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The Reformation in France38 

Before discussing the life, works, and influence of 

Josse Clichtove, it should be helpful to consider him in the 

light of the Reformation in France in general. 

The Reformation in France never developed into a 
national movement. Though the Protestants under the 
stress of persecution consolidated themselves into a 
powerful and well-organized party, they never formed 
more than a minority of the nation. The majority, 
whose attachment to the &,omai!) Catholic Church was 
stronger than their desire for her reformation, de
tested the Reformers as schismatics and separatists 
even more than as heretics.39 

Most knowledgeable men at the beginning of the sixteenth cen

tury would have agreed to the need for reform. The Church in 

France suffered the ills and failures common to the age: 

secularism of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, ignorance among 

the common clergy, loss of discipline, and sporadic immor

ality among the religious communities. Nevertheless, the 

strong allegiance of the French people to the Church was both 

national and religious. Since the reign of Philip IV the Fair 

(1268-1314), the French maintained a somewhat independent 

attitude toward the papacy, and during the Avignon Captivity 

(1308-1378) the Popes were their obedient servants. At the 

council of constance (1414-1418) two Frenchmen, John Charlier 

de Gerson (1363-1429) and Peter of Ailly (1350-1420), were 

38A helpful summary may be found in the chapter by A. A. 
Tilley in The Cambridge Modern History (Cambridge: university 
Press, 1903), II, 280-92. 

' 9Ibid., II, 280. 
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responsible for the declaration that councils are superior 

to the Popes. The effect of the Concordat of 1516 put the 

Prench Church under the authority of the King, not under the 

Pope, and therefore the French had no real personal interest 

in revolting against Rome. 

In effect there was no internal force for reform, for 

an important change of the Concordat of 1516 involved the 

nomination of bishops and abbots by the King rather than by 

canonical election. This "greatly increased what many re

garded as the root of the whole evil, the non-residence and 

worldly character of the superior clergy. 1140 Francis I (1494-

1547) took extensive advantage of this system of patronage to 

provide his diplomatic service. Laymen held many abbeys, and 

even some bishops were not of the clergy. Possession of a 

number of sees and abbeys was not uncommon, and therefore 

this new method of patronage, more than any other factor, 

thwarted reform. 

An external impetus for reform was necessary, and this 

came in the form of the Renaissance. 

Por it was inevitable that the spirit of free enquiry 
••• should also invade the domain of religious dogma 
and Church institutions, and that ••• it should 
apply itself to the first-hand study of the book upon 
which dogma and institutions were ultimately based. 
It was inevitable also that the spirit of individualism 
••• should end in questioning the right of the Church 
to be the sole interpreter of that book •••• 41 

4 0ibid., II, 281. 

41Ibid., II, 281-82. 
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In France the Renaissance and the Reformation were 

especially close. A man significantly involved in both 

' ;' phenomena was James LeFevre d'Etaples (1461-1536), humanist, 

Aristotelian, biblical and patristic scholar. 

Lef~vre's principal intellectual interests were the 
philosophy of Aristotle, the Pauline Epistles, 
patristic literature, and the tradition of medieval 
Christian mysticism. By means of translations, com
mentaries, introductions, and paraphrases he 
recovered, or so his contemporaries believed, both 
the precise meaning of the works of Aristotle and 
the true elegance of their style. From Aristotle 
he urged his readers to turn to a reverent study of 
Scripture, guided by the Fathers. He himself edited 
a variety of patristic texts and undertook a major 
program of Biblical research and commentary. But it 
was in the mystics that Lef~vre found the most satis
fying nourishment of his own piety, and he crowned 
his scholarship with a variety of speculative 
mysticism derived from the two thinkers who influ
enced him most profoundly, Pseudo-Dionysius and 
Nicholas of cusa.42 

In 1512 he published a Latin translation and commentary on 

the Pauline epistles. 

This book was remarkable in two ways: first because 
a revised version of the VUlgate was printed by the 
side of the traditional text, and secondly because 
it anticipated two of the cardinal doctrines of 
Lutheran theology.43 

In his commentary on First Corinthians he denied the merit of 

works without the grace of God, and in Hebrews he appears to 

reject transubstantiation for a concept of real presence. 

Curiously enough, LeF~vre's book went relatively un

noticed except by scholars until 1519, when Luther's Latin 

42E. F. Rice, "Jacques Lef~vre o•{taples, 11 New Catholic 
Encyclopedia (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, c.1967), 
VIII, 604-5. 

43Tilley, II, 282. 
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writings became readily available and widely circulated in 

Paris. In 1523 LeP~vre published a revised French transla

tion of the New Testament, which actually was nothing new, 

but nevertheless helped to spread the knowledge of the New 

Testament. 

Though the effect of Luther's writings in Prance was 
considerable, the French Reformers showed almost from 
the first a tendency to base their theology rather on 
the literary interpretation of the Scriptures than on 
the specially Lutheran doctrine of Justification by 
Faith. Moreover, the geographical position of France 
brought them naturally into closer relations with 
Bucer ••• at Strassburg, and with Oecolampadius at 
Basel, than with Luther at Wittenberg.44 

In 1508 LeF~vre went to the abbey of Saint-Germain-des

Prt!s under the patronage of his former student and now abbot, 

Guillaume Bri£onnet (1472-1534). There he engaged in a 

secluded, scholarly life until Bri~onnet was appointed in 1516 

bishop of Meaux which then became a center of French reform. 

At Meaux Bri~onnet gathered a group of intellectuals, including 

LeFevre, who were sympathetic to his views and worked in the 

diocese, "preaching Christ from the sources. 1145 For two and 

a half years the work at Meaux continued without interference. 

But in 1521 the theological faculty of the Sorbonne formally 

condemned Luther's writings, and the Parliament of Paris 

declared that possessors of these writings would be subject 

to fine or imprisonment. The bishop of Meaux, interested in 

44Ibid., II, 283. 

45Ibid. 
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internal reform and unsympathetic to Luther's apparently 

open revolt, responded with two decrees against the writings 

and teachings of Luther and against heretical preaching re

garding prayers for the dead and invocation of the Saints. 

In the absence of Francis, then a prisoner in Madrid, Cardinal 

Anthony Duprat (1463-1535), at one time chancellor for the 

King, was instrumental in getting the Parliament of Paris to 

appoint a commission to try the Lutherans, and many were im

prisoned. In 1523 a committee of theologians detected eleven 

' errors in LeFevre's commentary on the Gospels. 'When he was 

summoned to appear before the Parliament of Paris on suspi

cion of heresy, LeF~vre fled to Strasbourg with others of 

the Meaux preachers. 

When Francis returned from captivity, he reversed much 

of the action taken against the reformers. Those who still 

considered themselves members of the Church were recalled from 

exile, and LeF~vre himself was appointed tutor to one of the 

King's sons. There seemed to be new cause for hope among the 

reformers. But in December 1527 the King, desperate for 

money, summoned an Assembly of Notables, and when the vote 

for the money from a group of clergy was attached to a request 

for the repression of Lutheranism Francis consented. During 
. 

the same period cardinal Anthony Duprat as archbishop of Sens 

convened the Synod of Sens at Paris for the purpose of design

ing methods to suppress heresy. 

The subsequent decades continued with the King's 

ambivalence toward the reformers, sometimes sympathetically 



22 

inclined to tolerate their activity because of political 

considerations involving Henry VIII (1491-1547) of England 

and the Lutheran princes of Germany, and at other times 

provoked to repression and persecution by the extremist 

actions of fanatics. Nevertheless, this previous section 

should help to give a historical and ecclesiastical background 

to Clichtove's literary activities in the context of the 

Reformation in France, in the light of the influence of 

LeF~vre, and in the environment of the conservative theological 

faculty of the Sorbonne. 

Josse Clichtove's Life and Works46 

Josse Clichtove was the first Parisian theologian to 

direct his writings against Luther, and he did it "with 

scholarship and soundness, but without harshness. 1147 Clichtove 

was one of the many well-known scholars of the Sorbonne 

during the first half of the sixteenth century. During his 

46The most complete biography of Clichtove generally 
available is found in an article by A. Clerval in the!?.!£.
tionaire de Theologie Catholigue (Paris: Letouzey et Ane, 
1908), III, cols. 237-42. This is no doubt based on 
Clerval's dissertation at Paris in 1894 entitled De Judoci 
Clichtovei Neoportuensis doctoris Parisiensis et Carnotensis 
vita et o:eeribus (see F. X. Bantle, 11Jodocus Clichtoveus, 11 

Lexikon fur Theologie und Kirche (Freiburg: Verlag Herder, 
1958), II, col. 1235. 

47Nouvelle Biographie G:n,rale (Paris: Dirmin Didot 
Fr\res, 1855), x, col. 857. "Il est un des _,Premiers qui 
alient icrit centre Luther, il le fit avec erudition et soli
ditl, mais sans aigrer. 11 There is room for doubt about the 
last expression. 
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early years under the influence of his friend and teacher, 

LeF~vre, Clichtove was among those who favored the renaissance 

of the classics and the reform of philosophy and scholastic 

theology. \ But later, when LeFevre and other reformers were 

under suspicion and the attack of theologians, and especially 

when Luther was condemned by the Sorbonne and Leo X, 

Clichtove abandoned his earlier tendencies toward renewal and 

turned himself completely against the Lutheran errors. For 

this reason he received the title 11Luther 1 s hammer. 1148 

Besides being a literary opponent of Luther, Clichtove is 

11interesting because his works summarize and reflect in a com

prehensive manner the whole spiritual current of his time. 1149 

Clichtove was born in Nieuport in Flanders in 1472 or 

1473 of a noble and rich family. He began his studies in 

Louvain, but later moved to Paris, where eventually he studied 
,, 

with LeFevre d 1 Etaples, who had recently returned from Italy 

and who was commonly regarded as the chief of the French hu

manists. under his direction Clichtove received the degree 

of master of arts in 1492 and bachelor of theology in 1498. 

From 1499 he was a socius Sorbonnicus in residence at the 

College of Na~arre with Guillaume Briconnet, and during this 
I. 

period undertook advanced studies in theology and annotated 

48c1erval, III, col. 237. 

491gino Rogger, 
lica (Vatican City: 
11Interessa perche la 
complessiva tutte la 

11Josse Clichtove, 11 Enciclopedia Catto
Catholic Library, 1949), III, 1871. 
sua opera riassume e riflette in maniera 
correnti spirituali del suo tempo. 11 
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the Sentences of Pater Lombard. In 1506 he received the de

gree of doctor of theology. Prom 1506 to 1512 Clichtove 

taught theology at the Sorbonne and under the direction of 

LeP~vre published works on philosophy, theology, and the 

Holy Scriptures. At the same time Clichtove made a name for 

himself among teachers of the liberal arts as an editor and 

a consultant for other scholars, and in recognition of his 

stature any number of authors dedicated their works to him. 

From 1512 to 1515 he was directly associated with 

Bri~onnet and LeF~vre, who in 1510 had made a trip to Germany 

with a group of theologians, some of whom became the first 

French reformers, and others of whom simply cast their lot 

with the Lutherans. This group aroused the animosity and 

the suspicion of the Sorbonne faculty. However, Clichtove 

was seemingly not greatly influenced by this activity in spite 

of his continued collaboration with LeF~vre. Prom 1512 to 

1518 he published little but rather standard humanist and 

patristic works, for example, editions of st. Cyril and 

Dionysius the Areopagite. 

In 1515 Louis Guillard (died 1565), bishop of Tournai, 

requested that Clichtove become his personal preceptor, which 

he was until 1520. In 1517 Charles V asked Clichtove to be

come his confessor, but the French theologian declined. 

Probably his most significant activity in this period was 

the publication of his Elucidatorium, in which he espoused 

three positions which came under considerable attack. (1) He 
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supported the suppression of the verses of the Exsultet iam 

angelica turba which read, 110 assuredly necessary sin of Adam 

which was blotted out by Christ's death! O blessed sin which 

deserved to have such and so great a Redeemer. 1150 

(2) Clichtove advanced LePivre's questioning of 

the traditional identification of Mary, "who is 
called the Magdalene, from whom seven devils had 
gone out" (Luke 8:2), with the penitent woman who 
anointed Jesus' feet in the Pharisee's house (Luke 
7:36-50) and with Mary, the sister of Martha and 
Lazarus, who similarly "anointed the feet of Jesus" 
(John 12:1-9). 51 

(3) He challenged the legend regarding the three marriages 

of Saint Anne. 5 2 The polemic response became the turning 

point in his life. He immediately fell under the attack of 

three theologians, Marc de Grandval, John Fisher (1469-1535), 

bishop of Rochester, who was responsible for eight books 

against various Lutheran heresies, and Noel Beda (died 1536), 

French theologian at the Sorbonne, whose uncompromising zeal 

50Liber Usualis (Tournai: Descl~e and Company, 1947), 
p. 470. 11 0 certe necessariwn Adae peccatwn, quod Christi 
morte deletwn est! O felix culpa, quae talem ac tantwn meruit 
habere Redemptorem! 11 

SlEdward Surtz, The Works and Das of John Fisher 
(Cambridge: Harvard university Press, c.1967, p. s. 

52see Frederick G. Holweck, "Saint Anne," The Catholic 
Encyclopedia (New York: Robert Appleton Co., c.1907), I, 
538. 11st. Joachim died soon after the presentation of Mary 
in the templei St. Anne then married Cleophas, by whom she 
became the mother of Mary Cleophae (the wife of Alphaeus and 
mother of the Apostles James the Lesser, Simon and Judas, and 
of Joseph the Just)i after the death of Cleophas she is said 
to have married Salomas, to whom she bore Maria Salome (the 
wife of Zebedaeus and mother of the Apostles John and James 
the Greater)." 
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finally resulted in his banishment by the Paris Parliament. 

Clichtove was obliged to write a series of treatises in de

fense of himself and of LeFevre.53 

These quarrels which continued until 1520 and were 
inflamed by the advance of Lutheranism, impressed 
Clichtove greatly, who out of fear of either J>eing 
deceived or being condemned with Le F~vre d'ftaples, 
or of being accused of sympathies toward the heresy, 
recanted, was reconciled with the Sorbonne and was 
determined thereafter on a rejection of the princi
ples of the innovators with an almost exclusive 
concentration on Luther.54 

At this point he broke his relationship with LeF\vre, who in 

1520 was associated with Guillaume Briconnet at Meaux, and 
C 

reestablished himself with Louis Guillard. 

From 1520 and 1526 Clichtove participata:lin much of the 

action of the Sorbonne against Luther. He prompted the faculty 

to condemn Luther's errors and drafted for it the Determinatio 

facultatis theologiae Parisiensis super doctrina Lutherana 

hactenus per eam visa in 1521. Other polemical writings in 

this period include: De veneratione sanctorum, 15231 Anti

lutherus, 15241 Propugnaculum ecclesiae, 15261 De sacramento 

eucharistiae contra Oecolampadium, 15271 Compendium veri-

53Regarding the verses of the Exsultet: De necessitate 
peccati Mae et felicitate culpae eJusdem, 1516. Regarding 
the Magdalene controversy: Disceptationis de Magdalena de
fensio1 Apologiae Marci Grandivallis ••• respondens, 1519. 

54c1erval, III, col. 238. 11Cette querelle qui dura__. 
jusqu'en 1520, et fut envenim€e par lee progr~s du lutheran
isme, impressionna beaucoup Clichtove, qui, par crainte,_§oit 
de s•a-tre trompe, soit d'itre condemneavec Le Favre d'Etaples, 
soit d 1itre taxtf'de sympathies pour l'heresie, se rftracta, se 
rapprocha de la Sorbonne et se d&termina d,sormais ~ rejeter 
see principes novateurs pour combattre presque exclusivement 
Luther." 
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tatum ad £idem pertinentium • ex dictis et actis in con-

cilio Senonensi, 1528: and Improbatio guorumdam articulorum 

Martino Lutheri a veritate catholica dissidentium et in 

guodam libro gallico non satis exacte et recte impugnatorum, 

1533_55 

In the meanwhile Louis Guillard, now bishop of Chartres, 

invited Clichtove to join him there, where he became canon 

theologian in 1528.56 While engaged in a number of activities 

and writings during this period, his principal act was his 

collaboration in drawing up and discussing the statutes for 

the Council of Sens, convened in Paris by Cardinal Duprat. 

some regard this council as a prelude to the Council of Trent.57 

He remained at Chartres until his death on September 17, 1543. 

Clichtove was one of the many prolific humanists and 

theologians of his time. His works were numerous and widely 

available in France and other countries during the sixteenth 

century. Most of the humanist writings were written early in 

his career under the influence and direction of LeF~vre for 

his own studies and for use by his own students, and they cov

ered such areas as logic, natural philosophy, morals, arith

metic, geometry, astronomy, and political law. 58 

SSibid., III, col. 242. 

56santle, II, col. 1234. 

57c1erval, III, col. 239. 
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In regard to his theological writings a number of 

personages--LeF~vre, who sought to apply the same scholarly 

methods to theology as he had to philosophy and the liberal 

arts: Guillaume Bri~onnet, who sought to restore an under

standing of mysticism: Cardinal George d'Amboise, who worked 

to reform the religious orders: and Louis Guillard, who 

strove to restore piety and order among the secular clergy-

influenced Clichtove to neglect scholastic traditions and to 

seek a renewal of patristic and Scriptural theology. It was 

in this spirit that he published his works on dogmatic 

theology, moral theology, and asceticism. Of the many 

writings of this prepolemical period one should note Theologia 

vivificans Dionysii Areopagitae, interprete Ambrosio Camal

dulensi, cum scholiis Fabri et commentariis Clichtovei, 1514, 

because of Clichtove•s great dependence on Dionysius the 

Areopagite to support his evidence for the Propugnaculum 

ecclesiae.59 

In conclusion, it should be said that, while Clichtove 

was not one of the most prominent men of his time, he com

manded a position of high respect among both the theologians 

and the men of letters who were involved in the debut of 

the Renaissance and the Reformation. Posterity has not 

remembered him, but his contemporaries regarded him highly. 

58zbid., III, cols. 239-40 for a complete catalogue of 
Clichtove's writings in the liberal arts. 

59Ibid., III, cols. 240-42 for a complete catalogue and 
description of Clichtove•s theological writings. 
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Erasmus, who was one of Clichtove's targets, credited him 

with being "the richest source of truths, highly trained 

in secular disciplines and in the Christian discipline.•60 

60xbid., III, col. 242. "Uberrimum rerum fontem, 
saecularibus disciplinis et christiana disciplina instruc
tissimum.11 


