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C A T H O L I C  M O D E R A T E S  AND THE REL IGION OF C O M P R O M I S E  
IN LATE SI XTEENTH -C ENTURY FRANCE

by
E. M. Beam e 

MeMaster Universit y

D e s p i t e  a c c u m u l a t i n g  evidence and our i n cr easing  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  in 
treating h i s t o r i c a l  problems, ste reotypes die hard. We c o n t i n u e  to cling 
to outmoded and o f t e n  i naccur at e concepts for the sake of c o n v e n i e n c e  or 
because they a pt ly  express our own pre judices towards the past. So it 
is with our c o n c e p t i o n  of the politiques of the Fr ench Wars of Religi on. 
Not only hav e  we b ee n u n h i s t o r i c a l  in p e r s i s t i n g  to regard the po li t i q u e s  
a s  a co hesi ve  p arty of mo d e r a t e s  juxtap ose d b e t w e e n  w a r r i n g  factio ns of 
Catholics and H u g u e n o t s ;  but we have also be en i n d i s c r i m i n a t e  in a c c e p t ­
ing the h a r s h  and biased  ch a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s  of the group by their more 
fanatical c o n t e m p o r a r i e s .

The term  p o l i t i q u e  was used in the vagu e s t  way by p u b l i c i s t s  and 
pamphleteers of the s i x teen th  century. In the early part of the centur y 
the word had, at the worst, an innocuous c o n n o t a t i o n  and, at the best, a 
meaning s i g n i f y i n g  s t a tesmans hi p; in the heat of the R e l i g i o u s  Wars it 
was tr ansfor me d into a genera l term of o p p r o b r i u m . 1 Zealous Ca t h o l i c s  
used it to d e n o t e  wh a t  they considered the lack of r e l ig ious conc e r n  of 
moderates w h o  sought a modus vivend i wi t h  the P r o t es ta nts; and so the 
politiques w e r e  d e s c r i b e d  as "those who prefer the p e a c e f u l n e s s  of the 
kingdom or their own repose, to the sal v a t i o n  of their souls." As the 
wars p ro gresse d,  the d i a tr ib es against the poli t i q u e s  be c a m e  mo r e  f r e ­
quent and mor e  acerbic. Nowhere, however, is a m e a n i n g f u l  d e f i n i t i o n  or 
identification given; instead, pol itiques are ref er red to in gen eral 
terms of d i s d a i n ,  such as "supporte rs of he retics", " a thei st s" or M a c h ­
iavellians."3

Th ese e p it hets, of course, are not very i n f o r m a t i v e  and they reveal 
more about the a t t i t u d e  of the author than about the subject; yet they 
all point to a c o m m o n  a c c u s a t i o n - - t h a t  the po li t i q u e s  w er e non-r el i g i o u s ,  
at least not o r t h o d o x  Cat hol ic s, and that they s u b o r di nated re ligious 
considerations to p o l i t i c a l  ones. One of the mo re subdued of the anti- 
politique tracts, b e a r i n g  the title La Foy  et R e l i g ion des P o l i t i q u e s  de
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ce. temp s , a s s e r t e d  that the p o l i t i ques

arc not q u i t e  m a n if es t H u g u e n o t s , n o r  true and zealous
C a t h o l i c s ,  b u t are a mixed goods, a shop full of  so many
kinds of d r u g s  so c o nfusedl y mixed together t h a t  it is
very d i f f i c u l t and d a n ge rous to set down a perfect d e f ­
i n i t i o n  of them.

Of one thing, though, the author is certain, that w h e n e v e r  one hears the 
cry of the State, the State, Gov er nment, G ov ernmen t,  w i t h o u t  c o n c e r n  in 
the first place  for reli g i o n , "  there is a p o l i t i q u e .5

T h e s e  a c c u s a t i o n s  u n d o u b t e d l y  c o n t a i n  some el ement  of truth, 
especially the ch ar ge s of excess statism. Mos t  of the C a t h o l i c  m o d e r ­
ates who spok e out for t o lerati on  or some form of a c c o m m o d a t i o n  with 
the H u g u e n o t s  ar g u e d  from the stand po int of e x p e d i e n c y  and the ne c e s s i t y
of the s u r v i v a l  of the state: To a t t e m p t  to e x t i r p a t e  he r e s y  by force,
they claimed, w o u l d  only bring on civil war and civic ruin. W h e t h e r  or
not the p o l i t i g u e s , in so reason ing, de v e l o p e d  the p r i n c i p l e  of r a i s o n 
d ' e t a t , as some claim,6  i s  n o t  o f  e s p e c i a l  c o n c e r n  here; su ff i c e  to say 
that their o p p o n e n t s  who argued that to permit the exerc i s e  of two r e l ­
igions w ou ld b ring on the c o l la pse of the French mona rc hy, are ope n  to 
the same charge. M o r e  serious are the a c c u s a t i o n s  w h i c h  call into 
questio n the C a t h o l i c  o r t h o d o x y  and even the C h r i s t i a n  belief of these 
m o d e r a t e s .

The ve ry a p p r o a c h  of the m o d e r a t e s  to the p r o blems  aris i n g  from 
the R e f o r m a t i o n  m ade them suspect of h e r e t i c a l  leanings. They agreed 
with m an y P r o t e s t a n t  claims conc e r n i n g  abuses in the C a t ho lic Church; 
they e m p h a s i z e d  the esse nt ial simi l a r i t y  of both religions; and they 
were w i l l i n g  to c o n c e d e  some form of r e l igiou s tol eration. If their 
friendships w i t h  i n f l u e n t i a l  Hug ue nots w e r e  not s u f f i c i e n t  to taint 
their C a t h o l i c  ort hodo xy , then their o c c a s i o n a l  s y mp at hies w i t h  P r o t e s t ­
ant ideas did. C h a r l e s  de Marillac, A r c h b i s h o p  of Vienna, was ac cuse d of 
favoring L u t h e r a n  doc t r i n e s  in the 1 5 3 0 ’s; the G a l l i c a n  theorist, Pie rr e 
Pithou, was a c o n v e r t  from Calvinism; and Jean Bo din has bee n  charged, 
though e r r o n e o u s l y ,7 w i t h  a d h e r i n g  to the new religion. The m o d e r a t e  
Bishop of Valence,  J ean  de Monluc, of w h o m  even T h e o d o r e  de B eze re mar ked 
that he "made a sort of m i x t u r e  of both d o c t r i n e s "  (faisoit co mme u n

4
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melange des de ux do c t r i n e s ) ,  was tried at Rome for heresy  and only avo ided 
deposition thr o u g h  ro yal  p r e s s u r e . 8 C h a n c e l l o r  M i c h e l  de L'H op ital,  by 
virtue of the fact that almost his entire family, in c l u d i n g  his wife, 
openly e s p ou sed the C a l v i n i s t  creed and that he hi ms e l f  held some q u e s ­
tionable o p i nio ns , was re garded by his d et ra ctors as leaning towards 
Protestantism. Eve n  M o ntaig ne , w hose a d h e r e n c e  to C a t h o l i c i s m  was not
really q u e s t i o n e d  in his own day, was cr it i c i z e d  at Rome for qu oti ng  the

9poetry of B e z e and Buchanan.
This list of ex am pl es can be extended co ns id erably,  and u n d e r ­

standably so, for C a l v i n i s m  pervaded the upper levels of Fr enc h soc iety 
and was e s p e c i a l l y  marked  among clerics and in te ll ectual s.  The  t e m p t a t i o n  
to flirt wi t h  P r o t e s t a n t  ideas was un d o u b t e d l y  very strong among s e n s i t i v e  
Catholics c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  the re form of e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  abuses, and these 
Catholics w e r e  alw a y s  at t e n t i v e  to the charges of c o r r u p t i o n  ma de by the 
Reformers. In their rea d i n e s s  to listen, however, did they, as some of 
their c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  alleged, expose themsel ves to s e d u c t i o n  by P r o t e s t ­
ant doctrines? Th is may have been so in some instances. M o n luc, for 
example, in his d e s i r e  to c on ciliat e the Hu gue not s, was ready to i n tr oduce 
major d o c t r i n a l  m o d i f i c a t i o n s .  In a series of sermons and i n s t r u c t i o n s  
published b e t w e e n  1557 and 1561 he not only attacked the cult of images 
and the i n v o c a t i o n  of the saints, but he also qu es t i o n e d  the Cath ol ic 
position on the Euch a r i s t ,  purgatory, free will, and the effi ca cy of 
works;10  du r i n g  the C o l l o q u y  of Poissy Mo nluc refuse d to r e c e i v e  c o m m u n i o n  
from the C a r d i n a l  of Arma gnac,  p r ef er ring to take it in bo th kinds in the 
Genevan fashion.

It must be noted, though, that M o n luc's d e v i a t i o n s  from or t h o d o x y
occurred w h i l e  the re sults  of the Council of Trent wer e  still in doubt.
After 1564 he ce a s e d  his d o c t r i n a l  pronoun c e m e n t s  and he died a good
Catholic. In the cas e  of Maril lac, wha tever inc l i n a t i o n s  he had towards
the new doctrines appeared in the 1530's when Protestantism was first
beginning to g ai n c o n v e r t s  and w h e n  the po licy of Franci s I towards
heresy was a n y t h i n g  but con sistent. His bi og r a p h e r  claims that dur i n g  the
remainder of his life Marillac demonstrated no attachment to, nor any

12particular sympathy for, the Reformation.
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As for C h a n c e l l o r  L' H o p i t a l  the accu sa tions of h e r e t i c a l  tenden- 
cies wer e not w i t h o u t  ci r c u m s t a n t i a l  evidence. Ap art from his belief 
ln t o l e r a t i o n  and the d e fectio ns  wi th in his own family, L ' H o p i t a l ' s 
Christianity is la rg e l y  ev angelic and s c riptu ra l and in his w r i t i n g s  
there is no a f f i r m a t i o n  of specific Catholi c dogmas and traditions. At 
the C o l l o q u y  of P o i s s y  the Cha nce ll or refuse d to consider the C al vinist s 
as heretics, for, he argued, "they believe in God, the Trinity, a c k n o w ­
ledge Holy S c r i p t u r e  and seek no sal vation other than in the Lord Jesus 

„ 13Christ.
With one e x ce pt ion, L ' Ho pi tal reveals no th i n g  mor e  of his d o c t r i n a l  

attachments, and that exc e p t i o n  is an a s s e r t i o n  of p r e d e s t i n a t i o n ,  s a v o u r ­
ing of Cal v i n i s m ,  that is found in a letter to M a r g a r e t  of Savoy (1572-73): 
"Nobody", he wrote,

re ac h e s  h e a v e n  by his own virtue, in spite of his piety and his 
innocence; no one can be his own guide. It is the grace of God 
that summ o n s  us and directs us. All that we rece i v e  is from Him 
who  ch ose at the b e g i n n i n g  of the w or ld the elect w h o m  He w oul d  
a s s o c i a t e  w i t h  His E m p i r e . 14

Is this s tate me nt , a p pe aring late in his life, final proof of the 
former C h a n c e l l o r ' s  P r o t e s t a n t i s m ?  Actually, as an a f f i r m a t i o n  of Cal- 
vinistic p r e d e s t i n a t i o n ,  it is incomplete. God is de s c r i b e d  as the 
initial cause and His grace a sine qua non of man's salvation; but n o ­
where is God d e s c r i b e d  as the sole active means and man the p a s s i v e  r e c ­
ipient of sa lva t i o n ,  as w it h C a l v i n . 15 Moreover, in an ot her letter of 
the same pe r i o d  L ' H o p i t a l  asserts that e v e ry one is "pun ished or rew arded 
according to his w o r k s . " 1 6  W h a t  e m e r g e s  t h e n  i s  a  f a i r l y  o r t h o d o x  C a t h -  
olic vie w  of p r e d e s t i n a t i o n ,  not unlike that d e sc ri bed by Loyol a in 
Rules 14 and 15 For T h i n k i n g  With the C h u r c h , 17 in w hic h p r e d e s t i n a t i o n  
does not rule out free wil l  and h um an  merit. Thus, in the abs e n c e  of
more c o n c r e t e  e v i d e n c e  to the contrary, one must accept  the fact of the

18Ch ancellor 's C a t h o l i c  orthodoxy.
What c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  m i s t o o k  for C a l v i n i s t i c  s y mpa th ies was no th i n g  

more than L ' H o p i t a l ' s  h umanis ti c c o ncept io n of C h r i s t i a n i t y  w h i c h  favoured  
simplicity over formal ism, m o r a l i t y  over theology, and Holy S c ri pt ure over 
p h i l o s o p h y —  a c o n c e p t i o n  w h i c h  might aptly be termed Erasmian. L'H op ital,
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moreover, was not alone among the French  moderates of this period to 
partake of the E r a s m i a n  tradition; in one way or another the great m a j ­
ority of those l a b el led p o l i t i ques were spiritual ly  indebted to this 
Christian hum a n i s t .  Perhaps, though, a note of ca uti on  should be inserted 
at this point c o n c e r n i n g  the use of the adjectiv e " Erasmia n. " Ever since
the p u b l i c a t i o n  of the p i onee ri ng works of Renaudet, B a t a i l l o n  and Phil- 

19lips, there has be e n  a tendency to consider Erasmus as a ubiqu i t o u s  
spirit i n f l u e n c i n g  r e l ig ious moderates ever ywher e in Europe. U n f o r t u n a t e ­
ly, the na t u r e  of a spirit is such that it is not re adily disce rn ible; and 
too often s i m i l a r i t y  of ideas is mi stake n for influence. By the onset of 
the Wars of R e l i g i o n  only a few of the older French  hu m a n i s t s  could have
had pe rs onal c o n t a c t  wi th Erasmus or with his con tempor ar ies; he nce the
possibility of d i r e c t  in flu ence was remote. What joins the p o l i t i g u e s  to 
Erasmus is a c o n t i n u i n g  stream o f French C h r i s t i a n - h u m a n i s t i c  thought
which n u r t u r e d  their i d e a s — i d e a s  that may be termed E r a s m i a n  only
because E r a s m u s  r e p r e s e n t e d  their apotheosis.

In the ca se of L' H o p i t a l  the ties wi th Erasmus w e r e  more direct,
for the two h u m a n i s t s  enjoyed a number of common friend sh ips and asso cia- 

20tions. No other Fr e n c h  mo derate of this period endorsed the rel igi ou s 
sentiments of E r a s m u s  so strongly; L'Hopital, like Erasmus, con ceive d of 
Christianity as e s s e n t i a l l y  moral and pious living mo del l e d  u po n the 
Scriptures and the life of Christ. R e l i g i o n  had to be spontane ous,  
sincere, si m p l e  and devoid  of ostentation. "We must not adore the u n i q u e  
Eternal God," he w r o t e  to Cl aud e d ’Espence

...by the v a r i e d  concert of our songs, by h a r m o n i o u s  poems praised 
by the m a s s e s . . . O u r  style must be simple, w i t h o u t  prepar at ion, 
w i t h o u t  r e f i n e m e n t ,  wi thou t ornament, but filled with a serious 
dignit y. It is enough to express the se nti ments  innate in our 
he a r t s  un der the i n s p i ra tion of a na tur al  s i n c e r i t y . ...

Q u e s t i o n s  of dogma, sch olastic arguments, and inq uiries into the 
finer po in ts  of C h r i s t i a n  d o c tr ine had no real place in L ' H o p i t a l ' s  
religious system; in wo rds that could easily have come from the pen of 
Erasmus, he l a m e n t e d  the p r e o c c u p a t i o n  of t heolo gi ans w i t h  such matters:
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He re it is nearly six hundred years that A r i s t o t l e  re i g n s  in the 
temple of C h r i s t  and that Saint Paul was chased  from it. A pe s of 
all sects wa lked in str ange garb and supplied us w ith Gr ee k 
p h i l o s o p h y  and not the r e l i g i o n  of Jesus.22

As a C h r i s t i a n  h u m a n i s t  L' H o p i t a l  saw no c o n t r a d i c t i o n  b e t w e e n  C h r i s t ­
ianity and the cla ssics , but he was ha rdly as r e v er en t of C i c e r o  and 
the pa gan c l a ss ics as was E r a s m u s ; nor did he d i s p l a y  the same o p t i m i s m  
about h u m a n  a c h i e v e m e n t s  and free will.

Perh a p s  L ' H o p i t a l  most cl early  res e m b l e s  the great h u m a n i s t  in his 
a t t i t u d e  towards the Re format io n. He re fused to ad mi t that the r e l i g i o u s  
split was i r r e v o c a b l e  or that the gulf w h i c h  se p a r a t e d  C a t h o l i c s  and 
P r o t e s t a n t s  was e s p e c i a l l y  wide. Before the E s t a t e s - G e n e r a l  at Orleans 
he pleaded: "Let us get rid of these d i a b o l i c a l  words, names of parts,
f ac tions and seditions, Lutherans, Hugu en ots, P a p i s t s :  Let us not ch a n g e

24 the name of C h r i s t i a n s . "  As an Erasmian, L ' H o p i t a l  was u n w i l l i n g  to
c o n c e d e  the idea of a di s m e m b e r e d  Church; but he ruled out f orce as a
means of r e s t o r i n g  re l i g i o u s  unity and he was far f rom o p t i m i s t i c  about
the a b i l i t y  of c o l l o q u i e s  and d o c t r i n a l  de ba t e s  to he al the schism: "You
say that your r e l i g i o n  is better, I defend mine: Wh at is mo r e  r e a s o n a b l e ,

25that I f o l l o w  your opinion, or you mine?"
The root c aus e of heresy, as L ' H o p i t a l  saw it, was m o r a l  d e g e n e r a ­

tion w i t h i n  the C h u r c h - - t h e  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  of the cle r g y  wi t h  luxury, 
w o r l d l i n e s s ,  and power. Only thr ough in ter na l c h u r c h  reform, throug h 
mo ral p u r i f i c a t i o n ,  could the u n d e r l y i n g  re as o n s  for r e l i g i o u s  d i s s i d e n c e  
be removed. Then r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  wo uld  fo l l o w  as a ma t t e r  of co urse and 
other d i f f e r e n c e s  could be wo rked out later. This is the p r o g r a m  that 
the C h a n c e l l o r  had in mind w h e n  he w r o t e  to the C a r d i n a l  of L o r r a i n e  at 
Trent:

Let mo rals be reformed  f i r s t , belief s r e f o r m e d  later o n .
Th ere is the best m eans to p r e p a r e  and a s s u a g e  minds. You sow 
good grain in v a i n  if the earth is not r e a d y  to r e c e i v e  it; you 
w i l l  reap only tares and bad herbs.26

Was this not also the p r o g r a m  of Erasmus?
Few of the m o d e r a t e s  presen t so c o m p l e t e  a p i c t u r e  of their r e l i g ­

ious fee li ngs, but the gl imp ses that they reveal i n d i c a t e  a s t r i k i n g
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similarity of views.  There were different e m b el lishmen ts  and sh ift ing
emphases, as m i g h t  be expected, but these were largely v a r i a t i o n s  on the
same theme. A d i s t i n c t i v e  pattern, though, emerges: The chur ch  is
considered a s p i r i t u a l  institution, whose rites and c e r e m o n i a l  are of a
secondary r e l i g i o u s  significance: "The essence of r e lig io n," w ro te
Pierre Gra v e l l e ,  does not lie in external things, but in the o b s e r v a n c e
of the p o s i t i v e  and c e r t a i n  co mmandments of G o d . " 27 T h e o l o g y  is m ore or
less ignored, w h i l e  the essential feature of C h r i s t i a n i t y  be co mes the
exemplary m o r a l  life, lived in imitation of Christ: "Let us learn to
love God and to love our neighbor as ou rse lve s," urges one p o l i t i q u e ,
"and let us l e a r n  c h a r i t y  w hich is the wh ole subs tance  of r e l i g i o n ; " 28
and another a s s e r t s  "that the greatest and pri ncipal c o m m a n d m e n t  is
cha rity. . . .which we must acquire during this life, as it is the p e r f e c t i o n

29of the C h r i s t i a n  ma n."
The r e s t o r a t i o n  of church unity, wh et her for po lit ica l, social or 

religious r e a s o n s ,  was a ma tter of prime conc e r n  to the mode rates;  their 
formulas for a c h i e v i n g  it, though, varied widely. None would accep t the 
use of force, and some form of limited t olerat io n seemed a necessity; 
but what sort of s a c r i f i c e s  had to be made? Did unity have to be at the 
expense of R o m a n  C a t h o l i c  doctrine? Of course, the answer  de pe n d s  upon 
one's d e f i n i t i o n  of C a t holic doctrine, and these E r a s m i a n  m o d e r a t e s  
tended to c o n s t r u e  d o c t r i n e  loosely. Still, a c o n s i d e r a b l e  numbe r of 
them would p e r m i t  no m e d d l i n g  with Catholic beliefs. L'Ho pi tal, for 
example, was h o s t i l e  to do gma tic  m o d i f i c a t i o n s  ma in ly b e c a u s e  he was 
afraid that t h e o l o g i c a l  d i s c u s s i o n s  would lead to a d i s re gard for 
religious e s s e n t i a l s .3 0  T o  Etienne Pasquier, who ferventl y de sired  
Christian r e u nio n,  any atte mpt at d o c tr in al c o m p r o m i s e  wo ul d only upset 
the C h u r c h . In an a p o l o g i a  w r i t t e n  to Ni cho la s Brulart, he dispa r a g e d  
past efforts of C h u r c h  Cou ncils to est ablish  articles  of faith, and 
ad d e d :

Our faith w a s ... e s t a b l i s h e d  by Holy Scripture, the a u t h o r i t y  of 
the Ho l y  Fathers, as well as by the traditions of the Church.
If ther e are some abuses they should be remove d w i t h o u t  u p r o o t i n g  
that w h i c h  we held to for so long. If you open the door to 
di s p u t e s  there is not an ar ticle of faith that il l-bred and 
v i c i o u s  p e r s o n s  cannot call in question.31
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Eve n M o n t a i g n e ,  w h o s e  r e l i g i o u s  zeal has bee n  laid op en to doubt, 
c r i t i c i z e d  the w i l l i n g n e s s  of mo r e  c o n c i l i a t o r y  C a t h o l i c s  to c o m p r o m i s e  
on dogma:

Th ey fancy they are b e h a v i n g  like m o d e r a t e  and p r u d e n t  me n w h e n  
they c o n c e d e  to their op p o n e n t s  some of the a r t i c l e s  in d i s p u t e . . .
We should either w h o l l y  su bmit to the a u t h o r i t y  of our e c c l e s i a s ­
tical go ve r n m e n t  or a l t o g e t h e r  d i s p e n s e  w i t h  it. It is not for 
us to d e t e r m i n e  wh at de g r e e  of o b e d i e n c e  we owe it.32

U n d e r l y i n g  this refu s a l  to seek a d o c t r i n a l  r a p p r o c h e m e n t  w i t h  
the P r o t e s t a n t s  was the belief  that their d e f e c t i o n  could be a t t r i b u t e d  
en t i r e l y  to e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  abuses. D e s p i t e  the w i d e  d i f f u s i o n  of C a l v i n ' s  
I n s t i t u t e s , d e s p i t e  the r e d a c t i o n  of R e f o r m e d  C o n f e s s i o n s  of Faith, and 
d e s p i t e  the a n a t h e m a s  of Trent, politiques c o n t i n u e d  to m a i n t a i n  t h r o u g h ­
out the R e l i g i o u s  Wars that i n s t i t u t i o n a l  r e f o r m  of the C a t h o l i c  C h u r c h  
w o u l d  r e m o v e  the major o b s t a c l e  to r e l i g i o u s  re union. L ’Hopital,
Pas qu ie r, F r a n c o i s  de M o n t h o l o n  and Pi e r r e  du Belloy, as w e l l  as many 
other a n o n y m o u s  p o l i t i q u e  p a m p h l e t e e r s ,  all exp r e s s e d  this c o n v i c t i o n ,  
w h i l e  E t i e n n e  La Bo e t i e  went so far as to m ak e it the b as is of his 
s o l u t i o n  to the p r o b l e m  of r e l i g i o u s  dis un ity.

As La Bo et ie saw it, d o c t r i n e  had pl a y e d  a n e g l i g i b l e  role in 
p r o d u c i n g  the schism, for those who left the C a t h o l i c  Church,  if they 
c o n s i d e r e d  its d o c t r i n e s  at all, had m i s t a k e n  the lax m o r a l i t y  of the 
pr iests  for false belief. "They se p a r a t e d  not b e c a u s e  they thought 
that we hold a f alse o p i n i o n , "  La Bo et ie cl ai me d, "for they u n d e r s t a n d
neit h e r  ours nor theirs; often, h e a r i n g  them sp eak of it, they sp eak

33as mu c h  a g a i n s t  their d o c t r i n e  as a g a i n s t  ou rs." Th e vast  m a j o r i t y  
of th ose who had jo in ed the R e f o r m e d  c h u r c h e s  did so b e c a u s e  of d i s ­
s a t i s f a c t i o n  wi th as pect s of C a t h o l i c  c e r e m o n y  and o b s e r v a n c e s ;  and 
these m a t t e r s  could easily  be c o m p r o m i s e d  w i t h o u t  s a c r i f i c i n g  C a t h o l i c  
doctri ne.  Thus, as a means of b r i n g i n g  b a c k  the d i s s i d e n t s ,  he woul d,
a mong other things, r e f o r m  the lives of the clergy, r e d e f i n e  i c o n o g r a p h i c

34policies, and alter the me t h o d  of a d m i n i s t e r i n g  the sacrame nt s.
A l t h o u g h  La Boetie displ a y s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  in sight into the causes 

of the F r e n c h  R e f o r m a t i o n ,  the s o l u t i o n  that he offers  for the p r o b l e m  
of re l i g i o u s  d i v i s i o n  was too s i m p l i s t i c  for the m a j o r i t y  of C a t h o l i c  
m odera te s.  To them the q u e s t i o n  of d o c t r i n e  c ould not be b r u s h e d  a s i d e
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so easily; r e f o r m  of ab u s e s  would be i n e f f e c t i v e  un less a c c o m p a n i e d  by 
some m e a s u r e  of d o c t r i n a l  concord. They w e r e  wil ling, therefo re, to 
enter into t h e o l o g i c a l  d i s c u s s i o n s  with the P r o t e s t a n t s ,  a nd they 
a p p l a u d e d  C a t h e r i n e  d e ’Me di ci w h e n  she called lea d i n g  C a t h o l i c s  and 
C a l v i n i s t s  to gether at Po i s s y  in 1561 to find a d o c t r i n a l  basis for 
un i t i n g  the Fr e n c h  churches. U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  the C a r d i n a l  of L o rr aine,  
wh o led the C a t h o l i c  pr elate s, in sist ed  that a g r e e m e n t  be r e a c h e d  first 
on the thorny  q u e s t i o n  of the Real P r e s e n c e  in the E u c h a r i s t ;  he nc e the 
C o l l o q u y  was doom ed to fa il ur e from the start.

An o t h e r  a p p r o a c h  to d o c t r i n a l  c o m p r o m i s e  was p r e s e n t e d  to the 
d e l e g a t e s  at Po i s s y  in the form of a p a m p h l e t  by the B e l g i a n  iren icist ,  
Ge org  C a ss an de r. This was the De offic io  pii ac pub1 icae t r a n q u i l i t a t i s  
ve t e  amantis viri in hoc r e l i g i o n i s  d i s s i d i o  (1561) w h i c h  had b e e n  
w r i t t e n  as a s o l u t i o n  to the p r o b l e m  of Ge r m a n  r e l i g i o u s  divisi on . 
C a s s a n d e r  was u n q u e s t i o n a b l y  an E r a s m i a n :  H e  a p p a r e n t l y  had read the
m aj or  wo rk s of Er asmus and was much i m p r e s s e d  w i t h  the E n c h i r i d i o n ; his 
basic C h r i s t i a n  im pulse  was ethical; and he va lued m o r a l i t y  far abov e 
dogma. But C a s s a n d e r  realized  the f u t il it y of a t t e m p t i n g  a r e l i g i o u s  
r a p p r o c h e m e n t  w i t h o u t  some c o n c e s s i o n  to P r o t e s t a n t  l i t u r g i c a l  p r a c t i c e s ,  
and, mo r e  im portant, w i t h o u t  an a g r e e m e n t  on a f u n d a m e n t a l  t h e o l o g i c a l  
c r e e d .

Thus, he p r o p o s e s  that b oth sides a g r e e  to a brief s t a t e m e n t  of the
e s s e n t i a l  d o c t r i n e s  of true C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  w h i c h  w o u l d  ref l e c t  a belief

35in the life, d e a t h  and r e s u r r e c t i o n  of Chr ist. W h e n  this is a c c o m p l i ­
shed the door to u ni ty  would be open, for "t h o s e  who are bo und t o g et he r 
by a co rr e c t  fe el i n g  about C h r i s t ... ev en though  they d i s a g r e e  over
c e r t a i n  o p i n i o n s  and rite s," must not be c o n s i d e r e d  h e r e t i c s  or sc his - 

36matics. And C a s s a n d e r  goes on to state that

every ch u r c h  w h i c h  rests on the f o u n d a t i o n  of the true and 
a p o s t o l i c  d o c t r i n e  c o n taine d in the brief symb ol  of the faith, 
and w h i c h  is not separa ted by an im pi ous s c h i s m  from the c o m m u n ­
ion of other churches, ..I r e g a r d . .. as a member of the true 
c hur ch and the c a t h o l i c  ch u r c h  of Christ.37

Ac t u a l l y ,  C a s s a n d e r  is a t t e m p t i n g  to c i r c u m v e n t  the t h e o l o g i c a l  
im passe  to r e l i g i o u s  u nity by d e f i n i n g  as e s s e n t i a l  C h r i s t i a n  b e l i e f s
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only those d o c t r i n e s  that the c h u rches already held in common. The
 

finer t h e o l o g i c a l  tenets, th ose dogmas which had been the subject of
 heated R e f o r m a t i o n  debates, he considers more or less adiaphora, and he

  
classifies them as rites and c e r emonies rather than as doctrines. Yet

  
he was o r t h o d o x  to the d e gree that he would not reject any doctrine or
                                              
observance of the C a t h o l i c  Church. These he accepts beca u s e  they are
based on t ra di tion; and, un like Erasmus, he would not abol i s h  such abused
practices as the v e n e r a t i o n  of s a i n t s , th e  cult o f r e l i c s and in d u l g e n c e s .
His only c o n c e r n  was that those who object to them not be considered 
heretics.

The C a s s a n d r i a n  p r e s c r i p t i o n  for re ach i n g  C h r i s t i a n  concord by 
agreement on a m i n i m u m  of essential dogmas be cam e a fa vor ite  re ci pe 
of the F r e n c h  C a t h o l i c  modera te s in their search for a cure for r e ligio us  
disunity.3 8  H i s  f o r m u l a  o f  r e d u c t i o  a d  b r e v i s s i m u m  a c  s i m p l i c i s s i u m  
could have b e e n  e x p e c t e d  to pose some d i f f i c u l t y  for Fr ench Cat h o l i c s  
after the C o u n c i l  of Tren t com pl eted its wor k  in 1564; however, the 
publication of the T r i d e n t i n e  Decrees in France was de la yed un til 1615, 
making it p o s s i b l e  for m o derat es  to ignore the p r o n o u n c e m e n t s  of the 
Council and to p r o c l a i m  that Catholics  and Huguenots we re su ff i c i e n t l y  
in agreement on d o c t r i n a l  matters to effect a na ti onal r e l igio us  unity. 
Despite all the r a n c o u r  produc ed by thirty years of ac rim on y and strife, 
a Catholic, w r i t i n g  as late as 1591, was able to argue that bot h r e l ­
igions conf e s s  to the same fou ndations of faith, and they only di ve r g e

39"on cer tain d i f f e r e n c e s ,  and not in co nt r a r i e t i e s ; "  w h i l e  another, 
in a tract p u b l i s h e d  just a few years earlier, o p t i m i s t i c a l l y  e l ab orated  
the positi ve r e a s o n s  for union:

We are all C h r i s t i a n s ,  we have the same symbol in the arti cl es 
of c a t h o l i c  faith, we use the same prayer that Christ  taught us, 
we h a v e  the same law; and Decalogue, we re c o g n i z e  the same Bible 
and a s i n g l e  Scripture, we hope for the same sa l v a t i o n  th ro ug h  
the d e a t h  and p a s s i o n  of our Savior, and await a same Paradise: 
the s u m m a t i o n  of both our Relig ions is the same, that is, to 
love God w i t h  all one's heart and one's n e ighb ou r as oneself.

This line of r e a s o n i n g ,  naturally, was appre ci ated by m o d e r a t e  Huguenots, 
who used it in their app e a l  for a policy  of r e lig io us toleration;  and it 
is not s u r p r i s i n g  to find almost the identical ph r a s e o l o g y  in the A n t i -



49

the A v e r r o i s m  that was carried no rth from Padua befo re  the m i d d l e  of the
sixteenth century. P a d u a n  s k e p t i c i s m  or P y r r h o n i s m  was the rage among
French h u m a n i s t s  in the latter part of the century, and it un d o u b t e d l y
influenced some C a t h o l i c  m o d e r a t e s . 42 G u i l l a u m e  Postel, who went through
numerous r e l i g i o u s  phases, was always seekin g to evolve a r a tion al ly
constr uct ed religion . It was ra tio na l s k e p t i c i s m  that led the m o d e r a t e
Pierre C h a r r o n  to q u e s t i o n  the i m m o r t a l i t y  of the soul4 3  and that steered
M o nt aigne in the d i r e c t i o n  of religious relativism. M o n t a i g n e  remaine d
a C h r i s t i a n  by v i r t u e  of his fi de i s m  and a d e e p - sea te d social c o ns er vat-  

44ism. J e a n  Bodin, on the other hand, did not. In his unpu bl i s h e d  d i a ­
logue, the H e p t a p l o m e r e s , Bodin d e m o n s t r a t e d  that C h r i s t i a n i t y  could not 
stand up to r a t i o n a l  scrutiny; and, as he was too much a ra t i o n a l i s t  to
s u b s t i t u t e  faith for re a s o n  in his own rel igious thought, he ended up

45e s p o u s i n g  the cause of n a t u r a l  religion.
Bodin, ho weve r,  was ha rdly typical of the vast m a j o r i t y  of p o l i t i q - 

u e s , w h o s e  r e l i g i o u s  i n s p i r a t i o n  was E r a s m i a n  and not Paduan. Their 
C h r i s t i a n i t y  was base d ne ithe r upon sch olast ic  reason nor up on r e ligio us  
or s p i r i t u a l  insight. T he ir  a v e r s i o n  to theology was p a r t i c u l a r l y  strong; 
and eve n  those who in sis t e d  that Cat holic d ogm a re m a i n  intact thro ughout  
the ef fo r t s  at r e l i g i o u s  r e u n i f i c a t i o n  p r o b a b l y  did so more out of fear of 
i n n o v a t i o n  than out of d o g m a t i c  conviction.  It is no surpr is e that there 
is r a r e l y  a r e f e r e n c e  in their w r i t i n g s  to the more  co nt en t i o u s  the ol o g i c a l  
q u e s t i o n s  of the R e f o r m a t i o n — those i n v o l v i n g  faith and works, the s a c r a ­
ments and E u c h a r i s t i c  doctrine , and the au t h o r i t y  of Scripture; but this 
does not j u s t i f y  their opp onents' claims that they wer e  w i t h o u t  religi on,  
lacking piety, or even bad Cat ho li cs. One does not have to be a t h e o l o g ­
ian or take part in t h e o l o g i c a l  de bates in order to de velop a set of 
r e li gious do ct r i n e s ;  the fact that the Fr ench m o d e r a t e s  did not always 
el a b o r a t e  fu lly w h a t  they m eant by "the a r t icles that are ne c e s s a r y  to our 
s al v a t i o n "  is no proof that they lacked an o r t h o d o x  creed. Most of the 
e vid ence p o i n t s  to the contrary. E r a s m u s , 46 after all, who tried to avoid
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do ctr inal f o r m u l a t i o n ,  p r o fes se d a r e a s o n a b l y  o r t ho do x i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
of the A p o s t l e ’s Creed and, w h e n  pressed, was ready to accept the 
C h u r c h ’s v i e w  on other points of doctrine; it is not a s s u m i n g  too 
much to say that the p o l i t i g u e s  on the w h o l e  held to at least as 
m u c h .



51

The more t r a d i t i o n a l  m e a n i n g  of the word p o l i t i q u e  a p p r o x i m a t e d  
that of a pe r s o n  well versed in the art of govern ing. The extent 
to w h i c h  the m e a n i n g  d e g e n e r a t e d  du r i n g  the R e l i g i o u s  Wars is 
indi cated  by the f o l l o w i n g  ve rses w r i t t e n  by the a r c h - e n e m y  of 
the p o l i t i q u e s , Louis d'Orl eans:

"Ce nom de P o l i t i q u e  es toit vn nom d ' h o n n e u r ,
C 'estoit le iuste nom d'vn juste Gouuerneur,
D ' v n  pr ude nt m a g i s t r a t ,  qui par ra i s o n  ci vile 
Scauoit b ien poli c e r  les me mb r e s  d ’vn ville,
Et qui sage, & accord par a c c o r d a n t s  d i s cord s 
De citoyen s d.iuers tiroit de bons a ccor ds ....
A u i o u r d ' h u y  ce beau nom fo ui ll e de m i l l e  vices
N'est plus q u'en nom d ' h o r r e u r  qui d e s t r u i t  les Po lic es ,
Vn nom plein de ve rgo n g n e ,  & qu'on a m e s p r i s e  
Par le crime de ceux qui en ont abuse. "

Le b a n q v c t  et apres d i s n e e  dv C onte d' A rete  , ov i 1 se tr aicte 
de 1a d i s s i m v l a t i o n  du Roi de N a u a r r e  &  des mo eurs de ses 
pa r t i s a n s  (Arras, lean Bo urgeois, 1594), pp. 21-22.

Gas pard de S a u l x - T a v a n n e s , M e m o i r e s  de Gas p a r d  de S a u l x - 
T a v a n n e s , in Petito t, C o f l e c t i o n  c o m p l e t e  des me moir es r e l a t i fs 
a l ' h i s t o i r e  de France, depuis 1e regne de P h i l i p p e -A u g u s t e , 
j u s q u ' a u  c o m m e n c e m e n t  du d i x - s e p t i e m e  siecle  (1822), XXIV, p. 322.

A typical a n t i - p o l i t i q u e  wr i t e r  points  to the "athe i s t  M a c h i a v e l l i "  
as the " E v a n g e l i s t  of the p o l i t i q u e s ." La c o n t r e p o i s o n  contr e  
les A r t i f i c e s  et In ven t i o n s  des p o l i t i q u e s  autres  enn emis 
de la r e l i g i o n  C a t h o l i q u e ....(Paris, A n t h o i n e  le Riche, 1589), p . 13.

Paris, G u i l l a u m e  Bichon, 1588. The auth or was a B e n e d i c t i n e  
monk. See also Le K a r e s m e  et meovrs dv p o l i t i q v e , ou i1 est 
a m p l e m e n t  d i s c o u r u  de sa m a n i e r e  de v i u r e , de s on Estat &
R e l i g i o n . (Paris, Pi e r r e  Mer cier, 1589); Le Ma r t e l  en teste des 
C a t h o l i q v e s  f r a n q o i s . Ou est a m p l e m e n t  d i s c o u r u  de la cause 
des mi ser  es de ce pauur e R o y a u m e , & le vr ay m o y e n  d'y do nner 
remede (Paris, R olin Thierry, 1590); and M e m o i r e s  semez par 
q v e lqves P o l i t i c s  avx E s t a t s , qui se t i e n n e n t , en la v i l l e  de 
Bloys, avec la r e s p o n s e  C a t h o l i q u e  a iceux (Paris, 1588).

La Foy et R e l i g i o n  des P o l i t i q u e s  de ce t e m p s , Aii  v° and p, 6.

See F r i e d r i c h  Mei necke,  Die Idee der S t a a t s r a s o n  in der n e u e r e n  
G e s c h i c h t e  (Munchen und Berlin, R. Oldenb o u r g ,  1924), pp. 24,
71, 190-91 and Jo h n  N e v i l l e  Figgis, St ud ies of P o l i t i c a l  T h o u g h t  
From Ge r s o n  to G r o t i u s , 1 4 1 4 - 1625 (Cambridge, 1923), pp. 28, 96. 
and 103.
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