augustine not on;y
one who was well versed in classical literature, but one
who had, in fact, lived during the time of the Roﬁan

Empire. Thus his writings, pre-eminent among Church

o~

]

(1) Kristeller, P,; Studies in Renaissance Thought and’
Letters, Rome, Edizionl di Storia e Letteratura,

1956, p. 362"
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Fathers, were grouped not with the mgdieéal theologians
but rather with those of cléssical antiquity; And
Augustine had a definite admiration for Plito which was to
play a large part in the humanist understanding of
élatonit philosophy; "Augustine's authority not only.
determined Ficino's orientation towards Plato,
but”.setved him as a model in his attempt to creaté a
system of Christian Platonism."(1) From him Ficino took
severalvspecific doct}ines but neglected those parts of
his teachings which were latef to play such a'significant

part in the Reformation: his teachings on sin, grace, and

'predestlnat1on. Ficino was interested in Augustine for

reasons other than the eloguent blend of cla551c1sm and

¥
Christianity which had appealed to the humanists. and, of

course, the humanists themselves rejected Augustine's idea

of the general depravity of man, tending rather to focus

on his position as the classical, Christian author of the

Confessions. Pico too uses him ‘selectively. He seems to

" take from Augustine those notions that suppott his

L]

interest in™Platonic philosophy but shy away from his
teachings on the condition of man.

Pico makes use of the idea that knowledge of nature

‘15 best preceeded by knowledge of the nature-of man. He

v

'v);,

a . -
(1) 1bid.,.p. 369 , ot
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ascribed to man a metaphysical value that justified his
dignity aﬁd provided tﬁe basis for his unde?%tanding of
ﬁan's place in the universe. In this attitude Pico
depgrts from the humanists, showing greater affinity with

the scholastic theologians than with the followers of the

studia humanitatis.{(1) While the rest of the world

* exhibits the hierarchical structure proper to its diverse

nature, man rises. and falls freely in the universe

according to his own merits and aspirations. He is not

constrained to any particular niche nor order but is
identified with the ends of his own choosing. Pico's
anthropology 1links him with Cusanus and his
acknowledgement of the ésseptial unity of creation and its
subordination to the transcendent ties him to the
schblasticsr Man's metaphysical links to the universe are
not simply those found in Ficino's microcosm ideé, which

eventually transformed "the primacy of man into a status

I

(1) g, Garin; Italian Humanism, translated by P. Munz,

New York, Harper & Row, 1965, p. 109. -Ficino's
© .belief in astrology illustrates this point. It
‘allows man to be influenced by stars, stones, herbs

and sounds, and thus allows for a develbpment of a’

deterministic anthropology which limits man's
freedom. Pico rejects this.

!
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‘that was really inferior to that of thinésﬁ(l)

Knowledge about man is not the same as knowledge about

things because man is without a particular nature whereas

all other things, ‘even angels, possess a unique and

unchanging essence. Man's essence is thaf he has no
unigue essence that determines his behavior: rather he
“creates it himself. Man has unlimited powers of self-
transformation.

0f course, this éoes not deny the fact of man's fall.
Pico emphasizgs rather man's‘potential, his ability to
rise above the world of matter th;ough the powers inherent
in his own makeup. Pico doés not dwell on the theologiéal
consequences of the fall, yet he is carefulito indicate
that the words detailing man's great patentiai were

\

addressed to Adam before the fall, énd that now the

situation is changedsomewhat: Man needs grace to complete,

his ascent. The privilege given to man before the Fall is
now maintained by grace. 1In fact, the tendency toward
Pelagianism is vocally expressed in Pico's understanding

of the Fall. Man's freedom is revealed by his capacity to

-

(1) pico bases his views of man on philosophical grounds,
not on strictly moral grounds common to humanist
writings. But he understands the metaphysical nature
of man in terms most scholastics would tend to
reject. -

X
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do both evil and good. Sin and the capacity for sin is
not a permanent stain upon man that prevents him from
attaining good--it merely indicates that man has to
cpoose. Man falls and rises,qand each time he does he

demonstrates his essential freedom which alone is the mark

. of humanity.

. Pico is able to find support fqr his anthropology
because he adopts a non-literal approach to Scripture. It
has already been pointed out that the use of a §ymboiip

method of textual interpretation with respect to pagan

‘literature allows Pico to accommodate ndwiiz:étianr\

writings with those of an expfessed Christian

"

position.
His ﬁoetic theology extends through the Christian works as
well, making it possible to reconcile the trutﬁs of
philosophy with thsse of ;evelation. He blurs the
distinction between the two especially when it comes to,
his- ideaé concernlng Aagxc. Christ becomes the supreme
magician. But Pico does not insist that 'the truths of
philosophy run parallel with those‘of revelation. For him
there is no question that.Scripture ié above philosophy
and while many ideas that are found in philosophy, are
orroborated by 5crxpture, the natural. place of philosophy
is beneath theoiogy and theology itself is beneath the
religious life. @@ith apd life of faith is clearly the

goal of .humanity and depends on an interior state of mind

B
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that is based on the‘believer'silove of God. And while

"certain truths about God are found through intellectual

investigation, Pico consistently maintains a mystiéal
understanding of the union created bethen God and m;n
through love. | |

In turning now io a more specific understanding of
Pico's theology it is'necessary to examine the reasons
behind his allegorical approaqh. It lies outside the
scope;of this paper to enté; into a detailed analysis of
Pico's underétanding of Aristotelian and Platonic

philosophy (considered by him to be in agreement) per se--

in addition. to the fact that his thought never reached

maturity there is the point that Thomas More appeared

little concerned with Pico's philosophy. More germane to
our discussion are the basic underlying influences in Pico
which allowed him to come to the conclusion that he diq,

4

namely, that the unity of truth found in various tradi-

" tions is available in its highest form through a

particular understanding of Scripture deriving ultimately

from God. . ' 4

Christian apologists had long adopted an attitude
toward non-Christian writings that tended to establish a
sympathetic union with much of their content. Auqustine
writes::

£

The thing itself(res ipsa), which is now called
the Christian religion, was with the ancients
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(erat apud antiquos), and it was with the human
race from 1ts beginning to the time when Christ
appeared in the flesh: from when on the true
religion, which alr?f?y existed, began to be

called the Christian.

Allegory was a natural approach to those writings which

o

seemed to discuss God, but needed to be fit into a
specifically Christian framework. Trinkhaus sees the
resulting tendency as a poetic theology--

Theologia poetica was one of the chief proce-
dures by which the wide varieties of human ex-
perience and human culture could be regarded as
corresponding to one universal conception of man
which was at that time identified with the
Christian. A true understanding of the
Christian vision of life would reveal it as,

necesiarily, the true universal vision of
man. (2

This opens up the vast amount of non-Christian literature
to those who would use it as a Christian text in pagan.
guise. Pico makes full use of this approach t38 pre-

Christian writings, and owing to certain doctrines—he

>

finds in both pagan and Hebrew wisdom literature, re- |,

applies it back to Christian works. Thus Christ's -

‘parables can become a storehousé for Platonic theology,

and Pseudo-Dionysius appears as an exponent of the true

°

\

(1) Wind; pPagan Mysteries in the Renaissance, gquoting
' Augustine's Retractiones I, xiii. (Italics Wind's),
p. 21. :

}2) C. Trinkhaus; In our Image and Likeness, Chicago,

university of Chicago Press, 1970, vol. 2, p. 689.

. A en I Ny e bR WL h VI E .k 7 s PTRL Le R



- been in existence since the beginning of creation. And as-
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Christianity. Pico's underst'a'nd§ng of Scripture--that it
répresénts a deliberate concealment of the truth and
requires the exegete to empioy various arcane techniqgues
to u‘nravel its feal meaning--ties in with his
understanding of natural philosophy. Beneath both there

are truths, natural truths that fornm a u'nity which has

man is part of creation, albeit a special part, he too is
brought into this realm of symbolic representation. Man
cannot know God directly, through Scripture or otherwise,
but he cjan represent what he does know about God
symbdl ically, 'and xﬁore importantly, he arrives at what he\
knows about God through his understanding of nature. The
analogy of hature-humanity-God and colors-the eye-light

expresses the overall interrelatedness of Pico's

philosophy. " Nature is the means by which man ascends to

. God and at the same time it is the expression of God in

.the created world.

- M ‘

Man is said to bé created in the image of God because
he is capalble of self-—transfo;ma_tioh, of being "reborn
into the higher forms, whichoa:e divine."(1) This
'rebirth' is based on the Platonic conception of the

contemplative ideal as the hi'ghest wisdom -~ pure

(1) Oration, p.' 225.

#>
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contemplation leads to the beatific vision. This vision
stresses a mystical union with God that departs from the
humanist understanding of wisdom as a 1;;\ of personal

virtue and moral action. Pico "never abandoned his view

of summa felicitas as a personal 'extinction in God'", (1)

* that requires an active pursuit from man and an extension

of grace from God. The highest wisdom is nothi?g less
than knowing the ideas in the mind of God. Natural
felicity is ‘the first step in this process. It consists in
seeing the traces of God. in oneself and nature,
understanding the interconnections between the One and the
Many.

Thus it is personal and rational. But the supreme

felicity for Pico is irrational, requiring the loss of

self through personal extinction in a mystical ignorance.

This is very much like Cusanus' learned ignorance--the

-highest truth is only partially expressed (and at that,

only symholically) in any particular'existent. To per-
ceive the¢ whdole one must go outside the particular (the
self).and this requires personal extinction. So long as
we deél in the rational world of philosophy, we are

limited to'imperfectly expressed truths seen by our finite

-
N

(1) Wwind, Pagan Mysteries in the Renaissance, p. 65, note
#46. ‘
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modes of perception. By stepping outside philosophy we

‘can achieve a union with the infinite at the price of our -

own paftiqplar self-consciousness. Knowledge of the

ih{inite is, of course, out of the gquestion--it is a
contradiction in terms. |

"pjico believed that man must surrender himself
utterly to a state of unknowing, and Spproach the divine
secret in the blindness of self-destruction."(1) ’
Natural felicity is proper to the philosopher ané

theologian. The traces of God in nature and man are

written in the traditions of religious literature and the

task of religious investigation is to unearth them. Man

B

resembles God not only because ‘he is a creative being but
becaus% his soul is modeled on the Trinity. The
connecgion between God and the world exists of course
because God is the source of the Many. The metéphysichof
this connection as far as Pico is copcerned is by no means-
consistent. He adopts thé‘theory of emanation fo? the
'most part although he also shows Averroist tendencies.
Certain conclusions can be safely drawn, howéver, and it
is certain that for Pico, the realm of the intelligible is
‘higher than that of the sensible: universals superior ,and

prior to the concrete. Knowlédge of universals is gained

(1) 1bid., p. 63 N

“

|
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God has .in His divine mind the Ideas of all
things, the Ideas of the sun and moon, men, all |
' . . animals, plants, -and stones, the elements, and )
‘ all things generally. This mind--and heret is .
-~ ) ‘the identification on which Christian Platonism-" '
is based--is the intelligible world, where all :
things exist, not in a material or sensible o
manner of being, but 'in a truer, nobler, more \ -

- .beautiful »yay, the ideal or the
’ int:el]‘ig:i.ble.(1

'Khowledge of this inteliigible realm constitutes, fori;ﬁe
philosopher, the highest naﬁural_feliéity. It reépires a

certain degree of stepping outside the creased realm of

R imperfect being into the otherworldly realm of ideas.

' Tﬁere.exists,a tension in this view of:creation that

’ results in a devaluing of phe conireté but at the same - -
time the concrete is given a relative valu;. It is seen

. as éhe'stage wherein God reveaf@tﬂimsélf and serves as the

‘ ladder upoh which man ascends to the highé% realms. Man

is theréforeoencouréged to plunge into the created realm

o

B R N . L T

of méterial being in order that he may understand the

W

| . (1) 'E. Rice; The Renaissance Idea of Wisdonm, Cambridge,

' . . Harvard University Press, 1958, p. 63. Rice points

: , out that even this apprehension of the ideas in the

' ~+ divine mind cannot be achieved without the help of
grace. " . §

8
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realm of the ideal. - It is through the plenitude(l) that

man can approach the One. An understanding'bf man as

magus followed the merger of this idea with  the

. understanding of man's essential creativity. He can

f
\\

command the orders of creation, utilizind and organizing .

their powers to aid him in his ascent to God. Because all

things share in the One, manipulation of their inherent

IS

e -

(1) Lovejoy defines this Platonic principle as follows:
a) "the fullness of the realization of conceptual
possibility in actuality,"

b) "the thesis ‘that the universe is a plenum

fotmarum in which the range of conceivable diversity
of kinds of -1iving things is exhaustively
exemplified,”

.c¢) [Mthe extent and abundance of creatlon must be as
great as the (possibility of existence and
commensurate with the productive capacity of a
‘perfect' and inexhaustible' Source, and that the
world is the bétter, the more things it contalns.
Lovejoy, A.;. The Great Chain of Being: A Study of

the History of an ldea, Cambridge, Barvard uUniversity
‘Press, 1936 and 1964, p. 52. In this book Lovejoy
traces the hlstory of the great chain of being'
which originated in' Plato and received widespread
exposure through' the Neoplatonlsts. It posits the
_ necessary fullness of the world as a dialectical
necessity due tp the fact that inherent in the Idea
of the Good was the necessity of engendering finite
existents. It then follows that all possible
existents must be actualized, making the world as
full as possible. This idea of the fullness of the
world was fused with the Aristotelian notion of
‘continuity' (i.e. that all gquantities must be
continuous, non-discrete), thus forming the 'chain of
being' wherein one existent leads directly to the

next. That this tends to contradict the Christian °’

notion of free creation made Christian Platonism
adopt ;two. notions of the Good: one informing and
generdtive Good, and one Absolute, ineffable Good.

i
b




energies becoﬁes.an acceptable methdd‘for reaching up
towards God. Pico follows most of the Renaissance
'natural magiciaams' in his rejection of demonic magic and
ocqult influences (particularly in the case of astrelogy)
as deceitful regardless of their alleged power, but

believes that natural magic is nothing less than holy

.philosophy--the science of the divine. It is this natural

magic that Pico traces in his poetic theology. Magic is
an unspecified process that aliows man to embrace "the.
deepest contemplation of 'the moét secfet things, and at
last the know;edg; of all nature."(1) It calls forth
"into the light as if from their hiding places the poéers
scattered'apd sown in tﬁe world b§ the loving-kindness of
Goan(2}, uniting heaven and earth in the process.

Pico is claiming nothing for so—calléd natural magic
tﬁat had not been’' claimed before. Yet,-unlike Ficino, he

preéupﬁgses the truths of Christian dogma (such as the

concept of the Trinity) which he seeks.to verify through

his philosophy, while retaining throughout the belief that

access to the transcendent culminates not in verification

of dogma but in mystical union above all such knowing.

~

(1) Oration, p. 248. '
(2)  1bid., p. 248.

-
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The belief that nature constituted "a fingle great

’ LY

organism, with a soul of its owh"(1l) allowed for the
/

development of natural magic and identified it with true

wisdom. Since these regular properties were difficult to

~discover, Pico's belief that all important truths are

cryptic received further support.

Natural magic'told us things about nature and God but
it could not, on its own, be anything other than a
preparation for mystiéal union with God. Through "taming
of the impulses of ouf\passions with moral spience, by
dispelling the darkness of reason with dialectic, and by,

s0 to speak, washlng away the fxlth of ignorance and vice,

cleanse the soul, so that her péssions may not rave at

random nor her reason through needlessness ever be

deranged'(z), the ascent to God progresses. It requires:

grace for completion. The mysteries of nature are solved
through philsophy and the soul is made ready for the

religious life by theology - "philosophy seeks; theology

*

1

A1) g, Randall, Jr.; The Career of Philosophy from the

Middle Ages to the Enlightenment, New York, Columbia
University Press, 1962; pP. 191.

(2) oration, p. 229.

o .
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finds; religion possessesil) Re}igion is an.interior
state of mind which holds God in its grasp by 1ove—e}t is
preceded by an intellgptual movement of the will towards
God- but obliterates therintellect at the moment of its
un%pn.

In @is Being and One Pico acknowledges that while we

can say, for example, that God is above being, above

-

truth, above the good becéuse He is goodness, truth, and
being itsglf, we are still not close enough to the real
truth; these‘ideas about God are approximations because
only‘through approximations can our~inte11ect express

something that is essentially a mystery. in saying these

things

we are indeed in the light, but God has placed
His dwelling in the shadows. We have then not
yet come to God Himself. So long, in short,
as that which we say of God is fully understood

and entirely comprehended, we are in the 1light.
But all that we say and perceive thus is a mere
trifle, considering the infinite distance which
separaﬁﬁs Divinity from the capacity of our
minds. { , , :

The ineffability of God limits the goals of theological

speculation. Thus we move from base darkness and

=

’
’

(1) a. Dulles; Princeps Concordiae: Pico.aella;ﬁirandola

and the Scholastic Tradition, Cambridge, Harvard
University Press, 1941, ‘p. 144. Dulles is guoting
Pico's letter to Aldo Manuzio. ‘

(2) pico, Of Being and Unity, p. 23 (Italics mine).

"
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ignorance into the light of philosophy, and as we climb
higher, we move upwards into another darkness where we are
‘"blinded by the cloud of the Divine Splendor."(1)  rThis
is further emphasized By,Pico's belief that "while we aré

in the body we are able to love God better than we can

know or describe Him."(2) Because of our ‘earthly
‘Preoccupations' we are prevented, it seems, from complete §‘
identification with God, even in mystical union. Yet we -

must try to remove ourselves from the‘realm of the

sensible, we must "fly from the world, which is confirmed
in evil"(3) on wings provided by a "love of the things
above".(4) Our‘body and our mind pull us in opposite

directions but by moving upwards from the realm of matter

" NS (s o, D e e

to that of spirit we can establish a unity, truth, and
goodness within ourselves without which we are not
fulfilling our heavenly destiny.

Pico shows definite ascetic tendencies in his

understanding of the world. 1Involvement in the world

3 .
e A AR b T A k. e i S oot N e

should be regulated by one's sense of it as the locus of

natural truths leading upwards, away from the physical

(1) 1bid., p. 23.
(2) Ibid-'.p- 25- ‘ ' . ‘ {

(3)  1bia., p. 33. T,
(4)  1bid., p. 34 ‘
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realm. Too much involvement in the ‘world of passions and
physical existence restricts access to tfie realm of the
intelligible, hence one's attitude should be other-worldly-
. i ; B
oriented: . . ‘
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CHAPTER III .

Pico's lifelong search for a pax philosophica reaches

its most mature expression in Of Being and Unity. He felt

that :the quarrel between the Platonist‘ and the
Aristotelian ;as "undermining the foundations of the
Christian religion."(1l) By showing their essential
agreement, Pico was providing for what he hoped would be a
universal philosophy grohnded[in many traditions and

reaching its fullest expression in the Christian religion.

Based on his idea “that only through a symbolic

understanding of Scripture ahd other sources can we

approach knowledge of God, Pico saw an underlying unity in

ko o AP

’

all forms of higher thought. He often found himself’

embroiled in cbntroversy with the Church because of this.

If many of Pico's ideas were heretical, his

intentions were good and stemmed from a purely Christian '

piety. 1In the Heptaplus he explicitly states that "Human
A
nature can give promise of nothing or little unless it is

aided by something better, that is, the divine will,"(2)

[N

%

. (1) Pico; Of Being and Unity, gquoted from the

introduction by V. Hamm, p. 10.

(2) - a. Dulles; Princeps Concordiae; p. 127.

PUEI.
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What makes this passage interesting is the qualification
Pico adds. He is not willing to renounce the value of
purely human activity, an admission which would invalidate

his understanding of the nature of man.

We have seen that Pico shares many ideas with the
Italian humanists of the fifteenth century. He
pafticipated in the revival of classical literature and
the study of Greek and Hebrew writings. He stressed the
innate vaiue of man and his unique relationship to God ‘and
the unlve;ﬁe. Pico also had much in common with the
scholast1c theologlans and attempted a phllosophical
synthesis between the various traditions, many of whloh
the scholastics had not explored.. He subordinated the
truths of philosophy to those of theology, and put both
beneath the mystical union with God—which const1tuted
man's natural end. ~mhroughout his work gico remained a
Christian thinker and there is strong evidence that during

his later years he‘was'drawn closer to the purely

spiritual life for which hlS theology had prepared him.

Unlike Ficino, with whom he had much in common, he was a

layman, although how long he would have remained one is
not clear. There is no evidence to suggest that he
completely abandoned his pursuit of a 'pax philosophica!',
ror can we assume that his‘proposeo Poetic‘Theology would

have remained incomplete had he lived a longer life.

i
v -
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- . Pico, though, like 5crip£ure itself, is open to many
interpretations. He embo@ies so many traditions and his
knowl edge included so many soﬁrces and influences that it
is impossible to place him squarely within the confines of
any one particular schéol. He promised much that he did’
not deliver, leaving fertile ground for later .speculation
and in the closing years of his 1life he seems to ha‘ve been
involved with the complex figure of Savonarola. This

association has yet to be adequately explored--at present

it allows those who wish to see Pico's last years as a

time filled with religious zeal for God and a rejgction of
his former philosophy ample basi; for their claim.
Certaiq}y Pico's letter to his nephew and his composition
of the ‘Tyelve Rules' (written during the last‘two years

of his life) allowed at least one Christian writer to feel

. -
that Pico. had reached his true understanding of man's goal

by turning his back on philosophy and embracing the

L

religious life. This writer was Thomas More.

More translated the life and works of Pico during a

period of rapid changes in the intellectual ciimate of

Europe. Enthusiasm for the new learning was spreadinq/7

through the educated classes, as it had in Italy, bringingﬁ
with it elements of classicism and Platonism as well as an
increased study of languages and techniques of textual

criticism. Scholars from all over Europe journeyed to
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Italy on a secular pilgrimage to tgke part in the revival
of classical culture, |

The classics offered instruction in moral virtues
which held éieat attraction for the educated layman. In

addition to moral instruction, classical sources provided

-é confusing jumble of philosophies which was the

,inevitable consequence of this new found access to ancient’

writings. Scholars could choose from among a widé variety

of unfamiliar traditions contained in the recently

-translated works—of-previously—unheard-of-authors. - Often .}

the translators themselves would adopt a position that.

tended to combine disparate philosophies found in the

works they were translating. Those who undertook the trip

to Italy often had specific purposes in mind; we know that

the Englishmen whg-journeyed there Qid so for quite
specific reasons—-reasohshwhféh express th; differences
between the Italian humanism and that humanism which has
come to be cailed Christian. . The Christian humanists
believed that a pur%fied Christianity lay within the reach
of the scholar educated i;‘Greek and Latin, familiar with

the corpus of Patristic literature and above all,\able to

penetrate to the heart of the Biblical message through new

methods of textual criticism working with the original

sources themselves. These iqeals could be related to non-

Fl

Christian texts in a number‘qf ways, but the main drive

\ ok
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was to return to 'the sources' of Christianity and free it

of its qumbersome medieval baggage.

In a letter to Oxford.Un;vérsity(17 dated 1518 More

answers the objection to a-humanistic education as
secular. He points out that classical works t?gin the
soul in virtue, and that true theology--the theology
coﬁtained in Scripture and the writings éf the Fathers--is
perverted in the works of the scholastics. He points ou£
thai thé need for Greek studies 1is aaspﬁg§fically
Christian need for it giQes the student access ho the
original text of the New Testament. His attitude tgward
secular class}cs is one of enthusiasm tempered with an

jappreciation for the overall purpése of the Christian

humanistic program: to reach the core of Christian

theology which had been unavailable to the scholastics

AN

with their lack of Greek and their preference for

contentious "questions".
Many of the English humanists connected with More and
. : ' ,
Erasmus were members of the clergy. Their desire for
' ”

reform was enhanced by their belief in the fruits of the

new learning when applied to Christian sources. Their

*

(1) g, Rogers; St. Thomas More: Selected Letters, New
Haven, Yale University Press, 1961, pp. 94-103.
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desire :i:ﬂ:ot to effect a tentative reconciliation-of
pagan and Christiaﬁ philosophies but rather to form a
thorou;h and simple understanding of the message of
Christianity in order to more closely approximate that
message in their lives, and in the lives of those who were
dependent on them for their spiritual éhidance. Colet's
sermon to the Convocation (1511) emphasized the pressing

need to reform the Church from within its own ranks.(l)

. Colet's understanding of Christianity was based largely on

his view of St. Paul on whose epistles he lectured in 1496

\

at Oxford. These lectures il%ustrate the direction
\

Christian humanism’ was to take for Thomas More and

»

Erasmus, as well as a large ﬁﬁhber'of lesser figures.

Colet lectyred on Paul's letters from a new point of
view. He treated them as historical works written each in
a particular historicgl setting which must be understood
literally in order to glean the particular message they
conveyed. Colet did not have an adequate command of Greek

to enable him to redd the works in their original

tongue(z) but his approach indicates his grounding in

2

(1) For the'complete text of fhis sermon, see Lupton; A

Life of John Colet, London, George Bell & Sons, 1887,
Appendix C.

(2) 1bid., p. 67.
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ﬁumanistic studies. Although he espouses a 1literal
interpretatién resting on grammatical fidelity to the
epistles, Colet is not a scriptural literalist. Lupton

relates a section of Colet's abstract of the Hierarcliies

“

of the Psuedo-Dionysius, whom he beTieved to have been a
disciple of Sst. Paul's, in which he allows for the
possibility of allegory in scripture;

In the writings of the New Testament, saving
when it pleased the Lord Jesus and His Apostles
to speak in parables, as Christ often does in
the Gospels, and St. John throughout in the
Revelation, all the rest-of the discourses, in
which either the Saviour teaches His disciples
more plainly, or the Apostles instruct the
Churches, has the sense that appears on the
surface; nor is one thing said and another
meant, but the very thing is meant which. is
., said, and the sense is wholly literal. (1)

The important qualifications in this view of scriptural

interpretation‘prevent one from dispensing with the need

fbr an ecclesiastical authority wﬁ?le emphasiiing the fact
that Pahl's letters to his churches.mean exactly what they
sy,

The spirit of this form of textual interpfetation
presents an alternative to the medieval "manifold senses"

approach. Colet indicates that while there is almost

always a literal sénse in'scripture, there is not

necessarily an allegorical or hidden sense. Lupton

rightiy notes that this applies only to the wriﬁings of

‘the New Testament in Colet's view, for as we see in

-~ 7
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qugt's exposition of Genesis, 014 Testament writinisharefﬁ
to be seen in a different light gltogether._ .

In his exegesis of 014 TeStameﬁt works, Colet relies
peg&ily on Neoplatonic ideas he picked up in Italy. BHe
bases his commentary on Genesis Sn Pico's Heptaplus, .
arguing }bat certéin accommoéations had been made in order
to present the divinelmyséery of creation in a form
intelligible to the human intélcht. Colet's studies in
Ngoplatonic phifosophy resulted in an attempt to'getail
this "poetic qccomhodation" in Christian te;ms; He uses
Pico as a guide to the philosophic doctrines found in
ngesis, indicatihg that his Christian phildsoéhy had more
Platonism in it than did that of those %umanists s&ch as

A

More and ErasMusiwhom he influenced. Colet retained more

’

of 'an interest iﬁ the sort of Christian Neop}atonism\he
saw in the Psuedo<Dionysius which tried to accommodate the
truths of pagan phirbsophy under those of Chrigtianity:

If Platonists like Ficino seemed to rely rather
heavily upon authorities such as Orpheus, Hermes
Trismegistus, and Zoroaster, and to talk rather-
more about Venus, Miflerva, ahd the Cumaean Sibyl
than about Chri#t, and Paul, Colet had only to,
refine this pagan ore 'into Christian doctrine by
the simple 4@lchemy of ‘'accommodation', a

- -

(1) 1bid., p. 206. . "7

o
A

Exd

<




L

L P

& 2

%

principle of exegeiis advocated by the Pseudo-
-, Dionysius himself. (1)

LS

In other words, in the New Testament where the sehse

is not wholly literal, and in much of the Old Testament,

" Colet falls back on the Neoplatonists for support in his

exegesis. Here is a further refinement of the earlier

position of Pico and Ficinio who tended to see all of

Scriptuyre as basically corroborative of Neoplatonic ideas
even if it surpassed them. Colet relies on the esoteric
philosophy only when Scripture does not yield.a literal
sense, oOr when‘it.treats af exglicitly philosophical
notions in what can be seen as symbolic terms; i.e., when

there is evidence of 'accommodatiom!. Colet had been

.
. prepared for the Neoplatonic traditions by his readings in

the Pseudo-Dionysius whom he believéd to have absorbed the
words of Pgul from Paul's own mouth as seéen in Acts

17:34.(2)

(1)  sears Jayne; John Colet and Marsilio Ficino, pp.
44-45. '

(2) By the time of Colet's lecture on St. Paﬁl 's letters,
serious doubts had beén cast on the identification of
the author of Celestial Hierarchies with the

Dionysius mentioned In Acts 17:34.  Grocyn had-come,

to doubt the identification, which was rejected also
by Valla as early as 1455. Erasmus certainly”would
have been familiar with Vvalla's view, as he had
published valla's notes on the New Testament somewhat
Jlater than Colet's lecture. We can only guess that

‘

i
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Colet's interest in the Pseudo-Dionysius reveals his
contemplative nature. He taught, like many of the
reformers, the need to return to the pristine Christianty
of t@e apostolic age. Scripture, when studied properly,

affords the opportunity to experience the true Christian

"life as it was experienced in the earliest times, "as it

stood before all theology and independently of all
c 8
scholastic commentary and interpretation."(2)
Colet was an inspiration to both More and Erasmus.

More saw him as the "best physigian®” able to cure the ills

Colet knew of the objections, and owing to the lack
of evidence to the contrary, we can suggest that
Colet held to his earlier views. See J.B. Trapp;
"John Colet and the Hierarchies of Pseudo-Dionysius”
in Religion and Humanism, edited by Keith Robbins,
Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1981, pp. 139-140. It is
interesting to note that when Henry VIII ,writes
against Luther, he cites the Celestial Hierarchies as
proof that holy orders should be viewed as a

" sacrament on the basis of Pauline authority. Luther
rejects this appeal to Pseudo-Dionysius, and when
More undertakes Henry's defense he cites the work not
as necessarlly apostolic but rather as of known
antiquity much like the authority vested in the works
of the Fathers. This seems to indicate that More
knew of the objections to seeing the author of the
Hierarchies as Paul's companion, and perhaps agreed
with them. See Richard Marius; "Henry VIII, Thomas
More, and the Bishop of Rome" in ALBION, Vol. 10,
1978, supplement, p. 94. ’

—

.‘2) Cassirer, The Platonic Renaissance in England, p.

P. 105.

“
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plaguing those 1living in the world of temptation(l) and

Erasmus' debt to him is legendary. Yet, Colet differs-

from them in a number of ways. He was decidedly more

philosophical--perhaps due to his early ip.to Italy and

the use he made of the Italian philosophers’such as Ficino
and Pico--and his understanding of the valye of pagan
authors tended to downpléy their importance as guides in
moral edification. Colet's radical\and impatient approach
to reform brought charges of heresy against him from
members of the ecclesiastical establishment. 1In fact,
many of Colet's views earned More's condemnation when

expressed by the German reformers!{2) Colet rejected

what he called "dilettante paganism"(3): the reliance on

o

(1) see More's letter to Colet, (#3), in Selected

Letters, pp. 4-6.

(2) Leland Miles; John Colet’ and the Platonic Tradition,
LaSalle, Open Court, 1961, p. 213. *

+(3)  pupton quotes from Colet's lecture on Corinthians:
' "Now, if anyone should say, as is often said, that to
read heathen authors is of assistance for the right
understanding of Holy Writ, let them reflect whether
the very fact of such reliance being placed upon them
does not make them a chief obstacle to such
understanding. For, in so acting, you distrust your
power of understanding the Scriptures by grace alone,
-and prayer, and by the help of Christ, and of faith;
but think you can do so through the means and
assistance of heathens.” Lupton; A Life of John

Colet, p. 76.More and Erasmus of course never claimed
that one needed pagan works to rightly understand
Scriptyre. They held that pagan works can instruct
in virtue, which in turn enables men to see clearly

v4
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pagan works to elucidate Scripture. 1Instead of relying on
non-Christian classics, one should éead the Fathers who
*gre the best authority outside Scriéture itself. More and
Erasmus would undoub;edly agree to the inappropriateness
of applying pagan works to Christian texts. %5111 they
believed in the gasic validity of classical v&rtues and
argued that theq;cquisition of such virtues could hardly
‘Present an obstacle to the true Christian. They believed,
ané this is the most fundamental point of Christian
humanism which related it to the humanism of Italy, that
- moral virtue first seen in classical literature reaches
its culmination in the Christian imitation of Christ:
Christian doctrine leads one to a higher wvirtue than that
+ found in pagan works because it promises salvation, but
pagan writers with their moral teachings based on reason’
alone could lead éhe to practice an exemplary life despite
the absence of éalvational results. A life of rational
virtue, unenlightened by revelation, is presented iﬁ

More's Utopia and underlies the tradition of the

consolation of philsophy seen in his Dialogue of Comfort

against Tribulation. More and Erasmus adopted much of the

-

spirit of classical writing--witty, lear&Fd, and at times

¢

2

(and with greater easerthan can be expected of the
- unvirtuous man) the precepts of Christianity.

k
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satirical--in their early works but as they matured each
" turned to a more serious treatment of the religious
problems besetting'the,Churchi For Erasmus, this meant

putting aside such works as the Praise of Folly and

’beginning his lifelong involvehentvwith the works of tﬁe .
_Fathers (most notably, Jerome) and the Bible.

Erasmus broke with the medieval approach to
Scripture. " ' '

BHis interest very soon fixed 'on textual
criticism of the Bible, in particular of the New
Testament, as it had been re-established (rather
than simply revived) by Lorenzo Valla, under the
influence of Jerome and the Origen of the
Hexapla. Then, on this basis, he set himself to
give new life to meditation on the divine word,
and the preaching of it. This meditation and
preaching owed their chief inspiration to the
.Devotio moderna and to &olet, and were
strengthened by the example given by the
Fathers: but of tha\whole medieval trﬁsition
they took practically“ho account at all. (

Stemming from his discovery of Valla's notes to the New
Testament (which Erasmus had publighed in 1504-1505),
Erasmus dedicated the rest of his'schélarly efforts to the
publication of corrected editions of Scripture and
Patristic literature. To do so he had tooacquire Greek

’

and Hebrew and a thorough groundine in: the seven arts. He"

9

(1)  rhe Cambrid e History of the Bible, vol. 1I, edited
by G.W.H. Lampe, Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 1969, p. 492.

L
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criticized the schoiastics‘for misusing the Fathers by
"making them ‘answer questions they never put to
themselves" :instead of learning from their writings(l),

and his view of Christ centeré not around his teachings

-

but rather around his 1ife and person.

The influence of Erasmus’ early schooliﬂg at Deventer
is seen in his orientation to the New Testament as a way
of 1life rather than as a source of philésophi@gl
doctrines.. Erasmus moves out of the realm of speculative

3

theology and into the yorld of the ‘devotio moderna’',
taking for granted éigments of Cusanus'' doctrine of
le?rned ignorance wiﬁh respect to God;;‘ineffibility. The
starting point for Christian teaching_is found in Christ
‘taken as an example of what man's finite intelligence can
know in no other form. Erasmus saw that the surest.way to

reach the example of Christ ardd make it available to men

was in presenting the message of the Gospels as clearly as

T—_it was presented and recorded in the generations living din

the apostolic'age. This approach is obviously quite
different than the approach of a philosophical thinker
like Pico who tended to pay mdtelgttenﬁion to the truths
of nevelation as seen in the 01d Testament and in the

A

(1)  1bid., p. 502.
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works of various ‘inspired' writers whose truths must be-
found in basic agreement with those of Christianity.(1)
The emphasis in Erasmus' works points awai from philosophy

N

toward practical ethics. ?

1

Erasmus differed fromColet on more than a few points
of textual interpretation (e.g. Matthew 26:39 where
Erasmus saw Christ's agony in more personal terms than did
Colet who tended to believe that Christ's anguish was
caused by his sadness for the guilt incurred by the Jews
over his betrayal) as hlS understanding of the task ahead

of him unfolded. In his early works he favored an

allegorical approach because it afforded a reconcilation

N
-

o

(1) pico seems to have abandoned his plans for a 'pax
philosophica'. "Gone, too, is the desire to compose
a Platonic Aristotelisque concordia or a Theologia
poetlca. In place of the strong desire for secufar
Tearning and philosophical disputation, is a much
greater emphasis on scriptural study and on living
‘the sort of life advocated by Savonarola." Schmitt;
Gianfrancesco Pico-della Mirandola and his Critique "’
of Aristotle, The Hague, Martinus Nijhoff, 1967, p.
32, Schmitt is of course referring to Giovanni Pico,
despite ahe confusing title of this work in this
context. Basically, Schmitt is correct in his
assessment of Giovanni Pico's inward turning toward a
life of Christian study and piety. But I would add
that Pico consistently .adhered to what he peiggi%%éh

"to be Christian doctrines and if perhaps some s
ideas were deemed erroneous in the eyes of the

church,

Pico maintained a submissive posture for the

most part. -

&
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between his beloved classical authors and Scripture(1L
He later altgred' his views due to the inf;uence of Colet
and Valia, but as he became more involved in editing the
N;w Testament‘and Jerome, the klavor of his attitude
changes still furthgr. He believed that Christians
possess in common with pagan philosophers many truths,
such as the freedom of the‘will, the creation of the world
(Plato), the immortality of the soul (Plato), éhg sanctity
of marriage (Aristotle), and numberless others. Far from

impairing the authority of Christian dogmas, "Erasmus

believes that reason 'father strengthens' Scripture.'(z)

" In other words, Erasmus comes to see that one can neither

wholly accept pagan teachings, and at the same time, they
. |

are certainly not to be completely rejected. Rather, they

are to be seen as supporting Christian doctrine when they

bring forth ideas which agree with specific points of
]

Christianity, and to be disregarded when such agreement is

not found. But one cannot bend- the meaning.of either
reason or revelation to accommodate a reconciliation. The

natural affinity of the New Testament with certain fdeals

’found primarily in the residue of Greek philosophy

v

(1) see Rabil; Erasmus and the New Testament, p. 101.

(2) E.°surtz, S.J.; The Praise of Pleasure, Cambridge,
Harvard Press, 1557, p. 125.
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retained by certain Fathers is a boon to Christianity only

insofar ‘as one retains the freedom to reject such ideals

>

when they depart from the }:eachings sanctioned by the
Cl’}urcﬁ. Erasmus exhibits_ a spirit of selective_e
eclegticism which ultimately traces back to Augustine(l).
* Yet, déspi.te their differences of cxi'nion regarding the
validity of the classics, Colet and Erasmus had a common
goal: Colet preached reform according to the spirit of
the New Testament, and Erasmus undertook the burden of
providing a eclarified source upon which that ‘refoz'm was to

base itself.(2)

(1) Rabil, Erasmus and the New Testament, p. 55. -

(2) an interesting episode relating the common ground
between Erasmus and Colet is preserved in Lupton's
Life of John Colet, 'pp. 225-226. In a letter to
Erasmus, Colet mildly chastises Erasmus for .not
sending him a copy of Reuchlin's recent work on the
Cabala. Colet had mistakenly received the copy
Erasmus had sent to Bishop Fisher, and had read it,

and @ritten this reply to Erasmus. "It is a book.

about which I dare not pronounce an opinion.. I am
aware how ignorant I am, and how dim-sighted in
matters so transcendental...And yet, as I read, it
seemed to me at times that thewonders were more
verbal than real; for, according to his systen,
Hebrew words have something mysterious in their .very
characters and combinations. Erasmusg! of books and
. of knowledge there. is no end. But for this short
life there is nothing better than that we should live
in purity and holiness, and daily endeavor to be
purified and enlightened, and fulfill what is
promised in these Pythagorean and Cabalistic
treatises of Reuchlin., This result, in my judgment
we shall attain by no other way, than by ardent love
and imitation of Jesus Christ. Wherefore, leaving

1
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Erasmus' reform had enough in common with the content
of Luther's early teachings that he was often charged with

being the ringleader of the German reformers--a charge

‘that Erasmus saw as directed mainly against his well-known

penchant for the fri:it‘s of the new learning. Wfiting to
Luther in 1519, Erasmus professes ignorance of Luther's
works and ‘urges him to discuss wfxa};e\;er misgivings he has
about current practices in the church, or aabout theology,

behind closed doors. Erasmus writes, "As for mé, I keep

‘myself as far as possible neutral, the better to assist

the new flower of good learning; and it seems to me that

more can be - done by unassuming courteousness than by

violence."(l) ' Erasmus cqncludes ‘that the violent

disputes between pari:y—minded factions cannot prove but
disruptive and is in any case contrarf{ to the spirit of
Christ. This beli'ef', tha£ theological matters are best
discussed in private sessions amid an atmosphere of

peaceful g%odwill and neutrality, is found throughout

detours, let us take a short road to attain it
guickly.™ I have gquoted this at some length to
indicate the essential agreement between Erasmus and
Colet, and in particular, their anti-intellectual
approach to piety and the teachings of Christ.

(1) qaken from a selectionlof Erasmus' letters found in
Huizinga; Erasmus. of Rotterdam, London, Phaidon

Press, 1952, pp. 230-231. The letters were,

translated by Barbara Flower.

2
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More's works. According to More, Luther's arrogance and

disrespect "were as culpable as his heterodox theological
opinions.

In his colloquy "An Examination Concerning Faith"

Erasmus presents a Lutheran (Barbatius) and a Catholic

(Aulus) as agreeing on the. fundamental Christian doctrines

as found in the Apostle's Creed. The reader is left to
wonder how such a viol'e"t schism could have arisen between
two partzfes, each of which presents itself as an adherent
to a common body of truths, and more importantly, each’ of
which adheres at least in theory to a s;ﬁrit of loving
cémpassion. In a time of rapid entrenchment, Erasmus

could not remain neutral for long, however strongly he

believed in the essential agreement of all Christians. He

responded to the Protestant reform in his De libero '

arbitrio, stressing the belief in man's nature ' which

allowed him to take part in the transformation of nature

into grace. He saw man's power to ac¢t rightly according

to the dictates of revealed law (and to a lesser degree,

‘of reason) as a .significant factor in the quest for

salvation but by no means iessenedu xﬁan's dependence on
grace in effect\ing that salvation. Luther's understandiqg
of grace as replacing nature is rejected by Erasmus as
well as the other Christian humanists who saw the egfect

of Christ's reconciliation at least partially dependent

S bt dd 4 S o -
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on man's response to it. This human response is best
manifested in an imitation of Christ, by which action we

"appropriate" His work. Erasmus downplays the fallen

P4 . B
nature of man seén in the doctrine of original sin. Man's
fallen state consists in his tendency to imitate Adam

(indicating a. propensity to sin) but his free will allows.

for him to choose to imitate Christ. By imitating Christ
rather Eban Adam, a redirection of man's state is brought
about. This redirection can also be initiated by a study

of classical literature with its emphasis on the striving

PN Ad

after a life of virtue. This spirit, of man's own attempt
to live righteously, enables Erasmus to say, through the

mouth of Nephalius, "Saint Socrates, pray for usi®(1)

Thus Luther's idea that thé self is so corrupted that even

knowledge of its cdrruptim1 must come from external

sources—--i.e. revelation--finds no support in the

humanistic approach where even reason is able to point man

in the right direction. ‘ﬁl o
L

Erasmus could hold fast €¢o his view of classical

-

literature while at theféame time relegating pagan works

to a decidedly lower status in his scholarly undertakings.
O . > .
“

(1) Erasmus, "The Godly Feast", " in Ten Colloquies, edited

and translated by Craig Thompson Indianapolis and

New York, Bobbs-Merrill Co., The Library of Liberal
Arts Press, 1957, p. 158.

.
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We see him writing to Colet, refusing a suggestion that he

teach poetry or rhetoric--subjects; "which ceased to be

. agreeable to me after they had ceased to be indispensable.

That sort of teaching I refuse, because it bears only a
)

'slight relation to my plan of ‘life..."(1) .His plan of

life at this point was to edit the New Testament, and
perhaps his somewhat strong’statement regardiﬁg poetry and
rhetoric was tailored to Colet's professed dislike of such
studies. But we cannot accuse Erasmus of hypoczisy in
this, for he never felt that the liberal arts we{E/to be
studied for their own sake. In the words of so-called
profane writers one can find moral truths,and while
attention paid to them is not to eclipse that given to
scripture, still a grounding in the classics can be quite
useful. In "A Godly Feast", written some time after the
letter to Colet gquoted above, Erasmus has Eusebius
declaim:

On the contrary, whatever is devout and

contributes to good morals should not be called
. profane. Of course, Sacred Scripture is the

basic authority in everything; yet I sometimes

run across ancient sayings or pagan writings--

even the poets'—--s80 purely and reverently .

expressed, and so inspired, that I can't help

beljeving their authors' hearts were moved by

some divine power. And perhaps the spirit of
Christ is more widespread than.we understand,’

- A

- — J , .
L] - 3 -

(1) dﬁoted in Rabil, Erasmus and the New Tedtament, p.
45.. : Ty L7
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and the compénly of saints includes many not in -
our calendal::.( ) :

More develops this attitude tow&rd classical learning
ip his Uéogia. This work, writte‘n by.a Cathol‘i;: tg other
Catholics on the "eve of the Protestant Re'formatioh, not
its dawn"(2) presents a dialogue (both literally and
figuratively) between classical culture a:xd' Christianity
and points out the false and dangerous extremes to whith
Christendom had fallen. In a commonwea}th much 1like
Plato's (élthough with certain impo"r;ta,nt _daiffe'rences)r
reason alone is t.he- sta/\.ndard by which men lives and shape '
their valueg.’. More's inteqtion was to shame Chfistians
into mending their ways when they beheld .the obvious
sanity of the Utopian soci'ety against which Ltheir own
could onlly’ appear as ﬂper\verse and pei:haps a bit insane.

More was not’ intending to display Utopia as a'model to be

imitated but rather to demonstrate that, if with unaided

" reason men could construct.such -a noble state of affairs,

ile

i

‘certainly Christians could fashion, with the qilvine

!
guidance of)‘revelation,\an equal or better society. -

/

_ More ises a form of Epicyrean’philos phy in his

p:;,esentatipn of Utopian values. ‘It was only parthi-ally‘

(1) "The Godly Peast®, in Ten Colloguies, p. 155.
(2) g, surtz, The Praise qf. Pleasure, p. 2. ;
8%

' . Ll
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'prlcurean in that Utoplans adhered to certaln truths whlch - 7

" immortality of the soul. These thrée beliefs were the
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were spgcii;\ally denied ln cla351ca1\Eplcureani§m:' the

potency of Goé) His interest in the wbrld,‘and the’

cardinal tenents of all Utoplan rallglons against which n?\

man could speak As for the Eplcurean emphaSLS on
t
pleasure as the highest good, More bullds his hierarchy of

Utopian values around this point. He identifles true

.Pleasures as having one of two sorts of virtues--those of .

|
~

the bédy and' those of the soul. Bodily pleasures are

N

limited to health and the delights of the senses, but the
‘ N

pPleasures of the soul are of a higher order and fall into

three groupiqgs.[%he\lowest of the soul's pleasures is

sel f-rewarding virtue, followed by a serene conscience and

a blissful expectation of future reward, and the hierarchy
culminates in- the perpetual contemplatidn of the-
truth.{1) ; AR : .

More presents a piétu%e of true pleasﬁres in Uézpia ‘

quite similar to Pico's understanding of them.as seen in

his Twelve Weapons (which More had translated and

expanded) if one divegps them of their Christian
A . \ _ :

AY

(1) see surtz, The Praise ofipleasure, for a full I N
treatment of More s use of Epicurean philosophy in

’Utogla. R r%.
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‘refesences. The message of btoplan pleasure is mubh llke

Pico's sixth rule praiging the "inward glddneéss of a

virtuous mindﬂ“l) This same sentlment lS expressed more-

fulIy~1n one of Pico's letters to- hls nephew (whlch More

also translated).

/’

-

. I pass over how great peace and felicity it is

,t0 the mind when a man hath nothing that
grudgeth his conscience nor is not appalled with
the secret touch of any privy crime. This
Pleasure undoubtedly ‘far excellethr all the
pleashre% that in this life may be obtalned or
de51red

r
.
3

(1)

(2)

vt -

.

y T
The English Works of-'Sir Thomas More, Vol. I, p. 388.~

“The English Works ofF Sir Thomas Mere, vol. I, p. 365.

In this 'samie volume, More also translated a letter of
Pico to Andrew Corneus from. which the following

passage is taken. 1It‘tooepresents an understanding“

of the ianward pleasures of the mind engaged in study
and pursuit of truth as the, highest felicity, and the
cbnsequent subordination ‘'of the bodily or phy51cal
experience. Pico writes against ‘certain men who
would have him.give up study and enter into the
service of government or worldly affairs. He writes

' "The words of Neoptolemus they (these men) hold utte-

rly for a sure decree, that philosophy 1is to be

studied.either never or not long; but the sayings of-

wise men they repute”for japes and very ‘fables, that
sure and steadfast felicity standeth only in the
goodness of the mind and that thése outward things of

the body or of fortune little or naught pertain unto .

us.” p. 369. ‘Pico declines to take Corneus' advice
to put his learning to use in some civic capacity or
align it, with the service of some great prince.
Pico's understanding of the fruits of philosophy
requires separation from the world at large, the
better to detach oneself from fortune, and an inward
pursuit of the Platonic 'ideal. More, on the other
hand, presents a society in Utopia which no longer
sees the two ends-~civic responsibility and felicity
of mind--as mutually exclusive extremes. Pico's&

N \
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The natural hierarchy of Pleasures did‘not demand

L} ) ' . - o /\' [ 3
asceticism 1in Utopia. In fact, ascetic practices were
\\\\\\; I t e,

~—

régéiqed only for.a few. More's pdint was that_oqs may

enjoy the "delights o6f the senses" and good health within

- their proper limits, and keeping»Sn mind thdt pleasures of

Y

the body are to be kept subordinate to the greater plea-

sures of thevsoul. More himself wore a hair shirt, and

. '

was familiar with Pico's practice of giving "alms, of his

own body". Ascetic practices for More were meant to steer

“him awa& from possible sins and to make his body toﬁaily

obedient to his-will. Put in Utopian terMis, More was
foregoing lesser pleasures in the pursuit of highé; ones.

- A . , y 4
Asceticism itgelf .is.not unreasonable in this understand-

3

A

refusal to enter the arena %f public life is a
rejection of the typical humanist position in which
the humanist quite properly was meant to be an aide
to a prince or ruler. More himself faced this
choice which for him had assumed a slightly gifferent
form but retained certain essentifl” points. .More
contemplated a life as a monk (or priest perhaps?)
and in the end decided to enter the services of the
king--with the important gqualification that according
to his vigion of the true Christian life, one need
not separate oneself from society in order to main-
tain the correct Christian posture. For More, the
study of philosophy could be adapted to -  social
actioh, as we see in Utopia, and in his own life, his
inward religious striving remained intact despite the
tugs of worldly affairs. It is not until his impri-
sonment that More gives full expression to his pur-
. suit of inward felicity, which for him had come to
mean dontemplation 6f the mystery of Christ''s pas-

sion. - -
f .

"} - .

R 0% W



R

TR Bemeeem

r A}

-ing,—but it is not to be pursued.at the expense of health °
or general well being. More as a Christian then can
éurs%e ascetic practices not on the basis of.:edgon, hut
’on\the basis of 'im@tating'_Christ. ‘ ‘
.If‘Europeags'had difficulty in~undérstaqdiné the

nature of .the dialogue betwgen Utépia and contemporary

. ' ‘ ’

Europe, they would have had little d}fficulty in accepting’
N . . N - \’/

thejtraditional relationship presented betweéh reason and

“religion. Reason and religion stood in the same telation- -

ship as nature to grace. It was the familiar two story

house paradigm in which the truths of the lower level were
. .

supplemented and per%sctéd by those of the higher. “rThe
) ) .

< L
two levels could never be contradictory~--reason was note

the enemy of faith but its ally. The limits of reason

prevent it from discussing matters proper to feligion and

-thus it can pose no threat in those areas from which it is <

excludeé} The essential hérmdhy between the two is seen
in the attractively formed society of-qﬁapia which, we
leérnvlaté in the book, would long ago have prevailed in
Europe and the world had not pride intervened. The'
citizens of Utopia are ppesénted as gquite pious on a

natural basis.| Utop?én religion lacks only certain

i ' .
knowledge of diiéne mysteries which are possessed only by
.the aid of revelation--with -this exception, the religions

. e - .
sof qﬁopia are nothinglelse than the many manifestations of

R et e i sttt et R e i Mo 4
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' natural religion which one might expect.. But Utopians

never make the.mistake of worshipping regson itself, or of
~ R s

removing ‘the limits of reason to allow it free reign in

matters which - Mog%'would cajll dogmaJx Dogmatic ‘certainty .

. . | A
is avoided except in three cases already noted: God's

power, His conceyn, and the immortality of the soul.
. . . [ I
Without certainty in these matters, a reasonable society

might slide into anarchy. - ) -

The Christia#‘hu@anists in More'*s circle saw the

<>

misuse of reason as a pr.ime cause in creating the
. 4 .

conditions against whiqh‘they directed their reform. The"

scholastics had overextended reason by geeiﬁg it as an
\‘ .

unfimited tool -for probing revelation and thé\mgsteries of .

heaven. This is not to suégest that the scholastic
theologians felt reason was able to reélace revelation as
a-soqrée for ﬁruth; but only to-say thaﬁ:py gubjecting
"qvery nuance of revealed truth to an i:tense

oy

scrutinization they lost sigh;ﬁof what many reformers saw

[y a—y

vt demmstat

to be the true éﬁ; of revelation itself-—the increase of
plety and the worship of God. ‘The belief that. reason was
able.to direct the will in matters of faitﬁaﬁas of course
rejécted by Aquinas, but the tendenc; to'rationalizé

.

revelation in order to end‘up with “a logically self-

i

consistent‘system‘often‘had the scholastics quarreling

among themselves over speculative matters not even hinted

L]
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at in Scripture. A large part of theoiogy was thereby

‘concerned with metaphysics and philosophy which is

legitimate ip and of itself but should not comprise the
sum ‘total (or even :the largest part) of _theological
activity. More was not anti-intellectual in believing

that the fundamental purpbse of learning was to make one a

' better Christian ‘any mogre than Erasmus was in deciding to

purge 'Scripture and the writings of the Fathers from the

-accumulated errors of medieval commentators. What  they

were pointing to in their pursuit of leal.:ning for the sake

‘ of tel igion was that because Christians had been given the

¢ v

example and teachings of\Christ, there was no need t';ou
pursue knowledge unless it.lead to Christ. And/they felt
that the blind pursuit of rational truths contained in
revelation by the"s‘choolmenﬁwas defiinit"e,ly not in the
service of Christian piety.

.

- . ¥
Pico's use of pagan wisdom differs from More's. in

LY

>
N

that—mmm—m—aﬁ‘ﬁmﬁﬁﬁﬁmz d

Pi;::q, on the other .hand, saw a unity of metaphyéical
truths concealed m non-Christian writings which was
carried on int‘oljgcript{xrf. More s;w classical works as
examples of virtuous ‘living';' while Pico tended to search

them .for deeper and more esoter_ic truths. Na'turally,
—

[

3

Coe i -~ . :
their differing orientations to such works led them to..

L

Christlan piety--if it didn't, then it wasnVt widsom. -
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investigate different sources. The Christian humanists in

\
R . . .

general tended to turn away. from the study of classig:azl,

works once their meral teachings had been assimilated.

That Pico abandoned (if indeed he really did at all) his
]

.studies in non-Christian philosophy is not to be taken as
evidence that hé ‘had. assimilated its mor=a1 content but

rather as p01nt1ng to hls sense of the inability of

.phllosophy to lead h1m to the Chr1st1an God. -Pico's

attitude toward philosophy' (which retains much of the
schﬁlastic approach mentio‘:ed earlier) could not ‘a‘nllow him
the freedom to depart from its ;teachings as easily as More
co&ld depar£ from seculé}r ;ources as a whole: PiE:o's
religion was' too tightly tied to a pérceptién of the
function of the intellect’ to allow him to subordinate his

..

gquest foT knowledge to his unde¥standing of the nature of

piety as seen in the moral teachings 'of the New. Testament.

~

As a consequence, he is said to have abandoned phi losophy

fof the religious life, while More gradually left off
studying the classics when .they were no longer ‘of use but

retained his belief in their value. In More's last works,

classical references are rare compared to his use of them:

in hisj earlier writings but there'is nowhere a sense that
the values expressed in the best classical sources are ip-
compatible with Christianity. 'More's interest in the

. . -

classics was based on their value as guides to. a way of




-
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"life: Pico saw them as vehicles conveying sacred

,k_nowledge. "Re did not make the necessary ‘step. from

perceiving this knowledge to expressing it‘pr‘imarily

v -

because he neglected the ethical side of piety in favor of

its infe'llectual side. Ihé eulogistic phrases in his

1

biogr‘aphy notwithsta;ading, \it appears clear from an
analysis of Pico'ls works that his interest in philoécgphy
was- more cc;nducive to acadeq\ic debate than to persona/l;
virtue. . i

'MOte 's translatlon of Pico's life reveals Pic§ as a
model for the Chrlstlan lay:nan.. How much of More's
editing is responsible for this impression i:S a matter:
that depends largely on one’s prior impr'éésion of Pico

himself, but it must be pointed out that More places great

emphasis on Pico's alleged conversion besides a slight

¥
s -

misrepresentation of the facts concerning timé nine hundred
condémned theses. .More mak‘es it seem as’ though Pico
recelved papal approval of hls theses when in fact he
llved for almost six years under papal ban which'was not
lifted until shortly before his death(1l), poubtless.
P'ico's.biographer, from whose account b}o‘re vfrorl;eé, was %n

&

part reépo_nsible for ptesenting a certain side of Pico in

-

(1) English Works. of Sir Thomana More, Vol. I,' p. 352.
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" philosophic prowess save

""ﬁoﬁle acts" which dlstlngulshed the closing years of

(in remembrance
" This 1life,

"the -author of the nine-hundred theses or the Heptaplus

1(2f‘ Ibid.,

»
e i SN 535 1

»r

- ¢
B e e e N AU U

"
L e

| . - a \
ff . < : - ) ) \ ’ 100’.

i

] . A . P !‘
. . ‘ .
the . best posmble light, and More cannot be taken to task

.

for”. believ:.ng in it.

* \Immedlately following "the account ojf Pico's troubles

with the church is the description of his change:

Women's blandishments he changed into the desire

. 0of heavenly joys, and despising the blast of
vainglory. which he before desired, now with all :
his mind he began to seek the glory and profit

. of Christ's- Church, and so began he to 6rder his -

| conditions that from thenceforth he might have
beéen a(pil;;ro“ved, as though his enemy were his
Jud .

This change; More indicates, resulted in the burning-of

an increased diligence in the study

1]

his ea‘rly, love poems,
of Scripture' and an attitude toward disputation that
favored'priyi—t‘e discussions rather than publie debate.(2)
fico's fame gfew rapidly and More o;nits references to his
for a few short phrases of

’

praise. Instead "he moves on to a discussion of the

Pico's life.

[ —

We are told ‘that three yéars before his

death, Pico s0ld his land and di&tributed alms to the
poor. He gave himself ove?‘tofdaily prayer, asceticism-
l o'f Christ's "passion) and read Scripture.

quite different from the life one expectes frdm

¢ /4 : ’ . . » " ;

-~

(1) 1pig., p. 3s3. - SR L

p. 354.. . N

- — - -—
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does indeed appear to be a shining ‘example of the:
L) . .‘
éhristian ideal. Grant

ing'that More's translation of
N\ PiCO'sagifé was intended to serve as a brief introduction .
Eo the spiritual works which fo{;owed; and grantingdtth
it was dedicated to a nun wﬁg had maée a formal vow of
dobedience tq the—§ii1qcf'Chris£, and grantiﬁg that the
w5}k was in Engl}sp\hnd not iﬁtngtin (the language of the
edhpated)-—it still strikes the reader as portraying the
life of alayman acting as if he were a monk. The
voiunéary poverty,the other-worldy attitude, the alms and
the asceticism all seem to bespe;k a monastic spirit, .and
yeﬁ Pico was most certaiﬁly not a monl;.~ Savonarola
chasti{gs Pico for ignoring God's call(}),'but More seems
to have taken heart ;hat‘PicoYQ piety would sérve him well

in the company of souls destined for everlasting felicity

The obvious connection to More's own state of

~1

in heaven,

!

affairs following his decision to leave the Charterhouse -
in London where he had been living should not blind us to

the significance of More's hand in creating a certain ‘ '
version of Pico by telescoping the Life in order to ;

emphasize its message. As we shali see, that message is

expressed in many of More's subsequent writings. ‘ i

(1) rhe English Works of Sir Thomas More, Vol. I; p. 361.
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Pico seems to have shared More's ‘belief that one's
learning should(be puE into service for reiigion. His
desire to buttress revealed truths with démonstrable
proofs (from such sources as Cabala and so-called natural

] , ' . '
philosophy by which he meant a type of natural magic)

© later gave way to a simpler acceptance. of Scripture in a

monastic Qpifit stressing action rather than intellectual

investigation. The sort of pride Pico ’seems to have been

guilty of in his earldy life (according to More's version

of the Life) is balanced~by his later contrition and

pursuit of Christian virtue. More adopts as his starting

point’thé position Pico seems to have arrived at in the

three years prior to his death. . This is borne out by the

fact that More translates only works by Pico written in

the last years of his life(l) and neglects the rest of ~

his writings which were contained in the volume compiled

by Pico's nephew from which More worked. It is clear that’

More's mature works reflect a developed vision of

.spirituality that contains parallel passages seen in his

rendering of Pico's devotional works. Especially striking

examples of this parallelism are found in More's Four Last .

.

Things’(ca. 1522) and later in his Dialogue of Comfort

against Tribulation. Certain passages from Pico seem to

(1) More somehow dates the second letter, to Corneus, as
1492 when in fact it was written in 1486.



péve struck a responsive chord in More for we find them

i LY >

repeated in his-own writings years later. More's

elaborations on Pico's twelve. weapons and twelve

properties illustrates his‘affinity with their message--he

obviously felt no compunction at paraphrasing and editing

Pico's writings, sbmething that as a true humanist he
perhaps should have resisted.

There is little in Pico's philosophy prior to his
alleged tbnversion that could have appealed to More at the
time of his trahslation. That More praises his famous
learning.and thorough knowledge is ‘enough to demonstrate

he was not adverse to philosophy per se, but an account of

7

‘the details of Pico's learning would not serve More's

point. It may be that if More had translated Pico's life
at a later date when his own doncerns wer significantly

more theological he would have paid closer attention to

Pico's position as a theologian.

More seems to have ignored a pieee of advice

counselling against worldly involvement at precisely the

juncture in his 1ife when he could have taken it most to

heart. In his translation of Pico's life, More translated
the account of Pico's disdain for "the proud palaces of

stately lords. Wedding and ‘worldly business he fled
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almost’ alike."(l) 1f pressed into choosing, however,

‘Pico would have chosen marriage (as More did), but as it
turned -out, More chose both. It may be that his decision

[

in favor of marriag'e was inf luenced by Pico's reluctant

praise of it as a lesser ill.

] What seems to have appealed to More in Picols_

"position, indeed what seems to.sum up his impression of

Pico while expressing his own views, is Pico's advice to\a

cunning man ("but not so good as cunning'): *1f we had-:

evermore before our eyes the pamful death ‘of Christ which
He suffered for the love of us, and then if we would

against think upon our death, we should well ‘beware of

sin."(2) .The imacjg"vf Christ's death was t6 remain one

of his strongest aides to pie'ty ‘throughout his life. It

. runs through his works neéver far from the Surface if

beneath it at all, and forms the core Qs his spim.tual

meditations and exercises in exegesis of, sugh pieces as A

. Treatise upon the Passion, The Sadness of Christ, the Four

Last-Things, and of course the Di‘alogue of Comfort against

Tribulation.
J

{

Pico was, by his own adm1ssmn, both scholastic and

humanist. More, on the other hand, began his career as a

(1) Thei English Works of Sir Thomas More, Vol. I, p. 359.

(2) 1bid., pp. 358-359. ) i

-
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humanist! and only later developed 'an"aépreciation for the

scholastics. His opinion of the scholastics gradually

brightened as he became more and more invodlved in

theological debate, and while he did not abandon his
belief that the schoolmen had neglected 'true piety in the

search for dogmatic certainty, he saw the learned- debates

. at the universities as an aid to education rather than an
~~\ .

LN i

impediment to it.{1) His own career as a humanigt in the

service of his’king(z) demanded that he make himself

famlllar w1th theological lssues in order to better refute

the Protestant reformere; and to that end he employed the
skills of the disputant much: like a scholastic. But

More's activity as a bolemnicist'hinged on his ability to

ridicule and slender as much as it did on sound

‘theological debate, suggesting that his 'scholasticism’

was tempeted‘by an appreciation for literary’style and

sarcasm. It would be wrong td suppose that More wrote

H o

)agaie§;§;he heretics solely in response to external

» i
pressure. . In his eyes the Protestants were heretics

threatening to disrupt not only Christiam unity as a

A e ST U AT I Y L P eed . Intaie B

_ N

(1) 'See Complete Works of St. Thomas More. Vol. 5, Part
- 11, pp. 779-780. , <0
A . ' * 2z -
(2) ror a discussion of More as "Henry's tame humanist"
see G.R. Elton; "Thomas More, Councillor®™ in St.

Thomas Mofe: Action and Contemplation, p. 109.

~
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common confeéssion, but to bring Christendom to the brink
of chaos politica}ly.‘ Hence he attacked the reformers on
theological as well as morai grounds.

~

In his Diaiogue*Of Comfort Against Tribulation More

equates the Protestant heresy with the invasion of Europe
©

by the Turks. But at thé time of wrltlng, More was also

experiencihgjanother kind of threat—-persecution by Henry

VIII. The result'is-g work which assumes several layers\

14
of meaning”directed towards different audiences. They

were expressed finaly in More's understanding of the
'midday devil.' T c
Theﬁ“midday devil' of temptation encompasses the
above mentioned tfibulations .in a metaphoric aﬁalogy
which bases itself on the nature of persecutlon for one's
faith., More sees: nothing other than the force of the
devil,'naked_aﬁd undisguised, as the root' of the
trlbulatlons ch:ently raging throughout Chrlstendom.

Whether it he under the name of Turk or heretic,king or

temptation, the ancient force of evil is More's adversary

!

"against which the blandishments of philgsophy.are of no

use. Mere capitalizes on the inadequacy of philosophy to

comfort one presentéd with the spectre of,hxs own death lnk

the name of true falth (martyrdom)--a death that may be
i

preceeded by terrible pain Lnd shame. _In such a case, .the
only recourse the true Christian has is to seek the

(..,4
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supernatural aid of Christ through prayer énd meditation
on Christ's, own palnful de?th -.More had distilled
the questlon'of heresy to its burely splrltual aspects,
seeing in the drama of the Tuﬁklsh invasion, Luther' 8
reform, and Henry's persecution ;\congeSt between Pempta-
tion and the ekahpLe of'Christ. Bflthis time More was no
lgnger concerned with the business of refuting heresy on
éheolpgical grounds--he had essentially 1eft’thatf£ask far
behind and was now preparing hi@gelf for his martyfdom.(l)

&
More's controversial works interrupt the seguence of

devotional tr;cts that' began with the éour Last fgjngs and
ended with the so-called Tower Qritings. Iﬁ gpdg’interim,
More wzites'both in English and }n Latin, dﬁrecting hig
pen against)the heretical reformers from whét'appears to
be a .reactionary poiﬁt of view. Thus it iS'%S a
conservative Catholic (who nevertheless has a thorough
understandiné 8f the need for reform) that More defends
his faith. The tension between his idea_of Catholic -faith

and the official ‘version he is defending presents itself

clearly in the treatment More éives to the péﬁacy. His

- s

’

(1)  5ee Frank Manley; "Audience” in Complete Works of
St. Thomas More, Vgl. 12, 1976, pp..ch—clxiv.
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counciliarism is subsumed by the Church's teachlngs on the
‘pope as the- off1c1al head of Chrlstendom- More S own
'understandipg of the pope's relationship to the Church
seems to be that the pope expresses Christian unlty but is:
by ?o means the 1nfa111ble authority clalmed by many

oy -
[ ] .
eccﬁ@sxastlcal sod}ées. It is-an interesting and not

¢ necessarlly idle speculation as to the nature of More's
works had not the Protestant reformation interrupted his
b devotional writing. As it was, the cireumstaﬁces which

f allgwed More the opportunity to ‘return to such work as he

had begun in the Four Last Things acted as a profound

catalyst in determining his views although he had alreadﬁ

»y

demonstrated the direction his views would take. \

\\i\ In his translation of Pico's life, More relates a
™~ - 4

“v isingle passage from what is perhaps Pico's greatest

’ - hilosophical wdrk, On Being and Unity. Pico digresses
. ~\\\b//P P r OI g Y g /
from his discussion of philosophy and offers what seems to

.

be a glimpse of his growing devotion:
h But now behold, O my well-beloved Angel [Angelus
*Politianus)] what madness holdeth us. Love.God
(while we be in this body) we rather may, than
, either know Him or by speech utter Him.. In
r loving Him also we more profit ourselves, we
' labor less and serve Him more; and yet had we
liefer always by knowledge never find that thing
that we seek, than by love to possess that th](&?
wh1ch also, without love, were in vain found.

v
- . »

(1) The English Works of Sir Thomas More, Vol. I, p. 358.
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.Pico's advice, that is, where Pico speaks in his own words

to various persons, ig this: By keeplng Chtlst s Passion

in front of us at all élmes, we can avoid sxn, and by

L]

;iov1ng Him we can better serve Him. These two ideals form

the core of the message More received from his trahslation

-

of Pico's life and selected works.
. ‘//"

In Pico's commentary on Psalm XV, the Twelve Rules,

>~ Twelve Weapons, and Twelve Properties, his prayer,and the

?letters More includgd in hiﬁ translation,many ideas are
expounded which find their way into More's own wo?ks. "It
ié unwise to assume More was introduced Eo these‘ideas by
Pico due to the fact that other ;riters had expressed
similar ideas érom which More may have derived his views.
"But it is safe to say that More fdund in Pico an exaﬁple
“of a life seemingiy dictated by certain tﬁemes, and he
attempted to illustrate those themes in his. translation of
Pico's devotional works. Naturally, this would tend to
complement any compatible ideas More may have drawn from
other sources, and in this sense Pico can be seen to hé;e
been a formative in%luence on the{directiqnlMore's thought

would take. 1In the following dfscussion of Pico's themes

o

whichy-fi\nd a later echo in More's works, I have selected a
sew remarkable instances which show that . More's
JLderstanqing of the Christian idedl, first seen iﬂ Pico,
remained fairly'éénéistent'throughout his ‘life--that is,

L}
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from his early works to his last writings from the“Tower.
Pico's sixth weapon‘fqr,spiritual battlé, "The fear
of impénitent departih&“, is gxpanded by More (as are all Z
P%co's fweabons') from a'single line into a seven lined H
stanza. It includes a sense of the sudden approach of )
" death that catches men unaware and prevents them from any
last minute repentanceﬂl) This weapon follows'oqe IR
entitied 'Death(at our hand and Unaware" which tends to .
emphasize-its message. The lesson is clear--one should
_hot live a lifé of sin in hopes J: a final act of
contriéionl Iﬁ More's Dialogue of Comfort against

. A}
Tribulation written over three decades later, we are told &

a story by Anthony about a man who lived an impenitent

life, 'planning to repent the minute he beheld death coming

PR

for him. Despite his plans, aﬁ‘accidgnt befeil him and he
died before he could repent, drawing the morai "And
‘therefor let no man sinne in hope of graée/ giaqe cometh
bhé at goddes will/ and that mynd may be the let that
grace of frutfull repentyng shall neuer after be offred

hym“.ﬁqz) The ideal Christianp 1life is a life ever J:

<

- P ‘
e o ' ~ ! . -
1) por the complete texts of Pico's writings translated

by More, see The English ‘Works of/Sir Thomas More,
vol. I, pp. 363-39%6.

W R A

o b

,(2)' Complete Works of St. Thomas More,/Vol. 12, p. 92. - I
f ¢
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ready to go'to Chris:, a life of daily tepentance. This
ideal More saw in Pico. and it remained firmly ‘in his mind:
for the direction of his 1life. This mirrors Colet's
sentiments seen in his letter to Erasmus already
ment';iéned.

Similarly, .Pico's eleventh weépon, "The Pair;ful Cross
of Christ®™, in which More }end¢r$ in graphic terms the
exhortation of meditate on t/he details of Christ's
crucifixion, forms the core Of his own devotional work A

* .
Treatise upon the Passion. 1In particular," the third book

of More's treatise focuses on the details, the facts of
ist i obs ‘ N R
Christ's death as .an object for meditation. The image of

!
Christ on the crosszought to.guide man to contemplation of

his own approaching death. Meditation on death is advised-.

by‘Pico in his letter to his nephew where he indicates ‘the
two things th'at should not be forgotten: "that both the
Son of God died for thee, and that thou shalt also thyself
die shortly, live thou never so long. With these twain,
as with two spurs, that one of fear, that other of love,
spt.ir forth tl}ﬁe horse through the shoxgt way of this
momentary life, tro‘ the reward of eternal felicity..f”(l)

This constant remembrance of death is expressed by More

throughout his Four Last Things as the idea that we are

IS

(1) phe English Works of Sir Thomas More, Vol. I, p. 368.
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. always approaching dedth, .and that we should "“behold him

s

and advise him such as he is, and thereby take occasion to.
flee vain ?leasures of the flesp that keep out the very
pleasures of ‘the soul."(1) This idea is familiar to
readers of the Utopia, and finds confirmation 'in More's
portfayal of-Pico somewhat earlier.as exemplifying the

-

monastic spirit 5% the true-christian.' Tﬁe notion of
impending death is a classica&rqne with which More was ',
familiar from his readings in and translations of Latin
epigrams. He had franslatgd one eﬁt{tled "Life Itself‘is
a Journey Toward Death®(2) in the years betweenP150§—‘
1519. But in this epigram, .More does ﬁot, of courée,.
include the sense'ﬁhat our impending death should prompt
us to~repen£ and meditate on the cross. ,More adapts‘the
wisdom of tﬁe classics to’a Christian context without

doing injustiée to the spirit of either. This use of

classical wisdom is Ehoroughly»employed in the Diaioéhé of o

Comfort against Tribulation. i -

) . -
In that dialogue, the world is seen as a prison

wherein one journeys inexorably toward death. This image

*

(1) 1bid., p. 476.

(2): The Latin Epigrams of Thomas More, edited and

- translated by Bradner and Lynch, Chicago, University

of Chicago Press, 1953, p. 160. For the probable
dates of More'e epigrams, see p. xii. )
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of the world finds expression in Pico's letters where he
reveals the two aids man has in effecting his escape:

X

almg and prayer. The Christian‘ﬁas ‘two 'specjally
effectu#l remedies against the wesld and thé devil, with
which two, as with two wings,” thou shlt out of this vale
of mié%iy be lifted up into heaven; \ that is to gsay,
almsdeeds and prayer."(l) we catch hint of.P¥§to's
cave in Pico's fourth weapon whfch also indicates the true
nature of life in this world~-it is as insubstantial as a
dreaﬁ or shaégw on the wall. All of these images of th;
wofld and our life in it suggest a decidedly 6tﬁer-worldly
orientation. By Pico's twin .spurs gquoted earlier (the
remembrance of our own death and the de;th of Christ) an§

his two wings (alms and prayer) we are able to flee this

prison and ascend heavenward. What these four things add

7

up to is the way of love of Christ. More developed his

understanding of the remembrance o¥»death and the virtues
\

vof alms and prayer in his Four 'Last Things (which\reméined

unfinished) and his Dialogue of Comfort against

Tribulation, suggesting that in his mind the Christian
ideal had not changed greatly since his early traslation

of Pico's works and life.

{
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(1) phe English Works of Sir Thomas More, Vol. I, p. 367.
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It 'is curious that More's fame rested on his wit and

i .

gentle good humor. Certainly tqese*are not traits we

expec£ to find in a man journeying toward death in a vale:"

of misery. But much of More's idea of the virtuous man

-
a

lay in his understanding of hope and the avoidance of

. despair. We iQEETE?r that beneath his outer garments More

wore a hair shirt, and 1t is ny bellef that while he

emulated PlCO s ascet1c1sm and monastlc sp1r1t ‘as a young'

man, he was equally mindful of the sinple joys of this
life and the bromise of éreater joys in the next. .His
early frame of mipd'as'seen,in the erpian hierarchy of
plfagure was influenced by his study of cla381cal
literature which dwelt more on good cheer and plea51ng
virtues than on the constart meditation of Christ's death.
It was not until his fall from Henry's grace that he was
quite literally confronted with the prospect of prison and
death which he had seen earlier in Pico's writings and had

given his own version of in his Four Last Things. 1In this

last mentioned work, Mo}e exhorts the reader to remember
death, doom, pain and joy in order to keep .himself free
from pride'and sin. But he touches only siightly the
theme of u51ng !ﬁese things as the center of a meditation
which leads one to the mysterles of Christ's Passion-and

prov1des a spiritual. buttress against the prospect of

one's own death. The tone of the Four Last Things is ,

3

i

.
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closer to that of a ébiritda} handbook for daily living

fhan it is to a meditative guide. The links between this
I3 J .

work and the Dialogue of Comfort agaihst Tribulation are

strong, but the lattér is decidedly more autobiogtraphic

.and for that reason.more personal, and interior.

In Roper's account of More's life he relates how More
was fond of saying,

» We may not look at our own pleasure to go to
heaven in feather bed; that is not the way. For
our Lord Himself went thither with great pain,
and by many tribulations, which was the path
where He walked thither; and the servant m?Y not
look to be in better case than his Master. )

! .
~This idea is expressed in almost identical phrases in

Pico's third rule which More translated as follows:
"Consider well that folly.it is and vain/ To‘look for
heaven with pleasute and delight./ _Since Cbrist our Loég
and sovereign captain/ Ascended never but by\manly‘fight/
and bitter passion; then were it no right/ That any’
servant, ye will yourself record/ Should stand in better
condition that his Lord."(2) tThis idea is-one of the most
fundamental in More's presentation of suffering in his-

various works. It contains within itself.the solution to

the adguish'caused by tribulation: one should remember

(1) Roper; Life of Sir Thomas More, p. 18. .

‘2) The Enlgish Works of Sir Thomas More, vol. I, gf‘%SI.

1 t+
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Christ and therby gain strength to rise above one's
sorrows. The meditation on Christ's pain.is essentially
different from the traditional consolation of philosophf
in that it provides a supernatural source of grace beyond
the scope of reason. In addition, the sufferer

appropriates Christ's action for himself.;

Pico's influence on More can best be understood if we,

admit that More had at least formulated enough of his own
personal sense of the Christian ideal to be _able to

recognize in Pico an example of deep Christian piety based

on a theology of the cross. The Life of Pico seems to

incorporate all those aspects -of Christian humanism which
founé‘ech&és in Colet, Erasmus and More. Pico was
learned, knew a multitude of languages and had studied not
only the classics but all the Fathers, Hebrew sources, as
well a; éyverse‘bther.philosophies almost unheard of. His
pigty_wif deep and his life directed toward an imitation
of thé spirit of the New Testament. The ideas contained
in his works translated by More are echoed in the writings
of the Christian°gumanists. His monastic,existﬁpce was
se?n asmthe true religious life transcending the
scho%§stic preoccupétion with reason and moving directly
into the realm of devotion. Pico seemed to be the

embodiment of the humanistic ideal that held plety as the

goal ahd end of all knowledge. Lehmberg has suggesteé
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that More's use of Pico was most influential during the

time he was think&ng of ﬁarrigge after'leaving the

. monastefy (1504).(1) I would amend this to include the-

possibility that More continued to cherish the ideas found

in Pico's works and letters on the evidence that.

throuéhout his writings, More reiterates a géod many .

pregnant themes which he had translated around 1504 from
Pico's works. There is nowhere a suggesti&n that More
deviated from'his vision of the ideal Christian life as
seen perfectly embodied in Pico.(2) 1n fact, all the
Christidn humanists would have agreeé that Pico's lifie (by
this I mean More's version of it) was an example ®f the
fruits of true theology. Whether More's understanding of
ﬁiqg and his works is correct is anothef question

altogether.

(1) stanforad Lehmberg; "Sir Thomas More's Life of P1co
della Mirandola"™ in STUDIES IN THE RENAISSANCE, -Vol.
I1I, 1956, pp. 61-74.

(2) vyittorio Gabrieli; "Giovanni Pico and Thomas More" in
MOREANA, :Number 15, 1967, pp. 43-57. This article
traces some of the ideas found in Pico's devotional
works thtough More's writings, especially the Four

Last Thlngg and the Dialogue of Comfort agaIns )

Tribulation.
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