
		
			[image: Cover]
		

	
		

  
    
      Travaux d'Humanisme et Renaissance

      CLXIII

      
        Jerôme Friedman

      

      

      
        Michael Servetus 
A Case Study in Total Heresy

      

      
        
          
            [image: undescribed image]
          

        

        
          LIBRAIRIE DROZ S.A.

          11, rue Massot

          GENÈVE

        

        1978

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      Mentions légales

      Résumé

      De nombreuses questions concernant Servet, et qui ont été négligées dans le passé, sont abordées dans ce livre. M. Friedman est le premier à traiter en profondeur l'intérêt de Servet pour la littérature juive et rabbinique. Il apporte au lecteur une vue détaillée du système de pensée de ce théologien et des sources qui l'ont influencé. Cet ouvrage fait preuve de perspicacité, il est parfaitement au courant de la littérature actuelle sur la pensée de Servet et met en valeur les sources hébraïques, déclare le Professeur Bainton.
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      INTRODUCTION

      Michael Servetus mas born in Villanueva de Sijena, Spain in either 1509 or 1511 and died in Geneva in 1553.1
 During his short lifetime he was burnt in absentia by Catholic authorities as well as in the flesh by Protestants. The Spaniard’s tumultuous life led Georges Williams to observe that Servetus « was indeed the veritable effigy for Catholic and Protestant alike of all that seemed excrable in the Radical Reformation. »2
 Even in an age of widespread dissent, Servetus’ writings were considered an outrage. His name was so well known all over Europe that he assumed an alias in his search for refuge.

      Not only his religious views have proven historically controversial ; there is adamant disagreement concerning many details and events of this radical’s life and accomplishment, including his date of birth and last words at his execution. Not a theologian by profession, Servetus made a living as an editor and physician, but even these aspects of his life have caused controversy. Several authors have claimed Servetus one of the founders of modem geography while others assert that he made no contribution at all. Servetus has been credited with discovery of the pulmonary ciculation of the blood a century before William Harvey, but others maintain that he duplicated the findings of others. In his own day his uses of astrology were disagreeable enough to merit his dismissal from the medical faculty of the University of Paris where he taught mathematics.

      His editions of the Bible presented glosses so radical that John Calvin referred to Servetus as a ‘wretched scamp’ while the less outspoken Oecolampadius was convinced Servetus was merely a severe judaizer. In turn, this has led contemporaries and recent critics to speculate that this most horrid of blaspheming heretics was a marrano. His antitrinitarian writings were so very effective that years before his execution, John Calvin swore that if Servetus ever stepped onto Genevan soil, he would never leave alive.

      If Servetus’ life was controversial, his death and legacy have proven even more so. There is a rich literature concerning his trials in Catholic Vienne and Protestant Geneva, and a richer literature yet dealing with the place of his execution in the movement for religious toleration and liberty of conscience. Servetus has also been a prime cause of maintaining the literary genre of the ‘invective polemic’ so very popular in the 16th century. Possibly more has been written defending Servetus / Calvin and castigating Servetus / Calvin than any individual in the 16th century with the exception of Martin Luther. Some have seen Servetus as a saint and martyr, some as a blaspheming heretic, but few have remained non-partisan. Where polemic found its limitations, fiction has not and over two dozen dramas and fictional accounts of his life and death have been composed.

      Because his religious views have proven both controversial and difficult, in beginning our study of Servetus’ rather complicated religious system we would do well to review several factors of importance concerning the nature of his writings. It is also important to clarify to whom they were addressed, the milieu from which Servetus wrote and some general tendencies characterizing Servetus scholarship. Hopefully this will help us appreciate Servetus’ place within the context of 16th century radicalism.

      Servetus composed his first work, Concerning the Errors of the Trinity
, the work for which he was most known, in 1531 at the age of 20.3
 Like all his works, this is a relatively rare volume. It consists of seven sections dealing with various aspects of the trinity, persons of the Godhead, and related issues. Despite its considerable length, Servetus neglected many theological issues of considerable importance in his later works. At no point, for instance, did Servetus deal with the important issues of anthropology and sin, the nature of righteousness, salvation or redemption. Rather than providing a basis for a new religious system or a new understanding of Christianity, this first work was more of a critique of what appeared to Servetus as the abuses and errors inherent in trinitarian thought. Compared to the level of sophistication characterizing Servetus’ later works, this early volume seems more like a very long essay whose single point is to discredit a trinitarian understanding of the Godhead without creating a better approach to God. Because of the unsystematic character of this attack upon orthodoxy and because this work was his most famous creation, Servetus acquired the reputation of being a sloppy and inconsistent thinker.

      In the following year, Servetus followed up on his first work with a volume entitled Dialogues on the Trinity.

4
 The brief introduction speaks of clarifying and perhaps retracting some views presented in the first work. Essentially, however, the Dialogues
 reiterated the earlier work in dialogue form to make these positions more acceptable. In some senses this work was more radical than the Errors
 for in explaining his positions Servetus often did so with more extreme language than previously used, though this was more a question of wording than change in concept. The most significant part of this second work was the small writing appended to the end entitled The Righteousness of Christ’s Kingdom
, 4 chapters.5
 More of a four-section outline of important issues than a full presentation of any single point, this work presented first indications of a widening theological interest on Servetus’ part. The issues of justification, Christ’s Kingdom, the Law and Gospel and divine love were considered, and while the work does not directly treat the trinity, it provided a basis of Servetus’ overall religious system. The two works of 1532 are also important in presenting Servetus’ negative appraisal of Protestantism in short but concise terms.

      Considering the rapid appearance of three works in two years, it is surprising that Servetus published his magnum opus as late as 1553, more than two decades later.6
 During these years Servetus practiced at a variety of professions and matured intellectually. He wrote a series of medical treatises, an apology for his use of astrology, and edited the Ptolomy geography.7
 Most important, Servetus edited the Santis Pagnini Polyglot Bible
 in 1542, adding his own notes in the margins.8
 Though sparse, these notes present something of a complete gloss especially in light of the curious and interesting introduction he composed. The astute reader soon realizes that Servetus’ entry into the field of systematic exegesis provided him with a novel Scriptural basis and foundation for his entire radical orientation. In many ways, the exegetical system first indicated in this edition fit in very nicely with an undeveloped theory of history presented in the Errors
, which helps greatly in deciphering the totality of Servetus’ religious system.

      Servetus’ magnum opus, The Restitution of Christianity
 of 1553, was the finest work he produced, and it is unfortunate that it has not received its due attention from historians of 16th century radicalism. In a word, it is a masterpiece of heretical writing and clearly exemplifies the absolute genius of Servetus’ eclectic abilities and tendencies. Far longer than any of his earlier works, the Restitution
 is also more complete, more thoughtful and more concise. The first part of the work is similar to many parts of the earlier writings in presenting and summarizing earlier views and positions but the Restitution
 provided a context and backdrop for these views and for an incredible number of new ones as well. It was the matrix wherein his earlier views took on systematic importance and meaning when merged and joined to new concepts presented for the first time. Expressing a full criticism of orthodoxy, Protestant thought, medieval tradition, the Restitution
 presented a new systematic appraisal of Christianity.

      The Restitution
 also provided a fairly complete philosophical background to bolster and support Servetus’ radicalism. Servetus made extensive and thorough use of platonic and neo-platonic thought despite negative feelings about philosophy in general and neoplatonism in particular expressed in his earlier writings. The rabbinic literature found in all his writings took on new meaning in the Restitution.
 Where in the past Jewish thought opinion was used to snipe at Christian thought, Servetus was now able to incorporate this literature into his new Christian system. Patristic sources similarly underwent a transformation for while Servetus always exhibited great knowledge of the Fathers, this literature provided an important basic orientation to his understanding of Christianity in the Restitution.
 New concepts such as millenarianism, believer’s baptism, a eucharistic theology and a well-developed doctrine of the antichrist appear for the first time. Rather than seeming like added on features recently adopted by the author, these new ideas fit into his system very easily, giving the impression that aside from a few discrepancies, from 1531 and the Errors
 Servetus understood his direction but only published the system as a whole by 1553. All issues and concepts were tied together in completely consistent fashion, making the Restitution
 a casebook for radical systematics.

      The Restitution
 differed from the earlier works in yet other ways. Included were the letters Servetus wrote to Calvin in the years preceding the radical’s short stay in Geneva. Similarly, an entire section entitled the « Apologia », directed to Philip Melanchthon, was added.9
 These two sections provide much insight into Servetus’ failure to comprehend Protestantism and his reactions to orthodox comprehension of radicalism.

      One additional work deserves mention : the recently discovered Servetus manuscript entitled The Declarations of Jesus Christ, Son of God
, found by Stanislas Kot in the Stuttgart State Archives.10
 Regrettably, this document adds little to our understanding of Servetus. Copied in six different hands, it appears to be a variant on the Errors
, possibly an early draft of that work. It is probable that it underwent alteration in the process of being copied and recopied since there is no use of Hebrew and few rabbinic citations, both Servetus hallmarks. Similarly, medieval sources are not treated as fully as in Servetus’ other works. It is likely, however, that a good critical edition of this text might provide insight into the development of Servetus’ earliest thought, though the lack of Greek and Hebrew would still pose problems since all of Servetus’ other works relied so heavily upon these languages and their literatures.

      Although he left no church as a legacy, the literature comprising Servetus studies is extensive indeed. Of the seventy eight pages constituting E.M. Wilbur’s bibliography of the Unitarian-Socinian movement,11
 thirty four pages are devoted to Servetus. A glance at that list indicates titles in virtually every European language by individuals in every decade since the mid-16th century, and from every religious persuasion. Despite this vast literature it is still difficult to study Servetus’ religious views. Original texts are relatively rare, and once discovered and read, his logic is scattered, literary style difficult to follow. Unlike many other radicals, Servetus’ eclectic views cannot easily or completely be categorized. Additionally, no church bears his name and, consequently, no satisfactory conventions of scholarship have developed to provide a framework through which his ideas might be approached and understood. In many circles Servetus has been remembered more for his contribution to religious dissension and controversy than as a builder of new religious forms.

      To a certain extent Servetus has been ‘adopted’ by Unitarian historians as a groundbreaker and Godfather to 16th century Unitarianism while Fausto and Laellio Socinus are understood as the actual genetic parents of that movement. This identification is understandable but unfortunate for Servetus’ adoption has been made on the basis of his two earliest writings which had particularly strong influence upon major centers of Italian radicalism. Indeed, by any standard, the Errors
 and Dialogues
 are major entries in the 16th-century catalogue of works directed against a trinitarian notion of the Godhead. The seemingly semi-rationalist, antischolastic tone of these works appealed to intellectual circles in Padua, Venice and other places, and George Williams has accurately described these persons and Servetus as Evangelical Rationalists. As individuals wishing to retrieve what they understood as the spiritual, ethical and intellectual purity of Scripture from what they perceived as the tortured logic of the medieval tradition, Italian radicals saw in Servetus’ early writings a call to arms from a kindred spirit. It is useless to argue whether or not Servetus’ influence upon contemporary antitrinitarianism was profound since his early writings were not integral presentations of an alternate religious system easily adopted by others upon which a new religion might be founded. Rather, his early works were a vigorous attack upon the views and methods of existing religious thought, precisely the sort of sensational work easily used by many different types of radicals.

      Though early Unitarian interest in Servetus is easily demonstrated, care must be taken not to identify this critic of past traditions too completely with a Unitarian movement which would develop only later in the 16th century. Too strong an identification between Servetus and Unitarianism must cause serious literary difficulties for not all of Servetus’ early writings, the Righteousness of Christ’s Kingdom
 for example, were at all proto-Unitarian. Consequently, the Unitarian historical orientation to Servetus has been quite content to construct his views solely on the basis of the Errors
 and Dialogues
 and neglect his other writings. Unlike the questions and problems first raised in the Errors
 and Dialogues
, the spiritualist solutions of the Restitution
 were of no interest to Unitarians and for good reason. The mature Servetus was no less antithetical to Unitarianism than to the views of Luther, Calvin or Rome. Even the early works give indications that Servetus found Unitarianism thoroughly repugnant. Thus, only some of the early questions raised by Servetus were adopted by developing Unitarianism, but none of the mature solutions.

      Writing a review article in 1932, Roland Bainton, identified the problem resulting from neglect of the Restitution.
 After 400 years, he wrote, there was still no integrated presentation of Servetus’ theological system.12
 Bainton’s point was certainly well taken and even after 1932 Unitarian work on Servetus continued to reflect a method engendering neglect of the mature writings and an overemphasis of the Errors
 and Dialogues.
 In 1949, for instance, E.M. Wilbur published his two volume History of Unitarianism
,13
 virtually the standard source on the subject in English. The first volume deals with Servetus and deals exclusively with the early writings, a position justified by that author several years earlier when he wrote : « In so far as Servetus had influence… it was wholly due to the Errors and Dialogues. »14
 Wilbur was aware that it was the Restitution
 which gave greatest expression to Servetus’ ideas and system, yet, he wrote : « It would little serve the purpose of the present work, and it would be tedious in itself, to give anything like a detailed summary of...
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