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      La controverse entre le jeune Edward Lee et Erasme, à propos des Annotationes du second sur le Nouveau Testament, s'étend de 1517 à 1523. Lee accuse Erasme de pélagianisme et d'arianisme. L'humaniste se défend de vouloir quitter l'Eglise catholique romaine. L'étude de M. Coogan analyse très attentivement les termes de la dispute.
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      INTRODUCTION

      Studying the crisis of biblical humanism that followed Erasmus’ publication of the first edition of the New Testament in Greek (1516), one initially wonders why Erasmus, the Prince of Humanists at the height of his fame, finds grievous and long-lasting vexation in Edward Lee, an insignificant English student then at the Louvain who much later (1531) became the Archbishop of York. Why does Erasmus respond with painstaking care to each of Lee’s 243 notes against NT1516 and his 25 against NT1519 ? Why does he marshall Thomas More, Fisher, Pace, Colet, Wolsey, Lipsius, Lupset, Beatus Rhenanus, Ulrich von Hutten, Volz, Listrius and others to protect himself from such an unknown ? The significance of the dispute as a focal point in the history of humanism and theology has been neglected. In examining this conflict, one discovers that Lee first foretold in detail the full impact on theology of the correction of the Vulgate. Hard upon the fall of this first « domino », he predicted assaults not only on the sacrosanct authority of the Fathers, on the doctrine of original sin, and on the sacramental system but even on the Nicean and Chalcedonian confessions which define the nature of Christ and that of the Trinity. And Lee foresaw both the schismatic shock marking the greatest ruin of the century — that of the ecumenical authority of the Catholic Church — as well as the threat of the rebirth of Pelagianism and Arianism, revivals that mark the departure of modern Christianity from its Nicean and Chalcedonian heritage. With a focus on arguments over original sin and over the nature of Christ and the Trinity, this study explores Lee’s disagreement with Erasmus’ Annotationes
 defending the correction of the Vulgate. In addition, to verify Lee’s prophecy that Erasmus’ exegesis will authenticate denials of orthodox dogmas, this work will indicate how the radical reformers use Erasmus’ Annotationes
 to establish their revolution, especially for a revival of Arian-like Christologies which had been absent from theology for almost a millenium.

      At the outset, we should place Erasmus, the exegete, into a doctrinal context. Pelikan states :

      
        Doctrine is what is believed, taught, and confessed… we shall identify what is « believed » as the form of Christian doctrine present in the modalities of devotion, spirituality, and worship ; what is « taught » as the content of the word of God extracted by exegesis from the witness of the Bible and comunicated to the people of the church through proclamation, instruction, and churchly theology ; and what is « confessed » as the testimony of the church, both against false teaching from within, articulated in polemics and in apologetics, in creed and in dogma.1



      

      Keeping in mind that the radical reformers will often be tendentious in citing the authority of Erasmus’ exegesis for their deviations from sanctioned dogmas, we must recall that Erasmus often testified to his own orthodoxy, especially in regard to Pelagianism and Arianism. Erasmus may not have foreseen the role of his exegesis in the revival and in the development of heterodoxy as perceptively as Lee did and as Bellarmine and others at Trent with hindsight would. In the areas of belief and confession, the radical reformers find far fewer occasions to rely on Erasmus.

      In the title to the Novum Instrumentum
 (1516), Erasmus, neglecting to mention that he offers the text in Greek, does state the essential role of his Annotationes
 and, especially, the final cause of his biblical humanism — the correction of the Vulgate for the purpose of reviving true theology :

      
        The entire Novum Instrumentum
 diligently revised and emended by Erasmus of Roterdam, not only against the Greek original but also against many codices in both the languages and finally against the quotations, emendations and interpretations of the most approved authors, especially Origen, Chrysostom, Cyril, Vulgarius [Theophylactus], Jerome, Cyprian, Ambrose, Hilarius, and Augustine : together with Annotations which tell the reader what has been changed and why. Whoever therefore you are who love true theology, read, know and then judge. If you are offended by any change, do not take offence at once, but ponder whether it be not changed for the better.2



      

      Although Erasmians and New Testament textual scholars recognize the deficiencies of Erasmus’ Greek text — self-made parts of which are still printed — it must be remembered that it was the basis for the Textus Receptus which in turn became the source for most major Protestant translations of the New Testament until 1881.3
 Surpassed only by the Vulgate in popularity among Latin readers of the New Testament, Erasmus’ Latin translation saw over 200 editions by 1800.4
 By applying to the New Testament the same philo-logical precision used in editing ancient Greco-Roman classics, his Novum Instrumentum
 and its Annotationes
 mark the greatest achievement of Christian humanism in the Renaissance. Erasmus insists that linguistic skills open the grammatical sense of the passage and that one discovers the spiritual sense neither by its traditional context in dogma nor — equally important — by allegorical conjecture until one has first established its philological coherence. The fury of the storm breaking out against biblical humanism descended neither on Reuchlin’s Rudimenta Hebraica
 nor on Valla’s Adnotationes
 but on Erasmus’ Annotationes.
 Erasmus’ philological method, manifest throughout the Annotationes
, requires a mastery not only of the Greek and Latin codices and the exegesis of the Greek and Latin Fathers but also an expert knowledge of secular Greek and Latin classical literature. Consequently, his biblical humanism makes the medieval exegetical tradition anachronistic.5



      Now, by turning for a moment to Aquinas’ commentary on Jn 1 : 1-4, we will try to show why Lee demands that Erasmus adhere to the tradition characterized by an indissoluble bond between the authority of Scripture and that of the Church. Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Nicholas of Lyra, and other medieval exegetes interpret under an umbrella of dogmas formulated in creeds or in decrees of councils even though each exegete holds very different views of the literal and spiritual senses of Scripture. The threefold, the fourfold, even the sevenfold sense of a passage should conform to the dogmas of the Church, especially those on the Trinity and the Incarnation which were determinative in medieval hermeneutics. Aiming to show through his exegesis that the Son is coequal to and coeternal and consubstantial with the Father, Aquinas begins with the covering statment that the Evangelist intends primarily to demonstrate the divinity of Christ.6
 While explaining these verses, he rejects heretical views of Cerinthus, Arius, Photinus, Paul of Samosata, Sabellius, Eunomius, Valentine, and Manichaeus as well as three blasphemies of Origen, namely, the Father alone is God by essence, the Son is God by participation, and the Holy Spirit is among the things made. Similarly, when considering narrow philological matters like diction and grammar, he employs in the service of dogma the philosophical method of division and the metaphysical distinctions between principality and causality, essence and existence, substance and accident. In responding to the question — Why was the Greek term Logos
 rendered in the Latin Bible by verbum
 (« word ») and not by ratio
 (« notion ») ? — Aquinas answers that the Evangelist used Logos
 to signify not only the existence of the Son in the Father (ratio
) but also his external operative power (verbum
).
 Aquinas, a moment before, had distinguished between the human and the divine word. The word formed by the human intellect is not the same nature as the soul but is an accident of it. But, in God, understanding and being are the same, thus the divine word is a substance and an hypostasis, i.e., the Son is a person and consubstantial with the Father.7



      In interpreting « In principio », Aquinas cites Origen who lists multiple meanings of principium
, one of which indicates that the Son’s active power is the principle of all creation. In corroboration, Aquinas brings in the proof text Jn 8 : 25 — « I am the principium
 who speaks to you. » But Erasmus, in the dispute with Lee, insists that a knowledge of Greek grammar invalidates this reading. In Jn 8 : 25, principium
 is adverbial and not substantival ; the Evangelist has in fact said, « I am what I have told you from the outset ».

      On « Et Deus erat Verbum », Aquinas finds evidence for the consubstantiality of the Son with the Father. After stating that the Word is God absolutely by his essence and not by participation, he claims that here Greek grammar on the use of the article misled Origen into saying that the Son was participating in the divine nature and that the Father alone was, in essence, absolute God. Because Erasmus relied on the Greek and read the passage as Origen did, Lee accused him of claiming the Son to be merely a participant in the divine essence. To confirm his reading, Aquinas cited Titus 2 : 13 (Looking for the blessed hope and coming of the glory of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ) and Rom 9 : 5 (whose are the fathers and of whom is Christ, according to the flesh, who is over all things, God blessed for ever. Amen) in order to prove that the word « God » in Jn 1 : 1 and in both Pauline passages signified the Son who was, therefore, in the absolute sense, God. Erasmus disarms the polemical strength of the Pauline passages when he shows how a knowledge of Greek grammar and codices demonstrate in both instances that « God » may refer to the Father. Reading these passages as Aquinas does, Lee, as will be seen, accuses Erasmus of opening the way for a revival of Arianism. Throughout this study it will become evident that Lee defends this medieval tradition that binds the authority of Scripture to the authority of the Church and its dogmas. Because of the exalted role Erasmus gives the philologian, his Novum Instrumentum
 is the epoch-marking departure from the medieval tradition :

      
        The true Greek tongue knows no gloss and serves no authorities and makes men free. This was the reason why not Bacon but Erasmus inaugurated the new times.8



      

      It is important now to place Erasmus’ biblical humanism in the context of the era of exegesis he inaugurated. Schwarz shows how differences between Erasmus’ philological view and Luther’s philologico-inspirational one mirror a controversy between Jerome and Augustine traceable back to the first century A.D.9
 Erasmus’ humanism in its broadest scope questions the ground of the inspirational view animating Augustine’s and Luther’s exegesis. Schwarz explains how at a specific spot in time Luther underwent an illumination or inspiration enabling him to penetrate to the meaning of Romans 1 : 17 — For the justice of God is revealed therein, from faith unto faith, as it is written : The just man liveth by faith. Occurring before 1513 or between 1513 and 1515, this divine intervention directed the remainder of his life, inspiring his Pauline method of interpreting Scripture and his doctrine of « justification by faith ».10
 But Erasmus undermines and rejects the need for this kind of extraordinary intervention which had, he admits, its place in the apostolic Golden Age. Insofar as his own day is concerned, Erasmus often ridiculed the popular enthusiasm for miracles and for singular mystical experiences because it often encourages superstition which, in turn, thwarts true piety. In the intense conclusion to The Antibarbarians
, Erasmus argues against a piety relying on the singular intervention of divine grace. It is worth citing Brendan Bradshaw here :

      
        In order to vindicate this interpretation of the Pentecostal event Erasmus appealed to the historical experience of the Church since Pentecost. And this brings us back to the heart of the Erasmian polemic. For the issue here was which of the two religious ideologies of late medieval Christianity represented the line of authentic continuity from the Christian origins, the charismatic religion of fideism or the rational tradition championed by Erasmus. The details of the exposition, designed, of course, to vindicate Christian rationalism, need not concern us except to draw attention to the two major propositions of the argument which emphasize Erasmus’s determinedly philosophical conception of Christian wisdom. On the one hand he contends that the capacities of human rationality — intellect, memory, language — constitute the means by which the faith has been transmitted through time and space. The seed of Christians he argues, in effect, was not, pace
 the fideist Tertullian, the blood of the martyrs but the teaching of the doctors. On the other hand, Erasmus insisted, this theological knowledge and pedagogical skill, so vital to the handing on of the faith, is acquired not by supernatural means but by human effort, since these are functions of nature, not grace. ‘Any given person’, he declares, ‘has become an effective scholar just in so far as he has possessed intellectual ability and striven in his studies’. The uncomprising rationalism of this assertion needs to be underlined. Some of the most withering scorn in the entire Antibarbari
 is directed against the notion of the supernaturally infused knowledge acquired through contemplation : communing with nature in the manner of St. Bernard gets short shrift in favour of Socratic dialogues on Christian topics with scholarly minds.11
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