
           DOCUMENTS: CHRISTIAN HUMANISM 
 

1. The northern humanists made their most distinctive contribution . . . in the fields hitherto 
monopolized by the scholastically trained clergy. The “Christian humanists,” as they have been 
frequently called, carried a fresh, laymen’s attitude into the closed and rather stuffy atmosphere 
of theological study and religious thought . . . they represented the characteristic point of view of 
educated lay society, in opposition to clerical scholasticism. In their attitude, the evangelical, 
subjective piety of the mystics and the burghers’ discontent with the formal religion of the 
contemporary church were combined with the classicists’ dislike for scholastic logic and 
medieval Latin and the layman’s interest in ethics and morals rather than formal theology  . . . 
 
    . . . the humanists looked back across the Middle Ages to Christian antiquity, and sought in the 
Bible and the works of the early Fathers the pure sources of Christian doctrine.  These they 
studied as they had been trained to study classical texts, in their original tongue and from the 
most authentic manuscripts, using all the equipment of philological and historical criticism that 
generations of classical scholarship had placed at their disposal . . . they strove merely to 
understand the literal meaning of the sacred texts and thereby to arrive at the intention of the 
apostolic writers. The positive result of this revolutionary method was a simple evangelical piety, 
which laid greater stress on the moral and ethical spirit of primitive Christianity than on dogma 
or ceremonial practice. Without wishing to break with the universal church, the Christian 
humanists evolved a program for reforming it through enlightened education, using their concept 
of the “philosophy of Christ” as a touchstone to distinguish between what was fundamental to 
Christian teaching and the irrelevant accretions that had grown up about the medieval church.” 
 
 The Renaissance, Wallace Ferguson (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 
1940), pp. 118-21, cited in Western Civilization: Images and Interpretations, 3rd. ed., 
Dennis Sherman ed. (New York: McGraw Hill, 1991), pp. 288-89 
 
 
2. For you must know that we were lately sitting in an inn, having our supper, and were  
eating eggs, when on opening one, I saw that there was a young chicken sitting within.This I 
showed to a comrade; whereupon he quoth to me, “Eat it up speedily, before the taverner sees it, 
for if he mark it, you will have to pay for a fowl.” In a trice, I gulped down the egg, chicken and 
all. And then I remembered that it was Friday! 
 
   Whereupon I said to my crony, “You have made me commit a mortal sin, in eating flesh on the 
sixth day of the week!” But he averred that it was not a mortal sin - nor even a venial sin, seeing 
that such a chickling is accounted merely as an egg, until it is born. Then I departed, and thought 
the matter over. And by the Lord, I am in a mighty quandry, and know not what to do. 
 
   It seemeth to me that these young fowls in eggs are flesh, because their substance is formed 
and fashioned into the limbs and body of an animal, and posseth a vital principle. It is different in 
the case of grubs in cheese, and such-like, because grubs are accounted fish, as I learnt from a 
physician who is also skilled in Natural Philosophy.  
 



   Most earnestly do I entreat you to resolve the question that I have propounded. For if you hold 
that the sin is mortal, then, I would fain get shrift here, ere I return to Germany. 
 
 Johann Reuchlin, Letters of Obscure Men (1516-17) 
 
 
3. The true Church of Christ is the common known church of all Christian people not gone out 
nor cast out. This whole body both of good and bad is the Catholic Church of Christ . . . This 
Church was gathered, and the faith believed, before any part of the New Testament was put in 
writing. And which was or is the true scripture, neither Luther nor Tyndale knoweth but by the 
credence that they give to the Church . . . The Church was before the gospel was written; and the 
faith was taught, and men were baptized and masses said, and the other sacraments administered 
among the Christian people, before any part of the New Testament was put in writing. 
 
  Thomas More, The Works of Thomas More (London: Scholar Press,  
                        1978) 
 
 
4.  I utterly dissent from those who are unwilling that the sacred Scriptures should be read by the 
unlearned translated into their vulgar tongue, as though Christ taught such subtleties that they 
can scarcely be understood even by a few theologians, or, as though the strength of the Christian 
religion consisted in men’s ignorance of it. The mysteries of kings it may be safer to conceal, but 
Christ wished his mysteries to be published as openly as possible. I wish that even the weakest 
woman should read the Gospel - should read the epistles of Paul. And I wish these were 
translated into all languages, so that they might be read and understood, not only by Scots and 
Irishmen, but also by Turks and Saracens. To make them understood is surely the first step. It 
may be that they might be ridiculed by many, but some would take them to heart. I long that the 
husbandman should sing portions of them to himself as he follows the plough, that the weaver 
should hum them to the tune of his shuttle, that the traveler should beguile with their stories the 
tedium of his journey. 
 
  Desiderius  Erasmus, Novuum Instrumentum, The Oxford Reformers, 
  (New York: Dunton, 1914).    
  
 


