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Erasmus: Von Walfart, 1522
James E. W alsh

HE INSTITUTION of the religious pilgrimage has had a long

and continuing history. In the Christian church it began as

2 stmiple and very human desire to visit places at which some

particular event in the life of Christ or the Apostles had, or
was thought to have, taken place; no special virtue was attached to such
visits, and any slight increase in piety that might be expected from the
replacement of an imaginary by a conerete image was considered suffi-
cicnt reward for the pilgrim’s pains. But what begins simply in human
affairs rarely continues so: more and more formality and riteal began
to overlay the original simplicity of the idea; larger claims began to be
made for the localization of Deity; more places and lesser lights began
to be put forward as proper objects for the pilgrim; and finally the
doctrine of indulgences asserted itself and became an inseparable part
of the pilgrimage.

Opposition, not so much to pilgrimages themselves as to the follies,
excesses, and abuses that grew up around them, began early in the
Christian church, Already in the fourth century St. Gregory of Nyssa
raised his voice and in his De iis gui adeunt Hierosolyma spoke out
against the absurdity of cxpecting to find God more readily in one
place than in another. Gregory’s Latin contemporary St. Jerome, who
had undertaken a pilgrimage to Jerusalem himself and therefore knew
whereof he spoke, did likewise; and a few ccnmrics latcr St. Boniface,
despite his appellation ° proconsul of the papacy,” said in one of his
letters that he would like to sce pilgrimages to Rome stopped alto-
gether. By the carly sixtcenith century the cxtravagant claims made
for the eflicacy of plcccs of bonc, drops of dried blood, slivers of wood,
and fragments of cloth in the curing of all the ills of body, mind, and
spirit had begun to strain the credulity of more and more of the faithful;
and while fow of the carly reformers devoted special treatises to the
subjcct of the pllgrlmages made to visit these miraculous objecets, it 1s
obvious that the intimate conncction that subsisted by the end of the
Middle Ages between pilgrimages and indulgences rcsulted in the re-
formers’ attacks upon the one being indirectly effective against the
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other. We know that the pilgrimage to Rome in the jubilee year 1525
was made by far fewer people than had underraken it during the four
jubilce years of the previous century,
Among those most likcly to have directed the sharp blade of a keen
intellect against the irrational aspects of pilgrimages in the first quarter
of the sixtecnth century was Erasmus of Rotterdam, and indecd he did
do so, by employing the peculiarly devastatng and cffective weapon
we most associate with him — nidicule. In his Peregrinatio religionis
ergin (A Pilgriznage for religion’s sake), published in the February 1526
edition of the Collogria, Erasmus sets out in dialogue form, with pun-
gent wit and telling satire, the absurdity of the vencration of relics at
places of pilgrimage, accompanied as it incvitably is by the jingle of
coins fallng our of the pilgrim’s hand and into that of the custodian of
the shrine. But there is another little work by Lrasmus entitled Von
Walfart (On Pilgrimages), published four years carlier than the col-
i loquy, in 1522; it turns up occasionally in the rare book market, and the
. Houghton Library at Iarvard has recently acquired a copy.' The
standard bibliographies record at least two editions,” but nonc of them
identifies it or states what it is a translation of — and translation it
obviously is, for Erasmus wrote nothing for publication in German.
The title might suggest that it is a translation of the above-mentioned
colloquy, published by some accident of circumstances before the Latin
i original; but it is not, for it is not in dialogue form and is much shorter
| than the colloquy; nor is it a translation of the Peregrinatio apostolorin
Petri et Pauli, 2 quite diffcrent work published in 1524.
| The text of Von Walfart begins “Das in Mathco unser herr unnd
| gepietter sagt: Kumment zu mir alle die ir arbeiret und beschyvert seyt
und ich wil euch erquicken . . .”’ We are dealing, then, with a passage
in Matthew, chapter X1, verse 28, Is this an excerpt from Erasmus’
Annotationes in Novay: Testamentinn? No, 1t 1s not; Erasmus does
I not discuss the passage in question in that work, A complete reading of
i the texe of Von Walfart results in a vague fecling of puzzlement: ir
daes not deal with pilgrimages, and the word nowhere appears in it; the
*Yon walfare/ Evasmi Rodterodami/ vermaaung wo Chri-/ stus vnd scin reich/
zu suchen ist./ M. D. XXip./ [woodcut, 74X 11zmm,, depicting a pilgrim with staff
and rucksack approaching an inn]/ [Augsburg, H. Steiner] 4°; A% The BM records
another edition as printed by G. Erlinger in Bamberg.
*Panzer 1290-1201; Weller z056-2057; Kuerynski 742-543; Knaake ILz55; Ho-

henemser 4z34; Bibl. Lras. 1.183; BM German STC p. 284; Rotierdam Erasmus car.
p- 45 (recording 3 cditions).
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work is a bricf set of variations on the theme “The kingdom of God is
within you,” as the subtitle of the pamphlet suggests: Vermaning wo
Christis uud sein Reich zu suchen ist. "The implication may be that
man will not find God by undertaking pilgrimages, buc the closcst
Erasmus comes to an explicit statement of such an idea in Von Walfart

is, “No, man comes not to Christ with fect of flesh but by those of his

spirit and his heart.” *

A careful sifting through the 1703~06 cdition of Erasmus® collected
works discloscs, in volume 6, contaning the New Testament, a short
preface beginning “Quod apud Matthaeom Dominus, ac pracceptor
noster Jesus Christus Joquitar . . . ,” which the cditor, Jean Le Clere,
heads “Desiderii Erasmi roterodami Praefatio tertiac cditioms Novi
Testamenti an, M.D.XXIV.” A comparison of the Latin texc of this
preface with the German of Von T alfart quickly establishes that they
are the same work. But Le Clerc's description of the preface is mis-
leading if ie means to imply that 1t was first printed in 1524.

P. 8. Allen, the great editor of the letters of Erasmus, solves the
problem neatly, as usual, thovgh without making any reference to Von
W glfart; but such a problem was, after all, beyond the scope of his

edition. In his preface to letter 1010 * Allen writes: ““The separate

issuc [of Erasmus' Latin version of the New Testament] proved a
success, and was quickly reprinted, either completc or the Gospels
anly, by Schumann at Leipzig 18 Oct. 1519 and 1520, by Cratander at
Basel Aug. 1520 and March 1521, by Morhard at Strasburg Sept. 1520
and 1521, and by Anshelm at Hagenau 1520 . . . Unless there is a
prior Martens or Froben edition of 1520, Cratander’s issue of Aug. 1520
is notable as containing a new piece by Erasmus — the only casc thar 1
know of where Cratander printed anything of his {or the first time: a
‘noua praefate’ to the reader— Quod apud Matthaeurn, without
date — , which again disclaims any intention of finding fault with the
Vulgate, but otherwise is of little intercst, and therefore need not be
included among Erasmus’ letters.” The disclaimer Allen refers to 1s
contained in the last three sentences of the Latin preface, which are
omitted in the German translation Vonr Walfart,

*“Nain man kumpt nit za Chtisto mit fussen des flaisches sunder des gaystes vnd
hertzens.” The Latin original: “Non enini itur ad illar pedibus, sed affcetibus: imb
pedibus, sed animi, non corporis.”

' Opus epistolarun Des, Erasmi vorerodamii denuo recognituut et auctum per P. 5.
Allen, v.4 (Oxonii, 1923), p. 58.
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Erasmus’ preface to the scparate cdition of his Latin version of the
New Testament was obviously never intended by him as a polemic
against the making of pilgrimages; he was capable, as we have scen, of
much morc effective polemic against the abuses of the church; but it
was turned indirectly into one by his anonymous (and doubtless un-
anthorized) translator, who took advantage of the reforming mood of
the times to strike a blow against what he must have regarded as a
custom both foolish and fruitless. The name of Lrasmus, known as it
was throughout Europe, naturally lent force to the publication entitled
by the translator Von Walfart.
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