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ABSTRACT — In the study of religious culture, a clear rupture between the ‘dark’
Middle Ages and the ‘glorious’ early modern epoch has often been presumed.
Likewise Protestants, as initiators of a new Christian era, are sometimes still
believed to have rejected traditions rooted in ‘medieval’ Catholicism. Although
these assumptions have received general opposition, further nuance can be
reached through renewed study of the penitential process. This paper investigates
the penitential process in the long and widespread tradition of the Middle Dutch
treatise Vanden twaelf dogheden (On the Twelve Virtues) and its various early
modern translations and adaptations, used in both Catholic and Protestant
milieus. New research reveals that both Catholic and Protestant compilers relied

on this medieval tradition to compose their own treatises on virtuousness.

INTRODUCTION

In her study on penitence and preaching, Anne Thayer argues “the penitential
process as taught and practiced in the Late Medieval Period was to be severely
criticized by the Protestant reformers of the sixteenth century as well as
passionately reasserted by Catholics”.! This statement belongs to a centuries-old

tradition in the study of religious perceptions, practices, and texts. By disparaging
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the late Middle Ages as a dark period of decline, sixteenth-century humanists,
nineteenth-century Romantic historians, and modern scholars in the wake of
Dutch historian Johan Huizinga contributed to the invention of a strict distinction
between the ‘culturally exhausted’” Middle Ages and the ‘glorious’ early modern
epoch.?Similar sentiments also gave rise to a black-and-white dichotomy between

‘spiritually inferior, sinful Catholics’ and ‘superior, repentant Protestants’.?

Recent research has shown that such divisions are too stringent and inconsistent
with historical reality.* Although the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic
Counter-Reformation exerted radical modifications over Christian observance,
similar changes and calls for reform already occurred before the sixteenth
century.® Furthermore, it has become clear that both Catholics and Protestants
sometimes strove for conservation and even restoration of earlier medieval
traditions. The depiction of Protestants as turning over a new leaf and criticizing
anything rooted in the medieval Church is therefore largely exaggerated.®
However, these new insights have not yet reached all areas of research in
the field. The study of the penitential process — the practices concerning sin,
repentance, and penance — still suffers from a one-sided perspective. It is clear
that the current discourse needs moderation, and opportunities for further

discussion remain.

This article aims to show that, in the early modern period, both Catholic
and Protestant authors used late medieval ideas on penance, and that they
themselves did not see a clear rupture between the Catholic and Protestant
ways of thinking. It adds nuance to generalizations about the penitential
process from a literary-historical perspective by examining the reception of
Vanden twaelf dogheden (On the Twelve Virtues), a fourteenth-century Middle
Dutch treatise on how to live virtuously, and how to behave after breaking God’s
rules. This text was widespread in the medieval Low Countries and was later
adapted by both Catholics and Protestants. The tradition of the Twelve Virtues

thus serves as a good case study to examine how the process of breaking the
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rules and restoring the established order was perceived in the transition from
the late Middle Ages to the early modern epoch. Studying this tradition offers
insights into how Protestant reformers refuted Catholic explanations of the
penitential process and whether a clear rupture between the two periods can
be distinguished. A short introduction to the tradition of the Twelve Virtues is
followed by a discussion of how this description of rule breaking and restoring
order evolved depending on the context of its use. Furthermore, reviewing
the text’s sources sheds light on the establishment of the concepts of sin,
repentance, and penance in the tradition of the Twelve Virtues by focusing not
on the rupture between, but rather on the transition from the late medieval to

the early modern period.

THE TWELVE VIRTUES: A FIRST ACQUAINTANCE

Although the anonymous Vanden twaelf dogheden was long attributed to
the famous mystic Jan van Ruusbroec (d. 1381), scholars now agree that
Godfried Wevel (d. 1396) wrote the text.” Wevel was procurator, confessor,
and scribe at the Brussels monastery of Groenendaal during Ruusbroec’s
priorate.® Nevertheless, Vanden twaelf dogheden was probably not intended
for the canons of Groenendaal. At the beginning of the 1380s, Wevel was
solicited, possibly by Geert Grote (d. 1384), founder of the Devotio Moderna,
to educate the novices of the just-founded monastery of Eemstein near
Dordrecht. It is assumed that Wevel composed his Vanden twaelf dogheden
to instruct the newly arrived monks in spiritual virtuousness.’ The treatise
contains 12 chapters, each of which explains a virtue or a way to achieve
virtuousness and illustrates this with concrete examples. The first chapters on
humility, obedience, and patience are closely related to monastic spirituality.
They are followed by explanations on typical Eckhartian themes, such as
geldzenheit (resignation) and abegescheidenheit (detachment). The last
section is devoted to the different components of the penitential process:

sin, repentance, and penance.
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Little research has been done on the impact of the Twelve Virtues. Nevertheless,
they were known in many monasteries in late medieval and early modern
Western Europe. During the fifteenth century, Vanden twaelf dogheden
circulated widely in monastic circles throughout the Low Countries and the
western part of present-day Germany. Fifty manuscripts containing a full or
partial version of the text survive, including a Latin translation of Vanden twaelf
dogheden.’ In 1543, a certain Petrus Noviomagus — sometimes identified as
the Jesuit Petrus Canisius (d. 1597) — composed an opera omnia of the German
mystic Johannes Tauler (d. 1361), in which he integrated the Tractat vonn
Tugentten, a German adaptation of Vanden twaelf dogheden. In this anthology,
Noviomagus defended the interests of the Catholic reformers.’* In 1548, the
Carthusian Laurentius Surius (d. 1578) reworked Noviomagus’ adaptation into
Latin for his own anthology of Tauler.? These Institutiones Taulerianae became
the basis for nearly all other vernacular translations. In this way, the tradition

of the Twelve Virtues spread throughout Western Europe.®

It was, however, not only through the anthology of Tauler that people became
acquainted with the Twelve Virtues. In 1552, Surius published his opera omnia
of Ruusbroec with a Latin translation of the original Vanden twaelf dogheden,
the Tractatus de praecipuis quibusdam virtutibus, which was also translated
into nearly all Western European vernaculars.'* Creating those opera omnia
with the perspective of the Catholic Reformation in mind, Surius, just like
Noviomagus, wanted to ensure that everyone could benefit from the catholic
belief and rousing teachings of the great medieval masters. However, not
only Catholic readers found inspiration in those opera omnia. In 1685, the
Protestant theologian Theophil Gottlieb Spizelius (d. 1738) published an
anthology on penance, in which he integrated Surius’ Latin translation of the
chapter on penance. Furthermore, in 1701, the Protestant theologian Georg
Johann Conradi (d. 1747) published a German adaptation of Surius’ anthology
of Ruusbroec.'® Both Spizelius and Conradi spread those teachings in the spirit

of the Protestant Reformation.’
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THE PENITENTIAL PROCESS IN THE MEDIEVAL TRADITION OF THE TWELVE
VIRTUES

The third thematic section of Vanden twaelf dogheden is entirely dedicated to
the penitential process. In Chapter 9, Wevel explains how the faithful should
behave after breaking God’s rules: he should not regret his sins, for they oblige

him to do penance and to humiliate himself.

Indeed, he who would be right should in a certain way not wish
that those sins, in which he had fallen, had not happened ... that
is: as far as the sins have brought him to penance, and he, through

these sins, is abased and humiliated.*®

In this way, the faithful will grow closer to God. He should not regret the act
of sinning itself, but he should regret having displeased God. However, by
accepting penance, humiliating himself, and turning towards God, all his sins
will be forgiven. In Chapter 10, which deals with repentance, Wevel repeats
that the faithful should regret having displeased God. This sincere repentance
will arouse God’s immediate forgiveness. The eleventh and twelfth chapters
concentrate on true penance, which cannot be reached by performing exterior
works, such as fasting and holding vigils. Genuine penance only results from
interior efforts: rejecting one’s sins and turning towards God. Nevertheless,
because idleness is intolerable, it is important that the faithful continues to
perform works in which he finds himself in the proximity of God. However,
when the faithful performs an exterior work which inhibits him in striving for
true penance, he may cease this work: “And if any exterior work hinders you [in
doing] that, be it fasting or heavy penance, leave it freely without any concerns.

And do not suppose that you neglect any penance that way”.*

As one can imagine, statements such as not regretting breaking God’s rules

were not always favourably received. Wevel borrowed this argument from the
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German theologian Master Eckhart (d. 1328-9): “A good man ought to conform
his will to the divine will in such a way that he should will whatever God wills.
Since God in some way wills for me to have sinned, | should not will that | had
not committed sins; and this is true penitence”.?’ By repeating this concept,
Wevel in fact defied In agro dominico, the papal bull in which Pope John XXII
(d. 1334) not only pronounced 28 propositions of Master Eckhart heretical or
suspect of heresy, but also forbade further distribution of those ideas.?* It is
therefore somewhat surprising that the heretical idea of not regretting one’s
sins also appears in Vanden twaelf dogheden. Moreover, the encouragement
to leave exterior works behind, because they do not lead to true penance and
can even hinder this ultimate goal, was also condemned by the Pope. It appears
in the sixteenth to nineteenth of Eckhart’s propositions refuted by Pope John

XXII’s bull:

16. God does not properly command an exterior act.

17. The exterior act is not properly good or divine, and God
does not produce it or give birth to it in the proper sense.

18. Let us bring forth the fruit not of exterior acts, which do not
make us good, but of interior acts, which the Father who
abides in us makes and produces.

19. God loves souls, not the exterior work.??

It can be concluded that Vanden twaelf dogheden contains some extraordinary
statements concerning the breaking of rules, some of which were even
condemned heretical at the beginning of the fourteenth century. However, this
did not hinder the further distribution of the Twelve Virtues. It is therefore
interesting to examine how Catholic and Protestant reformers dealt with this

remarkable late-medieval heritage.
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THE PENITENTIAL PROCESS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE CATHOLIC
REFORMATION

In 1543, the Catholic Petrus Noviomagus composed his Tractat vonn Tugentten
with a revised version of the Twelve Virtues. The changed sequence of the
virtues immediately catches the eye. The themes of sin, repentance, and
penance discussed at the end of Vanden twaelf dogheden constitute the
opening chapters of Noviomagus’ treatise. From this alteration, it can be
hypothesized that Noviomagus wanted to emphasize different topics than
Wevel. The penitential process had apparently grown more important in
Noviomagus’ view and thus deserved a more prominent place in his work.
The revised heritage of the Twelve Virtues is included in the first chapter of
the Tractat vonn Tigentten, which begins with two general ideas issued from
Vanden twaelf dogheden: firstly, it is impossible to live without sometimes
breaking the rules; and secondly, by being repentant and practising penance,
the faithful will again reach God’s proximity. However, in the Tractat vonn
Tugentten those statements are followed by the explicit proclamation that sin

is above all a malicious deed evoking only negative consequences.

Sinis an adoration of the idols, a renunciation of faith, an exaltation
of the enemy, a sweet poison, a beginning of damnation, a cause
for more sins, a short joy, a long pain, an eternal shame, loved by

the world, hated by God and by all good people.?®

Probably fearing critique arising from misinterpretations, Noviomagus wants his
readers to know that breaking the rules is wrong under any circumstances, even
if the repentant could have his faults repaired eventually. This repentance has to
result, as in Vanden twaelf dogheden, from the right attitude: the faithful should
regret the displeasure he has caused God rather than the consequences he must
face. Noviomagus explicitly mentions that those who show repentance because

they are anxious about purgatory or hell will not be forgiven.
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According to Noviomagus, God appreciates exterior works when they permit the
repentant to ponder his sins and to turn towards God. Nevertheless, both Wevel
and Noviomagus consider penance in the same way: works conducted from
the right interior attitude are primary. However, Wevel’s statement can lead to
the assumption that some people do not need to perform any penance at all.
Possibly, Noviomagus wanted to avoid such misinterpretations by accentuating

the importance of exterior works.

For the opera omnia of Tauler, Surius reworked Noviomagus’ Tractat vonn
Tugentten into Latin. The passages concerning the penitential process were
faithfully integrated into the first chapter of the Institutiones Taulerianae: breaking
the rules is considered reprehensible although unavoidable, true repentance
only emanates from true love for God, and exterior works are encouraged in the
striving for penance. For his edition of the oeuvre of Ruusbroec, Surius must have
consulted a version of Vanden twaelf dogheden itself. Surius repeats that sins
cannot be avoided and that the faithful should not regret them. Nevertheless,
the first part of the new title of this chapter shows a shift in emphasis. “That the
gifts of grace must be referred to God, who has not only forgiven us the sins but
also preserved us for many mistakes” encourages the faithful to be thankful since
God has also saved him from sins he has not committed.?” Although this idea
also appears in Vanden twaelf dogheden, it occupies a more prominent place in
Surius’ work. The descriptions of repentance and penance are precisely copied
from Vanden twaelf dogheden. Again it is stated that the repentant should reject
his sinful behaviour and turn towards God. The faithful can perform works as acts
of penance, but they have to arise from the right attitude in order to not distract

him from his love for God.

Both Noviomagus and Surius wanted to spread the Catholic faith by making
useful teachings of the past available to a broad audience. Nevertheless, the
descriptions of the penitential process in their opera omnia suggest different

attitudes in their distribution strategies. Noviomagus probably worried about
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the content of the Twelve Virtues. In the turbid times of the sixteenth century, he
must have feared that his readers would misunderstand his explanations. This
was not peculiar considering the condemnation of the same ideas in Eckhart’s
oeuvre by the papal bull In agro dominico, two centuries before Noviomagus
composed his anthology of Tauler. Noviomagus was in any case very careful
in adapting his source text on the Twelve Virtues by adding qualifications and
changing some passages so as not to mislead his readership. Concerning exterior
works, for instance, he made his message very clear: God expects both interior
and exterior efforts of the repentant. Noviomagus’ contemporary, Surius,
seemed less worried about possible misinterpretations by his readers. From his
perspective, respecting the authority of his sources must have been the most
important element to reckon with. Although he made shortened versions of his
source texts, his main concern in the editions of Tauler and Ruusbroec was to

transmit the teachings of the great masters faithfully.

THE PENITENTIAL PROCESS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE PROTESTANT
REFORMATION

In 1685, Spizelius created a Latin thematic anthology on penance, based on
the teachings of great religious authorities. He considered Ruusbroec as one of
the eminent teachers and used the Ruusbroec edition of 1552 for his chapter
‘De Vera Poenitentia’. Interestingly, Spizelius did not hide the fact that he was
using Surius’ edition, which was initially distributed in the spirit of the Catholic
Reformation. Although Spizelius does not mention Surius’ name, he refers in his
introduction to the corresponding pages of the edition of 1552 and copied the

whole chapter precisely.?®

So, this true displeasure is the serious will to never commit sins,
and the true trust together with the true love for God [is] the true
penance. From this, the exterior signs of penance originate, such

as confession, keeping vigil, fasting, praying, almsgiving, and other
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allen guten menschenn”. Petrus
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diser reuw sol niet kommen vs
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oder fegfeur / noch aus einem
sinlichen leitwesen mitt bitterheit
/ vmb sich selber vnd seinen
eygen schaden zu beklagen /
mer / dann das er got enteret
vnd verzornt hat”. Ibid., r.cclxxix
(trans. de Baere and Kiekens).

25 “Da fur muss er mit bitteren
reuwen sein sund beweinen
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beicht schuldig geben / vnd buss
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(trans. de Baere and Kiekens).
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angenemer seyn / so sey diss
lieblichen zukerens in gott mer
haben. Darumb in woelchen
wercken du die glitigkeit gottes
naeher befyndes / vnde du
geschickter werdes deyn sunden
zu beklagen / vnd grosser

zu wygen / vnd gott mer zu
betrauwenn / soelche werck
folge”. Ibid., r.ccclxxx (trans. de
Baere and Kiekens).

similar godly works which please God much more insofar as they

are more vigorous and accurate and more united to love.?

Although all chapters are modelled on the 1552 edition, the chapter on penance
is changed and completed with descriptions from the adaptation of 1548. It is
clear that Conradi knew both versions and considered it necessary to emphasize

the importance of exterior works.

Both Spizelius and Conradi were part of the Protestant tradition, but followed
different distribution strategies. Spizelius wanted to adhere to the letter of the
teachings of the past’s virtuous masters. By rendering his source text precisely,
he probably wanted to avoid making mistakes or encouraging misinterpretations
concerning Ruusbroec’s authority and spirituality. Conradi, on the contrary, must
have been more worried about the right interpretation of the texts he spread.
Concerning his descriptions of the penitential process, he was not satisfied with
one source, but compiled two versions of the Twelve Virtues, to make the exact
content clear. It can be assumed that he was, just like Noviomagus, cautious not

to actuate wrong interpretations of his sources.

CONCLUSION

In this article, | investigated the penitential process — a leitmotiv in late medieval
and early modern thinking — in the long tradition of the Twelve Virtues. Versions
of this treatise on virtues were read and copied in the sixteenth to the eighteenth
century for both Catholic and Protestant purposes. While previous scholarship
has emphasized a dramatic rift between the Middle Ages and early modern
period, and between Catholic and Protestant perspectives, none of the four early
modern compilers of the Twelve Virtues — two Catholics and two Protestants —
reflected such division in their work. They all valued the late medieval works
of Tauler and Ruusbroec as stirring teachings for the faithful. Furthermore, this

case study shows that neither Spizelius nor Conradi found it problematic to
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use Catholic editions to compose their writings for a Protestant audience. The
compilers did not see ruptures nor drew borders between the Catholic and
Protestant ways of thinking. Concerning the penitential process, their objective
was to spread clear explanations on how to behave after breaking God’s rules.
For Surius and Spizelius, the correct explanation must be loyal to the words of
earlier theologians. They respected the masters’ authority by faithfully rendering
the contents of their texts. Noviomagus and Conradi were more concerned with
their own readers. By adding differentiations and alterations or by using different
versions of one and the same textual tradition, they wanted to ensure that their
readers would grasp the right meaning of their expositions. It can be concluded
that the pursuit of virtuousness was above all the main aim of the Twelve Virtues,
for which both Catholic and Protestant compilers relied on the late medieval

tradition on how to deal with breaking the rules.>
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