
Introduction:

Knowing Friends, Knowing God

But what a sidetrack our discourse is taking! My intention was to outline a
way of life for you, not a course of study.

Erasmus, Enchiridion (1503)

T his disclaimer should give us pause. elsewhere in erasmus’s
great handbook of lay piety he tells Christians that they need knowledge

as well as prayer to persevere against the forces of evil, and Erasmus was himself
a great scholar. Together with his celebration of an interior piety accessible to
lay people, his emphasis on the spiritual meaning of the Bible, and his critiques
of ritualism, this assertion that learning is the cornerstone of a good Christian
way of life is widely viewed as a hallmark of Erasmian spirituality. There are
pungent critiques of scholarship in the Enchiridion, but this is because, as John
O’Malley explains, Erasmus thought that so much scholarship was badly done.
Like many other Catholic intellectuals, Erasmus blamed scholasticism for
promoting the notion that theology was a contemplative discipline, divorced
from piety and ministry. Contemporary theologians, he thought, subsequently
promoted an arid intellectualism.1 The easiest way to interpret Erasmus’s
claim that he had gotten waylaid by talking about scholarship, then, is to
conclude that he was trying to get his readers to think about the relationship
between learning and life. His basic message seems clear: People should look
beyond narrowly defined academic disciplines in order to embrace the sort of
knowledge that encourages virtuous living.

But Erasmus’s dismayed outburst also betrays a notable uncertainty lurking
at the edges of his confident message – an uncertainty about exactly how schol-
arship and spirituality ought to be merged. Post-enlightenment readers who
are sympathetic with Erasmus often perceive his vision of Christianity as a pre-
scient affirmation of their own intuitions. From this perspective, the claim that
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2 ERASMUS, CONTARINI, AND THE RELIGIOUS REPUBLIC OF LETTERS

learning is compatible with religion seems perfectly uncomplicated – as long as
religion is redefined to exclude irrational notions of transcendence, sacramen-
tality, or the superiority of specialists such as priests or monks. Yet Erasmus
was addressing a spiritual elite. Not only was the Enchiridion – like everything
else he wrote – in Latin, but notwithstanding the widespread assumption
that its message was intended for a broad swathe of lay Christians, the work
dealt with issues that Erasmus perceived as urgent for people like himself.
“In sum,” as James Tracy puts it, “Erasmus was writing for cultivated souls
who could understand themselves both as citizens of the republic of letters
and as individual members of the Body of Christ.”2 For these sorts of people,
whom I describe variously as intellectuals, literati, and men and women of
letters,3 the question of how to integrate learning and piety was at the heart of
their search for meaning and salvation. Thus Erasmus’s exclamation of dismay
gestures toward an urgent question that many Catholic literati shared: What
was the relationship between what one studied and how one lived? How,
in other words, should scholars spiritualize their work and live a religious
life?

In Erasmus’s life, scholarship and spirituality were two sides of the same
coin: A life of scholarship was a religious way of life. But instead of simply
accepting the two as fixed images, Erasmus puzzled over them, looking from
one to the other, testing and questioning their respective worth. Other highly
educated people (Catholics in particular, for reasons I will discuss further on)
did the same thing. For these literati seeking a meaningful way of life, there was
no model ready to hand. Christian scholars traditionally had been housed in
monasteries and universities, but many intellectuals in the sixteenth century
shared Erasmus’s sense that monasticism was badly flawed, and that most of
what university professors wrote and read about was hopelessly abstract and
convoluted. The literati all believed that meaning was to be found through
Christ, and that what one did on earth either precluded or enabled an eternal
relationship with God; these convictions in themselves, though, did not answer
their questions about how to live.

Moreover, sixteenth-century society posed numerous challenges for any
Christians who hoped that life in the world could satisfy their need for mean-
ing. Christian princes launched wars against other Christians; the violence
reached a symbolic climax when the Christian emperor’s army sacked Rome
in 1527. The dramatic expulsion of Jews from Spain in 1492 and their con-
tinued presence in other European countries vividly brought home the point
that the Christian goal of universality had yet to succeed even within Europe.
The ominous advance of the Turks, who by 1529 threatened to attack the walls
of Vienna, raised real fears about the survival of Christendom. Meanwhile,
the growing influence of Martin Luther’s protest against the church (which
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INTRODUCTION 3

began in 1517) and the ensuing, increasingly intractable, conflict between
Catholics and Protestants destroyed any illusions that Christians were uni-
fied. For many, including Luther, these were signs that the end of the world
was imminent. Even for Erasmus and others who did not dwell on the apoc-
alypse, these historical developments were harsh reminders that Christianity
had not created peace, even among Christians within Europe.4

These violent conflicts created a high-pitched distortion that was hard to
ignore, but the social and intellectual changes that resonated at a lower register
were arguably more disturbing. The rise of centralized governments raised
newly acute fears about tyranny, and the fact that a few key courts monopolized
financial and cultural resources meant that in much of sixteenth-century
Europe, patronage was both more crucial and more impersonal than it had
been throughout the Middle Ages. The emergence of humanism, with its
emphasis on the skillful use of language, inspired anxious questions about the
relationship between inner virtue and external show. Good speech was a sign
of virtue, but it also could be a remarkably effective source of deception. The
widespread emphasis (at least among the upper classes) on flattery, praise, and
gifts reinforced the belief that ambition could destroy society, and it spawned
an elusive quest for sincerity.5

At the same time, new intellectual movements undermined learned people’s
confidence about where and how to find truth, which resulted in what Heiko
Oberman argues was a distinctive sense of crisis.6 Old arguments about the
relationship between the will and the intellect became newly urgent as intel-
lectuals debated the merits of scholasticism (based on logic and philosophy)
versus humanism (which emphasized rhetoric). Scholars recovered previously
unknown texts by ancient Skeptics, and many literati found philosophical
skepticism frightening but compelling: If skepticism undermined any claims
to certain knowledge, it could also be used to support the notion that people
were right to base their beliefs on faith rather than intellectual arguments.
Moreover, the ideas developed by nominalist theologians were widely influen-
tial, in part because their basic claim that the human world was the contingent
creation of an all-powerful God redrew the dividing line between sacred and
profane, and underscored that words alone link the mind and reality, the soul
and God. Although nominalist writing was highly technical and modeled on
scholastic dialectic rather than humanist rhetoric, nominalism and human-
ism were similar in that both movements placed a new and unrelenting pres-
sure on words. Humanist rhetoricians explicitly argued that good speech –
eloquent, persuasive, compelling language – can change people; as preachers as
well as professors, nominalist thinkers similarly emphasized that whether writ-
ten or spoken, read or heard, words were supposed to appeal not to the mind
but to the heart, not to reason but to faith. Thus nominalists and humanists
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4 ERASMUS, CONTARINI, AND THE RELIGIOUS REPUBLIC OF LETTERS

alike stressed that it was not enough for words to be comprehensible; they
should also be transformative.7

For elite, highly educated Catholics, these political, social, and intellectual
changes made spiritual meaning hard to find. Many prominent intellectuals,
in Northern and Southern Europe alike, looked to the Gospels and to the
Pauline letters in particular and found there a message that faith and love
were the essence of Christianity. This widespread impulse has long been rec-
ognized as a significant feature of the sixteenth-century landscape, but there
has never been consensus about what to call it. Early in the twentieth cen-
tury a French scholar, Pierre Imbart de La Tour, coined the term evangelism
(l’évangelisme), a label that recurs periodically but that never became popu-
lar in English-language scholarship (perhaps because “evangelical” is widely
used to describe conservative modern Christian movements). Scholars who
study Italy have long preferred the term spirituali, and scholars who want to
talk about a movement of reform-minded Catholics in the North still often
use the term Christian humanism (though most now agree that the term is
misleading insofar as it implies there were non-Christian humanists at the
time).8 No matter whether these Catholics are described as Christian human-
ists, spirituali, or part of the movement of evangelism, it is generally agreed that
they failed to influence the Church in their own day. Catholics like Erasmus did
not revamp the church hierarchy, pastor to sick people, cultivate an educated
populace, or successfully instill harmony between Protestants and Catholics.
By the 1550s, zealous conservatives – led by Cardinal Giampietro Carafa, who
became Pope Paul IV in 1555 – firmly controlled the Catholic curia, and the
move to impose orthodoxy and confessional identity gained steam. It seems
that highly educated, pious Catholics were too timid to forsake the Church,
too invested in private spirituality to inspire real reform and – by implication –
were important primarily insofar as they can be shown to represent the seeds
of an enlightened modern Catholicism or a genealogy of moderates within
the Church.9

These learned Catholics are, however, fascinating for the same reason that
many were ineffective reformers: They found themselves straddling a yawning
gap between their ideals and reality and struggling to regain their equilibrium.
Buffeted by the bureaucratization and professionalization that took hold in the
sixteenth century, they were further unsettled by the problems they encoun-
tered when they tried to get spiritual sustenance from books and ideas. They
responded to these troubles by turning to each other and by using praise to
affirm the boundaries and the spiritual value of their circle of friends.

The popularity of friendship among reform-minded Catholics is well-
known but not yet fully analyzed. There are a couple of reasons for this. Because
friendship seems timeless, it is difficult to historicize; because it is presumed
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INTRODUCTION 5

to be an essentially private relationship, it is tempting simply to interpret
the enthusiasm for friendship – particularly among prominent people – as
a sign of their lack of interest in social and political activism. This is how
the spirituali in particular have often been interpreted. But in the sixteenth
century, friendship had religious significance that should not just be taken for
granted or dismissed as elitism. This insight is central to Alan Bray’s extraor-
dinary recent book The Friend, which argues that from the Middle Ages well
into the eighteenth century, friendships were not “set apart” or private but
were instead public, religious relationships developed in order to navigate the
dangerous world of public transactions. Building on a Durkheimian premise,
Bray defines religion as a response to danger – an instrument people used to
bind themselves together in conditions of peaceful coexistence, and he notes
that friendship was persistently associated with the Eucharist – the rite that
John Bossy (also drawing on Durkheim) established long ago was a successful
instrument of social cohesion. In England this association persisted even after
the religious reforms of the sixteenth century, and for Bray, the perdurance of
this and traditional kinship networks explains why the significance of friend-
ship changed little between 1300 and 1700.10 I share Bray’s premise that religion
is about relationships (as well as meaning), but I am more interested in how
people subjectively experience the relationships they create than in the gen-
eral contours of social solidarity that religion etches out. Thus in this study I
focus on a narrow sliver of time in order to analyze how a subjective sense of
crisis sparked by relatively subtle social and intellectual developments could
change people’s perceptions of how and why specific kinds of relationships
were meaningful. Catalyzed by the specific tensions and pressures of a par-
ticular historical moment, Catholic intellectuals sought out friendships with
one another in order to demarcate a realm of spiritual meaning – a new kind
of religious community bound together by affective relationships and shared
interests in spiritualized scholarship.

�

the main characters in this study include erasmus (1469–1536),
Thomas More (1477–1535), and Margaret More Roper (1505–1544), from
Northern Europe. As a famous scholar, Erasmus was supported by patrons,
friends, and the proceeds from his published books. He wrote educational
treatises, a collection of classical proverbs, scholarly editions and paraphrases
of the New Testament, a handbook of Christian piety, over a thousand
letters, and a controversial debate with Martin Luther about free will.
Erasmus’s good friend Thomas More composed literary, apologetic, and
exegetical works in both English and Latin, including several letters defend-
ing Erasmus and humanist studies. As a writer he is perhaps most famous
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6 ERASMUS, CONTARINI, AND THE RELIGIOUS REPUBLIC OF LETTERS

for Utopia, his book about an imaginary commonwealth, and notorious for
his heated polemics against Luther and Matthew Tyndale, who translated the
Bible into English. More had a wife and children, and he was a lawyer and
Lord Chancellor for Henry VIII, but he is best known as a Catholic martyr
who was executed by Henry’s government in 1535 for his refusal to sign the
oath that effectively affirmed Henry’s break with Rome. One of his daughters
was Margaret More Roper, a woman widely celebrated by More’s peers for her
skill in Latin and her exemplary scholarly mien. Educated at home by human-
ist tutors alongside her brother, sisters, and other members of More’s large
household, Roper wrote polished letters in Latin and English to her father and
other learned men. In 1524, when she was only nineteen, Roper translated one
of Erasmus’s devotional works into English, and it appeared in print that year
as A devout treatise upon the Pater noster with an anonymous attribution to
a “young, virtuous, and well learned gentlewoman of nineteen years of age.”
Three editions of the work were issued by 1530.11

Our other main characters – Reginald Pole (1500–1558), Gasparo Contarini
(1483–1542), and Vittoria Colonna (1492–1547) – were prominent spirituali
who lived and worked primarily in Italy. Pole was born in England but spent
most of his adult life on the Italian peninsula. His works included an encom-
ium for a friend in humanist Latin, and a long epistolary treatise (De unitate)
to Henry VIII defending church unity. A possible candidate for the papacy in
1549 and the Archbishop of Canterbury during the short-lived restoration of
Catholicism in England in the 1550s, Pole was also investigated by the Roman
Inquisition because of suspicions that he sympathized with the Protestant
teaching that salvation was achieved through faith alone. Over the years his
household included numerous scholars from England and Italy; he knew
More and was one of the many men who spoke of Roper admiringly; he
corresponded with Erasmus; and he was quite close to the Italians Colonna
and Contarini. Like Pole, Contarini could claim noble status, and he spent
years as a gentleman scholar before becoming a Venetian ambassador and,
later, a cardinal who, together with Pole and others, took part in the papal
reform commission that issued the Consilium de emendanda ecclesia in 1538.
In addition to reams of letters, he wrote unpublished works of philosophy,
theology, and history in Latin and Italian. He died in 1542, shortly after his
controversial – and futile – attempt at Regensburg to get Protestants and
Catholics to agree on a compromise doctrine of justification.

When Contarini died, Pole was the papal governor in Viterbo, near Rome;
one of their mutual friends who had moved there to be near him was Vittoria
Colonna. Colonna is best known in history as Michelangelo’s beloved friend,
but she is also famous as the first published female poet on the peninsula,
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INTRODUCTION 7

and she was a prominent figure on the literary scene as well as an active
participant in ecclesial politics. Colonna wrote numerous letters, as well as
Petrarchan sonnets and religious meditations in Italian, and she exchanged
laudatory poems not only with men but also with other women, including
Gaspara Stampa, a famous Italian poet, and Marguerite de Navarre, a writer
and a French queen.

I chose these characters – women as well as men, Northerners as well as
Southerners – because modern studies about intellectual Christians in the
sixteenth century rarely look across these divides of gender and geography.
We often study Southern and Northern European thinkers separately not
only because of the linguistic and historical knowledge required to compare
them, but also (and more fatefully) because of the enduring assumption that
intellectual energy flowed northward over the course of the Renaissance – that
the classical humanism revived by Italians was Christianized and revitalized in
the Northern Renaissance.12 Similarly, scholarship about elite women in this
period tends either to analyze them separately by focusing on their tenuous
position as female scholars, or to analyze them alongside male intellectuals and
evangelicals in a way that deemphasizes gender. These two approaches need
to be synthesized.13 A few highly educated lay women of the period were in
fact part of the literati’s network, and these women grappled with many of
the same questions that perplexed their male peers. As women, however, their
presence also had a gendered significance because they infused the intellectual
sphere with an aura of feminized spirituality.

Important also is the fact that although my subjects stand in different places
on the spectrum of lay to religious, none of them was a permanent resident of
a religious order. More and Roper were not only lay but married, Colonna was
a widow who never joined an order though she resided in convents, Erasmus
reluctantly – or so he later claimed – joined a monastery of Augustinian canons
in the Low Countries while still a teenager, but left in his twenties and spent
the rest of his life working as a scholar.14 Contarini never married but took
orders only when he became a cardinal in 1535, when he was in his fifties.
Pole, too, was unmarried. He became a cardinal in his thirties but was not
ordained until he was fifty-six, when he became Archbishop of Canterbury.15

As these details suggest, the line between lay and religious was not clearly
defined in ways we might expect. Throughout the Middle Ages, scholars often
received the legal privileges accorded to clerics, whether or not the scholars
were tonsured or ordained. Cardinals were not necessarily priests. And with
the rise of humanism we can look to the case of Petrarch – who probably took
minor ecclesiastical orders but who presented poetry as his religious vocation –
to see that even for those who were officially “religious,” their church offices
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8 ERASMUS, CONTARINI, AND THE RELIGIOUS REPUBLIC OF LETTERS

did not necessarily determine their perception of what a religious life should
be.16 These blurred boundaries are relevant for our purposes because the
Catholic literati studied here shared certain experiences and interests despite
differences in their “lay” or “religious” status: Their daily lives and practices
were not structured primarily by the traditions and communal customs of a
religious order. As we will see, they created a new kind of religious life. This
book attempts to explain why and how.

�

we begin in chapter 1 with the two most well-known char-
acters in our group, Erasmus and More, and two very different visions of
sixteenth-century Christianity. Because scholars regularly invoke Erasmus
and More as representative figures, analyzing the generalizations about
Christianity that the two are used to illustrate is a good way of clarifying what
is at stake in my re-reading of their concerns. Specifically, when characteriz-
ing early modern Catholicism in particular, we continue to rely (albeit more
implicitly than in the past) on two sets of dichotomy: medieval versus modern
and fideistic versus intellectually optimistic. On the one hand, old questions
about whether Christianity shed its medieval skin in the sixteenth century and
emerged in a form more suited to modernity still structure our thinking, and it
has proven difficult to create a narrative history of early modern Christianity
that is not built around the drama this dichotomy provides. On the other
hand, scholars still seldom assess the Renaissance and Reformation (whether
Catholic or Protestant) as manifestations of the same culture, in part because
the former seems to be aligned with intellectual optimism whereas the latter
promoted fideism. A key indicator of the way these dichotomies can distort
our vision is that Erasmus and More are often invoked together because they
were great friends who publicly embraced humanist scholarship, yet they are
also interpreted as men on opposite sides of the divide: More seems more
“medieval” because he wore a hair shirt under his clothes and performed acts
of penance alone at night, and because of his zealous fidelity to the institu-
tional church and vehement condemnation of the vernacular Bible. Erasmus,
by contrast, is most familiar as the model scholar and critic of superstition.
I argue, though, that these contrasts (and the reliance on dichotomies that they
represent) are misleading insofar as they obscure the fact that Erasmus and
More both (like many other intellectual Catholics) were intensely interested
in spiritualizing scholarship and in pursuing this work within the context of
a religious community. The community they sought was neither a religious
order nor the Church as a whole. Instead, they were interested in forging a
noninstitutional community of friends and fellow scholars defined by a shared
religious goal: to spiritualize their scholarly work and their relationships with
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INTRODUCTION 9

one another. Chapter 1 thus serves as a synecdoche for the rest of the book
by describing how community was significant in their lives and their work on
several overlapping levels: as a hermeneutic, a locus of spiritual practices, a
manifestation of spiritual values, and a pathway for intimacy with each other
and with Christ.

The next two chapters analyze the external and internal reasons why the
Christian literati pursued community in the way that they did. Chapter 2
uses Pole’s writings to argue that Catholic literati were motivated to seek
meaning elsewhere because of their deep ambivalence about patronage, pro-
fessionalization, and the failings of the institutional church. They did not
simply retreat into the world of friendships, but insisted on the religious sig-
nificance of the community their friends created. This argument is based
on cross-cultural work about friendship and patron–client relationships by
S. N. Eisenstadt and Luis Roniger. Starting with the premise that humans
are social animals not only for material reasons but also for spiritual ones
as well (that is, concerned with meaning, trust, and other nonutilitarian val-
ues, with or without reference to a deity), the authors trace how different
social structures influence the sorts of relationships people develop in order
to meet these needs.17 In relatively simple, kinship-based societies, for exam-
ple, both kinds of need can be met by extended family relationships. Things
become more complicated in societies with more institutions and many dif-
ferent spheres.18 When societies are highly developed and strong institutional
structures have emerged, as in modern Western societies, the boundaries
between institutional (or utilitarian) and affective (or spiritual) relationships
are fairly clear. In other words, in these social contexts there is a clear assump-
tion that relationships formed within institutions are governed by utilitarian
calculations, and thus are not supposed to satisfy an individual’s desire for
relationships that address spiritual needs. In this sort of society, people tend
to invest separate, private relationships – like friendships and companion-
ate marriages – with spiritual value. In sociological parlance, Eisenstadt and
Roniger conclude that the more institutionalized and differentiated the social
order, the more people privilege the separate sphere of interpersonal relation-
ships. This is the world modern Westerners live in: highly differentiated soci-
eties where people regularly assume that personal friendships are qualitatively
different and superior to relationships that are established and regulated by
institutions – for instance, between boss and worker, senator and constituent,
or lawyer and client.

But in sixteenth-century Europe, these sorts of clear structural differences
had not yet emerged. On the one hand, European societies were no longer
feudal; they had some bureaucratic institutions in place and they were devel-
oping centralized state structures. On the other hand, systems that putatively
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10 ERASMUS, CONTARINI, AND THE RELIGIOUS REPUBLIC OF LETTERS

satisfied spiritual needs (patronage, professions, and the church) were becom-
ing institutions or were responsible for more comprehensive institutional
functions than they had been previously.19 This created a situation that engen-
dered ambivalence: When relationships that putatively embody trust and
meaning are institutionalized, Eisenstadt and Roniger observe, people seek
out other highly symbolic interpersonal relationships and “go beyond them
into the realm of pure, undiluted meaning and trust, uncontaminated by
exigencies of power or instrumental considerations.”20 Thus Catholic literati
who were part of the patronage system and deeply invested in intellectual
status and the institutional church sought out a separate realm to satisfy their
need for meaning. There was, however, a problem with this solution. The
separation between realms was not easy to achieve, because patronage, pro-
fessionalization, and the church – the very systems that motivated these literati
to seek out other relationships – were themselves based on affective or spiritual
claims.

The most obvious answer for learned types was to retreat to one’s study
and pick up a book. Humanism, monasticism, devotional literature, and the
evangelical emphasis on Scripture all taught that meaning could be found
and the dross of daily life overcome by reading and writing. But when devout
literati opened their books, they often encountered a new set of intellectual
and psychological problems. Chapter 3 tracks this set of problems by focusing
in particular on Contarini’s ambivalence about reading and Colonna’s uncer-
tainties about writing. Colonna and Contarini gave voice to a question that
many Catholic intellectuals confronted: How do reading, writing, and think-
ing engender knowledge of God? In part because of the intellectual trends
that were emerging, this question struck pious men and women of letters as
urgent and unanswered. Unlike their peers in religious orders who lived in a
context where traditional answers were reinforced daily by ritualized prayer
and devotional reading, the literati spent much of their time dealing with
business, money, politics, or family. The men among them had official posi-
tions or had to support themselves with their work. Erasmus was a published
scholar; More was paid for his work as a lawyer; Pole and Contarini became
cardinals. The women did not hold public office but they too had busy lives
outside of monasteries. What men and women of letters shared was a desire
to find spiritual meaning, along with what was at times an acutely anxious
awareness that this meaning was not always easy to discern, even when they
concentrated on the books and ideas that promised religious enlightenment
and pointed the way toward salvation.

These well-educated Catholics responded in two ways: by turning to each
other; and by trying to create communally affirmed ideals that merged reli-
gious charisma with moderate, learned piety. The first response – forging
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