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      INTRODUCTION 

      During the 16th century 'libertinism’ was always a pejorative term. It was used vituperatively
and to implicitly or explicitly accuse an opponent of a lack of morality
Calvin’s polemic against the libertines was in no way an exception to this general rule. According
to Calvin’s treatises against the libertines, they were hypocrites, supporters of the devil
polygamists etc. But there was more involved than a lack of morality. According to Calvin libertines
also erred on almost every important point of Christian doctrine, denying the resurrection of the
dead and the reality of the devil, believing that man could lead a perfect life, abolishing the
difference between good and evil, and denigrating the authority of the Bible.

      On two occasions Calvin took up his pen to combat libertinism. In 1545 he wrote the Contre
la secte... des libertins
 and in 1547 he wrote a letter to the believers of Rouen on
libertinism, the Epistre contre un cordelier

. This letter has come down to us as the
second part of the reedition of Contre la secte... des libertins
. Although it was only
in 1545 that Calvin dedicated a special text to libertinism, it must have been before this year that
he became aware of specific themes of libertinism. In the successive versions of the
Institutes
 preceding Contre la secte... des libertins
 Calvin already
argued against libertine ideas on the Bible, on being reborn, on the providence of God, and against
their ideas on the devil and on angels. Especially the chapters on providence in his
Institutes
 and in Contre la secte... des libertins
 show marked
similarities. After Calvin had written his libertine treatises the theme remained
important to him, and in several commentaries he repeats his abhorrence of libertine ideas.

      

      It is clear that in Calvin’s eyes libertinism posed a serious threat to his own movement. It is
however, far from easy to gain insight into the nature of this dangerous movement. The pejorative
use of the word libertinism during the 16th century makes it difficult to recognise  a libertine. No contemporary of John Calvin
would have proclaimed himself a libertine. Moreover, until now we have not been able to trace
libertine texts, and one may presume that they are lost. Therefore libertinism is only known at
second hand. We are largely dependent upon Calvin’s own descriptions for our knowledge of Calvin’s
opponents.

      In Contre la secte... des libertins
 Calvin refutes libertines in general, and some
specific libertine leaders whose names he mentions (Antoine Pocquet, Quintin Thiery, Coppin, Bertrand des
Moulins and Claude Perceval), as well as some titles of libertine texts. However neither the
anonymous works Calvin mentions nor the treatises of Pocquet and Quintin Thiery have been traced, so
that we are not able to learn their ideas first hand. Of the opponent envisaged in the Epistre
contre un cordelier
 we know even less, for we never learn the identity of this Friar Minor
Some of Calvin’s opponents, namely Pocquet and the Friar Minor, have replied to his accusations, but
these texts have not come down to us.

      Calvin did not take a neutral stand when he described libertinism ; he did his utmost to picture
his adversaries in dark tones. One must therefore question the reliability of the information Calvin
provides. It can be questioned for example whether Calvin’s accusation about the libertines’ lack of
morality and their polygamy was in accordance with the facts. It is very well imaginable that these
accusations were part of the reformer’s tactic of discrediting his opponents. It seems
to me that especially Calvin’s descriptions of libertine ideas and morals should be used with care.
These descriptions fit all too well in the general pattern of picturing the libertine movement as a
sect called into being by the devil himself.

      

      The lack of unbiased information on Calvin’s opponents has left room for varying answers to the
question of both their identity and their ideas. Verhey labelled them 'speculative spiritualists’,
Busson regarded them as the forerunners of unbelief and atheism, rooted in the Averroism of Padua (a
thesis severely contested by Febvre), and Jundt and later Schneider described them as the inheritors
of the Brethren of the Free Spirit, believing that since God accomplished everything in the true believer, this true believer could not
sin any more.

      One problem with the analysis of scholars like Busson is that for them libertinism is a
philosophy of learned men, whereas Calvin describes it as a chaotic melting pot of ideas of both
learned and unlearned men. Calvin’s quotations by Quintin Thiery in an unpolished Picard dialect
suggest that libertinism was a popular movement. Calvin’s decision to publish his own text in French
instead of Latin is a hint in the same direction, suggesting that he was not aiming at a learned
public.
But the fact that both Quintin Thiery and Pocquet were in touch with the upper class of society,
notably the Queen of Navarre, hints in the opposite direction. In his description of two libertine
texts in chapter 24 Calvin suggests that, unlike Pocquet, the author of these was a learned man.

      The hypothesis that the libertines were the inheritors of the Brethren of the Free Spirit is
difficult to prove. Libertines, as they were pictured by Calvin, and the Brethren of the Free Spirit
certainly did have convictions in common, but that is all one can say with certainty. Since we lack
information on libertines, we are ignorant of the sources they used.

      In summary : to date it has not been possible to pinpoint one specific group with their own
specific doctrines at which Calvin was aiming when he wrote his Contre la secte... des
libertins
.

      

      It seems to me that the obscurity among modern scholars about the nature of libertinism reflects
the vagueness concerning libertinism among Calvin’s own contemporaries. Sixteenth century writers
did not use clear-cut definitions, and even the descriptions of libertines provided by Calvin and
his fellow-reformers Guillaume Farel and Pierre Viret cannot be reduced to one univocal definition.
Calvin makes a clear distinction between libertines and Anabaptists, but Farel throws them all
together into one and the same heap. Farel has consulted Calvin’s writings against the libertines,
and his objections against them are very much the same as Calvin’s. Viret on
various occasions argues against libertines, but in his different works he presents several
different characterisations of them.

      Both Calvin and Farel accuse the
libertines of propagating an erroneous philosophy. Their conviction that one world-soul inspires all
things not only abolishes the difference between God and mankind, but also between good and evil,
because if the libertines are correct that it is God who is at work in everything, man cannot be
held responsible for evil occurrences. This abolition of human responsibility has disastrous effects
on morality, and results in a libertine freedom. This accusation of
a lack of morality was made by Viret as well. According to his Interim
, libertines
abused the freedom of the Gospel to do whatever they liked in matters of religion and ethics.
Libertines, Viret wants his readers to believe, could especially be found in places where people
differed widely on questions concerning religion, and among the upper classes of society.

      Although in his Traittez divers
 Viret differentiates between libertines,
Nicodemites, Epicureans and atheists, according to him they are closely intertwined since they all
have one and the same goal : to lead a pleasant life. In order to arrive at this goal they are ready
to deny their own convictions and to adjust to their environment. According to Viret’s description,
one often starts as a Nicodemite, denying one’s own convictions in order to avoid persecution, and
ends as an Epicurean or atheist, openly ridiculing religion. We can conclude that in the
Traittez divers
 Viret has embedded his objections against libertinism in
anti-Nicodemite polemic. Viret agreed with Farel and Calvin on the stunning wickedness of the
libertines : they were even worse than atheists. Like Farel, Viret traces the roots of libertinism
back to Italy.

      In the De origine, continuatione, usu, autoritate, atque praestantia ministerii verbi
Dei
, published in 1554, Viret pictures the libertines as learned persons who value classical
literature so highly that they hold the Bible in contempt, thus suggesting that libertines were
primarily to be found among humanist scholars. Libertines, according to Viret, believed that
everyone could become a son of God, taking the term 'son of God’ as the description of a perfect
sinless state. In this treatise of 1554 Viret’s description of libertine philosophy resembles that
of Calvin and Farel. The libertines regarded God as the world-soul which inspires and moves all
things. In this way they make God the author of all evil and deny the sins of humans, for it is God
who works out everything. In the same
way as Calvin had done, Viret blames the libertines for abolishing the difference between good and
evil, between God and Satan. In this text Viret links libertinism with Nicodemism as well, accusing
the libertines of simulating and dissimulating in every possible matter in order to slip out of
danger. Very much like Calvin, Viret traces the libertine errors back to early church heresies,
notably those of the Valentinians and Gnostics.

      Calvin, Farel and Viret located libertinism in different places. In his first treatise Calvin was
primarily concerned with libertinism in the French-speaking part of the Low Countries ; in his
Epistre contre un cordelier
, published in 1547, he addresses himself to the believers
in Rouen. In the Glaive
 Farel describes Italy as a hotbed of libertinism, and so does
Viret. According to the latter libertines could be found in places where major differences in
religion emerged. In his dedication of the translation of Calvin’s Contre la secte... des
libertins
 (1546), Nicolas des Gallars informs his readers that libertinism was spreading
rapidly from France to the Low Countries and to Lower Germany. This dissemination of libertinism
outside the French-speaking regions would have been the motivation for Des Gallars to translate
Calvin’s treatise into Latin.

      One can conclude that libertinism, as it was viewed by Calvin, Farel and Viret alike, was neither
limited to one region in Europe nor to one social group. According to the Swiss reformers’
descriptions, libertinism was an international phenomenon to which both the learned and unlearned
were attracted. In spite of their use of different descriptions of libertinism, they agreed that
libertines were worse than other opponents they faced, since in their eyes libertines challenged
belief in God as such. Moreover, because of their abolition of the difference between good and evil
they were pictured by the reformers as a dangerous menace to the whole civil order.

      

      Notwithstanding the difficulties in defining libertinism outlined above, one can detect some 16th
century groups that fit into Calvin’s picture of libertinism. Before the Genevan reformer started
his fierce polemic on libertinism in 1545 he had on several occasions been confronted  with people discussing Christian fundamentals
such as the resurrection of the dead, the reality of the devil and the status of the Bible.

      During his Strasbourg years (1538-1541) Calvin would without any doubt have learned of Martin
Bucer’s struggle against the melting pot of sects centred on that city. Five years before Calvin arrived in
Strasbourg, a synod tried to demarcate the lines between the magisterial reformation and other
reformations, refuting the opinions of Michael Servetus, of spiritualists, of Anabaptists and of
Epicureans. These Epicureans attacked Bucer and his fellow ministers for imposing a new
papal yoke. Their spokesman, Anton Engelbrecht, feared that Bucer’s ideas on the close relationship
between church and state would replace the Roman tyranny with an evangelical one. Some of these
Epicureans debated the same themes as Calvin touched on in his Contre la secte... des
libertins
. Clement Ziegler, for example, denied the real existence of the devil. Moreover,
among some Epicureans the role Christ played was far from clear, because they believed that one
could attain salvation apart from Christ. This meant that not only Christians could be saved from
damnation, but Turks and Jews as well. Moreover
these Epicureans downplayed the Bible as the source of revelation. In
some sense these Epicureans resembled the spiritualists, for they did not attach much value to an
outward church. According to Bucer’s report to his fellow ministers, they regarded the reformation
of the church as superfluous, for all that mattered was a reformation of the heart. The discussion in Strasbourg during the 1530s clearly shows the relevance of
the themes Calvin discusses in his polemic against the libertines. Based on the similarities in the
themes discussed in Strasbourg and in Calvin’s treatises against libertines, and based on one
reference in Calvin’s Epistre contre un cordelier
 to Epicureanism, some scholars assume
a direct link from Epicureanism to libertinism. It should be noted, however, that the theme central in the Epicureanism debate, that is, the
question of how the relationship between church and state should be organised, was completely absent
in Calvin’s polemic on libertinism. Therefore I propose that the Epicureanism debate and the
knowledge of how the Epicureans argued some Christian fundamentals played a role in Calvin’s
decision to take up his pen against the libertines, but that a direct link from Epicureanism to
libertinism is implausible. It seems more likely that Calvin simply used the word 'Epicurean’ as
vilification. Since the days of Epicurus himself a reference to this philosopher sufficed to paint
an adversary in dark colours and blame him or her for a lack of morality and a lack of decent
belief.

      In a letter of 1542 Antoine Fumée describes a group in Paris which no longer fits within
mainstream Christianity. Calvin had asked for information on the 'achrists’, and in his reply Fumée
warns Calvin of the most horrible errors of this sect, festering like a cancer. They did not attach
much value to the Bible, and held the reading of Socrates and Plato in higher esteem than the New
Testament. With a reference to the Song of Songs, they despised the Old Testament. According to
Fumée, this sect denied the divinity of Christ and explained the title 'Son of God’ as poetic
language. According to his letter, the sect’s morality was intended to foster a life of pleasure.
The adherents of this sect could be found among the upper classes of society. This letter is certainly important for understanding the
general context in which Calvin’s Contre la secte... des libertins
 was written. Direct
fall-out from this letter can, however, not be found in the polemic against the libertines. For a
reaction against this group one must look to Calvin’s Des scandales, where he attacks those who hold
the plain language of the scriptures in contempt. However, Viret’s description of the
libertines in his De origine, continuatione, usu, autoritate, atque praestantia ministerii
verbi Dei
, does closely resemble the sect described by Fumée.

      The more direct inducements to Calvin to write against the libertines came from Valérand
Poullain. In 1543-1544 this Flemish-born reformer tried in several ways to steer
the reformation in the Low Countries in a 'Calvinistic’ direction. He distributed 200 copies of Calvin’s Petit traicté

(published in 1543), and during 1544 he sent letters to Calvin with reports on the religious
situation in the Low Countries, urging him to write something against the libertines’ errors. In the
second half of 1543 Poullain moved to Strasbourg. His attempts to mobilise Calvin against the sects
in the Low Countries were part of a larger Strasbourg involvement in the Low Countries. Early in
1544 several brethren from Valenciennes and Tournai paid a visit to this city. They complained to
two ministers, Bucer and Poullain, about sects arising around Valenciennes, which were ensnaring the
believers in Valenciennes. In response to this visit two actions were undertaken. Bucer sent Pierre
Brully to the Low Countries to seek to dam up the influence of these sects. The
Strasbourg ministers knew about two sects to be found in the Low Countries : one surrounding David
Joris (1501-1556), and one which taught that there were two spirits in each individual, a divine
spirit and a satanic spirit. Brully’s mission turned into a disaster. Soon after his arrival
in the Low Countries he was apprehended in Tournai and was sentenced to die at the stake.

      A second action was undertaken by Poullain, who tried to mobilise Calvin against the sects in the
Low Countries. In a request for help, he reported to Calvin that the brethren from Valenciennes were
troubled by followers of Quintin Thiery, and that these brethren had brought 'scripta
Quintinistarum’ to Strasbourg. He further informed Calvin that Bucer had written something to
console the believers from the Low Countries, but, according to Poullain, Bucer did not contest
their errors. Bucer did indeed take a more moderate stand towards
libertinism, and had been ready to shelter some libertine leaders. Presumably this more moderate stand explains why Poullain was
not satisfied with Bucer’s text.

      In a subsequent letter to Calvin,
dated October, 1544, Poullain stated that he had heard from his brother that followers of the Dutch
spiritualist leader David Joris were active in the neighbourhood of Valenciennes. By way of his
brother Poullain would attempt to obtain some texts by David Joris in order to enable Calvin to
acquire knowledge of David Joris’s opinions. It is very possible that David Joris’s writings were
indeed circulating around Valenciennes, because during this year (1544) Joris’s secretary Hendrik
van Schor started translating Joris’s treatises and letters from Dutch into French. Joris’s influence was not limited to the
Low Countries. From his correspondence it becomes evident that, at least in 1548, he had followers
in Paris as well. Whether Poullain did indeed obtain some
texts by David Joris cannot be decided, for the sources I have consulted leave this question
unanswered. In this letter of October, 1544, Poullain writes about a second sect beside that of
David Joris : the Loïsts with their leader Eloi Pruystinck. This is the only time Eloi Pruystinck is
mentioned in the documents relating to Calvin’s polemic against the libertines. It is possible that
Poullain did not make a clear distinction between Loïsts and David Joris’s followers, because during
these years the two groups were closely intertwined.

      The Strasbourg ministers were particularly well informed about David Joris. David Joris had
visited the town in 1538 to dispute with Melchior Hoffman, and Martin Bucer had met Joris personally
in 1541. A letter written by the Council of Strasbourg to the Council of Basle, dated
December, 1544, reveals the information Strasbourg possessed. In this letter Strasbourg warned Basle
that David Joris had taken refuge in their city. In this letter and in the 22 articles enclosed,
Strasbourg summarises David Joris’s opinions. According to David Joris one should always accommodate
oneself to one’s environment, whether it be Catholic or Lutheran. His opinion on the Bible was, in
Strasbourg’s eyes, erroneous because
he believed that truth could also be revealed outside the scriptures. He denied the reality of both
angels and the devil, and was convinced that the resurrection of the dead had already taken place.
The Strasbourg Council accused David Joris of claiming a far too important place for himself.
Apart from an accusation of polygamy, the information Strasbourg provides on David Joris was
accurate, and in accordance with the convictions David Joris propagates in his own texts. Basle ignored the Strasbourg warnings
against David Joris, so that this Dutch spiritualist leader could live unmolested there. From his refuge David Joris stayed in touch with his followers and propagated his
opinions through a huge number of treatises and letters. Because of his dazzling language and his
dreams and visions, history has evaluated this spiritualist leader as little more than an ecstatic
visionary. But Poullain’s correspondence is a clear indication of the international influence David
Joris had. It is very well imaginable that the Strasbourg ministers provided Calvin with the same
information on David Joris they had themselves and that Calvin knew about the 22 articles against
the Dutch spiritualist leader. Calvin’s accusations against the libertines sometimes show a marked
similarity with these 22 articles. He does not, however, refer explicitly to David Joris, unlike another
libertine mentioned by Poullain : Quintin Thiery.

      In his Contre la secte...des libertines
 Calvin provides biographical data on this
libertine leader and some men belonging to his circle. This information can be amplified by the
information given by one of Calvin’s correspondents, Gilles Michaux, and by information given by
Guillaume Farel. From these three sources it becomes evident that Pocquet and Quintin Thiery were
important leaders of the libertines. Calvin claims to have met Quintin Thiery personally around 1535
and Pocquet around 1542. Calvin’s information on a meeting with Quintin Thiery fits with Farel’s report on
Thiery’s stay in Paris. Farel further accuses Quintin Thiery of having supported the persecution of
an evangelical preacher there. Of Quintin Thiery, we know that he was born in Hainaut. Three of the libertines mentioned by
Calvin had stayed for two years in Martin Bucer’s house : Pocquet, Perceval and des Moulins. Des Moulins had
already passed away when Calvin wrote his Contre la secte... des libertins
. Pocquet,
Quintin Thiery and Perceval were acquainted with the queen of Navarre and had stayed at her
court. After
Brully’s disastrous mission to the Low Countries, Perceval was one of the men apprehended by the Dutch legal authorities. The
legal authorities of the Low Countries regarded him as a follower of Bucer. We do not know if he was
sentenced or not. Quintin Thiery was arrested
in November, 1546, and was burned December 24 the same year. Pocquet remained under the protection
of the queen of Navarre and died in 1559. Of Quintin Thiery and Pocquet, we know that they stayed
within the Catholic church. Pocquet had apparently been a priest.
According to Calvin the libertines attracted a lot of adherents. Both Quintin Thiery and Pocquet had written
treatises to disseminate their ideas. Some of Pocquet’s treatises are described by Michaux. His
description shows that at least some of Pocquet’s texts were circulating in manuscript, and that one
of these was a commentary on St Luke.

      The news about the sects in the Low Countries spread rapidly among the Swiss reformers, and they
were all too aware of the necessity of taking action against these sects. Viret described them as a
'genus periculosissimum’ and Farel urged Calvin to stamp out the Quintinists. No later than the
second half of 1544 Calvin had decided to respond to the requests to write against the libertines,
and in his treatise against the Anabaptists he announces his intention of taking up his pen against
them. In the Brieve instruction... contre les anabaptistes
 Calvin describes libertines
and Anabaptists as two branches of the same tree, the libertines being the worse of the two. In the first months of 1545 Calvin’s Contre la secte... des
libertins
 was published by the Genevan printer Jean Girard. On the title page we find the
sword and the Bible text often used on Calvin’s polemical treatises : 'Non veni pacem mittere in
terram, sed gladium’.

      

      In the preface of his Contre la secte... des libertins
 Calvin states that all sects
are raised by the devil, and that he is called by the Lord to defend the truth against these
evil-doers.

      The first chapters (1-3) of the Contre la secte... des libertins
 are dedicated to a
description of the similarities between the libertines and early church heresies. In Calvin’s eyes
there is no real difference between libertine doctrines and those of the Gnostic sects of the early
church, in particular.

      In the fourth chapter Calvin mentions the libertine leaders who are responsible for the
dissemination of this erroneous doctrine. Moreover, Calvin explains that their doctrine is so
dangerous, and it has infected so many people, that he is obliged to refute them publicly.

      In the fifth chapter Calvin explains why the libertines have so many adherents. According to
Calvin, God permits sects to arise in order to test the constancy of believers. The fact that people
are misled by sects is due to their arrogance and curiosity. The libertines use a special weapon to
spread their doctrine : according to Calvin they obscure their speech to trap their audience in
their erroneous doctrine. It is especially in countries where true doctrine is persecuted that God
allows sects to spring up.

      In the following chapters Calvin elaborates on these points. In chapter 6 he exhorts his readers
to submit themselves to evangelical doctrine instead of striving for a knowledge too high for
humans. In chapters 7 and 8 he arraigns the obscure language the libertines are using. This obscure
language implies dissimulation, hypocrisy and lying. In chapter 9 Calvin states that the libertines
are not only obscuring human language, but also the Scriptures, for by their allegories and
speculations on the Bible they abandon the plain text of the Bible. In chapter 10 Calvin accuses the libertines of hiding
their erroneous doctrine behind seemingly pious speech about the Spirit.

      In chapters 11-22 Calvin dedicates himself to a description and a refutation of libertine
doctrine. In chapter 11 Calvin describes the root of all libertine errors : they believe that one
divine spirit inspires all creatures. In chapter 12 Calvin argues that the libertines have one word
to call everything that is happening : 'cuider’ (imagination). By this word they ignore the reality
of such things as sin, the devil and the world, ascribing them to mere imagination. The libertine
conviction that one divine spirit works in everything has as its consequence that humans are not
responsible for their evil deeds, because this divine spirit underlies everything (chapter 13). In
chapters 14-15 Calvin tries to explain that his conviction on God’s providence does not negate human
responsibility. Contrary to the libertine view, Calvin maintains that although God does indeed bring
all things about, individuals remain responsible for their own sins and that they remain guilty for
the evil deeds they have perpetrated. In chapter 16 Calvin tries to refute the conviction that one
is not allowed to judge human deeds, for they are in fact all ordained by God. In chapters 17 and 18
Calvin attacks the libertines’ spiritualist ideas on Christ. According to Calvin’s description, the
libertines hold that the resurrection of Christ should not be taken literally but should be
interpreted as the process of regeneration every believer should be involved in. Libertines
understand regeneration as the return to the Adamic state of innocence and are convinced that one
could arrive at this perfect state. Against the libertine idea that the feeling of remorse is mere
'cuider’ (imagination), Calvin maintains the reality of sin and the devil. In the following three
chapters Calvin dedicates himself to warning his readers of the devastating influence of the
libertines on morality. Libertines would abolish the law, thus making room for a libertine freedom
(chapter 19). Because Calvin’s opponents reduce all human inclinations, even bad ones, to divine
vocation, they remove the possibility of correcting people (chapter 20). With their opinions on
polygamy and the community of goods libertines create disorder in society as a whole (chapters 20,
21). In chapter 22 Calvin refutes the libertine concept of resurrection and maintains, against his
opponents, that the resurrection does not take place during earthly life but only after death.

      In chapter 23 another part of the Contre la secte... des libertins
 starts. Calvin
now begins quoting parts of Pocquet’s work, followed by a refutation. In this chapter Calvin does
not pick up new themes, and the Pocquet quotations merely serve as an illustration of the wickedness
 of libertine doctrines. These
quotations are quite extensive, and I have the impression that Calvin has quoted his adversary
'honestly’, without changing Pocquet’s text. This method (a quotation followed by a rejoinder) was
often used by Calvin in his polemical treatises : he would do the same in his polemic against
Coornhert. In the latter case we are able to compare Calvin’s quotations with Coornhert’s own text.
In his Response à un certain Holandois
 Calvin followed the text of his adversary
precisely. This makes it the more plausible that Calvin did the same in the case
of Pocquet. In chapter 24 Calvin mentions two other libertine treatises. According to Calvin both
medicine and civil government are rejected in one of these texts. In reply he maintains that these
two things are given by God.

      In his final chapter, the conclusion, Calvin exhorts his readers to keep themselves aloof from
the libertines.

      

      Calvin’s Contre la secte... des libertins
, published in 1545, was the starting point
of a fervid polemic. Calvin’s treatise did not remain unanswered, and a libertine reply induced
Calvin in 1547 to write the Epistre contre un cordelier
, addressing himself to the
believers of Rouen. According to Calvin, these believers had sent some texts by a certain Friar
Minor to him, and he felt himself obliged to refute his errors. The letter to the believers of Rouen
has only come down to us as a part of the second edition of the Contre la secte... des
libertins
. When Calvin wrote his letter, the Friar Minor whose opinions Calvin contested
seems to have been imprisoned on the accusation of heresy. Shortly before Calvin wrote this letter,
the Sorbonne had been involved in a libertine case in Rouen as well. In 1545 the Faculty of Paris
censured a text submitted by the Archbishop of Rouen. A brief summary of this text has been
preserved, and the heresies arraigned by the Sorbonne show similarities with the heresies combated
by Calvin : 'La premiere est : Tout le bien et tout le mal que fait l’homme, se fait par necessité,
et autrement faire ne se pourroit, pource que Dieu la prévient.' 'La seconde herésie est
expressément contenuë aux trois prédits vers, et plus specialement quand à ne pouvoir éviter le mal,
est comprise en ces mots : O crime malgré soy ! Vice est force, ou Dieu n’étend sa grace. Et en ces
mots : dont à son gré est contenu blasphême contre l’honneur de Dieu. La tierce herésie est : Il n’y
a saint qui sçut à Dieu déplaire, et un reprouvé ne peut que envers Dieu ne m’efface.' If the
Faculty of Paris and John Calvin were indeed dealing with the same author, this would mean at least
two things : first that around 1545
libertines were active around Rouen as well, and second that the influence of libertinism was so
important that not only Calvin was trying to limit its influence, but the Sorbonne as well.

      In the introduction of his Epistre contre un cordelier
 Calvin explains why he has
decided to take up his pen against the Friar Minor. After this brief introduction Calvin summarises
the errors of his opponent, mentioning three themes. The Friar Minor would make God the author of
all evil, he errs on the doctrine of predestination, and his convictions on sin were, according to
Calvin, mistaken. After a personal attack on the Cordelier, Calvin returns to his doctrine and
elaborates on two themes. He does his utmost to prove that the root of all evil is not to be found
in the divine creation as such, but in Adam’s fall. A second theme on which Calvin refutes the
libertines’ ideas at length is their conception of the road to perfection and of mortification.
According to Calvin this perfection is simply not attainable during human life on earth. After this
refutation Calvin turns the reader’s attention to the Cordelier’s approval of Quintin Thiery and his
martyrdom. Calvin tells his readers the story of Quintin Thiery’s execution, picturing him as a mere
coward.

      

      From Farel’s Glaive
 it becomes evident that the 'Cordelier’ replied to Calvin’s
accusations with a 'Bouclier de defense’. Unfortunately this work has not come down to us. Calvin
did not respond to the 'Bouclier de defense’, but his fellow-reformer Farel did. In 1550 he
published his Le glaive de la parolle veritable

. In this tedious and well-nigh interminable text, Farel
reiterates Calvin’s point of view. For modern scholarship on libertinism the Glaive
 is
a very valuable source of information, since Farel provides long quotations from libertine texts.
The Friar Minor was not the only one who replied to Calvin. In a 1548 letter Gilles Michaux informs
Calvin that Pocquet had done the same. Michaux sent Pocquet’s reply along with some of his other
writings to Calvin, but this did not induce Calvin to take up his pen again against Pocquet.

      
        The influence of Calvin’s polemic 

        Busson has described Calvin’s polemic with the libertines as one of the first disputes between
belief and unbelief. If one
accepts Busson’s interpretation, libertinism and its influence is not limited to the 16th century
In a challenging article Andrew Fix has indeed suggested that the influence of libertinism reaches
into the age of the Enlightenment. Similarities between themes
important during the Enlightenment and the themes described by Calvin are apparent. Questions about
the reality of the devil and the dispute on the hermeneutics of the Bible played a major role in
Calvin’s polemic against the libertines, and remained important and were heatedly discussed during
the Enlightenment as well. But these similarities are not proof of
the influence of Calvin’s polemic against the libertines. In describing the influence of libertines
and of Calvin’s polemic against them, one is confronted with the same difficulties as in describing
the roots and nature of libertinism : that is to say, one lacks facts. Since we do not possess
libertine treatises, it is extremely difficult to measure the influence of the ideas propagated in
these texts. The same is true for Calvin’s polemic against the libertines. Whether he succeeded in
convincing his readers of the wickedness of libertines is a question which can hardly be
answered.

        We know that Marguerite de Navarre maintained her favourable stand towards libertinism, and that
she remained in touch with...
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