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      “PIERRE VIRET”

      

      
        Voyant ce corps batu de langueur, de poison,

        De playes, de travaux, de veilles, d’abstinences,

        La vertu du Seigneur j’adore en grand silence,

        Et sous ses hauts secrets je range ma raison.

      

      
        Lisant les beaux escrits que dans ceste prison,

        Viret, tu a dressez, tesmoins de ta science,

        De ton vif jugement, et de ta conscience,

        Vray’ment je voy que Dieu habite en sa maison.

      

      
        Le conoy que mon Christ a soin de son Eglise,

        Quand en ce feu mi-mort si grand’flamme il attise,

        De tant d’homme les cœurs eschausant, esclairant.

      

      
        Si le fol, rejettant les sacrez-saincts oracles,

        Nous demande ajourd’huy quelques nouveaux miracles,

        Viret lui en fournit et vivant et mourant.

      

      Theodore Beza Icones
, 1580.

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION

      

      One of the greatest and most influential religious movements to grow out of the Reformation era was Calvinism. The churches of the Presbyterian and Reformed faiths in the world today are the spiritual descendants of this movement. Yet at the same time nearly every segment of Protestantism since the period of the Reformation has been influenced ideologically to a certain degree, in one way or another, by the thinking of John Calvin and his immediate successors. Not only have the Calvinists exercised a great deal of influence over the religious life of the Western World, but also they have supplied a reservoir of ideas from which later generations have drawn implications concerning politics and economics, and therefore have a political significance as well. Since the Reformed faith has affected the thinking and living of men in our culture to a considerable extent, any study of those individuals who led the movement and gave it direction in its early and formative years deserves thoughtful consideration.

      Pierre Viret, a co-worker and contemporary of John Calvin, Guillaume Farel and Theodore Beza, is one of the lesser known figures of the Calvinist expression of the Protestant Reformation. Together with the three aforementioned luminaries of the Reformed faith, Viret was one of the early leaders of the movement in France and Switzerland. He was a prolific writer, a noted teacher, a popular preacher and a gifted evangelist. Probably more of the common people of France and Switzerland listened to Viret preach than heard either Calvin or Beza. Also, Viret wrote nearly all of his books and pamphlets for popular consumption rather than for the more limited reading public to whom most of the other Calvinist authors addressed themselves, namely, the intellectual class and ecclesiastical divines. In addition, Viret was among Calvin’s close personal friends and one of his most trusted associates. All of this meant that Viret’s ideas and views were likely to be respected in the Reformed churches and by other Calvinist leaders. Therefore, it is important to find out as much as possible about his life and thought since through his teaching, preaching and writing he influenced the thinking of several generations of Calvinists.

      Thus far historians have demonstrated little interest in a study of either Viret’s general intellectual contributions to the Reformation movement as a whole or, in particular, his political ideas.1
 Much has been written about 
him by a number of French and a few German Swiss students of the Reformation but, until 1911, nearly all of what was produced was marked by confessional and national loyalties. However, since the year 1911, which marked the four hundredth anniversary of Viret’s birth, there has been a tendency toward a more critical and at the same time more comprehensive evaluation of Viret, his life and work. Much new biographical material concerning Viret has been unearthed and published. Still no one has made a systematic study of Viret’s political ideas ; indeed, a definitive biography of the Reformer remains to be written.2


      According to prevailing interpretations, Viret was a disciple and a follower of Calvin with little to recommend him as an original or creative thinker. He is pictured as primarily a satellite of greater men but rarely as a leader or innovator in the general pattern of Calvinist thought.3
 Most writers concede that in his own way he played a special part in the working out of the Reformation and that he was an extremely capable, intelligent and fruitful disseminator of Calvinist ideas. However, he is usually relegated to a role of minor importance as one who labored in the shadow of the really great men of the Calvinist Reformation : Calvin, Beza, Farel and John Knox. In the 
final analysis he usually is pictured as a “pastor among his parishioners” tirelessly working for the spread of the Genevan Gospel throughout all Europe.4
 However, in recent years a few scholars have been willing to delegate to Viret a more significant place of leadership in the Reformed movement.5
 Others have noted the almost complete neglect of his published works as a source for studying his political, social and economic ideas.6
 This stirring of interest in Pierre Viret among students of the French Reformation has provided both the stimulus and starting point for my own examination of Viret’s political thought.

      This study proceeds on the assumption that Pierre Viret was a leader of considerable importance in first generation Calvinism, and that his political ideas deserve attention because of the influence that they exerted among French Protestants of the sixteenth century. This is not a biography of Viret, although some consideration will be given to the details of his life since his political ideas can be understood only in the light of historical events and be 
tested in relation to his own actions and reactions to certain circumstances. Neither is this study primarily concerned with Viret’s theological, social and economic ideas except as they impinge upon his political thought. Of course, since Viret was a Protestant clergyman whose concept of God’s relation to man and of the consequent obligation of man to man rested upon the Holy Scriptures, much of what he had to say concerning politics will be couched in religious language and related to Christian doctrine. Also, his economic and social ideas will be considered as they are discussed by Viret in relation to political concepts.

      My primary concern has been to trace the political ideas set forth by Viret in his own books, letters and sermons. I have endeavored, in so far as is possible, to set forth these ideas in the proper historical context and to relate them to the general flow of events affecting the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation. Special attention will be given to his concepts of authority, law, government, political resistance and religious toleration. A few comparisons will be made between Viret’s political thought and that of other contemporary Calvinist leaders.

      This study is built upon published primary sources that have never been utilized before as a basis for a detailed study of Viret’s political ideas. Memoirs, recent findings by several scholars and other standard sources also will be employed. Among the published primary sources, the most important are the books written by Viret himself. I have consulted editions of every book which Viret is known to have written and which still is extant in the twentieth century.7
 Only five of Viret’s many sermons have been preserved and they have all been published.8
 Most of Viret’s letters have been published in the Calvini Opera
, A.-L. Herminjard’s Correspondance des Réformateurs
, Barnaud’s Quelques lettres inedites de Pierre Viret
, the Histoire Ecclésiastique
 
des Eglises réformées au Royaume de France
, and other scattered sources.9
 A few in the Staatsarchiv and the Zentralbibliothek at Zurich, and the manuscript collection of the Bibliothèque cantonale et universitaire of Lausanne remain unpublished.

      Finally, it is worth noting that Viret, like many of the Protestant Reformers, wrote no formal treatise on government. However, parts of several of his books are devoted to political topics and his utterances on the subject represent a continuous and thoughtful interest in political matters and occupy a relatively important place in his thinking. Using the available source materials, Viret’s political ideas will be carefully set forth and examined so that their possible influence on future generations of Calvinists can be evaluated. Furthermore, it is hoped that the conclusions presented in this work will contribute to a greater understanding of the French Reformed movement during its early formative years, especially in its more popular form.
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          This lack of scholarly investigation of Viret’s ideas on such topics as political theory and philosophy has been pointed out recently in a short article by MM. Giovanni Busino and Peter Fraenkel entitled : “Rediscovering the Minor Reformers : Toward a Re-appraisal of Pierre Viret ?” Bibliothèque d’Humanisme et Renaissance
, vol. 24, no. 3, (Sept., 1962), pp. 618-619. This brief discussion gives a good resume of the present state of Viret studies and points out the need for further research concerning the life and work of certain “minor reformers” like Viret. Perhaps my study of Viret’s political ideas will contribute a step toward reassessing the so-called “minor” role which individuals like Viret played in the spread and success of the Protestant Reformation.
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          The best of a number of biographies of Viret is one by the late Jean Barnaud Pierre Viret, sa vie et son œuvre
, (Saint-Amans : G. Carayol, 1911). Barnaud, who was for years a scholarly Reformed minister in France, contributed a great deal to Viret studies during his lifetime. Pastor Barnaud was very sympathetic to Viret and consequently somewhat uncritical and sketchy at times. However, despite his Protestant outlook and his personal regard for Viret, Barnaud’s work is generally competent and conscientious. The main problem with this biography is that it is rapidly being out-dated by advances in Viret studies since 1911, and particularly in light of documents published within the last three years. For example, the following articles and published documents have made a revision of Barnaud’s work desirable : Louis Latourette, “Les Dernières Années de Pierre Viret,” Revue de théologie et de philosophie
, Série 2, (1938), pp. 60-68 ; Paul-F. Geisendorf, “Pierre Viret a Lyon, 1562. Documents inédits,” Les Cahiers Protestants
, 45e
 année, no. 5, (Nov. 1961), pp. 244-262 ; Henri Meylan and Maurice Guex, “Viret et MM. de Lausanne,” Revue historique Vaudoise
, vol. 69, no. 3, (Sept., 1961), pp. 113-173 ; Henri Meylan, “Un texte inédit de Pierre Viret : le règlement de 1570 sur la discipline,” Revue de théologie et de philosophie
, Série 3, (1961), pp. 209-221 ; Alain Dufour, “Deux lettres inédites de Pierre Viret,” Revue de théologie et de philosophie
, Série 3, (1961), pp. 222-235 ; Jean-Frangois Bergier, “Un épisode de la Réforme a Genève : l’empoisonneuse de Pierre Viret,” Revue de théologie et de philosophie
, Serie 3, (1961), pp. 236-250 ; and, Pierre Viret, Quatre Sermons François sur Esaie 65
, edited by Henri Meylan, (Lausanne : Librairie Payot, 1961).
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          This is almost universally true of Viret’s several biographers including Pastor Jean Barnaud. Others who follow this line are : Charles Schmidt. Wilhelm Farel and Peter Viret
, (Elberfeld : R. L. Friderichs, 1860) ; Jacques Cart, Pierre Viret
, (Lausanne : G. Bridel, 1864) ; F.-V. Massias, Essai historique sur Pierre Viret, réformateur du pays de Vaud
, (Paris : A. Coueslant, 1900) ; and, Henri Vuilleumier, Notre Pierre Viret
, (Lausanne : Editions la Concorde, 1911). Only Philippe Godet in his Pierre Viret
, (Lausanne : G. Payot, 1892), makes any claims of real greatness for Viret and that is as a literary satirist of the first rank.
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          Speaking of Viret in his conclusion, Barnaud states : “At the side of Farel, the missionary par excellence, and Calvin, the theologian, he is the pastor, in the most complete and extensive sense of that term.” Barnaud, Pierre Viret
, p. 668. A recent example of this emphasis on the pastoral ministry is found in G. Besse, “Pierre Viret : Un pasteur parmi ses paroissiens,” Les Cahiers Protestants
, 45e
 année, no. 5, (Nov., 1961), pp. 237-243. In the only work in the English language on Viret of which I am aware, John S. Miller concludes that Viret’s contribution to the Protestant Reformation can be summed up in one word : “Pastor”. John Stewart Miller, “Pierre Viret and the Reformation,” (unpublished ThM thesis, Union Theological Seminary, New York City, New York, 1953), p. 113. However, it should be noted that Miller made no attempt to be thorough or complete in his treatment of Viret and his contributions to the Reformation movement. Miller’s work was more or less a cursory survey of Viret’s life crowned by a brief summary and evaluation of the part Viret played in the spread of Reformed Christianity in the sixteenth century.
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          Charles Schnetzler, in 1911, was one of the first to Suggest Viret’s originality by pointing out that he was one of the earliest Protestant authors to use “natural theology” as an apologetical device in his theological writings. Schnetzler conceded that, although Viret could not be considered a “great theologian”, stille he was a theological thinker of some stature. Pierre Viret, Pierre Viret d’après lui-même
, compiled by Charles Schnetzler, Henri Vuilleumier and Alfred Schroeder, (Lausanne : Georges Bridel, 1911), pp. 255-257. In a brief essay in 1943, Professor Henri Meylan pointed out the importance of Viret in relation to Farel and Calvin and the need for a detailed investigation of Viret’s relationship to his fellow-reformers as a whole. Henri Meylan, “Une amitié au xvi
e
 siecle : Farel, Viret, Calvin,” in Silhouettes du
 xvi
e
 siecle
, (Lausanne : Editions de l’Eglise Nationale Vaudoise, 1943), pp. 27-50. More recently the Italian scholar Vittorio de Caprariis has noted Viret’s inclinations toward religious tolerance while at Lyon during the period 1562-1565. Vittorio de Caprariis, Propaganda e Pensiero Politico in Francia durante le Guerre de Religione
, (Napoli : Edizioni Scientifische Italiane, 1959), pp. 120-137. Also in a recent article, a Swiss scholar named Edmond Grin has tried rather unconvincingly to read back into Viret’s sermons a few twentieth-century theological concepts. Edmond Grin, “Deux sermons de Pierre Viret. Leurs thèmes théologiques et leur actualité,” Theologische Zeitschrift
, jahrgang 18, heft 2, (März-April, 1962), pp. 116-132.
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          Busino and Fraenkel, “Rediscovering the Minor Reformers,” pp. 611-612, 618-619. The extant published works of Viret are plentiful, although individual copies of many of his books are rare. Copies exist of at least fifty-two different volumes attributed to Viret, a great number of which went through several printed editions. Also, several of his works were translated into English, Italian, Dutch, German and Spanish. For the most useful, although now out-dated, bibliographical essay on Viret materials, see Charles Schnetzler and Jean Barnaud, Notice Bibliographique sur Pierre Viret
, (Lausanne : Georges Bridei, 1905).
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          The most important books by Viret for this study include what might be called his five major works. Two are satirical dialogues : Disputations chrestiennes en maniere de deviz, divisées par dialogues
, (Genève : Jehan Girard, 1544) ; and, Dialogues du desordre qui est a present au monde, et des causes d’iceluy et du moyen pour y remedier
, (Genève : [Jean Girard], 1545). The Disputations chrestiennes
 was later condensed and modified by Viret under the title Disputations chrestiennes, touchant l’estat des trepassez, faites par dialogues
, (Genève : Jean Gerard, 1552). However, the book remained the same in substance, a satire on the Roman Catholic doctrine of purgatory. Viret’s third major work is a practical treatise entitled : Traittez divers pour l’instruction des fidèles qui resident et conversent es lieus et pais esquels il ne leur es pas permis de vivre en la pureté et liberté de l’Evangile
, (Genève : Jean Rivery, 1559). The fourth is his greatest work : Instruction chrestienne en la doctrine de la loy et de l’Evangile : et en la vraye philosophie et theologie tant naturelle que super-naturelle des Chrestiens : et en la contemplation du temple et des images et œuvres de la providence de Dieu en tout l’univers : et en l’histoire de la creation et cheute et reparation du genre humain
, 2 vols., (Genève : Jean Rivery, 1564). The fifth is a book of apologetics and politics : L’Interim
, (Lyon : Claude Senneton, 1565). Viret’s original orthography will be respected throughout this thesis except for the distinction which will be made between i and j, and u and v. Also, the punctuation will be revised in order to make the text more intelligible to the reader.
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          These five sermons are located in manuscript form in the Bibliothèque publique et universitaire at Geneva (hereafter cited as BPUG), Ms. fr. 40, fols. 179-238. One sermon, preached at Geneva, Sept. 6, 1556, is published in Viret, Pierre Viret d’après lui-même
, pp. 184-208. The other four, preached at Geneva in March, 1559, are printed in Viret, Quatre Sermons Français
, pp. 15-108.
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          Most of Viret’s letters are located in manuscript form at either the Bibliothèque des pasteurs at Neuchâtel, the Bibliothèque cantonale et universitaire at Lausanne, the Bibliothèque publique et universitaire at Geneva or the Musée Historique de la Réformation also located at Geneva. For his published letters, see John Calvin, Ioannis Calvini Opera quae supersunt omnia
, edited by Baum, Cunitz, and Reiss, 59 vols., (Brunswick : C.A. Schwetschke and Sons, 1863-1880) ; A.-L. Herminjard, Correspondence des Réformateurs dans les pays de Langue Française
, 9 vols., (Genève : H. Georg, 1864-1897) ; Jean Barnaud, editor, Quelques lettres inédites de Pierre Viret
, (Saint-Amans : G. Carayol, 1911) ; and, Histoire Ecclésiastique des Eglises réformées au Royaume de France
, new edition edited by G. Baum and E. Cunitz, 3 vols., (Paris : Librairie Fischbacher, 1883-1889). Also see, Dufour, “Deux lettres de Viret,” pp. 222-235 ; Geisendorf, “Pierre Viret à Lyon,” pp. 244-262 ; Viret, Pierre Viret d’après lui-même
, pp. 37-149 ; Charles Schnetzler, “Pierre Viret et le conflit ecclésiastique avec Berne au milieu du xvi
e
 siecle,” Revue Historique Vaudoise
, vol. 15 ; (1907), pp. 366-380 ; “Viret à Lyon, Quatre Lettres des Syndics de Genève,” (no editor or compiler cited), Bulletin Historique et Littéraire de la Société de L’Histoire du Protestantisme Français
 (hereafter cited as BHLSHPF
), vol. 21, (1872), pp. 73-76 ; William Heubi, “Une lettre inédite de Pierre Viret,” Revue Historique Vaudoise
, vol. 24, (1916), pp. 353-358 ; and Henri Meylan, “Un ami de Pierre Viret, Claude Darbonnier d’Orbe,” Revue Historique Vaudoise
, vol. 69, (Sept., 1961), pp. 174-176.

        

      

    

  


		

    
		

  
    
      Chapter II 

PIERRE VIRET AND HIS PLACE IN THE PROTESTANT REFORMATION

      An understanding of the political ideas of Pierre Viret is impossible without some knowledge of sixteenth-century European history and of Viret’s own activities during this time.1
 The period immediately preceding the Protestant Reformation and the birth of Pierre Viret was one of declining influence for the Church of Rome. Reform and conciliar movements flourished and waned, heresy sprang up and persisted in England and Bohemia, and the Popes became more and more secular in their outlcok as they were preoccupied with Renaissance activities rather than spiritual matters.

      The beginning of the Reformation era was also a time of economic expansion, social unrest and political development. The invention of the printing press did a great deal to destroy the status quo
 in all three of these areas. Renaissance humanists, and later religious propagandists and polemicists, used the printing press to spread their ideas on a multitude of subjects to an increasingly literate European population. With the discovery of the New World, a commercial revolution took place and trade with other parts of the world increased. Towns were growing and skilled craftsmen became an integral part of the European economy. Feudalism was breaking up in most parts of Europe and the despised peasant population was becoming more and more restless.

      Politically, the main feature was the embryonic territorial particularism which later was to culminate in the rise of the modern nation-state and nationalism. However, as far as political theory is concerned, it was still an age when emperors, kings and princes reigned in nearly every part of Europe and the idea that these rulers held their office on the basis of a direct mandate from God was still strong. Republicanism was largely untried except in some of the Swiss cantons, while “democracy” was an idea advocated by only a few individuals and considered by most to be an ideology of subversion and sedition.

      Europe was not only in ferment intellectually, economically, socially and politically but also religiously. Dissatisfaction with the Roman Catholic Church finally erupted into full-scale and open defiance of the secular and spiritual powers of the Roman Pontiff by many Christians in nearly all parts of Europe. With Martin Luther in the vanguard, the “Protestant Reformation” and the Roman Catholic “Counter-Reformation” plunged sixteenth-century Europe into a period of emotional upheaval and profound change. Religious feeling ran high and violent disturbances often took place.

      Religious and political problems usually were so inter-related that it was difficult to distinguish the one from the other. In fact, the existence in many countries for the first time of two major religious groups, both claiming to be the true Christian Church, created new problems for political leaders. During the Middle Ages the Roman Catholic Church could either ignore or rather easily crush heretical groups which sprang up in various places in Europe. However, with the advent of the Protestant Reformation, the situation changed, for though the Roman Church tried, it could neither ignore nor crush this new movement.

      New questions began to be raised concerning the “new religion” and civil governments. Would or could the new Protestant groups accept the old civil order, or would they try to establish or at least support the establishment of new types of government ? Would the Protestant emphasis on the Bible as the sole source of religious authority and the Reformed doctrine of the priesthood of all believers have political implications as well ? Could a secular government maintain control over a civil entity which was split into two or more hostile and aggressive religious bodies, or was the old adage of “one king, one religion” the only workable solution to this question ?

      Thus the Protestant Reformation brought to the fore the problem of conflicting loyalties and sharpened the focus on the question of whether the individual was obligated to give his primary allegiance to his church or his state. And if the state persisted in suppressing the new Protestant religion, did this justify political resistance to the civil authorities ? The secular governments, as well as the leaders of the various religious groups, had to answer the question of what course of action they should take in dealing with religious deviations and contumacy. This problem was debated widely in many quarters during the Reformation, and how men reacted to these deliberations on the concept of religious toleration affected directly and acutely the lives of multitudes of men and women all over Europe.

      It was in this milieu
 that young Pierre Viret decided to opt for the Protestant Reformation and begin his career as a minister of what was to become a short time later the Reformed Church of the Calvinist persuasion. Viret was born twelve miles north of Lausanne, Switzerland, in a small village named Orbe sometime in the year 1511. He was two years younger than the great Calvin and eight years older than Theodore Beza. His father was a tailor of modest means named Guillaume Viret.2
 At times the family was so poor that Viret recalls that his two younger brothers (Antoine and Jean) and he occasionally went hungry. However, he speaks with affection of his home and his early life in Orbe without complaining of the economic hardships of his youth.3
 Nevertheless, throughout all of his later writings there is a pronounced undercurrent of distrust and resentment toward rich people in general which seems to indicate that he never forgot his humble origins as a poor tailor’s son.4



      Little is known of the first twenty years of Viret’s life. However, a number of incidents related to Viret’s childhood and youth stand out because they helped shape the course of his later life and, in many ways, affected the formulation of his political ideas. He grew up in the little town of Orbe and received his early education there. As a small child Viret probably witnessed the burning at the stake of a relative named Nicod Viret who had been convicted of heresy.5
 The Reformation seems to have made early inroads in the Pays de Vaud, probably because of the strong Bernese influence in the area. Berchtold Haller had been appointed minister of the collegiate church in Berne in 1521, and under his leadership the Bernese moved gradually toward the Reformation settlement of 1528. There is ample evidence that Viret’s most esteemed teacher at Orbe, Marc Romain, was one of the first in that town to embrace and disseminate Lutheran ideas. Sitting in the classroom of Romain’s school, Viret learned not only humanism but also the rudiments of Reformation theology.6
...
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