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the Middle Ages the life of the monastic renunciation
ideal Christian life. The walls of the cloister offered
rom the evils of the secular life; the monastic rule
will by means of ascetic discipline; scholarship and
/6 prayer led the mind and spirit to holy wisdom. To
the security of a religious order was to live a kind of
al Christianity. Ordinary Christians, who lived in the
the protective guide of the rule or the wisdom of
ative, lived an inferior life, for virtuous secularism was

ssible. Of course the knightly ideal, pagan and
rigin, survived for those with land and steed, despite
rts by ecclesiastical leaders to harness the warrior
aymen outside the fighting class had no ethical ideal.
from the literature on confession and penitential
the notion that religiously earnest laymen might
stinctive piety of their own.! In his description of the
ed by Peter Abelard and his lover, Heloise, R. W.
ibes the ethical void they confronted:

y both despised lust and they both despised
as a form of legalized lust. Their age had not
loped a plausible ethic for the secular life.
' the monastic ethic there were only fragments of a
ethic, difficult to combine with the needs of
. activity whether government, or trade, or
ge. Those who lived in the world were bidden so
jossible to be monks, and to make up the balance
rting monks. Both Abelard and Heloise accepted
ing. Their states of mind were very different,
e end they had only one code of conduct to fall
the code of monastic Christianity.?

u of the classical ethic of which Southern speaks were



revived during the Italian Renaissance. It was in Northe
that a more sophisticated, classically inspired laity asserted
Christian active life ideal. Of course the classical vita act
had to be adapted to Christian society, and eloquent |
apologists who found the ascetic contemplative ideal fl
deficient had to defend the secular life to Christians accus
measuring Christian virtue by the monastic plumb line. ‘

The philosophical debates of the scholastic period helpe
weaknesses in the monastic ideal of renunciation by ck
some of the Platonic premises on which the contemplative ¢
based. Both Aristotelians and nominalists reaffirmed the n
the natural order, and nominalists undermined one of the
purposes of contemplation when they argued that the human
cannot penetrate unrevealed spiritual truth.®

These 1ideas emboldened Renaissance humanists,
Renaissance ideal of the homo universale did not take root e
it was in many ways a direct contradiction of the
represented in the three monastic vows. Where the medie
vowed celibacy, many Renaissance humanists praised the
and the benefits of the family. Where the monk relinquishe
men like Bruni and Bracciolini taught the virtuous use of m
the positive power of riches. While monks practiced
through obedience to religious authority, Renaissance I
sought fame as the just reward for excellence. If by
fifteenth century the merchant, the family man, and
official could stand tall beside the tonsured, it was in I
because of the Italian Renaissance humanists. 3

One of the humanists who played a key part in sancti
active life was Coluccio Salutati (1331-1406). Like Cicero
was both a statesman and a man of letters.  What
important, he was also a Christian, and he defended the j
as a Christian, not as a Ciceronian. i

Educated primarily in Bologna’s rhetorical schools whe
problems were most often dealt with from a Stoic rathe
Christian perspective, Coluccio lacked a real understanding
basic Christian ideas. His early letters show a respect for
contemplation and philosophical indifference to the thin
world, as well as confidence that the human will, through
humanitatis, could be trained for virtuous action. His was 2
Pelagian view of man. Armed with wisdom, he seems to
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¢ and live the good.*
69-1370 Salutati was employed in the Roman curia. There
ered the ideas of Augustine, Petrarch, William of Ockham,
esco Bruni. Under these new influences, Coluccio revised
positions somewhat. For example he abandoned the Stoic
wvirtue is completely within the individual’s capacity, a
ter of exercising the will. Like Petrarch and Augustine,
| that the individual is dependent on the grace of God.5
s of life drove this idea home. In 1371 Salutati’s
vife died, just a year after the birth of their first child.
id not react with Stoic indifference. His despondency ran
at he tells of unbearable grief and uncontrollable weeping.
was his beloved Caterina dead; his career had come to
He abandoned writing the De vita associabili, a work he
ded to refute Petrarch’s Vita solitaria.® His hopes for
d fame deflated from disappointing positions in Rome and
atati returned to his home place, Buggiano, and remained
nineteen months. Familiar and comfortmg friends and
ived the humanist. He remarried in 1373 and moved to
here he served as Chancellor from 1375 to 1406.
hancellor of Florence Salutati acquired both fame and
uring his time in office Florence fought the War of the
against the Pope, suffered through the Ciompi revolt,
ood the invasion of Milan’s Giangaleazzo Visconti. By
Iccio’s contribution was such that he was described as a
7rator" and "a mirror of all natural and moral
ati’'s reputation rested almost entirely on his diplomatic
ence and support for the Florentine humanist movement,
| duties left little time for serious study and writing. In
380s the humanist made a determined effort to devote
to studying and writing. As he studied, his ideas about
and Christian  teachings changed, becoming less
1al. Ronald Witt, Salutati’s biographer, believes that 1381-
he crucial period for the maturation of Salutati’s thought,
with regard to his position on the action/contemplation
[he 1390s were certainly the most productive years for the
he completed four significant treatises between 1391 and
2 works most pertinent to this study are some of Salutati’s
| two treatises: the De seculo et religione of 1381, the
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only work completed before the 1390s, and De nobilitate |
medicinae, completed about 1399. 4

First to be considered is the De seculo. The trea
written to a Camaldolesian monk who took the religious
Jerome. Jerome was considering abandoning his VOWS
religious order. Salutati, who believed religious vows as irr
as the sacraments, wrote to dissuade Jerome and to convince
remain firm in his commitment. The treatise is composed
roughly equal parts. The first reviews the dangers and ten
of the secular life, and the second the advantages of the |
life. Here the humanist even uses the old argument that tf
live by vows are destined for a greater reward in heaven.®

The De seculo is an interesting summary of tr
medieval arguments for the contemplative life, but it i
genuine expression of Salutati’s position on the relative n
action and contemplation. The work was designed to be pe
and it has an air of exaggeration about it. The humanist
builds a massive wall of age-old arguments specifically de
buttress the wavering will of the monk Jerome.!® In short
seculo is a rhetorical work written for the spiritual direc
particular monk; it is not a work that reflects Salutati’s
convictions or the ambiguities which often character
thought on this matter. While there must have been mome
his busy career and his family of ten children caused S
envy the quiet retreat of the cloister, there is no indicatic
ever seriously considered the contemplative life for himself
the De seculo is placed alongside his other writings, espec
works that are less conventional, it is clear that this, Salu
completed treatise, expresses what Ronald Witt has descri
Christianity not yet internalized."!2 i

During the 1390s Salutati refined some of the Stoic co
had held for years with Christian insights that helped ¢
attitude toward the vita contemplative/vita activa debate.
the changes in the humanist’s ideas are evident in his I
1401 Salutati replied to a letter he had received from
Francesco Zaberella. Zaberella had written a letter of ¢
to Salutati upon the death of Piero, Salutati’s favorite se
letter, Zaberella advised Salutati to adopt a Stoic idea at
Salutati replies that while he once appreciated the S
intellectual passivity, he believes such severe indifference
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or Christ-like. "We have in our hearts,” he writes,
‘tender and fragile which has never learned to obey
Salutati explains that Christ’s love for the world was a
'fection, that as the lover of mankind, Christ wept over
‘the plight of Jerusalem, his patria. He who feels not
ns, asserts the humanist, "is not a man but a tree

ees in this reply only a hint of how deeply Salutati came
the vita associabili. He links his love of country and
hrist’s example and the duty of Christian charity. Where
hors had argued that it was part of human nature to be
_3 social and political environment, Salutati argued that
t1an, commitment to the human community is required
er of divine law." Matthew 25 clearly states that to be
Christ and Christ-like the Christian must love and serve
r15 Those who neglect the naked, hungry, imprisoned
, according to scripture, clearly in danger of
 That Salutati turned the Christian ethic of charity
| and neighbor into an ethic of civic obligation is evident
of 1404 in which the humanist writes: "We are ordered
- neighbors as ourselves, and Christ does not command
ings of us. Who can prevent a truly perfect society
dship from existing on this basic belief common to all
Salutati believed that because of Christ and the
, the human community Aristotle praised could be
irtue and accomplishment by a Christian community if
s would take up their duties. "By embracing charity,"
i, "we observe the plan and rule of the supreme
above all else establishes man beyond man. . . . This
ery virtue. . . will endure. . . after the end of the

(]

s Salutati abandoned the dispassionate Stoic notion that
in intellectual indifference, he also discarded the Stoic
tune for the Augustmlan idea of Providence. If God is
swerful and the world is redeemed, the humanist argues,
=;_:a Fortune have been subordinated and must by necessity
God’s providence.l® Salutati knew that historical time
the same quality before the Incarnation as it did
. He assigned to each culture, ancient and Christian, its
cter and its own providential place in God’s scheme of
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things. But he distinguished one from the other. For exan
notes a "decisive elevation in the value or consequences of
action" after the revelation of the Word.1® Because Chris
revealed what was required of -Christians and provided the
carry out the commands, classical ideals cannot be emulated
regard for their religious implications. The Christian who
life of virtue must lead a life of Christian virtue. He must
accordance with God’s divine ordinances and rely on the a
of divine grace. i

As he reworked his Stoic views into a more |
theoretical framework, Salutati began to reconsider his pos
the merits of the vita contemplativa. In his earlier life he |
willing to accept conventional Christian teachings on the su
of the contemplative life while he pursued the lesser
Stoicism in the active life of the layman. As his ¥
Providence developed, Coluccio came to believe that God [
active role in the world by using the lives of Christian in
He realized that all human actions relate to God and one’s
destination that there can be no distinction between sec
religious ethics in a Christian world. 1

To defend the active life of Christian virtue, Saluta
question the exalted position enjoyed by the Christian 1
challenging the goals and motives of the cloistered. 3
contemplative abandoned the world and entered a clois
combination of reasons. First, he believed the world of n
secular affairs to be a cesspool of unavoidable wickedn
even the most virtuous rarely survive temptation. (
hoped that by focusing on spiritual and intellectual matte:
devoting long hours to prayer and meditation he might
God while yet on earth, or at least acquire a certain hol
Thirdly, by sacrificing his free will to a rule and living 2
the cloistered hoped for a substantial heavenly reward
writings of Salutati can be found rebuttals to all
reasons for joining a religious order.

While the world is rightly regarded as a "sea of mi
shipwreck of virtues"?0 says Salutati, it is also the place
Christ came. The Incarnation proves that God has not
his creation, but is committed to transforming it. In hi
the world, Coluccio finds a true via media. He is ne
classical pagan for whom action in this world has only wo

57



ti believes that the Kingdom of God has penetrated the
in. Nor does he take the position that lies one hundred
ggrees opposite this one. He does not believe that the
orruptibly evil that God in his anger has damned it and
pluck from it only those few who have maintained such
e from the muck of worldly affairs that they can be
p, purged and made acceptable. Salutati believed that
emption plans were not just for individuals but for his
ation. Those who choose the vita activa as Christians,
‘participate in God’s providential plans for iransformatio
Thus Salutati links the vita activa of the layman to the City
d to the Christian citizen, reconciling his deep involvement
fairs with his Christianity.

at of the contemplative’s quest for holy wisdom, for
1 the divine mind and understanding of spiritual mysteries?
an’s highest calling? Salutati thinks not. Like William
Salutati believed a great insurmountable- distance
he supernatural realm and the natural world of man. He
fourteenth century notion that man can understand only
s, not res aeternae.’® Thus human attempts to acquire
aste of heavenly beatitude by attempting to know or
God are vain efforts. For Salutati, contemplation
ime" the active life of virtue.?? Humanity’s only link to
life is through charity, an act of the will not the
is charity that ultimately links man to man as well as
"Moral goodness is a quality of man alone,” wrote
"By this goodness mortals ascend beyond themselves . . .
ss the glory of all angels."??

ati's preference for the will over the intellect, and thus
ver contemplation, is most fully expressed in the De
Witt believes that Salutati intended this work to be what
ed De vita associabili was meant to be, a firm defense
ive life. The De nobilitate includes five arguments
challenge the position of a Florentine physician who
ore dignity and greater certitude for medicine than for
ti broadened the argument contrasting the lawyer with
n to represent the difference between the active life and
ative life, between the will and the intellect. The lawyer
‘the active life, the physician the speculative. With his
s of the law, a product of the human conscience and will,
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the lawyer serves the entire community, and his eloquence
human society. But the physician devotes himself to s
intellection. He spends his life in the study of natural pt
in seclusion, detached from the human community 2
satisfactions thereof, pursuing uncertain truths that benefit
very few. While Salutati agreed from the start to avoid u
term ‘’contemplation’ due to its religious overtones
theological significance, the implication that his crifi
philosophical speculation extends to religious contemplation
present, especially in the fourth and fifth arguments. ]

The fifth and principal argument of the De nobzl:tat
a discussion of the limitations of the intellect. Aristotle w
to argue that human felicity lies in speculation, says Saluta
can never know all the truth or have knowledge of God's
To place man’s happiness in the intellect is to condemr
frustration. Man will only know God and enjoy God
beatitude. Besides, to know (scire) is not sufficient to pl
one must also use (dirigere) what is known to perform
deeds.?4 '

In the fourth argument of the De nobilitate Saluta
of the law and the aciive life is based on the number wh
therefrom. The good produced by speculation is singul
Coluccio, and without a universal end, while virtue and
benefit the many. Contrasting his own way of lif
speculative life, Coluccio writes: "I am always busy wit
aiming at the final goal so that whatever 1 do is advan
me, my family, . . . and what is before everything, my fi
the homeland. I act in such a way as to help the whole
society by my example and with my works,"%

The De nobilitate might be dismissed as a con
intellection and active virtue rather than a contrast
contemplativa and the vita activa except that the same
appear elsewhere in Salutati’s letters which deal directly
contemplative or religious life. A letter written by Sa
monastic friend shows that the humanist also cri
selfishness of religious intellection and withdrawal. Th
letter indicates that the monk to whom he writes has mis
the purpose of the Christian active life led by Salutati
partly as follows: :



o not ever think that I have toiled for the glory of
fame, as I see you feel, but out of the desire of
¢ and communicating what God has taught, so that
t benefit others and posterity, . . . You, as is the
of holy rusticity, benefit only yourself; I attempt
f aid to myself and to others.?®

| came to believe that to live the monastic life one must
rthly duty. While willing to concede that "different
s to God in different ways,"?” he was no longer willing
s the monk as deserving of higher heavenly rewards.
svised his own hierarchy of virtue, Coluccio actually
: medieval view he had espoused in the De seculo. On
rung of the ladder connecting the natural sphere with
iral sphere he placed those who devoted themselves to
for knowledge of divine and human things. On the
‘were the virtuous, those who acted on what they knew.
est rung were the wise and virtuous orators, those who
ly virtuous themselves, but capable, through compelling
:'good conduct, to lead those who are ignorant or
of virtue to perform good deeds. The virtuous orator
d’s providential transformation of the world, and at the
improves the eternal destiny of individuals. Stated
itati’s ethical ideal was the orator whose "eloquence is
hment of virtue."?

stter of 1398, written to a discouraged friend, Peregrino
" Chancellor of Bologna, the important elements of
ought are all present. Zambeccari was considering
jous vows, and he asked Salutati for advice on the
luccio argues that the monastic life does not ensure a
enly reward. He emphasizes the will over the intellect,
hat his friend not abandon his Christian civic duty and
God’s providential plans for the transformation of this
‘with superior gifts are called to public service and must
commitment to God by accepting their duty. In the
nbeccari it is clear that Salutati not only grants moral
ita activa, but identifies the monk with the biblical
ceived a talent from his lord, then buried it, earning
pleasure. Select passages from this letter follow:
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God has appointed you father of many and, bec
of blessings, the refuge and friend to many. He hasn
it so that in your commonwealth you are able to do m
than generally anyone else. If you desert t
obligations, will God not demand these things of |
You have received a talent; do not bury it but us
Labor! Make yourself a useful servant! Pay back in|
what was given to you! Perhaps it is not God’s wil
you convert to another life. It is good and hones
love Mary, but it is better to imitate her. Know,
.that for this purpose we have no need . . . of solitude.

If you provide for and serve and strive for
family and your sons, your relatives and your state (W
embraces all), you cannot fail to raise your hear
heavenly things and please God. Indeed, devoted to
things you are perhaps more acceptable since you not
claim for yourself the coexistence of the first cause
you work together with that same cause that prov1d
all. ‘-

Do not believe, my Peregrino, that to flee the e
to avoid the sight of attractive objects, to shut onese
a cloister . . . is the way to perfection. If it
cloister) will not admit . . . external things . . . it i8
property of the mind always to think something.2®

As for the idea that God finds the ascetic life m
Salutati states bluntly: "Jacob with twelve sons, so many
sheep and two wives and so much wealth and propert
acceptable to God as the Church’s monks.3 At one
letter Salutati reviews the reasons the contemplative lifi
as the more perfect way. He admits that there
activity of becoming more devoted to the creatures am
than to the creator. Also, contemplation of God an
matters does help one transcend time, and obtain a swe
of the pleasures of beatitude. But the vita contemplativa
everyone. Many times the active life is preferred; it too
path to heaven."3! If temporal activities, including cor
and speculation cease with death, and give one ef'ﬁ
mcomplete foretaste of heavenly bliss, why not wai
superior state to come with death? Besides, argues le"
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'111 involve more than the intellect, it will also involve
or God is to be loved and enjoyed, not simply known.
had to buy and possess Leah before he could acquire
‘Christian must place action before contemplation in this

Aquinas, Salutati divided the universe into two spheres,
nd the supernatural. He seems willing to concede that
ative life is superior in the life hereafter, but not in
nd now. Besides, concludes Salutati, the purely
e life is impossible and undesirable. Just as no active
"entirely lack a contemplative element," no one can be
indful of the necessities of life in doing nothing for the
his fellow men."3® The contemplative Christian must
void complete solitude and isolation while the active
ust keep his actions tied to contemplation. To find favor
Christians must live the mixed life.

s letter to Zambeccari, softened somewhat beneath
on of both contemplation and action, is a clear defense
activa for Christians. The ideas presented represent a
of intellectual trends. His wide knowledge of scripture
 tradition, including his acquaintance with nominalism,
the intellectual assurance he needed to defy
is classical training gave him historical perspective
jation of what men can accomplish if wisely directed.
and his position as chancellor of Florence heightened
responsibility and obligation to others, and through
For Petrarch, the religious and the secular were in a
al tension. Salutati’s crucial contribution was to
to reunite the City of God and the City of Man by
irtuous active life for the layman. Coluccio was an
st for the Christian man of action, and he was one
uropean thinkers to argue that the Christian citizen is
l, even superior, to the cleric or the monk. - The
of the ethical reversal to which Salutati contributed
yme to full fruition. Religious men of action still work
God’s redemptive plans. One cannot help but ponder
would have to say about the Protestant idea of the
eligious arguments used by German peasants in the

&

4, or even the liberation theology.
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