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libero arbitrio and soon after the Exomologesis, De immensa Dei misericorg
seems to have aroused little controversy, no doubt because here Erasmi

concerns are pastoral rather than doctrinal.

Sl




SERMON ON MERCY
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much of its popularity to this INspiring litany of consolation. Erasmus ad-
dresses his imaginary audience in an Invigoratingly direct
both the arid intellectualism of the scholastic sermon and the
of the monastic preachers. His discourse mingles the free h

otiose rambling

_ ‘ omiletic style of
the Fathers, based on copious scriptural quotation and exe

ments of the classical demonstrative and deliberative rhetori
recommend in the Ecclesiastes.*

gesls, with ele-
¢ that he was to

| 5 ’ pity, compassion) is an elas-
tic term in Holy Writ.”> God’s mercy can €ncompass generosity, punishment,

clemency, forgiveness, reward, and finally redemption; Christ is mercy in-
carnate. Divine mercy is given the contrasting functions of elevating human-
ity towards God in a properly humble spirit and of consoling

the desperate. Erasmus’ pastoral advice is directed against the twin evils of
pride and despair, the Scylla and Charybdis of the fallen world. He seeks
to humble pride through examples of punishment and forgiveness, such as
the contrasting fates of Pharaoh and David, and through an analysis of hu-
man frailty, both physical and spiritual. Despair, exemplified by the exile of
Cain and the suicide of Judas, is countered by evocations of the multitude
as well as the magnitude of God’s mercies.

Erasmus thus assembles abundant scriptural evidence of God’s com-
passion and of his encouragement of the human aspiration towards salva-
tion. Interestingly, the most detailed passages of exegesis draw on the ‘mi-
nor prophets’ Joel, Habakkuk, and Micah. Erasmus expounds not only their
evocations of divine mercy but also their prophecies of the Incarnation, its
most sublime expression. Erasmus’ copious quotation, throughout this work,
of the Old Testament tradition of mercy® suggests a desire to redress an im-
balance that he himself had perhaps helped to perpetuate. Against the per-
sistent Christian perception that the God of the Israelites was more just than

* ¥ % ¥ ¥

4 On Erasmus and preaching, see Jacques Chomarat Grammaire et rhétorique chez
Erasme 2 vols (Paris 1981) 11 1053-1153; John W. O’Malley ‘Erasmus and the
History of Sacred Rhetoric: The Ecclesiastes of 1535 ERsY 5 (1985) 1—29; and
Manfred Hoffmann Rhetoric and Theology: The Hermeneutic of Erasmus (Toronto
1994) 28-60. Some editions of De immensa Dei misericordia identify in the margin
the rhetorical techniques being used. e

5 On the complex matrix of Hebrew and Greek terms used in the S'c:rlptures. to
convey the concept most often translated misericordia, see C.R. Smith The Bible
Doctrine of Grace and Related Doctrines (London 1956).

6 Shimon Markish counted 102 references in De immensa Dei misericordia to the
Old Testament, against a mere 60 to the New: Erasmus and the Jews trans A.

Olcott (Chicago and London 1986) 46.
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EUS A S d:arity and mercy are virtually interchangeable: “What is chawe.
b i ’ ' e
ds one’s neighbour, if not mercy?’ (135). In this last section ¢ clnd

e o
i
5 -

4
i ®
i o
{ i A LY
/ -4 Y

3F R RER

s L vy
o = - 0

= 4

towar

tain mercy’ (Matt 5:7). The act of bestowing cy e’s neighbour is »
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brought to earth and in no other way,’° 4ng that God’
cause of salvation. It is a position that Luther could
De immensa Det misericordia Erasmus’ identification o
his discussion of mercy in the human sphere reflect
that the human will enjoys a certain freedom. Hum
operate with grace, as David did; the invitation can
Pharaoh. As in the formal debate with Luther, Er
certain efficacy of the human will, while acknow]
divine grace is far greater. Man is weak, according to Erasmus, rather than

evil, as Luther held. Erasmus cherished the free human response, through
faith, hope, and especially charity ,- g

S grace is thus the first

It may be that Erasmus’ insistence in De immensa Dei misericordia on
the mercy of the God of Israel is also a covert reprbach to Luther. Although
in this sermon (117) Erasmus explicitly condemns only the ancient heretics,
the Manichees, for making the God of the Old Testament capricious and ul-
timately evil, Erasmus had revealed elsewhere his suspicion that Luther’s
view was similar.”” But if there are echoes here of the controversy with
Luther, Erasmus did not entirely avoid the wrath of his own church. Two
passages were later singled out for censure by the Roman Inquisition, the
one (104—5) a restrained and partly veiled attack on the trade in indulgences,
the other a phrase (115) that the Roman authorities presumably understood
to hint at the superfluousness of auricular confession, though Erasmus had
been far more outspoken on this in his detailed treatise on confession, Exo-
mologesis (March 1524). N

In such a work of pastoral piety it would be idle to expect a dis-
play of Erasmian wit or classical scholarship, but there is room, early on,
for the occasional humanist aside. The ancient Giants and the sacrilegious
Salmoneus are enlisted to illustrate worldly pride, though Erasmus half
mythology. Ancient history supplies exemplary

apologizes for appealing to
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‘he points out, however, that the problem is
chnical language.
sues, see C. Augustijn
(Toronto 1991) 141—4.

10 John W. O’Malley in cwE 66 xxiii; he poir Wiy
made complex because of Erasmus’ reluctance to use te
11 For references and a concise ?e-cen’i discusswn of these 1s
Erasmus: His Life, Works, and Influence trans J.C. Grayson
12 De libero arbitrio LB IX 1242F; see alSOEP _183-’1‘
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De immensa Dei misericordia Was reprinted in October 1524 b Frok

and further printings were issued that' year at Antwerp, Strasb,}f
Cologne. The book was soon translated into Germm, Dutch, En Dan
ish and Italian.# It was first translated into English by Genti an Hervet
the request of Margaret Countess of Salisbury,’ and this reasonabl il a
accurate version was published in London by T. Berthelet, probably in
Two modern versions are in fact less reliable.™ %
My translation is based on the text in LB, checked against J
tion and the Opera omnia of 1540. The text in the latter has been ligh
edited'® and the concludin g prayers are omitted, as they are
otherwise the text remained virtually unchanged.
are my own, as no English version exactly matches Erasmus’ t e
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[ am grateful to the Leverhulme Trust for the award of a Senior Re-
search Fellowship which enabled me to undertake this work.
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