
Testament proved to be “one of the best-selling books of its time” (230). Seidel Menchi
adds that Froben and other printers competed and cooperated by producing “low-profile
editions” (217) of the New Testament, for which Erasmus wrote prefaces that expanded
his audience beyond theological specialists.

Few if any collections of essays develop “into an organic whole” (xi), as editors may
wish. The link between den Hollander’s study of “Late Medieval Vernacular Bible
Production in the Low Countries” and the Novum Instrumentum is tenuous at best.
The same can be said of Kroeker’s discussion of Erasmus’s theological impact on Ja-
copo Sadoleto and Gasparo Contarini. By contrast, the fresh and compelling research
of Henny and Christ-von Wedel illuminate the ironies and consistencies in the Prot-
estant reception of Erasmus’s New Testament scholarship.

The great value of Basel 1516 is that it raises questions that complicate our under-
standing of Erasmus’s New Testament. What was its relationship to the Compluten-
sian New Testament? What more can one say about the manuscripts that Erasmus
used? Did he undermine the exegetical tradition if, according to Barral-Baron, tradi-
tion, in light of the Annotations, “appears to be nothing more than an unbroken chain
of errors” (250)? Or did his biblical humanism underpin an exegetical method that
required recourse to “consensus and tradition” (33), as Rummel believes? How do
paratexts—those imported from the manuscript tradition and those deliberately in-
serted by Erasmus—shape his New Testament in its various changing editions? They
make it, Wallraff points out, more Byzantine than we previously knew, and they con-
solidate, Krans argues, “Erasmus’ deconstruction of the Vulgate” (205). Scholars should
take notice of and inspiration from Basel 1516 to continue to reveal the fascinating
complexity of the Novum Instrumentum, its successors, and their afterlife in biblical
interpretation.

Hilmar M. Pabel, Simon Fraser University

Biblical Criticism in Early Modern Europe: Erasmus, the Johannine Comma and
Trinitarian Debate. Grantley McDonald.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016. xviii 1 384 pp. $120.

No account of the first edition of Erasmus’s famous edition of the New Testament
(1516) is complete without mentioning his treatment of the notorious Comma Johan-
neum: two half verses in 1 John 5:7–8 that speak of the Father, the Word, and the
Holy Ghost as three witnesses in heaven who are one, and who are contrasted with
the witnesses on earth. These are, as the remainder of verse 8 tells us, the Spirit, the
Water, and the Blood, which agree in one. Anyone even only vaguely familiar with
Christian theology will recognize that in the first half the Holy Trinity is mentioned,
with the Word denoting Jesus, the Word incarnate. For centuries, these two half verses
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served as the most solid scriptural evidence of the doctrine of the Holy Trinity—a con-
substantial Trinity united in essence. There are other passages in the Bible that might
be recognized as referencing the Trinity, but none so explicitly as John’s First Epistle.
Erasmus, however, omitted this comma from his edition because it did not appear in
the Greek manuscripts on which he based his edition. The outcry he thus provoked
is well recorded and well studied. In his third edition, Erasmus restored the comma
on the basis of new manuscript evidence that, as on command, surfaced in England.
Nevertheless, Erasmus maintained his doubts about its authenticity, as appears from
his commentary. The comma sparked a controversy that abated only in the nineteenth
century, with the professionalization of biblical philology, leading to a broad consensus
that the comma is indeed spurious. However, as Grantley McDonald shows, nowadays
there are still fundamentalist Christians who are convinced that the comma is authen-
tic after all.

The first chapter of McDonald’s rich survey of the long history of the debate covers
a story that has often been told before, but the author’s lucid accounts read fresh.
Based on rereading all the primary material involved, including the multiple (and vo-
luminous) polemics that evolved, McDonald manages to correct some inaccuracies in
the general account, which has increasingly been worn out by sequences of secondary
literature repeating and rephrasing each other without recourse to the primary sources.
The most salient result is what he identifies as the “myth” or “legend” that Erasmus
promised to restore the comma if he would be shown manuscript evidence of its au-
thenticity. From the late seventeenth century onward, this version of the story served a
variety of religious stakeholders.

McDonald has managed to maintain this thorough approach throughout the mono-
graph. This is no small feat, as anyone who has ever tried to unpack the details of early
modern learned polemics knows. In tit-for-tat pamphlet wars this is already notoriously
complicated, but Erasmus fought against at least three adversaries, and their arguments
were rehearsed by many different stakeholders over the next few centuries, often with
the inclusion of new material. McDonald’s panoramic empirical survey includes not
only the controversialists and their textual arguments, uncovered from the thickets of
rhetorical layers, but also the history of the printed editions, as the second chapter on
sixteenth-century Bibles evidences: Greek, Latin, and even the Peshitta and Arabic edi-
tions are analyzed with painstaking detail, as well as the responses of various Protes-
tant denominations. McDonald maintains this survey to the end of his book, when the
reader finds herself in the company of Lachmann.

In a way, McDonald pays tribute to Erasmus’s methods by sticking so closely to
textual evidence. But by having one’s nose so close to the sources, and with so much
repetition of the arguments by the historical actors, the reader at some point starts to
feel satiated. Well aware, McDonald intermittently zooms out to add a signpost to his
text and he ends all his chapters with useful synopses. To some, a drawback might be
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the preponderance of seventeenth-century English biblical scholars treated. The tex-
tual accomplishments of scholars in the early German Enlightenment are not ignored,
but the rest of the European mainland is largely left out of the picture, despite the
wide-ranging geography of McDonald’s account of sixteenth-century editions. Still,
the author has drawn an astonishing history of the multiple responses to defenses,
negotiations, or rejections of the Comma Johanneum. What this book superbly dem-
onstrates is that the relation between philology and theology is by no means straight-
forward, and that there was by no means a clash between philology and theology.

Dirk van Miert, Universiteit Utrecht

Erasmus’s Life of Origen: A New Annotated Translation of the Prefaces to Eras-
mus of Rotterdam’s Edition of Origen’s Writings (1536). Thomas P. Scheck, trans.
Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2016. xxxv1 234 pp. $65.

The title of this book is quite misleading. Erasmus’s life of Origen, as such, occupies
only pages 138 to 159 of the book, while the next thirty-five pages contain Erasmus’s
assessment of various homilies of Origen on books of scripture and a very brief essay
on his method of teaching and speaking. The real thesis of the book, however, is an-
nounced in the introduction: “How Erasmus’s lifelong exertions in advancing biblical
and patristic scholarship demonstrate the sincerity, vitality, and orthodoxy of his pro-
gram for the renewal of Catholic theology in the first half of the sixteenth century”
(xix). This is a formidable task indeed. In the preface to the book, following the lead
of the famous French theologian Henri de Lubac, Scheck expatiates on the misunder-
standing of Erasmus by historians of the Renaissance in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. He chooses two extreme examples of this hostility toward Eras-
mus, which are almost a caricature of the violent aspersions that were sometimes cast
on Erasmus’s character. The first is a certain Joseph Sauer, professor of church history
at the University of Freiburg at the beginning of the nineteenth century, who wrote
the article on Erasmus for the 1917 Catholic Encyclopedia, and the other is Christo-
pher Hollis, whose biography of Erasmus is simply a catalogue of the worst possible
characteristics that could be imagined. Sauer and Hollis speak of Erasmus’s vain, cold-
blooded, poisonous, subversive, rationalistic, and, above all, egotistical character. Such
scurrilous slanders should not have been resurrected, in my opinion, even if only in
order to expose their malice. Scheck could have chosen more fair-minded and credible
historians to balance this viewpoint, such as Johan Huizinga, Roland Bainton, Cornelis
Augustijn, or any number of others to be found in Bruce Mansfield’s Erasmus in the
Twentieth Century.
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