
SYNTHESIS: SOME THOUGHTS ON MEDIEVAL 
CULTURE AND THE TASK OF THE MEDIEVAL 

PHILOSOPHER

The basic  d riv e  of the p h ilo so p h ica l o u tp u t of Prof 
J  A L T aljaa rd  can, to m y m ind, co rrec tly  be sa id  to be 
found in  the h is to rio g ra p h y  of p h ilo so p h y  of h is  D utch 
tu to r, P rof D H T V ollenhoven .1) V ollenhoven c h a ra c te r­
izes post-m edieval p h ilo sophy  as an ti-sy n th e tic , in 
w hich  two op tions can  be taken: e ith e r an ti-sy n th e tica lly  
left o r an ti-sy n th e tica lly  rig h t. The fo rm er re jec ts  a 
sy n th es is  betw een p a g a n  ph ilo so p h y  and C h ris tian  doc­
tr in e  ( a sy n th es is  w hich  reached  its  heyday  in  M edieval 
S cho lastic ism ), thereby  also  re je c tin g  the s ign ificance  of 
G od’s R evela tion  for sc ien tific  endeavour. The option  to 
the  r ig h t a lso  re jec ts  the sy n th es is  betw een p ag an  and 
C h ris tian  thought, bu t is  ben t upon  find ing  and  a ss ig n in g  
a  p ro p er p lace to W ord R evela tion  in  sc ien tific  and  cu l­
tu ra l endeavour, the reby  try in g  to b reak  dow n the c le r i­
ca l re s tr ic tio n s  forced upon  the re levance of S c rip tu re s  to 
a ll sec to rs  of hum an  life. A g a in s t S ch o lastic ism  it shou ld  
be m a in ta ined  th a t S c rip tu res  determ ine no t on ly  m a tte rs  
of fa ith  and ch u rch  life, bu t is  a lso  ap p licab le  to o ther 
sp h e res  of life. T his is  ex ac tly  w h at P rof T a ljaa rd  w anted 
and s till w an ts  to be: a n tisy n th e tic a lly  rig h t, a position  
recen tly  term ed by h im se lf as  New R igh t.2)

T his b asic  d rive  determ ined  h is  p h ilo so p h ica l focus, i e to 
overcom e po ssib le  rem n a n ts  of sy n th e tica l th in k in g  in 
h is  own p h ilo so p h ica l h e rita g e  as w ell as  in  the p h ilo so ­
p h ica l trad itio n  of the R efo rm ation  to w hich he s till 
adheres. P ositiv e ly  it m eans to w ork  tow ards an  un d is­
torted  conception  of God, H is o rd inances  for a ll of c rea ­
tion, and c rea tio n  itself, and how th is  “th reefo ld  b e in g ” 
(i e God, H is o rd inances, c rea tion ) re la te  to one ano ther. A 
fundam ental p re req u is ite  for such  an  u n d erta k in g  is  the 
l ig h t shed by the S c rip tu re s  on the field w hich  the (refor- 
m a tio n a lly  com m itted) p h ilo so p h e r in v estig a tes . If I am 
no t m istaken , it is  p rec ise ly  th is  p re re q u is ite  for refor- 
m atio n a l p h ilo soph iz ing , as a rticu la ted  by P rof T aljaard , 
th a t has  been hotly  debated or fie rce ly  contested. The 
issu es  a t s tak e  can  be fo rm ulated  in  te rm s of the old 
S cho lastic  question : w hat is  the re la tio n  of ph ilo sophy  
and theo logy  to each o th e r?
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W hoever poses th is  question  today  is  in  d an g er of doing  
so in an  a lready  d is tin c tly  b iased  way. T h is b ia s  co n sis ts  
in  iden tify ing  p h ilo sophy  w ith  pagan , a lb e it secu lar, 
th in k in g  in  g enera l (s tre ss in g  the h u m an n ess  of th in k in g  
in a d isq u a lify in g  m anner), and  re se rv in g  theo logy  for 
know ledge revealed  by S c rip tu res  and p ass iv e ly  taken  in 
by m an w ho know s the revealed  T ru th  im m ediate ly  
(thereby u n d eres tim a tin g  the ro le of hum an  in te rp re ta ­
tion  and co n tra s tin g  know ledge and fa ith  in  an  u n ju s tif i­
able way). P u t briefly , th is  b ias ends up  in  an  in ab ility  and 
u n w illin g n ess  to recogn ise  the d is to rtio n  th a t c rep t in to  
S c rip tu ra l exegesis  over the  cen tu ries  — even d u rin g  and 
afte r the R eform ation, and th a t w hat is  som etim es (rig h t­
fully) desp ised  as “p h ilo so p h y ” (m eaning  thereby  p ag an  
o r se cu la ris tic  ph ilo sophy) is  e lsew here defended as 
“sound” C h ris tian  doctrine.

On the occasion  of h is  s ix tie th  b irthday  I h ave  th o u g h t it 
ap t to honour Prof T aljaa rd  w ith  som e th o u g h ts  on one of 
h is  (frequen tly  ridden) hobbyhorses in  ph ilosophy , i e the 
problem  of a sy n th es is  betw een p ag an ism  and  C h ris tian ­
ity , and try  to tack le  the p roblem  (and then  ra th e r  side­
w ays a t tha t) from  the ang le  of m y hobbyhorse in  p h ilo ­
sophy — ph ilo sophy  of art. Due to d ifficu lties abou t the 
av a ilab ility  of f irs t hand  re sea rch  m a te ria l on th is  topic 
in  South A frica, I p resen t these rem a rk s  ra th e r  h e s i­
tan tly .

In the L even  van S in te  C hristina  (Life of S t C hristine), a 
h ag io g ra p h y  and a D utch ification  of an  o rig in a l L atin  
poem  from  C ontim pré dated 1232, ap p ea r the follow ing 
in te re s tin g  words:

“d aer om  so docht m i w elgedaen  
dat ic t la tijn  in  d ie tsche soud  keren  
der goeder s in te r  K erstinen  theren  
den genen te troeste  die n ye t w ale  
en verstaen  la tijn sch e  tale . . .
D aer om  so  bid ic Gode den m elden  
di a lie  d inghe verm ach  w el 
ende ic  anders en heb n y e t el 
dan roc abijt end.e so len  ende corde  
dat h i gew eghen m oet so  m ijn  woerde  
dat d it gedichte m oet troeste lec w esen  
den ionfrouw en van  M ielen a ls ijt lesen  
ende ic hen doch m oegh  doen daer m ede  
in  en ig er  m anyren  troest ende vrede .. .”3)
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This fragm en t not only  show s the  in ten tion  of the poet 
w ith  a specific poem, bu t a som ew hat genera lised  con­
ception  of poetry  can  be in ferred  from  it. B earing  th is  in 
m ind, the genre  of th is  poem  becom es esp ec ia lly  s ig n ifi­
cant: it is  a hag io g rap h y , the  h is to ry  of a s a in t’s life, told 
to edify the read e r by ho ld ing  som ebody up as an  exam ple 
w ho had a tta ined  the  ideal of beatitude. This ind iv idual 
n a rra tiv e  is  taken  up  in  the b roader con tex t of the h is to ry  
of sa lv a tio n , i e w ha tev e r happens, h ap p en s  under the 
guidance of God who desires  the redem ption  of m an. 
Therefore the specific p e rso n  w hose life s to ry  is n arra ted  
is  not as  im p o rtan t as  the  ideal w hich is  ev iden t from  h is 
or her deeds. The sa in t se ts  an  exam ple w hich  ough t to be 
followed (and im ita ted ).4) T his a ttitude tow ards life 
(w hereto poetry  m u st be usefu l) con tro ls a lso  the m ore 
techn ica l aspects  of the h ag io g ra p h y  in  p a r tic u la r  (and of 
the o ther lite ra ry  a rts  in  g en era l)5): the  selec tion  of 
de ta ils  w hich  are to be n a rra ted  is  done in  such  a w ay th a t 
the le sse r  ed ify ing  is  kep t silen t, o r to ld  w ith  trep idation , 
or n a rra ted  w ith  a view  to invoke h o rro r  o r sham e o r sym ­
p a th y  in the  reader. The w ords (or sym bols) used m u st in 
som e w ay o r ano ther be G od-praising^and ex h o rtin g  to 
the  good life.

The la tte r  is especia lly  im portan t. W hile the poet does not 
have  ea rth ly  goods w ith  w hich he can  p rov ide for the ion- 
frouw en  (v irg in s, i e nuns), he can  a t le a s t g ive  them  
w ords w hich are  troeste lec  (consoling) and ed ify ing  in  
the  life of devotion to onseH eere  (our Lord). T his req u ires  
the  poet to choose h is  w ords w ith  care, so th a t he does not 
d is tra c t the a tten tion  of the ion frouw en  from  the  object of 
devotion (God) and d is tu rb  them . E ven the w ords of a poet 
should  d irec t to God and for those  w ho a re  not acquain ted  
w ith  Latin , th is  p oe t’s w ords  m u s t serve  as  a gu idepost 
for the pu rified  sou l on its  w ay  to God. G ew eghen  w ords
— w eighed, th ough tfu lly  selected  — are  g iven  a certa in  
preference: they  are  the only  th in g s  on w hich  the sou l can 
re ly  to a tta in  its  hoechste  b es tem m in g  (h ighest goal), 
w hereto  one is  p rep ared  by d isca rd in g  ea rth ly  goods and 
tem pora l com fort. In the above quoted frag m en t one h as  a 
little  sp ecu lu m  o r sp ieg h e l h is to riae l (m irro r of h isto ry ) 
of a v ery  spec ia l a ttitude  tow ards life, w hich  — som ew hat 
genera lised  — is ty p ica l of the C h ris tian  trad itio n  of the 
M iddle A ges: m an on h is  w ay to G od6) consid erin g  w hat 
he sou ld  re fra in  from  doing  and w hat he ough t to do, to 
find h is  repose and sa lv a tio n  in God. The co rrec tn ess  of
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the re la tion  between m an and God is  the m ain  focus and 
the u nderly ing  dynam is of th is  poem  and of C hris tian  
(lite rary  and fine) a r t  in  the Middle Ages. W hatever m an 
does and w hatever he leaves undone, he does o r leaves 
undone to find sa lv a tio n  in  God.7)

It is very  in te res tin g  th a t the idea of the w ays of m an is  so 
p reponderan t du rin g  the Middle Ages. Add to th is  the idea 
of g iv ing  p resc rip tio n s  w hich serve to g u ard  ag a in s t any 
d istrac tion  from  the w ay  of life to be “in  o rder”. The 
occurence of gu ideposts on th is  w ay as w ell a s  know ledge 
and im ita tion  of them  is necessary . The idea of the w ays 
of m an g ives an  im po rtan t key to the fram e of reference of 
the M edieval mind. These gu ideposts are  e ith er d iv ine 
d irec tives for the p ro p er conduct on the d iv inely  ordered 
and struc tu red  w ay, or are th in g s th a t lead to and sign ify  
God. In the la tte r  in stan ces  one encounters a w idely d if­
fused notion of sym bolism : w hatever ex ists, stands for 
som eth ing  outside itself, nam ely  God. Behind w hat 
appears to m an, lies a hidden m ean ing fu lness.8) The 
resu lt of th is  w ay of looking a t the w orld p rov ides in ter  
alia  a cosm ology as exeg esis  of a d iv ine w orld order, 
w hich im plies that m an is an exegete of creation. W hat is 
s ign ifican t in th is  view  of m a n ’s vocation  is  a certa in  
im plied ac tiv ity  in m a n ’s dealing  w ith c rea tion  w hich 
ends up in som eth ing  esthetic. Man is  though t of as 
rev ea lin g  the hidden deeper m ean ing  of th in g s  and p re ­
sen ting  th is  discovered m ean ing  in  v iv id  im agery  — an 
ac tiv ity  w hich p resupposes in s ig h t into the a rran g e ­
m ents of cosm ic da ta  w ith in  the context of sym bols, s ig n s  
and balanced proportions w hich m ake up an a rch itec ­
tu ra l ‘.v Die, i e the factual crea tion  of God, w hich — as  an 
expression  of H im  — poin ts to H im .9) Man lives w ith in  
th is specific sym bolically  s tru c tu red  w hole of creation .

A m edieval view  of hum an cu ltu ra l endeavour figu res 
w ith in  th is  broadly  (esthetica lly) form ed ontology (resp. 
cosm ology): God is the P rim e A rtist, m an  is  an  im ita to r of 
God’s work. At best m an can only  m irro r  H is c rea tion  in 
h is  w orks of art. A m ajo r p rerequ isite , therefore, for an 
overall view on c iv ilization , cu ltu re  and a r t d u rin g  the 
Middle A ges is c la rity  about the on to log ical (resp. cosm o­
logical) fram ew ork of a m edieval theory  on c iv ilization , 
cu ltu re  and art, w hich u su a lly  includes a concept of order 
in God’s creation, and the specifically  designated  p lace 
and role of m an in  th is  c rea tio n a l order. In m any respects
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A u g u stin e ’s concept of o rder is  an im p o rtan t gatew ay  to 
m an y  la te r  M edieval concep ts of cu ltu re  and m a n ’s role 
in  c rea tio n .10) The p o ssib ilitie s  (and shortcom ings) of neo­
p la to n ism  since and a fte r A ugustine  m u st a lso  be obser­
ved as  of (some) im portance  for the  developm ent of the 
la te r  m edieval cu ltu re  and v iew s on cu ltu re  and the 
a r ts .11)

A cu rso ry  note on the h is to rica l background  of the re la ­
tion  betw een m edieval cu ltu re  and m ed ieval v iew s on 
cu ltu re  on the one hand  (presented  e g in the d idasca lic  
li te ra tu re  of these tim es) and neo-p la ton ism  on the o ther 
m ay  shed  fu rther lig h t on w hat has  been sa id  so far. With 
the encoun ter betw een the c la im s of the  new ly sp read  
C h ris tian  gospel and the estab lish ed  p ag an  cu ltu re  of the 
G raeco-R om an w orld  the influence of p la to n ism  w as s till 
felt — in  such a w ay th a t (I th ink) it gave in  m any  w ays the 
incen tives  for the re su lts  of such  an encounter. (This does 
not im ply  th a t the C h ris tian  con trib u tio n  to th is  encoun­
te r  w as of m inor im portance. The p o in t to be s tressed  here 
is  the fact th a t m any  co n v erts  to the C h ris tian  faith  w ere 
learned  people from  the p ag an  cu ltu re , who approached  
the C h ris tian  fa ith  from  th is  p ag an  background, and tried  
to com e to g rip s  w ith  the conflic ting  ch a ra c te r  between 
p ag an ism  and C hris tian ity . They tried  to defend the 
new ly won faith  by m ellow ing  the conflict ch a ra c te r of 
the  encoun ter and by s tre s s in g  s im ila r itie s  between 
p ag an ism  and C hris tian ity . The s tre s s in g  of s im ila ritie s  
is  som etim es too h a rsh ly  judged  as accom m odation o r a  
d ilu tion  of the o rig in a l C h ris tian  faith . Such a judgm ent 
does not take in to  accoun t th e  d ifficu lties  in  the accep­
tance of a new  w orld of though t w ith in  the fram ew ork  of 
an  a lread y  estab lished , concep tualised , lin g u a lly  a r tic u ­
la ted  u n iv e rse  of d iscourse , and adequa te ly  ex p re ss in g  
the  con ten ts  of the new ly acqu ired  w ay of th in k in g  in 
te rm s of the estab lish ed  concep tua l fram ew ork  w ithout 
d is ru p tin g  com m unication , because the Good T id ings 
had  to be heard  by every  m an!)

T his resu lted  in  a sp o n tan eo u s sy n th es is  of p ag an  p h ilo ­
sophy  and C h ris tian  doctrine, w hich  found in p la to n ism  
(and la te r  on: neo-p la ton ism ) an  ideal fram ew ork  w ith in  
w hich  the new C h ris tian  body of th o u g h t could be 
designed  and w orked out. (One shou ld  not, I th ink , neglect 
the p rob lem  of hom onym s in  th is  context, i e to un d er­
stand  a  p ag an  m ean in g  w hen a hom onym ous w ord w ith  a
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com pletely  different m ean ing  is  used w ith in  the o rig in a l 
C hristian  context, thereby  o b lite ra tin g  the o rig in a l 
C h ris tian  im port of the concept.) The m ost p rom inen t 
ch a rac te ris tic  of th is  p rev a len t p la to n ism  w as the re la ­
tion between the re s  (Latin) — the ideas in  the background
— and the adum bration  of the ideas in the foreground 
w hich m ake up the un iv e rse  of the everyday  m an. In  such 
a set-up the rea l (the idea) is  a lw ays hidden from  the 
know ledge of the o rd in ary  m an  who feasts  h is  eyes on 
deceptive appearances. To get to the tru th  one h a s  to w ork 
conclusively  from  the percep tib le  appearance  to the 
in tellig ib le  rea lity  of the idea behind the appearance. In 
sp ite  of the developm ent of the school of the Sceptics, a 
kind of cosm ology such  as p la ton ism  offers qu ite  feasib le 
p o ssib ilitie s  w herew ith  the conflict between pag an  
ph ilo soph ica l v iew s and the con ten ts of the C h ris tian  
fa ith  can be reconciled: a sym boliz ing  and a llego riz ing  
w ay of dea ling  w ith w hatever one encounters. T hat 
m eans th a t w hatever one encoun ters  is  no t taken a t face 
value, but one has to look deeper (or h igher) for the rea l 
m eaning. The actual tru th  lies  on ano ther level than  the 
level of encounter. (The danger of th is  v iew poin t is its  
stra tegy : to re legate  the conflict to su p erfic ia lity , and to 
accom m odate ra th e r  incom patib le  v iew s w ith in  one sy s ­
tem  of thought w hich  re su lts  in  a m isin te rp re ta tio n  of the 
basic  tenets of both sides of though t in the conflict.) It is 
not c learly  ascerta in ab le  w hether p la to n ism  did o r i­
g ina lly  su ggest the so lu tion  to the p rob lem s d eriv ing  
from  the conflict betw een p ag an ism  and C h ris tian ity  
du rin g  the f irs t few decades of the la tter. To pose it  by w ay 
of a question: w as p la to n ism  of its  own m ore favourab ly  
d isposed  tow ards the C h ris tian  doctrine w hereby its  body 
of th o u g h t w as m ore accessib le  to the C h ris tian  fa ith?
W hatever the case m ay be, it is neverth e less  s ign ifican t 
th a t the f irs t sy n th esis  betw een them es from  the G ospel 
and s tra in s  of p ag an  though t w as b rough t about by a 
m ethod  o f exeg esis  of pagan  though t as w ell as S c rip ­
tu res, w hich a ltered  the con ten ts of both. T his m ethod of 
exegesis  consisted  of d iscovering  a deeper m ean ing  in a 
tex t — w hich ac tu a lly  m ean t d iscovering  a kernel of 
C hris tian  doctrine a t the h ea rt of a  pagan  system  of 
thought, or d isc lo sing  the fact th a t basica lly  the C hris­
tian  doctrine does not d iffer so m uch from  a p ag an  p h ilo ­
soph ical v iew point. T his rew ork ing  of v iew po in ts  u n d er­
lines the wide sign ificance of exegesis  for the cu ltu ra l 
endeavour of the ea rly  (and la te r  the m edieval) C h ris­
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tians: it se rves  as a w ay of d ea ling  w ith  an a lien  (and 
som etim es hostile) c u ltu ra l h e ritag e .12)

In la te r  tim es, d u rin g  the Middle Ages, th is  m ethod of exe­
g es is  w as w ell based on a p la to n iz in g  line of thought. A 
w ay of th in k in g  influenced by neop la ton ism  since P lo­
tin u s  a lm ost induced a sym boliz ing  and a llego riz ing  
in te rco u rse  w ith  n a tu re  and the cu ltu ra l he ritag e  from  
an tiqu ity . In th is  respect H ugh of S t V ictor se rv es  a s  a 
good ex am p le .13) With reference to m edieval cu ltu re  th is  
w ay of w ork is  of excep tional relevance: it offers a w ay in 
w hich  the  cu ltu re  of an tiq u ity  (and of the early  C hris­
tian s) can be adapted, accom m odated and p reserved  
w ith in  an o vera ll C h ris tian  in s titu tio n a lly  com m itted 
conception  of life and world. This ex p la in s  a p rom inen t 
c h a ra c te ris tic  of m edieval cu ltu re , v iz a conservational 
a ttitude  w ith  reg ard  to the p as t by in co rp o ra tin g  the  h e ri­
tage of the p a s t (often by a lleg o rica l re in te rp re ta tio n ) in a 
conception of the w ay w hich a faith fu l C h ris tian  had  to 
follow to reach  e te rna l b liss. A p art from  the care  w hich 
w as taken  of the past, there  w as also  the s tro n g  tendency 
to be m indfu l of the future, i e to have an  u n pertu rbed  view  
of the  New Jerusalem . The life of a C h ris tian  is  therefore 
charac terized  by h is  p ilg rim a g e  th rough  th is  w orld  — 
w hich  does not m ake th is  w orld despicable, bu t q ua lifies  
it  in  its  tem p o ra lity  and tran s ito rin e ss : ev e ry th in g  tha t a 
C hris tian  en coun ters  in  th is  w orld m u st serve as a  salva- 
to ry  p rep a ra tio n  for h is  even tual b lessed  life w ith  God.14)

The w ay of the p ilg rim  is  an  ordered w ay th ro u g h  the 
crea tion  of God. With th is  o rd erly  w ay co rresp o n d s a ce r­
ta in  tu itio n  sy stem  — the a rtes libera les — w hich  p re ­
p a re s  the p ilg rim  for h is  final destination . In  th is  w ay it is  
of p rim e im portance  to be able to follow th e  w ay w hich 
im plies th a t the p ilg rim  ough t to be equ ipped  to u n d er­
stand  the gu ideposts  on h is  w ay. The m edieval tu itio n  
in tends to  fu rn ish  th is  p ilg rim  w ith  equ ipm en t to deal 
w ith  signs, sym bols and w o rd s.15) He m u st be able to 
in terp re t, un d ers tan d  and follow  o r im ita te . A t the  root of 
m edieval cu ltu re  lies the im portance  of the w ord to m an
— w ords th a t had once becom e in ca rn a te  as the  Word of 
God, C hrist, the  W isdom of God. So g rea t is  the in sis tence  
upon th e  im portance of w ords th a t B ernard  of C la irvaux  
for in s tan ce  experienced  an e x is ten tia l d ilem m a between 
silence and com m unication . He w ould ra th e r  com m uni­
cate the s ta irw ay  of h u m ility  to God, th a t it m ig h t serve
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the salvation of others, than keep it to h im self18) — which  
would have been in accordance with the rules of h is  
m onastic order: the observance of silence as demonstra­
tion of hum ility. A striking ambivalence: the prescribed  
road to salvation can get so narrow that one’s own sa lva­
tion m ight be im perilled or one’s fellow  pilgrim s m ight 
be distracted from the narrow road when silence is  obser­
ved! Poetic im agery (which stores a crafty dialectic) 
offers the solution: to break a rule m eans to go down on 
the ladder of salvation, to experience hum iliation and 
therefore be raised on the steps of hum ility nearer to God 
(which is  in Bernard’s specific case not the sam e as rising  
on the ladder of selfish  pride: he broke the rule out of con­
sideration for h is fellow -pilgrim s and thereby hum ilia­
ted h im self before God.)

The “dilem m a” of Bernard of Clairvaux not only draws 
the attention to the significance of the trans-latio, the 
handing over of som ething, i e com m unication for (medie­
val) culture, but it also points to another basic charac­
teristic of m edieval culture, v iz  asceticism . We again  
encounter a certain am bivalence, and it is  fashionable for 
historians to stress the negative side of asceticism  in 
general (and therefore also of m edieval asceticism ) at the 
cost of a (possible) positive side. To abstain from certain  
activ ities is  thought to be more typical of asceticism  than 
the idea of intensive preparatory training. It can not be 
bluntly maintained that asceticism  m eans cultural anae­
mia (of which later m edieval m ystic m ovem ents can be 
accused)

The primary intention of m edieval asceticism  w as to d is­
cipline the p ilgrim  so that he m ay find h is repose in God. 
The ascetic is  driven (by God Him self) by a desire for h is  
God17) to be reconciled to Him and become fruitful in His 
service.18) To th is end one m ust be trained as an athlete  
trains for h is approaching race (in connection with which  
asceticism  was originally  practised.) Part of th is train­
ing  w as to refrain from certain retarding activ ities — 
which for the m edieval ascetic meant abstention from the 
fruits and desires of the “world”, i e the lure of E vil in this 
temporal world. Whereas the practice of asceticism  
am ongst early Christians (the desert fathers for instance) 
seem s to hover on the borderline of Good and Evil, and 
Evil seem s tem ptuously the nearer and even p hysically  
the m ost concrete to the hermit in h is seclu sion .19) The 
practice of the m edieval ascetic seem s to be more refined

3 2 1



in  its  s tru g g le  w ith E vil and in th is  refinem ent tr a n s ­
fo rm s the problem  of E v il to a com m endable desire  in the 
life of the ascetic: the need to study  S crip tu res  and con­
tem pla te  the “m y ste ries  of C h ris t”.

The m edieval ascetic  does not s tru g g le  w ith E vil p h y s i­
ca lly  and bodily (except of course  in the hag iograph ies). 
H is s tru g g le  is  refined: to com e in te llec tu a lly  to g rip s  
w ith  the dark n ess  of ignorance by w hich Evil im perils  
the world. The study of S crip tu res  and the con tem plation  
of the “m yste ries  of C h ris t” w ere intended as soul-lifting , 
e lev a tin g  activ ities, w hich afte r som e tim e becam e a r t i ­
cu lated  in  different genres of w riting , e g the so-called 
“lite ra tu re  of s ilence”20) (of w hich  B ernard  of C la irv au x ’s 
De G radibus H u m ilita tis  se rv es  as a fine exam ple), the  
serm o, the historia , the hag io g rap h y , the legend, the 
m iracle , sententiae, florilegiae, etc.21) Add to th is  the d is­
tance in tim e w hich set in between the  early  Church 
F a th e rs ’ w ork (with w hom  asce tic ism  had been an im por­
tan t p rac tice )22) and the la te r  m edieval m o n k s’ doings. 
Sm all w onder th a t the w ay of life and the w ork of th e  early  
Church F a th e rs  w as fostered as an a tta inab le  ideal in the 
m edieval m onastery . This m ay account for the definite 
cu ltu ra l a lignm en t of the  m onasteries: a p rese rv a tio n  of 
cu ltu ra l sources w hich becam e in  due course  the “e s ta ­
b lish in g  of a h ie ra rch y , a balance betw een the sources of 
cu ltu re .”23) The w hole cu ltu ra l set-up w hich resu lted  
from  th is  is  defined by J le C lerq as follow s: “. .. C ulture 
includes an overa ll conception of the w orld  and of life, 
and the m eans for ex p re ss in g  it, th a t is  to say , lan g u ag e  
and the arts. P recisely , language  is the forem ost of the 
arts , the a r t of speak in g  well, w ritin g  well, and of 
e x p re ss in g  though t well. Thus, lan g u ag e  is  a lw ays the 
sym bol of a cu lture, and it show s the level of a cu lture . 
Therefore, to w itness the b irth  of a hom ogeneous m o n as­
tic cu ltu re  m eans w itn ess in g  the form ation  of its  la n g ­
u age  as well. Thus we w ill see the lang u ag e  of the  M iddle 
A ges com e into being, the one w hich is to  be used by the 
m onastic  M iddle Ages. It w ill be, because of its  o rig in s, 
an essen tia lly  re lig io u s  language, tha t is to say, a la n ­
gu ag e  intended to ex p ress  a relig ion , and th is  in the very  
h ig h est act of relig ion: w orsh ip .”24) A lthough  le  C lerq 
in fers m ajo r ch a ra c te ris tic s  of M edieval cu ltu re  from  an 
o therw ise too genera lised  view  on cu ltu re  as such, he 
rig h tfu lly  s tre sse s  the im portance of a conception of 
w orld and life as a key to cu ltu re  (in th is  case  M edieval
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culture); and as fa r  as m edieval cu ltu re  is  concerned, th is  
m eans th a t it is bent upon the p roper and fru itfu l serv ice  
to God and h o s tility  tow ards the w ork of E vil in the world. 
While th is  is the case, and tha t is ano ther im p o rtan t po in t 
m ade by le Clerq, the m edieval cu ltu ra l context is  one of 
tak ing  care  of the w ell-being of m an. C ultural endeavour 
is not hostile  to the sa lv a tio n  of m an inasm uch  as cu ltu re  
is taken  to be w orsh ip  of God. H ow ever delineated and 
narrow  the concept of cu ltu re  m ay have been du rin g  the 
Middle Ages, th is  nevertheless  is  a s tr ik in g  in te rp re ta ­
tion of (m edieval) cu ltu re  by le Clerq, w hich m eans that, 
if h is  v iew poin t is tenable, the incen tive for the  develop­
m ent and d iversifica tion  of cu ltu re  along R eform ational 
lines is as  m uch determ ined by a m edieval h e ritag e  as it 
is by an early  C hris tian  heritage.

The (albeit lim ited) though ts  on technology in  the m edie­
val period deserves our specia l attention. Where at f irs t 
the a tten tion  of the th e o ris t in the Middle A ges w as focus­
sed on the tr iv iu m  and quadrivium , the m edieval m ind 
g radually  rea lised  the possib ilities  of a spectrum  of 
h um an  endeavour. A ttem pts abounded to find a p lace for 
d iverse  hum an  in te res ts  such as ethics, econom y and 
com m erce, politics, m edicine, ag ricu ltu re , etc w ith in  the 
design  of a united view  of culture. The m echanical a r ts  
(labour in all its  d iversifica tions) w ere classified  under 
ph ilosophy  as one offshoot nex t to o ther offshoots such  as 
the theoretical, p rac tica l and log ical sp rou ts  of the search  
for W isdom (philosophy). The w ork of H ugh of St Victor, 
a long  w ith  tha t of John of S a lisbu ry  and B onaventure, 
ag a in  serve as typ ica l exam ples. A s far as reflection on 
the fine a r ts  w as concerned, the focus on technology 
resu lted  in reflection on the techn ical activ ity  of an arti st. 
E de B ru ijne sketches th is  developm ent as  follows: 
“Zoals in de 12de eeu w w ordt de k u n st van  de w etenschap 
onderscheiden  vo lgens het b eg in se ld a t de w etenschap de 
oorzaken van  de beschouw de w aarheid  opspoort terw ijl 
de k u n st de m iddelen van een te verw ezen lijken  re su ltaa t 
(op grond van  de inz ich t in die w aarheid ) voorschrijft. 
‘S ap ie n tia ’, zegt A lexander, ‘resp ic it congnitionem  a rs  
operationem .’ N ochtans onderste lt ook de k u n s t een soo rt 
kennis: de ‘po 'iesis’ steun t op een bew ustzijn  dat het u it  te 
voeren w erk concip ieert en voorziet, ‘a rs  et p ro sp ic ien s’. 
Deze k enn is  eindig  dus n ie t in zichzelf, a ls  de contem - 
pla tie , m aar bew eegt u ite raard  n a a r  de productie  van  een 
bu iten  h a a r  liggend re su lta a t.”25) The fine a r ts  sh o u ld n o t
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be regarded sim ply as m im êsis  (imitation of nature), but 
rather as “pragm atic”: they should function as a useful 
rule to im prove human technique in order to perfect 
human conduct. Fine arts as im itation of nature became 
im itation with an exp licit designation: the operations of 
nature were regarded as m ost perfect and m ost economic 
(in the sense of saving  unnecessary work). To follow and 
im itate nature accurately in these aspects human con­
duct w as thought to be instilled  with som ething it lacked, 
i e the correctness of the w orkings of nature.26) The (fine) 
arts interpreted nature, explained it and taught it to the 
m edieval man. “Ontologisch staat het kunstwerk dus 
onder de natuurvorm,”27) de Bruijne remarks aptly.

To draw a tentative conclusion from the above-stated  
(rather incoherent) strains of thought: a debate on the 
problem of a synthesis between pagan thought and Chris­
tian faith entails more than a definition of thought and 
faith or — for that matter — a demarkation of philosophy  
and theology. What is  at stake, I think, is  a view  on the 
task and method of a philosopher in a cultural conflict 
situation, v iz  how he in terprets  h is heritage. To obtain 
clarity on this problem in m edieval tim es is  an a ssig n ­
ment for present-day theologians as well, because the 
interpretation and reinterpretation of (pagan) philoso­
phical concepts crossed the borderline from m edieval 
“philosophy” to “m edieval theology”. I surm ise (on the 
basis of accessib le research m aterial) that not even the 
sharp distinction between an order of nature and an order 
of grace prevented or lim ited the wide application of a 
method of interpretation, reinterpretation and exegesis  
which was downright ph ilosophically  inspired or at least 
in its deepest roots ph ilosophically  tainted. The matter to 
be decided then is not to discard philosophy in toto. Philo­
sophical taint as such is no disqualification. What must 
be decided is  whether a specific philosophical taint in 
one’s method of exegesis  allow s one to understand one’s 
heritage for what it is. Should one submit to (pagan) 
philosophy for a framework of interpretation (even of 
Scriptures), or should one subm it to Scriptures to find a 
direction also for the philosophical basis of exegesis?
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