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In grateful memory of Bishop Peter Walker


Olim Eliensis – Amico Amicus


+


Quoniam apud te est fons vitae, et in lumine tuo videbimus lumen.
 

Psalm 36:9


+


del cor de l’una de le luci nove
 

si mosse voce, che l’ago a la stella


 parer mi fece in volgermi al suo dove;
 

…


Io son la vita di Bonaventura
 

da Bagnoregio, che ne’ grandi offici
 

sempre pospuosi la sinistra cura.


Dante, Divina Commedia: Paradiso xii. 28–30 and 127-30





Preface


This book is intended to mark the eight hundredth anniversary of the birth of St Bonaventure in 1217 and to introduce readers to the substantial commentary on St Luke’s gospel that Bonaventure wrote while teaching in Paris and then leading the Franciscans as their Minister General in the middle of the thirteenth century. It comprises the bulk of the seventh folio volume of his edited writings in Latin, published in Italy in 1895, which has been very well translated by Father Robert J. Karris OFM, a Franciscan scholar working in America. His translation into English fills three substantial paperback volumes, running to over 2200 pages, with excellent introductions and exhaustive indices, published by the Franciscan Institute, St Bonaventure University, St Bonaventure, New York, as part of a series of translations of all Bonaventure’s writings. This book relies heavily on this masterly translation for detailed reference, as indicated in the notes by volume and page number, and it is intended to spur readers to obtain and use this translation as a resource for study and preaching, as Bonaventure himself intended for his original work. This study is also intended to help interpret and communicate his teaching for a modern readership. I myself had the privilege for many happy years of teaching and discussing the meaning of St Luke’s gospel with my teenage pupils at Marlborough College. The bibliography at the end of this book indicates the wealth of research into Bonaventure’s distinctive exegesis of the Bible and its importance to his thought. Quotations from the Bible in this book are generally from the Revised English Version.


Bonaventure distilled and transformed a rich inheritance of patristic and medieval exegesis of the Bible developed within the monastic tradition and in the university schools in Paris, Oxford and elsewhere. In many ways his writing mirrors exactly the beautiful, detailed and ordered works of art, embroidery, stained glass, carvings in cathedrals and illuminated manuscripts, which were produced in the thirteenth century across Europe as superb expressions of Christian theology and vision. Bonaventure’s understanding of the Bible lay at the root of all that he taught and wrote. This book therefore serves as a bridge into his thought, by allowing the essence of his insight into Luke’s gospel to be understood in his own words, as well as providing a succinct vade mecum for anyone wishing to read this gospel with the example of St Francis of Assisi in mind. Bonaventure had a formidable memory, and his capacity to draw from across the whole Latin Bible is extraordinary, instructive and enriching. His well-ordered mind was balanced, however, by a finely tuned spiritual and pastoral intuition, which means that how he approached the text of the gospel can be of real value to anyone today. It is intended to produce in due course a similar introduction to some of Bonaventure’s other writings, in order that his significance as a theologian and spiritual teacher might be better known and become more widely accessible and appreciated in the life of the Church today.


Douglas Dales – Advent 2016


The Glebe House, Peasemore, Berkshire





1. Introduction


St Bonaventure


Bonaventure was born, around 1217, in Bagnoregio, a hill-top town between Orvieto and Viterbo in Italy, which was then papal territory.1 His father was Giovanni di Fidanza, a doctor, and his mother was Maria Ritella. Bonaventure’s personal name was Giovanni, after his father.2 There was probably a small Franciscan house in Bagnoregio, where it was later believed that Bonaventure’s education and spiritual formation began. In his own words in the prologue to his definitive Life of St Francis, the Legenda Maior, Bonaventure says this of St Francis:


‘When I was still a boy, as I still vividly remember, I was snatched from the jaws of death by his invocation and merits. So if I remained silent and did not sing his praises, I fear that I would be rightly accused of the crime of ingratitude. I recognise that God saved my life through Francis, and I realise that I have experienced his power in my very person.’3


This crucial personal testimony to Francis, who died in 1226 when Bonaventure was still a child, underpinned his vocation and labours as a Franciscan theologian and spiritual writer. In due time it would lead him to accept in 1257 the leadership of the entire Franciscan movement. In his shorter liturgical Life of St Francis, the Legenda Minor, Bonaventure declared that it was his mother’s prayer and vow that led to the miracle of his healing.4 He died on 15 July 1274, while attending as a cardinal the second Council of Lyons.


In 1235, as an able teenager, Bonaventure was sent to Paris to complete his education, where the Franciscans were already well-established in teaching theology. In 1243, Bonaventure entered the Franciscan Order. By 1248, he had received a licence to teach at the university and he became a master of theology in 1254, although for political reasons within the university he was unable to take up his post formally until 1257, which was just before he became Minister General of the Franciscans. By that date there were over 30,000 friars in 32 provinces across Europe; there were also the female followers of Francis and Clare entrusted to the care of his Order. Thereafter, Bonaventure had a peripatetic existence, though often returning to Paris to teach. His journeys supervising the Franciscans took him to Italy, France, Germany and England. In 1265, Pope Clement IV nominated him to become the next archbishop of York. Bonaventure refused however to relinquish the leadership of the Franciscans. But in 1273, the new Pope, Gregory X, whom Bonaventure had suggested to the cardinals at their request, obliged him to become the cardinal bishop of Albano. It was in this capacity that he went to assist the Pope at the Council of Lyons, where he formally relinquished his post as Minister General. It is said that when the papal emissaries came with the summons to become a cardinal, Bonaventure was washing up in the Franciscan house in the Mugello near Florence: he bade them wait while he finished his duties and to hang up his cardinal’s hat on a tree nearby!


His sudden death at the Council of Lyons was lamented by all present, Catholic and Orthodox alike: he was greatly loved by all who knew him.5 In the formal account of the Council, Bonaventure was described thus:


‘He was a man of knowledge and distinguished eloquence, illustrious in holiness, life, conduct and customs. Loved by God and men, he was good, affable, pious, merciful and full of virtue. God had given him such a singular grace that whoever met him was moved by a heartfelt love for him.’6


He was buried in Lyons, only canonised much later by Pope Sixtus IV, in 1482, and finally declared a Doctor of the Church in 1588, with the common title of ‘Seraphic Doctor’. His shrine in Lyons was subsequently desecrated by revolutionaries in France.


In Paris, Bonaventure encountered the English theologian, Alexander of Hales, who towards the end of his career had become a Franciscan, continuing nonetheless to teach as a master in the university there. He died in 1245, but not before leaving a decisive impression on Bonaventure, who forever after regarded himself as his disciple and continuator. Alexander, for his part, was so struck by Bonaventure’s character, as well as his ability, that he considered that in him ‘there was no evidence of the fall of Adam’. From Alexander, and from his successor John of Rochelle, Bonaventure imbued a profound Augustinian approach to theology, deeply rooted in the study of the Bible. He probably encountered also the Dominican theologian, Hugh of St Cher, later a cardinal; and his debt to him is evident throughout his Commentary on Luke’s Gospel and elsewhere in his writings. He knew the work of the other outstanding Dominican teacher in Paris at that time, Albert the Great, to whose Sentence Commentary he refers in his own.


The relatively new University of Paris was a ferment of Christian theology at that time, absorbing at a steady rate the various texts of Aristotle, which were now becoming available for the first time in Latin translations from Arabic and other sources. Under the leadership of Albert and later of Thomas Aquinas, these would have a decisive impact on how Catholic theology would be approached and taught, and how philosophy would be regarded as a relatively autonomous subject alongside Christian doctrine and tradition. Bonaventure did not go along with this trend, however, despite his respect for and use of Aristotle; indeed he opposed the pretensions of philosophy in many of his writings, notably his incomplete Collations on the Hexäemeron, though without engaging directly in the ferocious polemics and controversies that dogged the University of Paris throughout the thirteenth century.


The foundation of Bonaventure’s theology was biblical, with the gospel of Christ at the centre of his thought: this is why his Commentary on Luke’s Gospel, one of his first works begun while a young university teacher, is so significant. It arose out of his formal teaching of the Bible, initially in 1248, and was probably completed during 1254-57;7 it stands alongside his other commentaries on Ecclesiastes and the Gospel of John. In its finished form, however, Commentary on Luke bears the impress of his labours as Minister General, guiding the Franciscans through some stormy waters and raising the standard of their education and preaching by his proliferation of sermons for their use – there are 380 of them extant. His own work and reputation as a preacher was exemplary, moulded by the sophisticated pattern of the sermo modernus that had been developed by Stephen Langton and others in the university. This entailed a theme for a passage of Scripture, followed by a prayer. Then the elaboration of what was implicit in the theme and the text in three sections, each with three sub-sections of exegesis.8 For Bonaventure, his preaching was also anchored in the memory and spiritual significance of Francis. His Commentary on Luke was intended to enable informed preaching that was faithful to the memory and example of the saint.


Between 1250 and 1252, however, Bonaventure commented formally on the Sentences of Peter Lombard: this was standard practice in the University of Paris at this time, as the Sentences comprised an encyclopaedic compendium of Christian theology culled from the Scriptures and the Fathers of the Church. There are many connections between Bonaventure’s Sentence Commentary and his Commentary on Luke’s Gospel, even though this gospel commentary was primarily intended and designed for the use of Franciscan preachers rather than as a formal instrument for teaching in the schools, unlike his Commentary on John’s Gospel. Other writings remain that were the product of ten years or more of Bonaventure’s regular teaching in the University of Paris, most notable of which is his Breviloquium, a masterly summary of Christian theology.9 Later, he would return there as Minister General to distil his thought further in his teaching about the meaning of the Hexaëmeron – the opening chapters of Genesis. This work now remains in two recensions, created by his pupils and is incomplete because of Bonaventure’s appointment as cardinal. It was intended in part to combat certain tendencies in philosophy that Bonaventure opposed. It represents the most elaborate culmination of his thought.


The University of Paris was also a veritable hotbed of dissension in the thirteenth century: between ‘town and gown’; between the faculty of the university and the Church authorities; between the secular masters and their Dominican and Franciscan rivals, who often undercut them by attracting great numbers of pupils at cheaper rates; and also within the whole enterprise of teaching Christian theology, as the full impact of Aristotelian thought and reasoning was increasingly felt within the traditional biblical and Augustinian tradition of Catholic doctrine. The mendicant Orders, the Dominicans and the Franciscans, claimed and secured the protection of the Pope, refusing to bow to the dictates of the university even as it tried to assert its own autonomy. For some time, the position of their teaching masters was contested, and this was why both Thomas Aquinas and Bonaventure were initially denied formal permission to assume their master-ships. In addition to this, some theologians began to attack the very basis of the mendicant Orders as subversive of Christianity, by their insistence on poverty. Both Bonaventure and Thomas Aquinas rose to their defence in 1256. Pope Alexander IV condemned the clerical remonstrance against apostolic poverty, led by William of St Amour, intervening also in the affairs of the university to break the deadlock over the position of the mendicant masters of theology. It was in this toxic atmosphere that Aquinas and Bonaventure were finally installed as teaching masters in 1257.


Bonaventure was not able, however, to enjoy his new position because the Minister General of the Franciscans, John of Parma, suddenly resigned. On 2 February 1257 Bonaventure was installed in the presence of the Pope at John’s suggestion as his successor in the Franciscan church of Santa Maria Ara Coeli in Rome. During this period, the Franciscans were riven by conflict between those who wished to follow the strict and austere example of Francis to the letter, and those who sought to accommodate its spirit within the necessary structure of a religious movement, which was now widespread across Europe and active in the reform of the Church. This situation was complicated by the existence of the Testament of Francis and the first version of his Rule, which indicated austerity; while the later version of the Rule, endorsed by the Pope, was the basis claimed for the appropriate accommodation and development of Franciscan life. For Bonaventure, the issue was both practical and personal: practical inasmuch as so widespread an Order required regulation, churches and convents had to be built; and Franciscans needed to be trained in Christian theology in order to preach effectively. This necessitated the provision of education and of valuable books; but Francis had eschewed books for himself and those immediately around him. On the other hand, he had commissioned Antony of Padua as the first Franciscan theologian or lector. For Bonaventure and others, learning was their ascetic labour in the service of the Gospel; the issue therefore was for him of vital personal importance. Books were the necessary tools of his trade and not ‘possessions’ as such. Learning was indispensable in the defence of the Franciscan mission and way of life, including the espousal of poverty; it was also the foundation of effective pastoral ministry and preaching.


Bonaventure taught what he believed to be consistent with the example and memory of Francis in the eleventh chapter of his Life of the saint with regard to the study of Scripture in Franciscan life. He noted that although Francis was not highly educated, his intellect was illuminated ‘by the brilliance of eternal light’ so that he could penetrate deeply into the meaning of Scripture. ‘Where the learning of the teacher remained outside, the affection of the lover of Christ entered in.’ Asked once what he felt about learned men joining his Order, including people like Bonaventure himself, Francis declared that he was happy for them to study the Bible provided that they also prayed after the example of Jesus ‘of whom we read that he prayed more than he read’. Their knowledge should lead to holy lives, and their example should underpin their preaching at all times ‘in such a way as to increase in pure simplicity’.10 Elsewhere, Bonaventure cited the observation of Francis that it was no good if people only knew Scripture but never tasted its meaning.11


This tension over the meaning of ‘poverty’, inherent throughout the whole development of Franciscan Christianity then and later, was aggravated by an intense spiritual movement among some Franciscans, whose catalyst was Abbot Joachim of Fiore in southern Italy. Joachim’s detailed study of Scripture led him to discern minute correspondences between the details of the Old Testament and their fulfilment in the New Testament. From this, he deduced that the future development of Christianity was also implicit within the text of the Bible. The structure of history was in fact Trinitarian: the Old Testament was the age of the Father; the New Testament was the age of the Son; the age of the Spirit was now imminent, and Francis was its harbinger, the angel in Revelation ‘arising from the east, bearing the seal of the living God’.12 Bonaventure’s predecessor, John of Parma, sympathised with this eschatological theology, and for this reason resigned and was condemned formally for heresy. This condemnation was Bonaventure’s first unhappy task, as there was no doubting the holiness and reputation of John of Parma. In the end, he was able to retire into obscurity in a monastery, but only after a high-level intervention by the cardinal, who would become Pope Adrian V, in order to prevent his imprisonment. Those who sympathised with John of Parma and his followers never forgave Bonaventure. Indeed, ambivalence towards the role of Bonaventure in systematising the Franciscan Order, in a way that inevitably moved the Order away from its primitive roots, clouded his memory among some later Franciscans of the more spiritual persuasion. In the minds of other Franciscans, however, Bonaventure was effectively the second founder of their Order and its greatest theologian.


The challenge before Bonaventure was therefore to balance conflicting forces and expectations among the Franciscans across Europe, and to supervise the good order of their widespread labours in order to safeguard their reputation, orthodoxy and effectiveness in the face of much criticism within the Church. In 1259, he went for a retreat to La Verna, near Arezzo, where thirty-three years before Francis had received the stigmata. It was there that Bonaventure wrote one of his most luminous books, his Itinerarium – the Journey of the Mind into God.13 This astonishing book distils all that is most distinctive and potent in his spiritual theology and it has remained a classic ever since. Bonaventure outlined the spiritual lineage in which he stood in his treatise On the Reduction of the Arts to Theology.14 For ‘the whole of sacred Scripture teaches these three truths: namely, the eternal generation and incarnation of Christ, the pattern of human life, and the union of the soul with God. The first is concerned with faith; the second with morals; and the third with the ultimate goal of both.’ Augustine followed by Anselm led the doctors of the Church in teaching the faith, Gregory followed by Bernard led in teaching morals, and Dionysius followed by Richard of St Victor led in teaching contemplation. But in Bonaventure’s mind Hugh of St Victor excelled all these in the threefold exposition of the spiritual light which is Scripture.15


The Itinerarium also reflects the centrality of Francis to Bonaventure’s own Christian life and thinking; and this was further deepened when he set his hand to writing the definitive Life of Francis at the request of the Franciscan Chapter of Narbonne in 1260. He began to compose it with a shorter version for liturgical use in 1261, after careful research among the saint’s remaining friends and followers; and both Lives were probably finished in 1263, in which year Bonaventure also supervised the translation of the relics of St Antony in Padua. In 1266, at another Chapter in Paris, the Life of Francis, written by Bonaventure, was enjoined as the official Life of the saint, and all earlier versions were to be set aside in order to diminish confusion among the varying strands of Franciscan life. In 1268, he had again to defend the Franciscans from further attacks on their way of life in his Apologia Pauperum. For Bonaventure, strict poverty like that practised by Francis and his earliest followers still remained a viable and desirable goal of Christian life for the viri spirituales to whom he sometimes alluded as ‘disciples of Christ’, and was to be cherished and protected as such as a distinct vocation at the heart of Franciscan and Christian life. He mentions ‘poverty’ 167 times in his Life of Francis, and his concern in composing this Life was to give a clear definition of what the Franciscan vocation meant for a rising generation that did not know Francis or his immediate followers.


The next decade was dominated by a fierce controversy in Paris between more traditional theologians and some radical teachers who espoused the tenets of Averroes, an Islamic medieval commentator of Aristotle in Spain. Behind this was a division between those like the Franciscan John Pecham, later archbishop of Canterbury, who as a disciple of Bonaventure upheld an Augustinian approach to theology, and Thomas Aquinas, who wished to incorporate certain principles of Aristotelian philosophy within Christian theology. Bonaventure was in Paris on many occasions throughout these critical years, and it seems that his authority lay behind the tenacity of those challenging the new theology. The crucial issue was whether philosophy could now operate on its own principles alongside but distinct from Christian theology, and if so, what was its inherent authority and where were its boundaries? Bonaventure was adamant that this could not be so without serious peril to Christian truth, which rested ultimately on the authority of revelation contained in Scripture. Fides quaerens intellectum – the great principle of Anselm and Augustine before him, was that Christian faith based upon revelation of itself impels reason towards an understanding of divine truth, and is its sole foundation, authority and governing principle.


For Bonaventure, Christ as the Word of God, is the key to true knowledge, the hidden centre underlying all truth.16 In a sermon to the University of Paris entitled Christum omnium Magister, he made this explicitly clear;17 this conviction determined the course of all his writings and teaching, which were thoroughly Christocentric, notably his discussion of the Hexaëmeron of 1273. Christ is therefore the only sure centre of both theology and philosophy in Christianity.18 For this reason, the Bible is the central focus of all Christian learning, to be elucidated by the teaching of the Fathers. Bonaventure advised that ‘too much of the water of philosophy should not be mingled with the wine of Scripture lest the wine be changed into water.’19 Bonaventure thus challenged central tenets in the approach of Thomas Aquinas, and those who came after him, as to the nature of Christian theology in relation to philosophy. The subsequent dominance of Scholasticism and Thomism in the Catholic Church therefore accounts in part for the relative eclipse of Bonaventure in later centuries to the present.


Bonaventure’s last great work was to facilitate the election to the papacy of Gregory X in 1271, advising at their request the cardinals gathered in Viterbo. This led eventually to his becoming a cardinal himself in time to assist in guiding the Council of Lyons, which the Pope summoned in the spring of 1274. This was intended to establish the position of the mendicant Orders, to address problems within the life of the Church, and to plan to rescue Jerusalem from Islamic rule. It was also summoned to try to bring about reconciliation between Catholic and Orthodox Christianity at the behest of the Byzantine emperor, Michael Palaeologus, who was hoping for help from the West once again, this time against the threat posed by Charles of Anjou. In formal theological terms, ecumenical reunion was agreed, probably partly as a result of Bonaventure’s benign influence. His sad and sudden death may well have robbed the occasion of some momentum and the emperor was anyway in the end unable to impose the settlement on the Greek bishops or on the monks of Mount Athos. It was seen by them as politically contrived and theologically flawed. The schism opened up again and remained as a festering sore in relations between Byzantium and the papacy for many centuries to come.


Bonaventure’s written output was astonishing: it fills nine folio volumes of printed Latin text published at the end of the nineteenth century in Italy.20 Its quality is uniformly high: he had a genius for analytical thought and a formidable memory of the whole Latin Bible. At the same time, his writing is permeated by a fine spiritual intuition and pastoral sensitivity. His fidelity to Francis was consistent and intimate, as he thought through and set forth the spiritual significance of what had been witnessed by many in his life and suffering.21 For him and for those around him, Francis was a truly Christ-like person. The language of Scripture, and especially of the gospels, had therefore a new immediacy born of his witness and it challenged and developed traditional modes of exegesis. For Bonaventure was sure that Christ is the key to understanding all reality and to a transforming participation in the love of God: this is why human beings are created as they are. In the words of Balthasar, ‘the nuptial poverty of the Cross reveals the heart of God’, eliciting a comparable outpouring of self-emptying love by those who embrace Christ crucified. They come to perceive that his glory lies hidden in the contempt with which he was treated; for ‘only in Christ as he actually was and is, do we experience God’.22 His resurrection confirms the eternal destiny for which humans exist in their entire personal and therefore bodily existence.


Bonaventure’s influence on some of those who immediately followed him was profound; but in the next century his memory waned somewhat until it was revived in the years between his canonisation in 1482 and his proclamation as a Doctor of the Church in 1588. More recently, the theology of Bonaventure has influenced profoundly that of Joseph Ratzinger, Pope Benedict XVI, whose study of Bonaventure’s approach to history in response to the crisis over Joachim of Fiore remains indispensable.23 The writings of Bonaventure are now being ably translated into English by Franciscan scholars in America.24





2. Lectio Divina



Lectio Divina in the Monasteries


The exegesis of Scripture is the foundation of all that Bonaventure taught and wrote.1 This is why his masterly Commentary on Luke’s Gospel is so important a key to understanding his mind and spiritual outlook as a Franciscan theologian and leader. It was regarded by contemporaries as outstanding, as indeed it is.2 It is also substantial in length and depth, constituting over 2200 pages of printed English translation and virtually a whole folio volume in the Latin printed edition.3 It was intended to assist the work of preaching, and it remains eminently usable today. It reflects exactly the balance and fusion of his thought as a theologian with his devotion as a Franciscan. Its genius lies in the supreme skill by which Bonaventure safeguarded the deepest spiritual impulses and insights of traditional monastic lectio divina,4 expressing them anew by his consummate mastery of the thorough analytic approach to the Bible that had been developed in the schools. Bonaventure’s goal was simple: to enable effective preaching of the Gospel, while doing justice to the new sense of spiritual and evangelical immediacy induced by the memory of St Francis. If the text of the Gospel confirmed that Francis was truly Christ-like, what did this mean for Christian life and evangelism, following his example, and how could this be properly expressed?


The roots of Christian exegesis of Scripture lie in the gospels themselves: in the teaching of Jesus, who radically interpreted Jewish scripture while claiming to fulfil its true meaning; and also that of Paul. In his second letter to Corinthians, for example, Paul proclaimed a ‘new covenant, not written but spiritual; for the written law condemns to death, but the Spirit gives life’.5 The great exponent of this approach to the Scriptures was Origen, who was influenced by Philo of Alexandria before him. Both developed an allegorical approach to the text of the Bible, and one of Origen’s most influential commentaries was on the Canticle, or the Song of Songs, which clearly needed interpreting beyond its literal meaning.6 Difficulties in literal meaning prompt deeper enquiry into the moral and spiritual meaning hidden within the text. Moreover the Old Testament contained the message of the New Testament by means of ‘types’ or patterns inherent within it, which only become clear in the light of the Gospel and person of Christ, for example the figure of the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53. Augustine developed this symbolical mode of interpretation further in his De Doctrina Christiana, completed in 427. This proved to be a crucial foundation of all subsequent medieval exegesis of Scripture in the Western Church. Augustine taught that the words of the Bible are catalysts for discerning the inner presence and teaching of Christ by spiritual intuition. The many meanings of Scripture reflect the manifold nature of divine truth revealed in Christ the Word of God. The reality of Christian truth comes alive as it is prayed and taught, being rooted in meditation and intellectual contemplation: for ‘in Thy light shall we see light … Thy Word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path.’7


It was Gregory the Great who more than anyone else mediated this tradition and approach to the early medieval Church, and especially through the monastic tradition whose life he nurtured and promoted in his Life of St Benedict. Gregory’s Moralia on the Book of Job, a figure with whom he closely identified, and his many homilies on Ezekiel and on the gospels set a pattern of exegesis that was fundamental to lectio divina and biblical exegesis as it developed within Western monastic life.8 Gregory taught that Scripture was a direct communication between God and His people, a guiding light through the moral morass of human life, containing the hope and promise of the deeper reality of eternal life, which is the true goal and meaning of human existence. The key agent in this work of communication is the Holy Spirit, present in the writers of Scripture, and present also in the minds and hearts of devout Christian readers, individually and in community. Scripture is truly the ‘bread of life’ to be digested carefully with serious thought and meditation: this prayerful ‘chewing over’ or ‘rumination’ is the substance and raison d’être of monastic lectio divina.


Gregory taught that the presence of the Holy Spirit opens the door of the mind to many rich and diverse interpretations arising from the letter of the text, as the manifold truth of Christian faith is discerned in each generation, for in the words of Jesus, ‘the Spirit will guide you into all truth.’9 Christian truth flows outward in effective preaching because of its continual movement inward in prayerful reading; for all preaching and reading is inevitably interpretation as well as expression of truth. Underlying this spiritual and intellectual process was the ancient Christian principle that ‘when you pray, you speak to God; when you read, God speaks to you.’ Crucial to its success was the careful cultivation of memory through liturgy and reading, and this lectio divina lay at the heart of Benedictine monastic life as it developed in the centuries after Gregory the Great.10 The most influential exponent of this approach to the Bible was Bede, who sought as a disciple of Gregory by his commentaries and homilies to supplement Gregory’s exegetical writings and sermons, while providing potent exemplars of his own exegesis in his De Tabernaculo and De Templo, which are really works of ecclesiology.11 Bede’s stature as a Doctor of the Church rests upon his crucial role as a pre-eminent teacher of the Bible in the Middle Ages, who mediated and made accessible a rich tradition of spiritual exegesis that extended back through Gregory to Augustine, Ambrose and Jerome.


In his commentary on Luke’s gospel, Bonaventure cites Bede more than any other patristic authority. He did this by direct reference to Bede’s own commentary on this gospel as well as to other of his writings; he often did it also indirectly when he cited the Glossa Ordinaria.12 This had been developed in the early twelfth century by Anselm of Laon and his disciples. Its format was to surround the text of Scripture with relevant excerpts from the Fathers that commented upon its meaning, also inserting interlinear comments elucidating points of detail. This encyclopaedic approach had the effect of greatly expanding the range and nature of biblical exegesis, as the glosses became almost as significant as the text of Scripture itself. This was first evident in the commentary by Peter Comestor on the gospels in the middle of the twelfth century, generated in Paris.


Biblical Exegesis in Paris


The immediate heirs and successors to Anselm of Laon, however, were the canons of the abbey of St Victor, founded in 1110 in Paris.13 They sought to combine wide-ranging learning with deep spiritual devotion, attracting many students from across Europe. Hugh of St Victor epitomised this vision, setting out a balanced framework of Christian study in his Didascalion.14 He was confident that careful mastery of the arts and sciences would equip a person for proper understanding of the text of Scripture in its historical reality and meaning. In order to progress into the deeper meaning hidden in the Bible, orthodox Christian doctrine, derived from the Fathers, was indispensable. On this basis, true contemplation could proceed: ‘for all nature speaks of God and all nature teaches man’.15 The history within Scripture is the key to understanding the history of the world. The salvation of humanity proceeds by means of sacraments that transform reality, and this pattern is evident throughout the Bible. Therefore what is actually written in the letter of the text is the anchor of all true understanding, reining in allegorical speculation and resisting heresy. Hugh was followed by Richard and Andrew of St Victor, who in different ways developed his approach to Scripture. Richard’s masterpieces Benjamin Minor and Benjamin Major were influential because of their rich contemplative theology.16 Andrew went further into biblical studies by consulting Jewish scholars about disputed texts and discussing their meaning for both Jews and Christians.


The growth of the university in Paris in the twelfth century marched in step with a rapid growth in the teaching of the Bible. Under the leadership of Peter Comestor, Peter the Chanter and Stephen Langton, biblical studies became central to the study of theology, particularly with reference to morality and leadership in the Church. Stephen Langton left a permanent mark inasmuch as the chapter and verse divisions in the Bible date from his time and were largely the product of his design. He also helped to establish the fixed text of the Latin Vulgate Bible that came to be published in Paris in the thirteenth century. Indeed no century or place witnessed a more thorough and disciplined approach to and exposition of the Bible, and those who helped form Bonaventure played a central role in continuing this in the first part of the thirteenth century.17 Stephen Langton left Paris in 1206 to become a cardinal and in due course archbishop of Canterbury; shortly afterwards, Edmund of Abingdon departed to help create the University of Oxford. A decade later, the Dominicans opened their centre of study in Paris in 1229, followed shortly by the Franciscans in 1231. Bonaventure explicitly declared his own debt to Alexander of Hales, an English master of theology who became a Franciscan towards the end of his career. Bonaventure’s Commentary on Luke also drew heavily on the contemporary work of Hugh of St Cher, a Dominican master who became in due course a cardinal. These were the first friars to compose commentaries on all four gospels.18


Hugh of St Cher joined the Dominicans in 1225 as a well-established teacher of canon law as well as of theology. He rapidly became a senior figure in the Dominican Order, initially in Paris. He relinquished his teaching career in 1236 to preside over the Dominicans in France until 1244, when Pope Innocent IV made him a cardinal; he died in 1264. His commentaries on the gospels arose out of his teaching, much of it before he became a Dominican. With a team of able assistants, he compiled a wide-ranging body of material intended to draw out the meaning of the gospels along traditional lines, but also incorporating more recent scholarship, such as the work of Peter Comestor and Peter the Chanter. He was the first to use a new Latin translation of the homilies of St John Chrysostom on the gospel of John, for example. He also included for the first time a considerable amount of theology from Bernard of Clairvaux, some of which found its way into Bonaventure’s Commentary on Luke. Like Stephen Langton and Peter the Chanter, Hugh’s commentary had a practical moral end: to educate clergy and laity so that the life of the Church might be reformed and renewed. As a Dominican, Hugh had much to say about preaching and its importance: its vitality arose from disciplined and informed study and lectio divina, leading to prayer and mystical contemplation. Only the experience of divine love could enable a preacher to kindle it within the hearts and minds of his hearers.


Alexander’s career was parallel to that of Hugh, whose work he probably knew. He was educated in Paris, becoming a master of theology around the year 1223 until 1227. He joined the Franciscans late in his career in 1236 and became their foremost teacher in Paris until his death at the first Council of Lyons in 1245. He was a formidable theologian who for the first time based his lectures on the Sentences of Peter Lombard rather than directly on the text of the Bible. These Sentences comprised an exhaustive compendium of patristic theology and commentary and became the central framework for all subsequent medieval study of theology. His Quaestiones Disputatae and his Glossa on the Sentences constitute the bulk of his remaining work; they were generated before he became a Franciscan. It is unclear, however, when his commentaries on the gospels should be dated, though some of them reveal knowledge of the work of Hugh of St Cher. He used similar patristic sources as Hugh, but derived some of his material from earlier commentaries associated with Anselm of Laon and his circle. His approach was at times more analytical, being influenced by his work as a theologian, and there is no evidence of an overtly Franciscan approach to the texts of the Gospel. Contemporary with Alexander, and a likely teacher of Bonaventure, was John of La Rochelle, who has left lectures on all four gospels. He too was a Franciscan, who taught in Paris from 1236 until his death in 1245. He drew on the work of Hugh of St Cher as well as that of Alexander of Hales, but was more overtly Franciscan at times in his teaching, for example about poverty. He was also concerned to defend the work of study and learning within the life of his Order, and to uphold the authority of the Pope, who was the protector of the friars.


There is little evidence in these commentaries of the storm of criticism that would fall upon the mendicants in Paris in the middle of the century, with which Bonaventure and Aquinas had to contend. The challenge to the lifestyle of the friars, as much as to their influence and prestige in the universities and elsewhere, put a spot-light on the acute question of how the gospels should actually be read – and lived. For, in the words of Pope Benedict XVI, Francis


‘had dared to make the unheard of attempt to translate the word of the Sermon on the Mount into the living work of his own life, and to make the spirit of Jesus Christ and the immediate demand of the Gospel into the only norm for Christian living. … The event of Francis effectively shattered a whole concept of a tradition which had become too canonical. [19] Francis’ own life had developed from an immediate contact with the Scriptures, which he desired to understand and to live literally sine glossa in an immediate encounter with the Lord who speaks to us in the Sacred Writings. … The vita apostolica had become a reality in Francis.’20
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