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      PREFACE

      

      On Reformation Sunday 1676, the Rev. Mr. Reisner, incumbent of Mittelwerda in Saxony, preaching on the prescribed text for the day, Rev. 14 : 6, explained to his flock that the words about the angel, “having the everlasting gospel to preach unto them that dwell on the earth”, meant that the teaching of the Reformers was not new, but that it was the old faith, which the Fathers of the Church had taugh1
 Such interpretations were extremely popular at the time.

      The purpose of these pages is to describe one of the important sources of this conviction, which was so wide-spread in the post-Reformation era, that on its edges excentricities of this kind could grow. The Lutheran Schoolmen of the 17th century (and even of the 16th) wrote innumerable treatises on the Fathers, they packed their systems of dogmatic theology with patristic quotations and argued the antiquity of their teaching “non ostentationis gratia”2
, but to show its truth and purity. In this they were not alone : their Roman and Reformed contemporaries did so too, and above all their predecessors, the Reformation theologians themselves, and many of their contemporaries had shown the way — or, we should perhaps say, rediscovered it. Indeed it may be said that the Reformation itself, or rather the various competing reformations of the 16th century (among them those of Wittenberg and of Trent) forced the theologians by their very existence to think afresh about the authority of the ancients. Biblical theology and Renaissance scholarship contributed their share to the Reformers’ views of this matter. In the teaching of a man like Melanchthon, who was so influential both in his own day and far into the 18th century, all these factors may be seen at work.

      Perhaps the subject of our enquiry, which we have called “function” in the title of this book, might partly be rendered by the term “hermeneutics”. We have tried to ask what were the general ideas in the light of which Melanchthon read the Fathers ; what were his methods of employing their teaching (or what he thought to be their teaching) in his own theological arguments ; what were the ends he hoped to attain by alleging and criticizing them as he did ; and how he related these presuppositions, methods and aims to other factors of his theological method, in particular the primary authority of the Scriptures. Our subject includes thus not only Melanchthon’s conscious theory of the patristic argument, but to some extent also what we might call his patrological behaviour pattern.

      However, the fact that we have concentrated on this subject means that we have had to neglect several important fields of enquiry that are closely related to our problem. One of these is the question of Melanchthon’s patristic 
sources. Here we have only tried to give a few indications about the Preceptor’s early years. Important though the matter is, it may be doubted whether anything approaching the work of Fr. Smits on St. Augustine and Calvin can reasonably be attempted for Melanchthon, before we are given a new complete edition of his works. The other question we have had to by-pass is Melanchthon’s interpretation of the Fathers, as it were his exegesis of the various patristic texts and the results this exegesis helped him to attain in Biblical exposition, in dogmatic theology and elsewhere. Here we have only touched on the subject where this seemed essential for our purpose.

      The arrangement we have followed has been to set out from a description of the phenomena that lie, as it were, nearest to the surface, and then to try to dig deeper stey by step, enquiring each time into those factors which may help us to understand better the elements discussed before. However, Melanchthon’s method of exposition, and indeed his whole theological system, in many ways resemble a honeycomb. Each of the pieces that go to make it up, is in its turn composed of several parts or aspects, each of which is also incorporated and used in other pieces, exactly as each cell of the honeycomb is made up of the walls of the other cells that surround it. If in this way all the parts of the Preceptor’s teaching are fitted together very neatly, the historian is often forced to go round all the sides of each “cell” in order to understand it, and to pass the same way again when dealing with the next “cell”. Thus repetitions and repeated quotations of the same text under different subject-headings can hardly be avoided.

      Even so the author is conscious of having left open a large number of questions. He hopes to take up some of these in other contexts, for example the origins of the pedigrees of the Churches of Germany and France (q.v. ch. III), the problem of the Epicureans (q.v. ch. V), and the relation of the doctrine of justification to the ideal of a “doctrina integra”, (which is discussed only briefly in ch. IX).

      * 
**

      It is in the nature of our subject that it has not been feasible to isolate Melanchthon from his surroundings. He did not only have disciples and imitators in later generations : much of his method, as well as many of his presuppositions and aims, were shared by his colleagues at Wittenberg and elsewhere. One reason for this is no doubt the fact that they represented the common ideas of the day. (This would also explain how they came to be shared to some extent by other reformers, including some who were Melanchthon’s severest critics, and even by a man like Miguel Serveto, who otherwise had little in common with the Preceptor.) Another reason may be Melanchthon’s authorship of many of the influential manuals from which others drew at least a part of their ideas. Among these manuals, Cario’s Chronicle and the Patrology De Ecclesia et Autoritate Verbi Dei
 were not the least important3
. Furthermore, a good deal of the common fund of ideas, at least among the Wittenbergers, is to be found in documents that by their very nature express more than the opinions of only one man. Whether they are official documents of the Church, such as the Saxon Confession, or of the University, such as the Statutes of the Theological Faculty, whether they are joint Memoranda, such as that about the Catechism of Meissen or Academic Orations that Melanchthon drafted for 
his pupils, his friends and his colleagues — they invariably represent the common thinking of a group. They belong to an age when the idea of literary property was still in its infancy. Moreover, Melanchthon himself was a firm opponent of personal theologies4
. As far as our subject is concerned, he seems to have been at least partly successful in expressing a common opinion, and we can apply to his arguments from the Fathers what he wrote about the documents contained in the Corpus Doctrinae 
: Wer mich nun von wegen dieser Arbeit anfichtet, der woll bedenken, wer mehr darbei gewesen sey, und woll derselben Urtheil auch betrachten5
. That is also why we have not only drawn on joint statements of this kind, but have also tried to show a few of the points of contact between the Preceptor’s patristic ideas and those of men like Luther, George Major (whose book against the Council of Trent is in point of fact a cento of passages from Melanchthon)6
, or the theologians of Wurtemberg. Needless to say, it remains an open question how far this agreement went in each case beyond the subject-matter of our enquiry.

      As for the Preceptor’s Roman, Radical and other opponents, they too appeared upon the scene as it were of themselves, for his explanations and applications of the patristic argument belonged very largely to the life-long dialogue that he carried on with them. Even here, though the contrasts were far greater, a measure of agreement may be seen every now and then. We have, however, tried to read Melanchthon’s opponents to some extent also in the way in which he read them, since this seemed to lead to a better understanding of his reaction to them. A few words may also be in order here, to explain our choice of authors : we have tried to include the most representative of those who wrote on our subject, and who read Melanchthon or were read by him. It goes without saying that even this rule of thumb has been easier to apply to the Roman polemists than to the Radicals.

      * 
**

      We should like to take this opportunity to thank the many persons who so largely contributed to the making of this book.

      The Lutheran World Federation (and in particular the Rev. Dr. Vilmos Vajta and the Commission and Department of Theology) have very generously granted the author scholarships that enabled him to study several years at the University of Lund.

      In Lund itself the author has been the grateful pupil of Prof. Ragnar Bring and Docent Bengt Hägglund. It is under their guidance that this book came into being and without them it would not have been written. All of its chapters have been presented and discussed at their seminars and owe a great deal to their criticisms and those of the “opponents”, among them Docent Per-Erik Persson and Fr. François Refoulé O.P. Prof. Sven Kjöllerström of Lund and Prof. K.-E. Skydsgaard of Copenhagen are to be thanked for reading various portions of the draft manuscript.

      In the course of different journeys that he was able to make, thanks to grants from the University of Lund, the author had the privilege of discussing his work with Prof. Hans Engelland of Hamburg, Profs. Ernst Kinder and Robert Stupperich of Münster and Prof. François Wendel of Strasbourg. In particular Prof Stupperich is to be thanked for information and encouragement 
given both orally and by letter, and Prof. Wendel for reading the whole book in manuscript and for making innumerable valuable suggestions.

      The book was begun in Lund and completed in Geneva. In both cities the university librarians have been invariably kind and helpful. The author’s thanks are due to them all, and especially to Miss Signe Carlsson of Lund. In both cities too, friends and colleagues have contributed a great deal by providing that atmosphere of scholarship without which an entreprise like this can hardly flourish. In particular the group of historians gathered around “Humanisme et Renaissance” has done much to help the author through the last difficult months.

      The manuscript has been read by the Rev. Peter Russell, minister of the Methodist Church at Bexleyheath. It is his merit if this book has become readable at all, since English is not the author’s native language. The apparatus has been controlled in part by Mr. Otto Schieblick (now at Berlin) and in part by Mr. László Pécsi of Geneva, who has also given the author invaluable help with the proofs.

      The author can hardly imagine what would have become of his work, had not his family (and especially his mother) assisted him in every possible way. In particular his wife has for years ungrudgingly put her time, her energy and her knowledge and skill as a librarian and secretary at his disposal. May she too find in these lines a public testimony of his gratitude.

      P. F.

      Geneva, February 1961.

    

  

  
    p.7

    
      1

      
           Stephan, p. 24.

        

      

    

    
      2

      
          Chemnitz, Loci Theol.
, loc. 3, ch. 2, p. 32.

        

      

    

    p.8

    
      3

      
          V. Münch, pp. 282s ; Karl Bauer, pp. 80ss.

        

      

    

    p.9

    
      4

      
          V. Camerarius, ch. XVII ; Hartfelder, in Lateinische Litteraturdenkmäler
 No. 4, pp. XI and XVI ; Wolf, vol. 2 : 1, p. 284.

        

      

    

    
      5

      
          Preface to the German Version, 1559, CR 9/930.

        

      

    

    
      6

      
          We hope to show this in detail on another occasion.

        

      

    

  


		

    
		

  
    
      PART I 
THE APPEAL TO THE FATHERS

      

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      CHAPTER I 
RENOVATA DOCTRINA

      
        AD REGULUM HESSUM

        A few months after Melanchthon made the personal acquaintance of the young prince of Hessia in romantic circumstances on the highway,1
 he dedicated to him, at his own request, a short treatise on the principles and aims of the Reformation, Epitome Renovatae Ecclesiasticae Doctrinae
.2
 This treatise explains the Reformation by means of two key principles : the conception of Christian justice in terms of free forgiveness for Christ’s sake, and the much debated question of church reform.

        The terms in which this is said and indeed the title of the little tract, which is repeated in the text,3
 suggests at first sight that the Reformation is a new discovery. Melanchthon starts from the principle that the whole question of Reformation teaching must be judged not from ancient usages, which he puts side by side with fallacious human reason, but from Holy Writ, which God Himself has inspired.4
 He goes on to apply the principle of “the Word alone” in order to decide which “traditions” may be kept — as long as “we think of them as the Gospel does” — and which must be rejected outright.5
 In fact he goes even further than that, pointing out that before, “this doctrine” which alone can, give consolation, “was not known” and men had relied on ficticious works and satisfactions, which drove them to dispair, but that now the Gospel shone “more brightly than ever before”.6
 This theology, which asserted that men must try to save themselves by their own effort, was that of the Schoolmen.7
 The criticism that he levelled against scholastic doctrine, Melanchthon also turned against those who would uncritically retain all the usages of the Church as they had existed hitherto, and even more explicitly against the conventional notion of what faith is.8



        However, this emphasis, which is not surprising in a Latin tract, written for a prince who had received a humanist education, is not the only one. It is counterbalanced by a series of remarks that point in the opposite direction. The conflict that the Gospel arouses, of which the Reformation is an instance, is said in the very exordium to be a permanent law of Church history. Moreover, it is not only the higher clergy and the nobility who side with the Roman Church ; there are also other opponents of the Gospel, i.e. all those among the people or their teachers who, tired of the past, wrongly espouse the cause of Luther, merely for the sake of teaching new doctrine9
. Melanchthon also repeats this attack against innovators or fanatics on the political level10
. He recommends Gospel preaching as a remedy. But it is not only in opposition to the Anabaptists that he disowns any tendency to innovation : against the Roman adversaries also he claims that the arguments against evangelical preaching, which they draw from the past of the Church, are not genuine, nor correctly understood by them11
. And elsewhere he even argues at some length that in accordance with Scriptual precedent, monasteries were originally founded to teach young men such godly ways as are the true consequence of the Gospel, rather than the lawlessness that the Radicals’ preaching brings in its wake.12



        The notion of renovata doctrina seems thus to express two aspects of the way in which Melanchthon understood the Reformation. On the one hand it appears to be something new, superseding the past history of the Church, yet on the other hand it seems opposed to innovation, appears to claim to restore what is original, and, where suitable, turns to the past for precedent or guidance.13



      

      
        MELANCHTHON AS A PATROLOGIST BEFORE 1530

        In examining this double aspect further and in trying to discover on which side Melanchthon’s chief interest lay, we shall have to find out whether the Epitome
 represents, in this respect, a permanent feature of Melanchthon’s teaching, or whether his attitude to the past teaching of the Church evolved in any way. But before doing so, it will be useful to survey very briefly Melanchthon’s work on the Fathers of the Church and the mediaeval theologians during the early part of his career in Wittenberg.

        It is no longer possible to ascertain how great Melanchthon’s knowledge of these matters was, before he was called to Wittenberg as professor of Greek in 1518.14
 But his inaugural lecture there, “On the Reform of Studies”,15
 pleads for a general return to the learning of the ancients from which, he thought, the intervening barbarism had cut off past generations. For this purpose Melanchthon gives a historical sketch, showing how the Barbarian invasions had killed ancient learning. Gregory the Great, himself no longer a representative of the old theology, had done his best for the Church, but in vain. Only among the Scots and Irish did letters continue to flourish, the Venerable Bede representing what was best in both secular and sacred learning. Also the Carolingian renaissance receives praise. But the last 300 years had been years of darkness. Even more important for our purpose are the reasons that Melanchthon adduces for these ills and the remedy he prescribes. Not only philosophy but also, with some notable exceptions, theology had been the work of Greek authors. Mediaeval neglect of these sources led to a collapse of both theology and other sciences. One of the reasons was that the Church in its turn had been unmindful of its own prisca pietas and of the warning of the Fathers of Nicea to “hold fast the old ways”. Against this historical background the remedy is simple : Iam igitur cognoscite, quaenam sit illa Barbarorum commentandi ratio, quae et quibus manarit fontibus, audistis16
. From these poisoned fontes Melanchthon calls his hearers back to the true, original ones, putting special emphasis on history as the key to all the sciences and not least to theology17
. The whole renewal for which this Oration lays down the programme is a return, past later changes, to...
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